
		
			[image: frontcover.jpg]

		


		
			Thank you for purchasing this eBook.

        	At Sourcebooks we believe one thing:

            BOOKS CHANGE LIVES.

            We would love to invite you to receive exclusive rewards. Sign up now for VIP savings, bonus content, early access to new ideas we're developing, and sneak peeks at our hottest titles!

            Happy reading!

            SIGN UP NOW!

		

	
		
			[image: SDfc.jpg]

		


		
			[image: SDtp.jpeg]

		


		
			Copyright © 2011, 2002 by Jill Mansell

			Cover and internal design © 2011 by Sourcebooks, Inc.

			Cover design by Dawn Pope/Sourcebooks

			Cover illustration © Nina Chakrabarti

			Sourcebooks and the colophon are registered trademarks of Sourcebooks, Inc.

			All rights reserved. No part of this book may be reproduced in any form or by any electronic or mechanical means including information storage and retrieval systems—except in the case of brief quotations embodied in critical articles or reviews—without permission in writing from its publisher, Sourcebooks, Inc.

			The characters and events portrayed in this book are fictitious or are used fictitiously. Any similarity to real persons, living or dead, is purely coincidental and not intended by the author.

			All brand names and product names used in this book are trademarks, registered trademarks, or trade names of their respective holders. Sourcebooks, Inc., is not associated with any product or vendor in this book.

			Published by Sourcebooks Landmark, an imprint of Sourcebooks, Inc.

			P.O. Box 4410, Naperville, Illinois 60567-4410

			(630) 961-3900

			FAX: (630) 961-2168

			www.sourcebooks.com

			Originally published in 2002 by Headline Book Publishing, a division of Hodder Headline 

			Library of Congress Cataloging-in-Publication Data

			Mansell, Jill.

			 Staying at Daisy’s / by Jill Mansell.

			 p. cm.

			 1. Hotelkeepers—Fiction. I. Title. 

			 PR6063.A395S73 2011

			 823’.914—dc22

			2010043576

		


		
			Contents

			Front Cover

			Title Page

			Copyright

			Chapter 1 

			Chapter 2 

			Chapter 3 

			Chapter 4 

			Chapter 5 

			Chapter 6 

			Chapter 7 

			Chapter 8 

			Chapter 9 

			Chapter 10 

			Chapter 11 

			Chapter 12 

			Chapter 13 

			Chapter 14 

			Chapter 15 

			Chapter 16 

			Chapter 17 

			Chapter 18 

			Chapter 19 

			Chapter 20 

			Chapter 21 

			Chapter 22 

			Chapter 23 

			Chapter 24 

			Chapter 25 

			Chapter 26 

			Chapter 27 

			Chapter 28 

			Chapter 29 

			Chapter 30 

			Chapter 31 

			Chapter 32 

			Chapter 33 

			Chapter 34 

			Chapter 35 

			Chapter 36 

			Chapter 37

			Chapter 38 

			Chapter 39 

			Chapter 40 

			Chapter 41 

			Chapter 42 

			Chapter 43 

			Chapter 44 

			Chapter 45 

			Chapter 46 

			Chapter 47 

			Chapter 48 

			Chapter 49 

			Chapter 50 

			Chapter 51 

			Chapter 52 

			Chapter 53 

			Chapter 54 

			Chapter 55 

			Chapter 56 

			Chapter 57 

			Chapter 58 

			Chapter 59 

			Chapter 60 

			Chapter 61 

			Chapter 62 

			Chapter 63 

			Acknowledgments

		


		
			For Mum and Dad

			With all my love 

		


		
			Chapter 1 

			In the absence of a gavel, Hector MacLean seized a heavy glass ashtray and rattled it against the mahogany-topped bar. 

			‘Ladies and gentlemen, your attention please. Quiet at the back there, you Aussie riffraff. I feel the need to propose a toast. Over here, darling, over here.’ Beckoning Daisy towards him, he slung an arm round her waist. ‘And now would you all raise your glasses… to my beautiful daughter.’ 

			‘To your beautiful daughter,’ chorused everyone in the room, causing Daisy to roll her eyes. 

			Honestly, did he have to be quite so embarrassing? 

			‘You missed a bit out,’ she told him. ‘What you actually meant to say was “To my beautiful, intelligent, and staggeringly hard-working daughter, without whom this hotel would crumble and go out of business within a week.”’ 

			‘All that. Absolutely. Goes without saying.’ Hector gestured expansively with his tumbler of Glenmorangie. ‘Everyone here already knows that. Just as they know you’re also stubborn, bossy, and incredibly lacking in modesty. But I’m still proud of you. Considering all you ever did at school was smoke and play truant, and your mother and I never thought you’d amount to anything, you’ve turned out pretty well. And now, for my next toast, I’d like you all to raise your glasses once more to dear old Dennis.’ 

			‘Dear old Dennis,’ they all bellowed back at him, even those guests who hadn’t the foggiest idea who Dennis was. That was the thing about Hector MacLean, his enthusiasm and joie de vivre was infectious. 

			As usual, Daisy marveled, and in no time at all, a quiet gathering for a few drinks had turned into an impromptu, rip-roaring party. It wouldn’t be long now before her father called for his accordion and got the dancing underway. The fact that they were all supposed to be taking advantage of these few relatively peaceful days—the Christmas guests having departed and the New Year’s Eve ones yet to arrive—was of no consequence to Hector. The fact that it was December the twenty-eighth was, as far as he was concerned, a good enough reason to celebrate. Why take it easy when you could be having fun? 

			Daisy, glad that her spritzer was nine-tenths soda water, eased herself onto a bar stool while her father greeted a couple of late arrivals as though they were his dearest friends. 

			‘At last! How marvelous! Listen, we’re in danger of having a bit of a knees-up—either of you two handy with a piano?’ 

			One of the Australians materialized at Daisy’s side as she was busily lining her empty stomach with cashews and roasted almonds. Not ideal but better than nothing. 

			‘Your dad’s a character. When this place was recommended to us, we thought Jeez, some old country house hotel full of la-di-da tweedy women and pompous old colonel types, no way. But our friends promised us it wasn’t like that here, and they were right. This place is great.’ 

			‘You may change your mind,’ said Daisy, ‘when my father gets his bagpipes out.’ 

			‘You’re kidding!’ The Australian’s face lit up. ‘He actually plays the bagpipes?’ 

			‘No. He just thinks he can. If you know what’s good for you,’ Daisy whispered, ‘you’ll persuade him to stick with the accordion.’ 

			He laughed, even though she hadn’t been joking. 

			‘And who’s this other guy we just drank to, dear old Dennis? Is he someone else who works here?’ 

			‘Ah well. Dennis is our benefactor. Without him,’ Daisy explained, ‘we wouldn’t have this hotel.’ 

			‘You mean he owns it?’ 

			Behind the bar, Rocky casually flipped a tumbler into the air and caught it. No one was currently drinking cocktails but he did it anyway. Grinning at Daisy, he began to whistle a catchy tune. 

			‘You probably know Dennis,’ Daisy told the Australian. Tilting her head in Rocky’s direction she added, ‘If you recognize that song, you definitely know him.’ 

			Standing next to the Australian, Tara Donovan joined in the whistling. The Australian frowned. ‘It’s that kid’s thing, yeah? Dennis the Dashing Dachshund? I’m sorry, you’ve lost me.’ 

			Unable to help themselves—they’d started so they’d finish—Rocky and Tara whistled and jiggled their way through to the end of the song. 

			‘My father may not have been blessed with many brilliant ideas in his lifetime,’ Daisy said fondly, ‘but twenty-five years ago he had an excellent one. He came up with Dennis.’ 

			‘You’re kidding! Are you serious? That’s incredible!’ The Australian slapped his knee in delight. ‘I used to buy those books for my kids.’ 

			Rocky was well away now, tap-dancing behind the bar and singing under his breath, ‘My name is Dennis, the dashing dachshund,’ because Dennis danced like Fred Astaire and Rocky liked to show off the fact that he had been to stage school. 

			Actually, Daisy amended, he just liked to show off. Then again, it was why she had hired him in the first place. 

			‘Dad used to make up stories for me when I was small,’ Daisy told the enthralled Australian, ‘about this effeminate dachshund. But I didn’t know what he looked like so Dad started drawing pictures of him. I took the pictures into school, told the stories to my friends, and the next thing we knew, all the mothers were asking where they could get hold of these Dennis books their kids kept pestering them for. So Dad sent his stories off to a publisher and they snapped them up. Then a TV company got involved and Dennis fever took off—soft toys, games, pajamas, the whole merchandising malarkey. All from one dear little idea. Dad sold the rights five years ago and bought this place,’ Daisy concluded. ‘So you see, we owe everything to Dennis.’ 

			‘I used to have a Dennis the Dachshund duvet cover,’ Rocky put in cheerfully. ‘And Dennis slippers with ears on them that waggled when you walked.’ 

			‘I had Dennis everything.’ Daisy groaned and pulled a face. ‘By the time I was nine it was embarrassing. All I cared about then was Madonna.’ 

			One of the late arrivals was being persuaded to go and fetch his harmonica; he might not be able to play the piano but, Hector assured him, a mouth organ would do just as well. 

			‘I love this place,’ exclaimed the Australian. ‘I must go and talk to your dad.’ 

			‘Are you all right?’ Rocky leaned across the bar and lowered his voice as the man moved away. ‘You look a bit… knackered.’ 

			‘Me? I’m fine!’ Daisy realized he’d caught her off guard for a moment. What was the difference between putting on a brave front and telling a great big bare-faced lie? ‘Of course I’m fine, why wouldn’t I be?’ 

			Rocky shrugged, reached for the silver tongs, and lobbed a couple of ice cubes into a tumbler. 

			‘Thought you might be missing Steven. When’s he back?’ 

			‘New Year’s Eve.’ Scooping up another handful of nuts, Daisy gave him a bright smile. Rocky wasn’t wild about Steven, she knew that, and he might even have an inkling about the events of the previous week, but there was no way in the world she was going to blurt out the whole story. She hadn’t told a soul. Not Tara, not even her own father. For now, she just had to carry on as if nothing was wrong. 

			‘Because if you’re feeling a bit lonely, I know just the thing to cheer you up.’ Rocky waggled a playful eyebrow as he said it, flashing her his naughtiest Robbie Williams smirk. ‘I’m young, single, and available. Not to mention totally irresistible.’ 

			Rocky was twenty-three, with a wicked smile and a peroxide crop. His favorite band was Oasis, which meant she could never fancy him in a million years. 

			‘It’s really kind of you to offer.’ Solemnly, Daisy patted his hand. ‘But you’re five years younger than me. You think Liam Gallagher’s a cool bloke.’ She frowned, pretending to think for a moment. ‘Oh yes, I knew there was something else. And I’m married.’ 

			‘You don’t know what you’re missing. I’m at my sexual peak.’ 

			‘I’m still married.’ God help me. 

			Rocky said, ‘Is that all that’s stopping you? I’m sure we can sort something out.’ Privately, he didn’t think much of marriage if what Daisy and Steven shared was a shining example. Daisy might be pretending everything was great, but you only had to see the two of them together to guess there were problems. The chief one being the fact that Steven Standish was a prize prat. 

			‘What are you two talking about?’ Tara shimmied up to them in search of more wine. Drinking and partying was so much more fun than being a chambermaid, she couldn’t imagine why she wasn’t allowed to do it for a living. She’d make such a great It girl, if only she could have been christened Tinker Tonker-Parkinson. Fate was truly unfair. 

			‘Sex,’ Daisy announced with a wink. ‘And the fact that poor old Rocky here isn’t getting any.’ 

			‘I didn’t say that. I didn’t say I wasn’t getting any,’ protested Rocky, who wasn’t. ‘I just offered Daisy the opportunity of a lifetime and she’s pretending not to be interested, going all prim on me, making out she doesn’t want to upset her husband.’ 

			‘We’ve got a visitor.’ Tara nudged Daisy, drawing her attention to the police car moving slowly up the drive. Turning back to Rocky she said, ‘Opportunity of a lifetime? You? Oh dear, what a shame, now you’ll have to be arrested. The big scary policeman’s going to charge you with deception and fraud.’ 

			‘On the other hand,’ Rocky jeered, ‘they could be here to arrest you for thinking you’re funny when you’re not.’ 

			This was typical of the way Rocky and Tara carried on. 

			‘They can’t have come to complain about Dad’s bagpipes.’ Daisy was indignant. ‘He hasn’t even got them out yet.’ 

			The panda car drew to a halt at the top of the drive. Through the French windows they watched Barry Foster, their local policeman, haul himself out and mutter a few words into his walkie-talkie. As he slammed the driver’s door shut and moved towards the entrance to the hotel, Daisy slid off her high stool. ‘I just hope he hasn’t come to arrest any of our guests.’ 

			‘Unless it’s that one.’ Tara grimaced in the direction of the Dubliner who only thought he could play the mouth organ. ‘Oh well, obviously,’ said Daisy with a grin. ‘He’s welcome to take Mr Harmonica.’ 

			***

			In Daisy’s office, Barry Foster pulled out a handkerchief and surreptitiously wiped his perspiring palms. Being the bearer of bad news was the thing he hated most about his job. 

			The green and gold wallpapered walls of the office appeared to be moving in and out. Daisy blinked slowly in an effort to get them to stay still. 

			‘Look, it must be some kind of mistake.’ She paused, licking dry lips. ‘Steven isn’t even in Bristol. He’s up in Glasgow, visiting his grandfather. He’s not due back until New Year’s Eve.’ 

			Barry gave her a sympathetic look. He knew and liked Daisy. Knew Steven too. 

			‘I’m sorry, love. It was Steven’s car. His driver’s license was in his wallet… would you like a glass of water?’ 

			‘No thanks.’ Daisy shook her head, aware of her heart pounding in her chest. The accident had happened on Siston Common, according to Barry. Less than ten miles away. Steven’s BMW had skidded on a patch of ice and smashed into a wall. But Barry was still looking uncomfortable, as if there was something else he hadn’t quite plucked up the courage to tell her yet. 

			Unless…

			‘Oh God.’ Daisy swallowed hard. ‘Is he dead?’ 

			‘No, no,’ Barry said hurriedly. ‘No, love, he’s not dead. It’s serious, like I said. Condition critical. But he’s still alive, I promise you that.’ 

			Critical. With a head injury. Deeply unconscious. 

			‘So why are you…?’ Nodding at his hands, Daisy mimicked the agitated handkerchief-crushing movements. None of this made sense; Steven had phoned her last night from Glasgow and moaned about the weather up there. He had talked about buying tickets to see Glasgow Rangers play at home tomorrow. He was arranging for a plumber to come to his grandfather’s house to fix the broken thermostat on the boiler. 

			And no, he hadn’t told his grandfather about the other thing. Poor old fellow, he was eighty-three, didn’t he already have enough to cope with? 

			‘Daisy, I’m really sorry. Steven wasn’t alone in the car when it crashed.’ 

			‘What?’ For a split second she thought he meant Steven had had his grandfather with him. 

			But no, of course he hadn’t meant that. The reason for the hand-wringing abruptly became clear, zooming into focus like a Nikon. 

			‘Go on,’ Daisy prompted. It was like the end of a crime thriller, suddenly realizing who the murderer was. 

			‘He… um… had a girl with him.’ Barry clearly wasn’t happy; in fact, he was the one who looked as if he could do with a stiff drink. 

			Daisy frowned. ‘You mean a girlfriend-type girl?’ 

			‘Ah, well… looks that way, yes.’ 

			‘And is she unconscious too?’ 

			‘No. No, love. She was lucky. Escaped with minor injuries.’ 

			Is this really happening? To me? 

			Daisy discovered she’d been twirling a long strand of hair round her index finger so tightly the end of her finger had gone blue. Beyond the closed office door she heard a burst of laughter drifting through from the bar and the sound of an accordion being revved up. 

			She really should tell Hector what was going on, but it was all so complicated. How could she explain something like this when she was still so confused herself? 

			‘They’re having a party.’ Daisy gestured—fairly unnecessarily—in the direction of the bar. ‘I don’t want to spoil it for everyone else. My car’s parked behind the hotel.’ 

			‘You don’t want to drive, love.’ Barry’s chins wobbled as he shook his head. ‘I can take you to the hospital.’ 

			‘No need. I’m OK.’ Daisy wondered if she should be crying. The walls of the office had stopped going in and out, which was something to be grateful for. Somewhat shakily, she stood up. ‘I’ll be fine.’ 

		


		
			Chapter 2 

			Fifteen minutes down the motorway was all it took to reach Frenchay Hospital on the outskirts of Bristol. For the first time in years Daisy drove without music blasting from the stereo to sing along to. Nor, when she parked the car in the tree-lined avenue next to the wards, did she reach automatically into her bag to redo her lipstick in the rearview mirror. 

			It was three forty-five. The sky was darkening from ash-grey to charcoal and lights were flickering on in the various buildings that made up the hospital. Daisy followed a sign pointing the way to the intensive care unit. Staff and visitors were walking around as if nothing had happened. A small girl let out a shriek of outrage as she dropped her bag of candy on the path outside the hospital shop. 

			How could Steven have been seeing someone else? 

			The doctor was incredibly kind. He explained the functions of the various types of machinery that surrounded Steven’s bed. This was the ventilator, which was taking care of his breathing. This smaller one was the EKG machine, monitoring his heartbeat. That clip on his finger was a pulse oximeter, the intravenous line enabled them to administer the various medications he needed, and the drip was supplying him with fluids. 

			The intensive care unit was ultra-bright. Everything was white apart from the staff uniforms, which were pale blue. Feeling ludicrously out of place in her red velvet shirt, black leather skirt, and black patent high heels, Daisy tried hard to concentrate on what the doctor was telling her. She felt it was vital to understand everything he said, as if this were an A level she absolutely mustn’t fail. 

			Except it appeared to be an A level in a language she’d never learned. She was able to hear the words but they were making no sense. Apart from the bit about Steven’s condition being critical. 

			The doctor’s beeper went off. 

			‘Here, why don’t you sit down.’ Pulling a molded plastic chair up to the bed, the doctor steered her towards it. ‘Hold his hand. Talk to him. You can stay as long as you like. I’ll be back later, OK?’ 

			He shot off to deal with the next crisis, leaving Daisy alone with Steven. Well, not really alone. Fifteen feet away, a couple of nurses were keeping a discreet eye on her. 

			She sat down on the unforgiving plastic chair and held Steven’s hand, as instructed. 

			He was looking ridiculously healthy. A narrow white sheet covered his groin, otherwise he was naked. Tanned and muscular and obviously a fit chap, proud of his physique and deservedly so. All those hours in the gym had paid off. This was the body of a man in peak condition. He didn’t look injured at all. 

			Daisy blinked, pulled herself together. What was it she was meant to be doing now? Oh yes, talking to him. 

			But what was she supposed to say? Not ‘You lying cheating fucking bastard,’ that was for sure. Oh no, that definitely wasn’t the kind of thing the doctor would have had in mind. 

			After twenty minutes Daisy rose to leave. 

			‘You go and wait in the relatives’ room,’ urged the kindly nurse who was checking Steven’s blood pressure, ‘and I’ll bring you a nice cup of tea.’ 

			Daisy wondered why people always said that. It might be a truly horrible cup of tea but they’d still call it nice. 

			‘It’s OK, I’m fine. Just going outside for a bit, for some fresh air.’ 

			‘Right, love, you do that. Is there anyone else you’d like us to contact?’ 

			‘No thanks.’ Smiling briefly, to make up for her uncharitable thought about the tea, Daisy indicated her bag. ‘I’ve got my phone with me. I’ll go and do that now.’ 

			In the echoey sloping corridor outside the entrance to the ward, she had to leap out of the way as a porter whizzed past with a boy in a wheelchair. A girl in jeans and a navy Puffa jacket was studying the notice board intently. The fluorescent lights flickered overhead, accentuating her pallor. Daisy hesitated, struck by the fact that the girl had glanced at her then abruptly, almost guiltily, turned away. 

			Taking her phone out of her bag, Daisy punched out a series of numbers and said, ‘Hi, it’s me. I’m leaving the hospital now. I’ll be home by five.’ 

			Less than a minute after pushing through the doors marked EXIT, Daisy slid back into the corridor. The girl in the Puffa was no longer loitering by the notice board. 

			Peering through the glass porthole of the outer entrance to the intensive care unit, Daisy saw her standing by the second door, the one that led into the ward itself. 

			She was being spoken to by the kindly nurse and sobbing as if her heart would break. 

			Feeling absurdly jealous, Daisy realized that the nurse was being just as nice to Puffa girl as she’d been to her, only instead of offering a nice cup of tea she was handing her a tissue. 

			There was a bandage, Daisy now saw, round the Puffa girl’s left wrist. 

			Leaning against the outer door so that it opened just a fraction, Daisy heard the nurse saying in a warm, soothing voice, ‘I’m so sorry, love, but you can’t go in. It’s relatives only.’ 

			The girl was distraught. If she hadn’t been crying, she’d be pretty, Daisy automatically noted. Then again—and maybe it was inappropriate under the circumstances, but she still couldn’t help thinking it—the girl might be pretty, but not as pretty as her. 

			Daisy eased the pressure on the door, allowing it to close once more. Now she really did need some fresh air. It was also about time she actually rang Hector, rather than just pretending to ring Hector. He’d be wondering where she’d got to by now. 

			***

			Steven’s condition deteriorated during the night. By eleven o’clock the next morning, dry-mouthed and light-headed from lack of sleep, Daisy found herself being led from the unit and ushered into the bad news office. You could tell it was the bad news office; it contained comfortable chairs. 

			The consultant, who was in his fifties and wearing a crumpled checked shirt under his immaculate white coat, said, ‘Mrs Standish, I’m sorry. We’ve carried out the second set of tests and they confirm what we feared. Your husband sustained an extremely severe head injury. There are no signs of brain function.’ 

			Oh God. 

			Oh God. 

			‘Right.’ Daisy nodded and gazed out of the window. It was raining hard outside. ‘So, basically, he’s already dead.’ 

			‘I’m afraid so.’ 

			There was a box of tissues on the desk in front of her. For the tears, of course. Daisy, embarrassed by her inability to cry, said, ‘Well, thank you for everything you’ve done.’ 

			The consultant cleared his throat. ‘There is one other thing I’d like to discuss with you, as Steven’s next of kin. The opportunity to allow others the chance of life.’ He rested his long fingers on a form and slid it across the desk towards her. ‘I don’t know if you and your husband ever discussed the issue of organ donation, but in our experience it can be of great comfort to the family in years to come, knowing that—’ 

			‘You want to use Steven’s organs for transplant?’ Astonished, Daisy’s eyebrows shot up. ‘What, even though he has cancer? Wouldn’t that be risky for whoever got them?’ 

			The consultant frowned. ‘Cancer? I’m sorry, I’m not with you.’ 

			‘His cancer. I assumed it was all in there.’ Daisy nodded at the hospital notes, lying open on the desk. ‘He said he’d seen one of the doctors here… well, I thought it was this hospital. Unless he went private.’ 

			The consultant’s frown deepened. ‘Just give me a couple of minutes.’ 

			Daisy waited alone in the bad news room and watched the rain rattling against the windows. Since she couldn’t begin to gather her thoughts, she concentrated instead on counting the raindrops as they slid down the glass. 

			The consultant duly returned several minutes later. 

			‘I’ve spoken to Steven’s doctor. She hasn’t seen your husband for over two years, and he couldn’t be referred to a hospital—any hospital—without a doctor referral. I think we can safely assume there’s been some kind of misunderstanding here,’ he concluded gently. ‘Your husband doesn’t have cancer.’ 

			***

			Daisy found the nurse she was looking for, stacking away metal kidney dishes in the sluice room. 

			‘The consultant’s told me about Steven,’ Daisy announced, and the kindly nurse put down the dishes at once. 

			‘Oh, my dear, I’m so sorry. Would you like me to make you a nice cup of tea?’ 

			‘No thanks.’ 

			‘And you’re being so brave.’ 

			Privately, Daisy thought it more likely that the nurses on the unit thought she was downright weird. 

			‘I wanted to ask you about the girl who was here yesterday afternoon. The one who was in the car with Steven when he had the accident.’ 

			The nurse flushed slightly. Which confirmed it. 

			‘The thing is,’ Daisy went on, ‘I heard you telling her she couldn’t see him, because she wasn’t a relative. But under the circumstances… well, it wouldn’t hurt, would it? You could let her in for a few minutes while I stay out of the way.’ 

			The nurse, her fair skin the color of strawberry Angel Delight, said, ‘She isn’t here, love. I told her to go home.’ 

			Daisy gave her a long look. ‘But I bet she gave you her phone number.’ 

			From the expression on the nurse’s face, it was clear that the girl had. Well, it was only natural. 

			‘Ring her up,’ said Daisy. ‘I don’t know who she is, and I don’t want to meet her. But if she’s Steven’s girlfriend, at least she deserves the chance to say goodbye.’ 

		


		
			Chapter 3 

			One Year Later 

			‘Daisy, can you be around this afternoon? The Cross-Dressers are arriving at four to discuss the menus for the wedding reception.’ 

			Tara Donovan, who worked as a chambermaid at the hotel, suppressed a smile. Her own parents were dead now, but her father had been the quiet, pipe-and-slippers type. It must be fun to have someone like Hector as a dad. 

			Daisy gave her father a ‘behave yourself ’ look. His loud voice and stupendous lack of tact were going to get him into big trouble one day. 

			‘Fine, but you have to stop calling them that.’ 

			‘Darling, I know, but they deserve it. These people are starting to get on my nerves,’ Hector declared. ‘Why can’t they just decide on a menu and stick with the bloody thing? For the life of me I can’t imagine why anyone would want to invite a vegan to a wedding in the first place.’ 

			This time Tara and Daisy exchanged glances, and Daisy heaved a sigh. Discretion wasn’t Hector’s forte. Luckily there were no guests currently within earshot. Reaching across the reception desk for her pile of unopened mail, Daisy said, ‘Dad, I’ll deal with them. We’ll charge double for vegans. And they aren’t the Cross-Dressers or the Cross-Pollinators or the Hot Cross Buns, OK? They’re the Cross-Calverts and you’re jolly well going to be nice to them.’ 

			Tara, who was vacuuming the staircase, promptly dropped her nozzle. 

			‘Who?’ Her heart thumping, she switched off the machine and anchored it with her foot before it could tumble down the stairs and kill someone. Maybe she’d misheard. ‘What did you say their name was?’ 

			‘Mr and Mrs Cross-Your-Heart-Bra,’ Hector replied gravely. ‘And she needs a good-sized one, I can tell you. Sturdy straps, reinforced elastic, all that palaver.’ Hector wasn’t much of a one for political correctness either. 

			‘My father, the dinosaur.’ Daisy rolled her eyes. ‘Funny how he’s never remarried.’ 

			Tara tried again. ‘Did you say Cross-Calvert?’ 

			‘That’s right.’ Daisy was nodding absently, her attention on the letter she had just opened. 

			‘Dominic Cross-Calvert?’ This time she heard her voice as if the words hadn’t come from her own mouth. 

			‘Dominic, that’s it, that’s the fellow.’ Intrigued, Hector straightened up. ‘Know him, do you?’ 

			‘I do.’ Idiotically, Tara realized that she sounded as if she were making her wedding vows. That was what you said, wasn’t it, when you promised to cherish your husband for richer or poorer, in sickness and in health, until death did you part? Or was it ‘I will’? Never having made that particular pledge, she wasn’t actually sure. Men thought she was pretty and a great laugh, and they were especially fond of her oversized chest, but none of them had ever offered to marry her. 

			‘Ha! Look at your face,’ Hector exclaimed. ‘He’s one of your exes, isn’t he? Some long-lost soul from your sordid past. Come on then, you can tell us. Who dumped who?’ 

			As loftily as she could manage, Tara announced, ‘I do not have a sordid past.’ Which was, obviously, a big lie. Worse still, Hector knew it. 

			‘Which means he dumped you.’ Hector was triumphant. ‘My darling, I’m riveted. Right, that’s it, put that silly vacuum cleaner away and come and tell us all about it.’ 

			She wavered. ‘I’m supposed to finish the stairs.’ 

			This was both the good and the bad thing about Hector. His irreverent approach to owning and running a hotel meant he was wonderful to work for. On the other hand, the job still had to be done. On the other other hand, she was longing to find out more about Dominic. 

			Hector gestured dismissively at the staircase. ‘Bugger the cleaning, let’s have a drink! Daisy, are you coming to hear this?’ 

			Daisy was engrossed in the contents of her letter. She wasn’t listening. Honestly, and she called herself a friend. 

			Tara said, ‘When’s he getting married?’ 

			‘Two weeks’ time. January the tenth. Ninety-six guests, three wheat allergies, two lactose intolerants, seventeen vegetarians, and,’ Hector’s lip curled in disgust, ‘a vegan.’ 

			‘And this girl he’s… um, marrying?’ Tara did her level best to sound casual. 

			Hector, not fooled for a moment, spoilt it all by throwing back his head and roaring with laughter. ‘Her name’s Annabel. Big girl, like I said. You and Daisy together could squeeze into her wedding dress.’ 

			Tara was well enough acquainted with Hector’s tendency towards exaggeration to guess that this meant Annabel was probably a curvy size fourteen. A voluptuous size fourteen. 

			‘Yes, but is she pretty?’ Not that she could imagine for a moment Dominic marrying someone who wasn’t. 

			Hector clapped an arm round Tara’s shoulders as he led her through to the bar. ‘My darling, she’s not a patch on you.’ 

			***

			‘Walking in a winter wonderland,’ went the song in Daisy’s head as she made her way down the hotel’s drive. It had been playing on the radio when she’d woken up this morning and had stuck in her mind ever since, which was no hardship because it was a song she loved, so Christmassy and jaunty it couldn’t fail to lift the spirits. If there could have been real snow to go with it, that would have made it better still, but you couldn’t have everything. And frost was beautiful too, Daisy thought loyally. Particularly when the sun was out, as it was now, and everything sparkled like one of those glittery snowstorm things you picked up and shook. 

			Even without snow, the hotel was looking gorgeous. Having reached the end of the drive, Daisy hopped over the honey-colored Cotswold stone wall to her right and took the short cut through to the churchyard. There was nobody else about as she headed for Steven’s grave. 

			Mervyn Tucker, whose wife was buried next to Steven, had left behind the aluminum bucket he used to water the plants on her plot. Borrowing it, Daisy sat down and pulled the envelope from the depths of her dark blue velvet coat. It wasn’t the most comfortable of buckets, but she preferred to sit. It seemed friendlier somehow. 

			‘Hi, it’s me. I’ve got some news for you.’ As she spoke, it occurred to Daisy that anyone watching her now would think she’d gone mad. Perched on an upended tin bucket reading a letter to a pile of earth. Still, what did it matter? She was alone in the churchyard. Nobody could see or hear her. And this was a letter Steven should know about. 

			Blowing on her fingers to defrost them, her breath visible in the icy air, Daisy unfolded the first of the two sheets of paper contained in the envelope. 

			‘Right, well. This letter arrived today, from someone called Barney. You gave him one of your kidneys and the operation was a complete success. Imagine that! He’s twenty-five years old and you saved his life. Here, I’ll read it to you. It starts with “Dear Friend,” because he doesn’t know my name. He had to give this letter to his transplant coordinator and she’s forwarded it to me—they have to do it this way, apparently, for security reasons. Anyway, he says: “Dear Friend, I hope you don’t mind me writing to you. I can’t imagine how difficult it must have been to make the decision you did at such a terrible time. But I so wanted to thank you for giving me a new life. Any words I choose will be inadequate—thank you has to be the understatement of the year. What else can I say? You are a wonderful person—I’m sure your husband was too—and I just hope that reading this letter will help in some small way as you begin to come to terms with your bereavement. You truly deserve to be happy again. I will always be grateful to you. If you feel able to write back, via my coordinator, I would love to hear from you. If not, I will of course understand. Thank you again, and my very best wishes, Barney.”’ 

			Silence. 

			Having finished reading aloud, Daisy brushed a strand of hair from her eyes and rested her hand on Steven’s white marble gravestone. 

			‘There, that’s it. Isn’t that a fantastic letter? One year ago today, you died and gave Barney his life back. You finally did something decent. And he sounds so sweet, don’t you think? I’ll definitely have to write back and thank him. I wonder how long it took him to think of what to say—oh, and he’s got nice handwriting too. Black ink on good quality cream paper, and no spelling mistakes. I’m so glad he didn’t do it on a word processor, that wouldn’t have been the same at all, I never—’ 

			Daisy abruptly broke off, sensing movement at the periphery of her vision. Someone in a bright red jacket was standing by the lychgate, over to her left. Realizing that she’d been spotted, but keen nevertheless not to be thought of as a complete nutcase, Daisy stayed where she was and kept quiet. 

			The raised metal rim round the base of the bucket was starting to dig into her bottom. She resisted the urge to wriggle in case she toppled off it. 

			Finally, because the person beside the lychgate wasn’t moving, Daisy turned her head and gazed directly at them. When she realized who it was, she nearly toppled off her bucket anyway. 

			Then again, it was the anniversary of Steven’s death. Maybe she shouldn’t be that surprised. 

			Recovering rapidly, Daisy called out, ‘It’s OK, you can come over.’ 

			Puffa jacket—only this time she wasn’t wearing a Puffa—hesitated, then began to thread her way between the gravestones. The frosted grass crunched beneath her flat leather boots. She wore a scarlet fleece, white jeans, a bright green woolly scarf, and blue knitted gloves. In her arms she carried a small cellophane-wrapped bunch of white roses. 

			Warily approaching Daisy, she said, ‘Look, sorry about this. I could go away and come back later, when—’ 

			‘Don’t worry, I’ve pretty much finished here anyway. You can have my seat if you like.’ Easing her bottom off the bucket—ouch—Daisy stood up and gestured for the girl to take her place. Deeply curious, she smiled briefly and said, ‘I recognize you from the hospital. I’m Daisy.’ 

			‘I know.’ The girl’s nose and cheeks were pink with cold, and she was looking uncomfortable. Ha, thought Daisy, wait until you try sitting on that bucket. 

			‘My name’s Mel,’ she said at last. 

			Daisy wondered whether they should be shaking hands, but hers were warming up nicely inside her coat pockets. Besides, the girl didn’t look as if she much wanted to. 

			‘OK, look, I suppose this could count as one of those tricky social situations, but it really doesn’t have to be.’ Now that the girl was here, Daisy was curious to know more about her. ‘I’m sure Steven told you our marriage was pretty much on the rocks. Well, pretty much doesn’t come into it, to be honest. Absolutely on the rocks, more like.’ She was doing her best to be friendly, but it didn’t seem to be having much effect. 

			‘I know that.’ Mel began unwrapping the stiff, crackling cellophane from the bunch of roses. ‘He wanted a divorce and you refused.’ 

			Confused, Daisy stared at the girl’s bent head. 

			‘What?’ 

			‘He wanted to leave you,’ Mel repeated. ‘But you wouldn’t let him go.’ 

			‘Oh no, I’m sorry, but that is wrong. Wrong, wrong, wrong.’ Abruptly, Daisy discovered that Steven still possessed the ability to astound her. ‘I was desperate for a divorce! I told him it was all over between us the week before Christmas. That was when he told me he had cancer.’ 

			‘Cancer?’ It was Mel’s turn to look stunned. ‘Oh God, I didn’t know he had cancer!’ 

			‘Yes, well. He didn’t. He was lying. It was his way of blackmailing me into staying with him.’ Daisy forced herself to stay calm. ‘And do you know what? I fell for it. I thought I couldn’t abandon him to cope with something like that on his own.’ She paused, remembering the moment in the bad news office. ‘Except it wasn’t even true.’ 

			‘I don’t believe you.’ Mel was winter-white, her hands trembling. ‘He wouldn’t do that. You’re making it up.’ 

			‘Trust me. If I was going to make up a story like that, I’d have come up with something more original,’ Daisy shot back. ‘It’s such a cliché! Remember EastEnders, Angie doing it to Dirty Den? You see, that was the thing about Steven. He was a con artist. He told me that his only chance of recovery was some new form of treatment in America. He said it cost twenty thousand pounds and asked me to lend him the money—which, basically, meant give him the money, because Steven didn’t have any left of his own. Who knows what he planned to do with it,’ Daisy concluded with a shrug. ‘Run off to America with you, probably. And come back six months later, miraculously cured.’ 

			Was she being cruel, telling Mel this? More to the point, did Mel believe her now? 

			The creamy-white roses lay across the grave, unwrapped and untouched. 

			Mel said slowly, ‘I don’t know what to think anymore.’ There were tears in her grey eyes. 

			‘Oh please, I’m sorry, I didn’t mean to upset you,’ Daisy blurted out. ‘But you have to know what Steven was really like. I hadn’t any idea he was having an affair, but our marriage was over anyway.’ 

			‘What I don’t understand,’ Mel said slowly, ‘is why he would lie to me. We loved each other. We wanted to be together more than anything. If you were happy to get a divorce, why would he want to stay with you?’ 

			Daisy, who had long ago figured this one out, simply gestured over the churchyard wall. In the valley, with the river snaking around the perimeter of the landscaped gardens, the hotel nestled seductively, bathed in winter sunlight, and looking as if it had been liberally dusted with castor sugar. The twenty-foot high Norwegian spruce by the entrance was garlanded with silver lights. The Manor House itself, parts of which dated back to the fifteenth century, was like something out of a Ralph Lauren ad. The other week a reviewer in one of the Sunday papers had hailed it as one of the most glorious hotels in Britain. He’d also mentioned that it was owned by one of the most flamboyant characters in the business and had gone on to describe Hector as Basil Fawlty with attitude, which would probably put off zillions of potential clients, but you couldn’t win them all. 

			‘Look at it,’ Daisy said simply. ‘This is why Steven wanted to stay with me. He enjoyed the lifestyle too much.’ She didn’t add that Steven had never been much of a one for slumming it. Or for working his fingers to the bone. 

			‘The trouble is,’ Mel frowned, ‘you can say anything you like about him now and he can’t answer back.’ 

			‘Oh, come on, think it through! If Steven had really wanted to leave me, why didn’t he?’ Impatiently, Daisy swept back her long dark hair. ‘I couldn’t stop him, could I? He was an adult. It wasn’t as if I could tie him up and shove him in the cellar!’ 

			Unexpectedly, Mel said, ‘Would you have given him the twenty thousand pounds?’ 

			Daisy shrugged. ‘I suppose so. He was still my husband. I could hardly say, gosh, cancer, how horrid, but I’m sorry I can’t actually spare the cash right now, I’d really set my heart on a new car.’ 

			Mel, her gaze unwavering, said, ‘Did you love him?’ 

			Considering they were virtual strangers, thought Daisy, they were having an astonishingly frank conversation. 

			She shook her head. ‘Not at the end, no.’ 

			‘So why are you here, visiting his grave?’ Mel’s tone was faintly challenging. ‘I saw you talking to him just now.’ 

			Daisy’s fingers brushed against the letter in her pocket. But first she had a few more questions of her own. 

			‘I’ll tell you in a minute. Did you love Steven?’ 

			Mel shot her a pitying look. ‘Of course I did. Otherwise why would I be here now? And I brought him some flowers.’ Her grey eyes glittered as she added pointedly, ‘Which is more than you’ve ever done.’ 

			‘Ever done? So you’ve been here before?’ It was on the tip of Daisy’s tongue to say ‘Do you come here often?’ 

			‘I visit every week. It’s allowed,’ Mel retorted with a flash of defiance. ‘You can’t stop me.’ 

			‘I didn’t say I was going to stop you.’ Heavens, she was touchy! ‘In a weird way, it’s nice to know he has a visitor. How old are you?’ Swiftly, Daisy changed the subject. See? I can ask personal questions too. 

			‘Twenty-six,’ Mel said stiffly. 

			Hmm, older than she looked then. With that schoolgirl fringe and neat little mouth, Daisy had guessed twenty-one or -two. 

			‘So you were twenty-five when you got involved with somebody else’s husband. No qualms about that?’ 

			Mel’s hands were as red as her nose as she clumsily began to arrange the roses in the stone vase. The frost from the grass was melting into the knees of her white jeans. 

			‘I felt sorry for him. He said he was trapped in a loveless marriage—which was true—and that you were, well…’ 

			‘Let me guess. The bitch from hell?’ That figured, thought Daisy. She could picture it clearly in her mind, nobody could lie or charm their way through life more convincingly than Steven. ‘Actually, I’m not. I’m really nice. Not that I’d expect you to believe that, but I am.’ 

			Mel looked up. ‘You did do one nice thing. Telling the nurse at the hospital to let me into the intensive care unit. That meant so much to me. I couldn’t believe you’d done that.’ 

			Daisy smiled briefly. ‘Ah well, there you go. Like I said, I’m actually a fantastically lovely person.’ 

			Mel, too tense to smile back, said, ‘That was something else Steven told me, that you were full of yourself. Hardly the shrinking violet type, he said.’ 

			‘Shrinking violets can’t run hotels. Speaking of which, I should be getting back.’ Checking her watch, and at the same time noticing Mel check it out—yes, it was a Cartier and no, it wasn’t a fake—Daisy said, ‘Before I go, there’s something you might like to see.’ 

			Mel took the envelope and shook out the two sheets of paper. Her fingers clearly numb with cold, she unfolded them and began to read, first the explanatory letter from the coordinator, then the one from Barney. 

			She only read the first few lines of the second letter. Not bothering to carry on to the end, she stuffed them back into the envelope and thrust the whole lot into Daisy’s hand. 

			‘Doesn’t it help?’ Daisy frowned, taken aback. This wasn’t the reaction she’d been expecting. 

			‘Why would it?’ 

			‘But I think it’s brilliant! That’s why I had to come and tell Steven. He did a good thing. Thanks to him, this boy’s got his life back.’ 

			‘But he’s a complete stranger.’ As she spoke, angry tears sprang into Mel’s eyes. ‘I don’t care about him. I’d rather Steven was still alive. I want him to have his life back, not some boy I don’t even know.’ 

		


		
			Chapter 4 

			Tara, nudging the door open with her bottom and backing into Room 12 with her arms full of fresh towels, nearly jumped out of her skin when she realized she wasn’t alone. The current occupiers having just taken off in their helicopter, she had, naturally enough, expected the room to be empty. 

			‘Oh, it’s you! Good grief, what are you doing?’ Dumping the towels onto the four-poster, Tara veered across to the windows where Daisy, kneeling up on the window seat, was peering through a pair of binoculars. ‘Not bird watching!’ Tara let out a wail of dismay. ‘Please don’t tell me you’ve taken up bird watching, that is such a nerdy thing to do. You’ll have to go around in one of those hideous green parka-y things and start wearing a woolly bobble hat and I’m telling you now, you’ll never get a boyfriend—’ 

			‘I’m not bird watching, I’m spying on someone,’ Daisy interrupted her diatribe. 

			‘Oh well, that’s all right then, that’s an excellent hobby.’ Tara nodded in approval. ‘Who is it?’ 

			‘Ooh, nobody special. Just the girl who was having an affair with Steven before he died.’ 

			‘What?’ 

			‘Ouch.’ Daisy yelped as the strap of the binoculars abruptly tightened round her neck. Sensing that strangulation could seriously damage her health, she disentangled herself and passed them over to Tara. ‘Over there in the churchyard. Red jacket, dark hair.’ 

			‘Got her.’ Tara pressed the binoculars against the glass, gazing avidly at the girl who was kneeling next to Steven’s grave. ‘But how do you know for sure she’s the girlfriend?’ 

			‘I’ve just been over there, talking to her. We got a few things sorted out.’ Daisy heaved a sigh. ‘Steven told her almost as many lies as he told me.’ 

			Blimey. ‘Lying never works. You always end up getting caught out,’ Tara said sadly. ‘Like I was telling your dad earlier, that’s just how me and Dominic broke up.’ 

			Her mind evidently elsewhere, Daisy said, ‘Dominic? Dominic who?’ 

			‘Dominic Cross-Calvert, you twit.’ 

			Daisy looked astonished. ‘Cross-Calvert? But that’s the name of the chap who’s getting married here in two weeks’ time. Are you telling me you used to go out with him?’ 

			Tara tut-tutted and tilted her head sympathetically to one side. ‘Honestly, I worry about you sometimes. I told you that this morning.’ 

			‘Did you? Oh well, never mind. If it’s going to be awkward, we’ll just re-jig your shifts. You don’t have to see him.’ As she said it, Daisy was watching Mel leave Steven’s grave and make her way slowly out of the tree-lined churchyard. 

			‘Don’t be daft.’ Tara was indignant. ‘It was no big thing. I’m fine about Dominic.’ 

			‘So you promise you won’t be doing anything embarrassing, like leaping up in the middle of the ceremony and yelling, “Yes, yes, I know a reason why he can’t get married!” Because if you did do that,’ Daisy shook her head in sorrowful fashion, ‘I’m afraid I’d have to sack you, then chop you up into little pieces and feed you to Bert Connelly’s dogs.’ 

			Yuk. Bert Connelly, one of the hotel’s handymen, kept a small pack of snarling, ravenous pit bulls. 

			‘I’m not going to do anything,’ Tara protested. ‘Just say hi, that’s all. Crikey, I haven’t even thought about Dominic for months. He was never that important. Life goes on. If he’s getting married, I’m happy for him. And I promise not to do anything embarrassing.’ 

			Daisy nodded, relieved. She could see that Tara was telling the truth. 

			‘Actually, they’re coming down this afternoon. Maybe you could hang around after your shift and say hello, get it out of the way before the wedding.’ 

			‘I thought of that, and I’d have loved to,’ Tara said honestly, ‘but I’ve got a hair appointment at four, and it’s my last chance before Zoe goes off on maternity leave.’ This was also true. Zoe, the only hairdresser in the world she trusted with her hair, had thoughtlessly gone and got herself knocked up. This afternoon she had to cut and highlight Tara’s spiky blonde hair thoroughly enough to see her through the next four months, while she herself selfishly gave birth and lazed around at home looking after a small baby. Honestly, hairdressers could be so inconsiderate. Didn’t they realize the psychological harm they were inflicting on their loyal clients? Couldn’t they just remember to take their Pills? 

			‘I can’t miss my appointment,’ said Tara, feeling like a heroin addict being asked to give up her next fix. 

			‘Don’t panic. I just thought it might be easier to see him this afternoon. I don’t want you getting upset on the day of the wedding.’ 

			‘Honestly, you’ve got this so out of proportion,’ Tara complained. ‘I’m not the tiniest bit in love with Dominic Cross-Calvert. He means nothing to me.’ 

			‘OK, OK.’ Realizing she’d overdone it, Daisy waved her arms in surrender. ‘So long as you’re sure.’ 

			***

			On the morning of the wedding, it rained. Not just normal rain either. It was bucketing down. 

			When the bride-to-be arrived with her mother and sister at ten thirty, Daisy greeted them in reception and led them upstairs to their suite. 

			‘I know we’re early,’ gushed Annabel, who was plump, blonde, and china-doll pretty, ‘but we wanted to allow plenty of time to get down here, and I’ve been up since five o’clock anyway, all of a flutter. Dominic thinks I’m mad, he says I’m a hopeless case, but how can I not be excited?’ Panting slightly as she followed Daisy up the staircase, she declared with pride, ‘It’s the morning of my wedding, the most important day of my life!’ 

			The suite’s sitting room had been specially prepared for them with welcoming bowls of flowers and champagne on ice. A fire was crackling away in the grate. 

			‘Of course it’s important,’ said Daisy. ‘And I bet you any money he’s as excited as you are. Men just like to pretend they aren’t, it’s one of those blokey things they do. What time’s he going to be arriving?’ 

			The wedding ceremony itself was due to take place at three o’clock. Annabel had plenty of time in which to titivate and get herself ready. 

			‘Oh, two-ish. His best man’s driving him down here. But Dominic mustn’t see me, don’t forget—it’s bad luck for the groom to see the bride before the wedding! Still, I expect they’ll stay downstairs in the bar. Another of those good old male traditions.’ Annabel rolled her eyes in good-natured resignation, then broke into an uncontrollable grin. ‘I still can’t believe this is actually happening to me, I think I must be the luckiest girl in the world. How about you, are you married?’ 

			‘Me? Nooo.’ Brightly, Daisy shook her head. This was one of those questions she preferred to veer away from. 

			‘What? How can you never have been married?’ Annabel looked shocked. ‘You’re so beautiful you could have any man you want!’ 

			Oh dear, nothing worse than shattering a girl’s illusions hours before her nuptials. No blushing bride-to-be wants to be reminded that some men might trick you into thinking they’re the answer to a single girl’s prayers but that deep down they’re all cheating lying warthogs. 

			‘Well, I tried it once,’ Daisy said super-casually, ‘but it didn’t work out. Oh wow, that is fabulous.’ Diverting attention from her own unfortunate brush with matrimony, she exclaimed over the wedding gown Annabel’s mother was lovingly unzipping from its case. ‘What a dress… look at that beading.’ 

			‘Every single bead sewn on by hand,’ Annabel twinkled as her mother blushed with pride. ‘Mummy made the dress for me. Isn’t it just fantastic? She’s been working on it for months.’ 

			‘Gorgeous,’ Daisy agreed, though quite so much beading and intricate white-on-white embroidery wasn’t really her thing. ‘Well, I’d better leave you to settle in. I’ll have a pot of coffee sent up, and you can just buzz down to reception if there’s anything else you need.’ 

			‘Thanks.’ Annabel plonked herself joyfully on the end of the bed, almost squashing the elaborate makeup kit her sister had just unpacked. ‘Oops, clumsy me! Jeannie’s doing my hair first, then my nails, then my face… just as well, the way my hands are shaking!’ 

			‘I’ll see you later,’ Daisy told them as she moved to the door. ‘Have fun.’ 

			***

			It wasn’t as if Tara was desperate to impress Dominic. Then again, it was only natural to aim to be looking your best when you bumped into an old boyfriend you haven’t seen for years. No one in their right mind wanted their ex to scuttle off breathing a sigh of relief and thinking phew, a narrow escape there. 

			Tara shuddered at the prospect. Hopefully, Dominic wouldn’t think that. Today she had applied her makeup with a lot more care and attention to detail than usual. Her hair, by sheer chance, was looking great. And just for that smidgen of added confidence, she was wearing her pushy-uppy, ultra-padded peacock-blue bra. 

			It was a shame, of course, about the outfit, but these things couldn’t be helped, and at least it was plain navy. Tara knew that as far as chambermaids’ uniforms went, she could have done a lot worse. 

			Oh God, that was the other bit she wasn’t looking forward to. When she had known Dominic, she’d been an aspiring actress. An aspiring actress with dreams and, um, aspirations. Was he going to laugh his head off when he discovered what she was doing for a living now? Worse still, would he sneer? 

			Tara, on her knees in Room 4, scrubbing energetically at what looked like a squelched-in bit of chewing gum on the carpet, briefly entertained the idea of pretending to Dominic that she was here undercover, secretly researching the job of a chambermaid for some high-budget drama series commissioned by ITV. That sounded a bit more impressive. 

			Oh, stop it, thought Tara with a burst of impatience, what am I doing? I’m a chambermaid and that’s nothing to be ashamed of. We can’t all be Kate Winslet. This is Dominic’s wedding day, for crying out loud. He isn’t going to care what I do for a living and I don’t give two hoots what he thinks of me anyway. 

			Tara heard the waiters downstairs shouting instructions to each other across the dining room as they organized the tables according to the seating plan. Checking her watch, she saw that it was one thirty. Dominic would be here soon. And Annabel, his prospective bride, had already spent three hours primping and preparing herself for the ceremony. 

			Glad that nobody was around to read her mind, Tara leaned back on her heels and recalled how she had once spent hours lovingly practicing her signature, should she end up marrying Dominic. Tara Cross-Calvert had sounded so much more actressy and upmarket than plain old bog standard Tara Donovan. To be honest, she’d probably been more taken with the surname than she had been with Dominic himself. 

			And now, in less than three hours, somebody else would be able to call herself Mrs Cross-Calvert and write her glamorous new signature with a flourish. 

			It occurred to Tara that, with her luck, she’d more than likely end up marrying someone with a surname like Grimshaw or Winkle or Puke. 

			The sound of a car on the graveled drive outside had an electrifying effect, but it was only one of the other guests, an American currently in possession of the loudest wife known to man. A wife, Tara belatedly recalled, who had asked her to replace the firm pillows in their room with soft ones. If she didn’t want her eardrums shattered, she’d better deal with that now. 

			Ho hum. Who said chambermaiding wasn’t a glamorous life? 

		


		
			Chapter 5 

			‘Oof,’ gasped Tara, turning a corner and colliding head on with a figure coming in the opposite direction. Happily, thanks to the fact that her arms had been full of squashy goose down pillows, it was a painless—even bouncy—collision. ‘I’m really sorry, are you OK?’ 

			Bending down to retrieve the scattered pillows and simultaneously getting her first proper look at her bump-ee, she caught her breath. Because, there was no getting away from it, he was truly, madly, and deeply gorgeous. Dark, glossy hair, even darker eyes with a glint of laughter in them, and the kind of unseasonal tan that had left his mouth a shade paler than his skin. When he smiled, his teeth were as white as his polo shirt. He had a lean, hard, broad-shouldered body to die for. He was also familiar, although Tara couldn’t immediately place him. He certainly wasn’t one of the hotel guests. 

			‘I’ll live.’ Grinning down at her as she clumsily gathered up the pillows, he added, ‘I like your bra.’ 

			Tara blushed furiously. She couldn’t help it. Glancing down, she discovered that the top button of her navy smock had popped undone, leaving the v-shaped neckline gaping dramatically. From his elevated position this stunning dark-eyed man could probably see not only her bra but all the way down to her navel. 

			Hastily sucking in her stomach just in case, Tara fumbled with the button and refastened it. But as well as blushing, she was aware of biting her lip in an effort not to smirk because, to be honest, it wasn’t every day you had your bra admired by someone quite so pulse-racingly gorgeous. 

			And it had been nice of him to say he liked it. Tara was both flattered and pleased, seeing as the thing had cost her thirty-eight pounds fifty. Such a beautiful bra deserved to be appreciated. 

			‘Come on, up you get.’ Holding out a hand, he hauled her efficiently to her feet. ‘No injuries that might need looking at?’ 

			Tara felt her skin begin to prickle with pleasurable delight. 

			‘I’m fine.’ Grinning broadly now, she thought how brilliant it would be if he were a guest who had just booked into the hotel for a month. ‘But you’ve got… excuse me…’ 

			‘What?’ His eyebrows rocketed in mock alarm as Tara reached out towards the front of his jeans. 

			‘Sorry. There you go.’ Having retrieved the small curly feather, Tara waved it at him. ‘It was on your trousers. Must have escaped from one of the pillows.’ 

			Lucky feather! 

			‘Phew. For a second there I wondered what you were about to do.’ He smiled as he said it, revealing wicked dimples. Behind her, Tara was vaguely aware of a door opening and clicking shut. Realizing that another guest had just emerged from the Gents and would be needing to squeeze past them in the narrow corridor, she automatically clutched the pillows to her chest and moved to one side. 

			The next moment a stunned male voice gasped, ‘I don’t believe it. Tara?’ 

			She turned and there he was. Dominic, looking exactly as she remembered. Except maybe more poleaxed. 

			‘Hello, Dominic. Getting married at last, I hear. Congratulations.’ She’d been practicing these lines for days, needless to say, but the great thing about being an actress was you could rehearse endlessly and still make it come out sounding spontaneous and completely natural. Even failed actresses could manage that. 

			Pleased with herself, Tara flashed Dominic a breezy smile. Then, because it seemed rude not to, she planted a brief kiss on his cheek. 

			‘Hang on. I don’t understand.’ Dominic was shaking his head, still in shock. ‘What are you doing here?’ 

			Determined not to be ashamed, Tara raised her chin and said, ‘Working. I’m a chambermaid now.’ She nearly managed to pull it off, to make it sound as though it couldn’t matter less that she was no longer in the business, but the faint wobble in her voice let her down. Oh yes, this is me, these days I earn my living picking other people’s chewing gum out of carpets. 

			Dominic was incredulous. ‘What happened to the… other stuff?’ 

			‘The acting, you mean?’ Praying her voice wouldn’t betray her a second time, Tara shrugged nonchalantly. ‘I gave it up. Too competitive. Well, maybe I just wasn’t good enough. Anyway, it was time to get out of London. Aunt Maggie invited me to stay down here with her—she’s got a gorgeous little cottage in the village—and I’ve been here ever since. Not what you’d call a glitzy career, but we have a laugh.’ As she rattled on, Tara turned to include the Feather man in the conversation in case he might be feeling left out, but he was no longer there. Silently, he had slipped away. 

			Oh well, never mind, she was bound to bump into him again before long. 

			And in the meantime… 

			‘I just don’t believe this. I just do not believe this is happening.’ Dominic slowly shook his head. 

			I say, steady on. 

			‘I know, it’s been awhile, hasn’t it?’ Tara hadn’t expected him to react quite so dramatically. He was staring at her as if she’d suddenly turned into Madonna or someone. The color had drained from his face. As he reached for her hand she realized that he was trembling. 

			‘God, Tara, this isn’t fair. I’m supposed to be getting married in two hours’ time.’ 

			‘What?’ Tara laughed at his slip of the tongue. ‘You’re not supposed to be getting married, you twit! You are getting married.’ 

			Dominic’s tone grew urgent. ‘I’m sorry but you don’t know what this means to me. You have no idea.’ He lowered his voice still further as another guest passed them in the corridor. ‘Tara, we have to talk.’ 

			Tara, her heart starting to thump, clutched the pillows tighter to her chest. 

			‘Dom, I can’t. I’m busy. And you have to get yourself ready for the wedding.’ 

			‘Come to my room.’ He pulled a key from his jeans pocket. Tara stared at it in disbelief. ‘Are you mad? Of course I’m not coming to your room! What would it look like if anyone saw us?’ 

			‘Tara, this is important. If you won’t talk to me, I’ll cancel the wedding. And then it’ll be all your fault.’ He was smiling his familiar lopsided smile as he said it. Tara’s heart went twaannggg as she remembered how he had always been able to make her laugh. 

			‘Just five minutes,’ Dominic persisted, his straight fair hair flopping into his eyes. 

			‘I’ve got to take these to Room Six.’ Helplessly, she indicated the pillows. 

			‘Great idea. We’ll talk in there.’ 

			‘We will not!’ Thinking fast, instinctively aware that any bedroom anywhere was a bad idea, Tara said, ‘Let me just take these up. I’ll be back in two minutes.’ 

			‘I’ve waited this long.’ Dominic gave her another one of those heart-melting smiles. ‘I don’t suppose another couple of minutes will hurt.’ 

			Upstairs, Tara shook the pillows into fresh pillowcases and tried to figure out why Dominic had reacted the way he had. What was the big deal? Crikey, it wasn’t as if she’d ended their relationship and Dominic had spent the last two years pining like a dog. He was the one who had finished with her. 

			Downstairs, she found him waiting in exactly the same place in the corridor, pretending to admire a painting on the wall. Ahead of them, the reception area was buzzing with preparations for the wedding, the finishing touches were being put to the flower arrangements. 

			The clatter of cutlery being laid out drifted through from the dining room. Reversing back down the corridor and taking a couple of left turns with Dominic in tow, Tara opened one of the side doors leading outside and murmured, ‘There’s a summerhouse next to the pool. We won’t be disturbed there.’ 

			‘We certainly won’t.’ Dominic peered up at the leaden sky. ‘Nobody else in their right mind would be mad enough to go out in this.’ 

			It was raining harder than ever. Really hammering down now. 

			‘You’re going to get wet,’ Tara warned. 

			‘You don’t say.’ His bright eyes narrowed with amusement. ‘Never mind, you’re worth it.’ 

			But why? Tara wanted to yell. Why, why, why am I suddenly worth it? 

			Oh well, only one way to find out. 

			‘OK.’ Closing the door behind them, she gasped as the first icy blast of rain hurled itself at her like gravel. ‘See the roof of the summerhouse over there? One, two, three… go.’ 

			‘Th-this is the w-w-worst idea I ever h-had,’ Tara stammered through frantically chattering teeth, forty seconds later. The summerhouse might be a discreet place to talk but it was also concrete-floored and colder than being trapped in a deep-freeze. 

			‘Don’t worry, I’ll warm you up.’ Dominic’s arms were round her before she had a chance to protest, and Tara was unable to summon the willpower to move away. The heat of his body was gorgeous, better than any electric blanket. And he was rubbing her arms and back in a brisk, circulation-boosting kind of way. 

			‘Right,’ said Tara, when she was able to speak again without risking biting through her tongue. ‘So are you going to tell me what this is all about?’ Glancing at her watch she added, ‘Bearing in mind that your future wife is probably, at this very moment, climbing into her wedding dress.’ 

			‘Look at you.’ Ignoring the question, Dominic slowly trailed a finger down one side of her face. ‘You haven’t changed a bit. Not on the outside, at least.’ 

			‘I haven’t changed on the inside,’ Tara protested. ‘I’m exactly the same.’ 

			‘Wrong. You only think that. But you have changed,’ he told her. ‘More than you know.’ 

			A wooden bench ran along the back wall of the summerhouse. As they sat down together, Tara shivered and warned, ‘Say it quickly then, whatever it is. Five minutes and I’m going back inside.’ Despite pretending to be stern, she was bursting with curiosity. It was such a thrill, discovering that you’d had more of an effect on someone than you’d ever imagined. 

			‘I loved you,’ Dominic said simply. ‘You were my dream girl. You were funny and beautiful and the best fun in the world.’ 

			Not to mention fab in bed, thought Tara, don’t forget that bit. 

			Aloud she said, with just a hint of sarcasm, ‘If I was that much fun, seems a bit strange that you decided to chuck me.’ 

			‘Can’t you guess why I did that? Can you really not work it out?’ Dominic shook his head sadly. ‘You were perfect in almost every way. But the one thing I couldn’t cope with was the one thing you cared about more than anything else in the world.’ 

			Tara boggled. Good grief, was he seriously saying he couldn’t cope with her addiction to toffee pecan ice cream? 

			‘Your so-called career,’ Dominic went on. ‘You were obsessed with it. Nothing else mattered. Your whole life revolved around this crazy dream that you were going to make it big one day and you just couldn’t see what it was doing to you. Every Thursday you’d buy The Stage and read it from cover to cover. Then there were the endless auditions that never came to anything. So you started doing the tacky stuff, convinced that it didn’t matter, it was better than nothing and you might still get your big break. You actually managed to convince yourself that some hotshot producer might spot a topless photo of you and decide that you were the girl he needed to star in his next Hollywood blockbuster.’ 

			Tara, her skin prickling with embarrassment, said indignantly, ‘But everyone has to go through that! The whole thing about acting is you do have to struggle before you get noticed. Madonna went through it. And Geri Halliwell. God, even Joanna Lumley did it.’ She knew he’d always had a soft spot for Joanna Lumley. 

			‘Maybe they did. But I couldn’t handle seeing you do that to yourself. It made me feel… well, a bit sick, to be honest. And then I heard through a friend of a friend that you’d gone along to audition for a job in a lap-dancing club and I knew I couldn’t handle it anymore. I loved you, but I didn’t want a girlfriend who was a lap-dancer. And when I asked you about the work, you told me it was waitressing. That was the last straw. I had to end our relationship.’ 

			Tara was astounded. OK, she’d lied to him and been caught out, but she hadn’t realized he’d felt this strongly about her whole career. 

			‘But you never even gave me a clue! If you hated me doing it so much, why didn’t you tell me? For crying out loud, Dominic, I didn’t have any idea!’ 

			He shrugged. ‘I know you didn’t. That’s because you were obsessed. Acting was more important to you than anything or anyone else. It was the love of your life. There was no point asking you to give it up because, well, you just wouldn’t have done it. You were like an alcoholic refusing to believe you had a problem. I just decided to get out while I still could. It hurt like hell, but I realized I didn’t have any choice. It was a no-win situation. I couldn’t stop you doing what you wanted to do.’ 

			Tara shivered, her sodden uniform cold and clammy against her skin. No doubt Dominic had envisaged her ending up as some bloated, silicone-pumped old hag starring in soft porn movies. The really shaming thing was, it could so nearly have happened. She’d been there, teetering right at the top of that scary slippery slope. All it would have taken was one tiny push. 

			She had, thank God, come to her senses in the nick of time. Realizing what she was on the verge of doing, she’d stepped back. 

			‘That’s all in the past now,’ Tara said slowly. ‘I faced up to the fact that I’d been kidding myself. I was never going to make it as an actress. So I gave it all up and moved down here. Does that make you feel better?’ she added with a wry smile. ‘Knowing you were right all along?’ 

			Dominic roughly raked back his hair, his expression strained. ‘Tara, listen to me. Don’t you understand, don’t you see what this means? You were perfect in every other way. The only thing that came between us was your acting. And now you aren’t doing it anymore. Which makes you…’ 

			‘Perfect?’ quipped Tara. 

			But Dominic wasn’t laughing. There was anguish in his eyes as he uttered, ‘God, yes, yes,’ and made his lunge. 

			Caught off guard by the unexpectedness of the onslaught, Tara toppled backwards along the wooden bench. Dominic’s arms were all over her like tentacles, his body pressing against hers as he groaned and kissed her passionately on the mouth. To stop herself falling off the bench, Tara was forced to hang on to him. She let out a muffled wmpphh of surprise and grabbed his shoulders, dimly aware that one of her knees was trapped between his legs. Dominic’s warm tongue had snaked its way into her mouth and he was kissing her so hard she could barely breathe. His wet hair was flopping into her eyes, she could feel his heart thump-thumping against her chest and the smell of his aftershave was— 

			‘Stop it, stop it, stop it!’ shrieked a female voice as the door of the summerhouse crashed open so hard it almost flew off its hinges. ‘For God’s sake, let him go!’ 

		


		
			Chapter 6 

			Every nerve ending in Tara’s body went zzinnggg with the need to leap six feet in the air, but Dominic was on top of her and she was unable to leap anywhere. His weight pinned her to the narrow slatted bench. He lay there, not moving a muscle either, rather like a two-year-old thinking that if he closes his eyes, keeps still, and pretends hard enough not to be there, he won’t be spotted. 

			It didn’t work. Moments later, Dominic was seized none too gently by the shoulders and yanked off the bench. Tara, flushed and mortified, jack-knifed into a sitting position and pulled her rucked-up uniform back down over her thighs. 

			God, this was awful, just awful. 

			‘You filthy disgusting little tart!’ bellowed a furious-looking girl in a peach satin bridesmaid’s dress. ‘What the bloody hell do you think you’re doing to my sister’s fiancé? How dare you!’ 

			Horrified, Tara stammered, ‘B-but it’s not what you th-think… it wasn’t like that…’ and stared wildly at Dominic, waiting for him to leap to her defense. 

			But Dominic, pale and tight-lipped, was shaking his head in sorrowful fashion. ‘Jeannie, don’t blow your top. She didn’t mean to get carried away. I tried to stop her… the thing is, we knew each other years ago. She was just a bit overwhelmed to see me again.’ 

			At this jaw-dropping, outright lie, Tara yelped, ‘Oh, excuse me, are you serious? You were the one who kissed me!’ 

			‘You brought him out here,’ Jeannie blazed. ‘I looked out of our bathroom window and saw you leading the way. I thought it seemed a bit odd, that’s why I left it for a few minutes, but when you didn’t come back I came downstairs and followed the path from the back of the hotel. I couldn’t imagine where you’d gone, until I came round the corner and saw this place with all the windows steamed up. And surprise, surprise, here you were.’ She gestured in disgust at Tara, as if she were covered in sores. ‘My God, you are beyond belief, you really are. Trying to seduce a man who’s getting married in an hour and a half. I mean, do you have any idea what this is going to do to my sister?’ 

			‘Jeannie, Jeannie, you can’t do that,’ Dominic said hurriedly. ‘You mustn’t tell Annabel, you just can’t.’ 

			Tara, in deep shock, wailed, ‘I wasn’t trying to seduce him! I swear to you, I didn’t even want him to kiss me!’ 

			‘Stop it, Tara.’ Dominic’s tone was pitying. ‘You’re only making things worse for yourself.’ 

			‘But I wouldn’t do anything like that,’ she protested to Jeannie. ‘I’m not that sort of person.’ 

			Jeannie’s upper lip curled with disdain and her gaze dropped from Tara’s anguished face to her cleavage. Tara suddenly realized that in addition to her ruffled-up hair and smudged lipstick, the top button of her navy uniform had popped undone. Again. 

			God, it certainly picked its moments. 

			With heavy sarcasm Jeannie said, ‘Oh no, of course you aren’t. Don’t tell me, you’re actually a nun.’ 

			***

			‘Oh please, you have to believe me, I swear to God I didn’t do anything wrong, it was him, not me!’ 

			Daisy, perched on the edge of her desk, was so angry she could barely speak. Tara was pacing agitatedly around the office, her eyes red-rimmed, her movements jerky, and her hair sticking up like a parakeet’s. She may only have known Tara for three years but they had become close friends in that time and although she might be many things, Tara wasn’t dishonest. Daisy knew all about the less salubrious aspects of her past. If anything, Tara was too naïve and too trusting for her own good. She certainly didn’t lie. 

			‘Look, sit down, of course I believe you.’ Tara’s frantic pacing was beginning to make Daisy feel dizzy. ‘But we have to figure out some way to sort this out. Annabel’s upstairs refusing to come out of her room. She’s insisting the wedding’s off. Bloody hell, why couldn’t that deranged sister of hers have kept her big mouth shut? If she’s so convinced you’re the one to blame for all this, why did she even have to tell Annabel what she’d seen? If Dominic’s innocent, why does Annabel want to cancel the wedding? God, who’s that?’ she sighed as a knock came at the door. ‘Please don’t let it be Jerry Springer.’ 

			Or the bride’s mother, thought Tara fearfully. Or a troupe of furious relatives all snarling like Rottweilers and baying for blood. 

			Daisy opened the door and Tara almost fainted with relief. It was the Feather man, the one she had bumped into in the corridor outside the Gents, the one who had smiled and teased and flirted with her so deliciously earlier. And now it looked as if he was something to do with the wedding, which could only be good news. He would be bound to take her side. 

			Daisy, who was more au fait with rugby than Tara, recognized him immediately. 

			‘I’m Dev Tyzack.’ Briefly, he shook Daisy’s hand before shooting a cool glance in Tara’s direction. ‘I was meant to be the best man at this wedding. Right, we officially have a fiasco on our hands and it needs sorting out. I assume you have already sacked Mata Hari here.’ 

			‘Would it help if I told you I had?’ said Daisy. 

			His dark eyes flickered over her. ‘It would be a start.’ 

			‘Really?’ She slid down from the desk. ‘Well, I haven’t. Tara told me what happened and I believe her. Your friend Dominic appears to be the one at fault here.’ 

			‘Oh, come on, you aren’t serious, I saw her in action myself,’ Dev Tyzack shot back. ‘She tried it on with me, for God’s sake, literally seconds before she clapped eyes on Dominic. She made all the running, I can tell you. This girl is no shrinking violet. Dominic came here today to get married and she knew that. I’ve spoken to Dominic and he’s told me everything. She dragged him out to that summerhouse and—’ 

			‘I did not!’ Tara shrieked. ‘I didn’t drag him anywhere. He was desperate to talk to me about something and I just thought the summerhouse would be the best place to go because I didn’t want anyone seeing us together and getting the wrong idea!’ 

			Dev Tyzack drawled, ‘And didn’t that work well.’ 

			‘Would you mind not talking to a member of my staff like that?’ Daisy was having to force herself to keep her temper. 

			‘You mean you’d like me to be really honest?’ he flashed back. 

			‘This isn’t fair.’ Tara’s voice shot up another couple of octaves. ‘I didn’t do anything wrong! It was Dominic, not me. He told me how much he’d loved me and said I was perfect and then he just launched himself at me on that bench. I had no idea he was going to kiss me… I didn’t want him to kiss me…’ 

			‘But I gather you did manage to show him your bra.’ Dev Tyzack feigned surprise. ‘The very same one you revealed to me not ten minutes earlier. I’m telling you, that bra must have been viewed by more people than the Oscars.’ 

			‘The buttonhole on my uniform is loose,’ shouted Tara. ‘It just kept popping undone.’ 

			‘I’m sorry.’ Icily, Daisy addressed Dev Tyzack. ‘But you aren’t helping matters here. In fact you’re being downright obnoxious. If we’re going to sort this out, you need to calm down and stop throwing wild accusations at my staff. As far as I’m concerned, your friend Dominic is the guilty one around here. Has it even occurred to you to fling any accusations in his direction?’ 

			Oh God, thought Tara, petrified. Daisy was losing it; she was going way over the top now. Her eyes were bright with fury, her fists clenched at her sides, and she looked as if she wanted to punch him. She was going to get into the most terrible trouble, the repercussions could be horrendous. 

			This had evidently occurred to Dev Tyzack as well. A derisory smile twisted the corners of his mouth, the very mouth Tara had earlier thought so attractive. Well, she didn’t anymore. 

			‘Not a very professional thing for a hotel manager to say, is it?’ 

			‘Maybe not,’ Daisy shot back, ‘but I am being truthful. If you’re going to be obnoxious, I’ll tell you you’re being obnoxious.’ 

			‘Not worried that you might end up looking for another job?’ Dev Tyzack raised a mocking eyebrow. 

			‘I won’t get the sack for this, I can promise you. I have the owner’s full backing.’ 

			‘Really? Aren’t you the lucky one. Who is the owner, might I ask?’ Having affected surprise, he now allowed his gaze to come to rest on a framed photograph on the desk. It was a group photograph featuring Daisy as a teenager, doubled up with laughter between her parents. Tanned and healthy, the three of them had been celebrating New Year’s Eve in the Cayman Islands and it was Daisy’s all-time favorite photo. ‘Oh, I see,’ said Dev Tyzack. ‘The owner of this hotel is Hector MacLean and he just happens to be your father. Now I understand how you got the job.’ 

			Tara couldn’t bear it. Her stomach was churning like a tumble dryer. She was innocent but she felt guilty. And what if she wasn’t as innocent as she thought? Maybe she was just making pathetic excuses for herself to avoid having to admit that she should never have gone with Dominic to the summerhouse in the first place. 

			What’s more, Daisy was looking more homicidal by the second. And there was a big brass letter opener on her desk, not to mention a ferocious-looking stapler that fired staples like a Kalashnikov. 

			Praying that Daisy wouldn’t actually start firing it like a Kalashnikov, Tara clapped a hand to her mouth, muttered ‘’Scuse me, think I’m going to be sick,’ and made a bolt for the door. 

			As she rushed from the office, she caught sight of Dominic. He was in the lounge bar across the hall, standing in front of the fireplace clutching a drink. 

			Tara’s palms were clammy as she made her way towards him. The only other person in the room was Rocky, polishing glasses behind the bar and pulling a ‘Rather you than me’ face at her when he realized she was approaching Dominic. 

			‘Oh God. What do you want?’ Dominic didn’t look at all pleased to see her. Gone were the loving tones he’d employed twenty minutes earlier. 

			That was fine by Tara. 

			‘You’ve lied to everyone.’ She came straight to the point. ‘You told them I threw myself at you.’ 

			There was a sheen of perspiration on his upper lip. He was gripping the tumbler of Scotch in his hand so tightly it was a wonder the glass hadn’t shattered. 

			‘Of course I lied. What would you have done in my situation?’ He kept his voice low. 

			OK, thought Tara, fair enough. 

			‘So you didn’t mean all those things you said?’ 

			‘I didn’t mean for this to bloody happen! Christ, I can’t believe it, this is my fucking wedding day.’ 

			Tara took a deep breath. ‘Do you still want to marry Annabel?’ 

			He turned and looked at her as if she were a bag lady. ‘What? Are you mad? Of course I want to marry her! But she’s upstairs, having a complete head fit and refusing to marry me… Jesus, what have I done to deserve this? It’s so fucking unfair.’ 

		


		
			Chapter 7 

			Tara’s least favorite person in the world opened the door to the Bellingham Suite. Actually, Tara decided, Dominic was her number one least favorite person. But Jeannie had to be number two. 

			‘Oh God, I don’t believe it. What is this, some kind of sick joke?’ Jeannie, who was smoking a cigarette, exhaled a long stream of smoke right into Tara’s face. 

			‘I’d like to talk to Annabel.’ It was a lie, of course; there was no question of liking it, but Tara pressed on regardless. ‘Alone. Please.’ 

			‘Oh, this is too much. You seriously think my sister would want to talk to you?’ 

			‘Look, could you just ask her?’ 

			‘Don’t you think you’ve done enough damage?’ Jeannie snapped. 

			Tara swallowed, red-faced with shame. ‘Yes, I do. That’s why I’m here now.’ 

			The door was abruptly slammed shut in her face. Tara heard a lot of furious whispering inside the room. Moments later the door swung open again. Without looking at her, Jeannie and a middle-aged woman in a vast purple mother-of-the-bride outfit marched out. 

			‘Five minutes,’ Jeannie hissed as she passed Tara in a rustle of apricot satin. ‘Then,’ she warned, like Schwarzenegger only scarier, ‘we’ll be back.’ 

			Annabel, her blonde hair still fastened up in an elaborate chignon, was sitting rigidly on the window seat wrapped in one of the hotel’s white terry cloth robes. Her wedding dress lay in a crumpled heap on the four-poster bed. She looked at Tara as if she were a dentist arriving to rip out all her teeth. 

			‘Well?’ Annabel demanded without preamble. ‘What happened?’ 

			Tara took a deep shuddering breath. ‘I’m sorry. It was all my fault and I’m so ashamed. Seeing Dominic again after all this time was too much for me. I just couldn’t cope with the fact that he was marrying someone else and I threw myself at him. It was a mad thing to do and I don’t expect you to forgive me but please, you have to forgive him. You can’t call off the wedding. He told me how much he loved you. I’m just so sorry I caused all this trouble. You have to marry him. It wasn’t his fault, it was mine.’ There. Who said she wasn’t an actress? 

			Tara waited miserably for the other girl’s reaction. 

			A single tear rolled down Annabel’s cheek. ‘Really?’ It came out as a whisper. Her fingers were agitatedly winding the belt of her terry cloth robe around her knuckles, above which glittered a hefty emerald and diamond engagement ring. ‘Is that the truth?’ There was hope in her eyes. 

			Tara nodded. ‘It was me. All me. I just… lost control, I suppose. And I’m sorry.’ Pause. ‘But he really does want to marry you.’ 

			Another tear slid down Annabel’s made-up face. Instinctively Tara ripped a couple of tissues from the box on the coffee table in front of her and crossed the room with them. ‘Here, don’t wreck your makeup.’ 

			‘Thanks. For the tissues, I mean.’ Annabel jerkily dabbed beneath her eyes. ‘I’m not going to thank you for telling me you threw yourself at my boyfriend.’ 

			But it’s what you wanted to hear, thought Tara, because you thought he might have been the one up to no good. Who knows, maybe Dominic’s done this kind of thing before. But you don’t completely trust him, do you? 

			God, was she doing the right thing here? Should she be lying to this girl, persuading her to go ahead and marry someone she so evidently couldn’t trust? Then again, all hell was going to break loose if she didn’t. 

			‘I did a bad thing. I’m sorry,’ Tara said again, glancing out of the window and spotting a familiar figure hurrying up the drive. ‘The registrar’s just arrived. What are you going to do?’ 

			‘This was supposed to be the happiest day of my life.’ Annabel sounded bewildered. Luckily she didn’t seem the punch-your-lights-out kind. 

			‘You have to make your mind up. If the wedding’s off, the registrar needs to know.’ Steadily Tara said, ‘Do you want to marry Dominic?’ 

			‘Of course I want to marry Dominic! Of course I do.’ Annabel’s voice trembled with emotion. ‘I love him. Everyone says we’re the perfect couple. And he loves me.’ 

			Scarcely daring to breathe, Tara said cautiously, ‘So the wedding’s on again?’ 

			‘Yes. Yes, no thanks to you,’ Annabel shot back. ‘And I don’t want to see you here this afternoon either.’ 

			‘That won’t happen. I’ll leave now. Thanks for listening to me, anyway.’ Hugely relieved but at the same time stung by Annabel’s tone, Tara backed towards the door. On impulse she added, ‘If you like, I could iron your dress.’ 

			‘What, so you can burn scorch marks down the front? No thank you, my mother and sister’ll be back any minute. I don’t need any help from you.’ 

			For a moment Tara was tempted to snipe back that if she was going to be marrying Dominic, she’d be needing all the help she could get. She didn’t say it. 

			‘Right, well, I’ll go down and let everyone know the wedding’s going ahead.’ 

			‘And then you’ll leave the hotel,’ Annabel frostily reminded her. 

			‘And then I’ll leave the hotel.’ God, there had to be a simpler way to wangle an afternoon off. 

			‘Will you be sacked?’ 

			‘I don’t know.’ Tara crossed her fingers behind her back. ‘Probably.’ 

			‘Good.’ Annabel wasn’t brilliant at playing the bitch, but she was giving it her best shot. ‘People like you have no shame. I hope you realize how pathetic you are. You deserve to lose your job.’ 

			***

			‘It’s back on again,’ Tara told Daisy, and briefly ran through her stressful encounter with Annabel. 

			Daisy shook her head. ‘You didn’t have to do that.’ 

			‘I did. They might have sued the hotel.’ Tara shrugged. ‘My word against theirs. We wouldn’t have had a hope.’ 

			This was undoubtedly true. 

			‘Maybe not. So she’s going to marry a lying weasel,’ sighed Daisy, who knew all about lying weasels. ‘Oh well, that’s not our problem. You’re a star.’ She gave Tara, who was looking miserable, a hug. ‘And cheer up, for heaven’s sake.’ 

			‘They want you to sack me.’ 

			‘You big wally. Of course I’m not going to sack you.’ 

			‘What happened to the best man?’ Blinking back tears of relief, Tara changed the subject. ‘I half expected to come in here and find him staple-gunned to the wall.’ 

			‘It crossed my mind. What a bastard. He’s in the bar with Dominic.’ Daisy grimaced, realizing that she now faced the delightful prospect of being forced to admit to Dev Tyzack that he had been right and she’d been wrong. She could just picture the supercilious look on his face. 

			***

			The preparations for the wedding were cranking into overdrive as Tara slipped away from the hotel. The rain had stopped but the grey clouds were as low as her spirits. Why hadn’t she taken Daisy’s advice in the first place and swapped shifts with one of the other chambermaids? Why couldn’t she just have resisted the urge to see Dominic again and stayed away? How, how could she have thought that surprising him on the morning of his wedding would be fun? 

			Disconsolately, Tara kicked her way through a pile of soggy dead leaves. There was no getting away from the truth; basically, she was as guilty as if she had hurled herself at Dominic and ripped his trousers down to his knees. 

			God, what a disastrous day. 

			***

			Maggie Donovan stood at her kitchen window, a cheerful smile fixed to her face. As her lover reached the rickety wooden gate at the end of her back garden he turned, as he always did, and waved at her. Maggie, as she always did, waved back and thought how handsome he was, what a gorgeous smile he had, how lucky she was to have such a special man in her life and how— 

			Oh stop it, stop it. Maggie gave herself a mental slap around the face. You’re fantasizing again, making an idiot of yourself. Get a grip, woman. The very reason he’s using the back gate is so that no one will see him leaving your cottage. He’s smiling and waving goodbye because he’s just completed a satisfactory business transaction. And he isn’t your lover, he’s your client. 

			Maggie’s smile faded as she watched him slip away into the woods beyond her cottage. Very handy, those woods, enabling him to come and go without being observed by the rest of the village. She was under no illusions that if the trees hadn’t been there, their arrangement would never have come about. 

			And that was what it was, Maggie reminded herself. An arrangement, pure and simple. One that suited them both. 

			To prove it, she moved away from the kitchen window and crossed to the crowded oak dresser. Reaching into the blue and white china teapot on the second shelf, Maggie drew out the small roll of notes. There was no need to count it, she knew he had left her one hundred pounds. Because that was how much he always left. 

			She would love to be able to describe herself as a one-man woman, but that wasn’t true. Let’s face it, she was a one-client prostitute. 

			Maggie sighed. It wasn’t what she wanted to be, but what was the alternative? If she refused to take his money, he would no longer sleep with her. And she couldn’t bear to give him up. He was the highlight of her week. If she could have afforded it, she would have paid him to sleep with her. 

			But, Maggie reminded herself, she couldn’t afford it, and he knew that. It was why he gave her the money each week. And there was no denying it came in handy. 

			Tara had left one of her enameled bracelets on the dresser. Maggie picked it up and headed for the stairs. It was no good wishing things could be different, because they weren’t. She had to accept what she had and make the best of it. And since she was only a one-client prostitute, she also had plenty of work to be getting on with. Not to mention a bed to make. 

			Upstairs, Maggie put the bracelet back where it belonged in the jewelry box on Tara’s dressing table. The next moment, glancing out of the bedroom window, she let out an involuntary squeak of alarm. Tara was making her way down the High Street towards the cottage. 

			Oh good grief, what was she doing coming home at this time of day? 

			Like lightning, Maggie shot across the landing to her own bedroom, ripped off her dressing gown, and threw on a black sweater and jeans. In twenty seconds flat she remade the crumpled bed, flung open the curtains, and dragged a brush through her shoulder-length blonde hair. Grabbing the laundry basket, she hauled it downstairs. When the front door opened, she was on her knees in the kitchen frantically shoveling clothes into the washing machine. 

			Phew, that was close. The closest shave yet, thought Maggie with a shudder of relief. Imagine the horror if Tara had come back to the house ten minutes earlier. Or, worse still, twenty minutes. 

			It didn’t bear thinking about. 

			‘Tara! Heavens, what’s the time?’ Feigning astonishment, Maggie sat back on her heels. ‘I thought you were on duty until six o’clock!’ 

			‘Daisy sent me home.’ Tara flung herself onto one of the kitchen chairs and groaned loudly, far too wrapped up in her own guilt to notice her aunt’s. ‘You won’t believe what happened. Major disaster. Maggie, why do men do it? Why do we even bother with them? Not that you ever do bother with them,’ she amended, raking her fingers through her spiked-up hair. ‘And let me tell you, you have exactly the right idea. From now on, I swear to God, I’m going to take a leaf out of your book. No more being lied to and cheated on and treated like a puddle of sick. No men, no trouble. That’s it.’ Looking up in despair at her forty-five-year-old aunt, who had been divorced for the last seven years and now lived an idyllic, hassle-free, man-free life, she proclaimed vehemently, ‘From now on I’m going to be just like you.’ 

			***

			The wedding ceremony had gone ahead without a hitch. The bride had looked beautiful, the groom had repeated his vows as if he actually meant them. The hotel was wonderful, the best man’s speech had been brilliantly witty, and the food a triumph. 

			This was according to Sheila, one of the waitresses, who had been eavesdropping on the guests throughout the reception. Daisy, who had spent most of the afternoon in her office, said, ‘So they all seem happy.’ 

			‘Couldn’t be better.’ Sheila gave her a motherly, reassuring smile. ‘Why don’t you go and see for yourself?’ 

			Because I might stab the bridegroom and the best man with that big silver knife they’re using to cut the cake, thought Daisy. 

			Then again, she had been in charge of making all the arrangements for the wedding. She should at least show her face. 

		


		
			Chapter 8 

			The wedding party was in full swing as Daisy pushed through the double doors. Outside it had grown dark, but here in the ballroom the chandeliers blazed, candles flickered on the tables around the edge of the room, and the dancing had begun. 

			Unsurprisingly, Hector was already there, swinging the radiant bride around the dance floor and making her laugh with his usual lavish compliments. Watching Annabel’s face light up and her elaborate dress swirl around her ankles, Daisy told herself that Tara had done the right thing. If everyone went around calling off weddings willy-nilly, simply because the groom was an untrustworthy little shit, well, there wouldn’t be a lot of married people around. 

			The band began to play ‘In The Mood.’ Annabel was claimed by some walrus-mustachioed elderly relative and Hector promptly swept Annabel’s mother onto the floor. In her vast purple outfit she looked like a hot-air balloon, but a delighted and deeply flattered hot-air balloon. Within seconds she was giggling like an overexcited schoolgirl at Hector’s flirtatious remarks, her purple sequined shoes a glittering blur as she jitterbugged merrily away. 

			‘If you like,’ a voice offered in Daisy’s ear, ‘we could dance together while you’re making your groveling apologies to me.’ 

			It was Dev Tyzack, the expression in his eyes faintly mocking, his tone conversational. No longer sporting jeans and a polo shirt, he now wore a well-cut dark suit. He had loosened his tie and there was a faint peach-tinted lipstick mark on the collar of his white shirt. 

			Oh well, get it over with, thought Daisy. Being forced to be polite to people who didn’t deserve it was all part of the joys of hotel management. At least after today she’d never have to see him again. 

			‘I’m sorry. How could I ever have doubted you? Your friend Dominic did nothing wrong and my chambermaid was entirely to blame for what happened earlier. Please accept my deepest and most sincere apologies,’ lied Daisy, shooting him the blandest of smiles. 

			‘Oh dear.’ He started to laugh. ‘That wasn’t very convincing. Surely you can do better than that.’ 

			I could, thought Daisy, but I’m jolly well not going to. 

			Treating Dev Tyzack to another blatantly insincere smile, she said, ‘I meant every word.’ 

			‘And I think you could do with a drink.’ Effortlessly catching the attention of a passing waitress, he presented Daisy with a flute of champagne. 

			It was a mocking gesture, clearly designed to tell her that it was time she loosened up. 

			As if. 

			‘No thanks.’ Daisy shook her head. ‘I’m on duty.’ 

			‘Of course you are. Well, we could still have that dance.’ 

			He was so enjoying having the upper hand. 

			‘I don’t think so.’ She nodded briefly in the direction of his neck. ‘You’ve got lipstick on your collar, by the way.’ 

			Dev raised an eyebrow. ‘Lucky you aren’t my wife, then.’ 

			‘Very lucky.’ Very lucky for me, thought Daisy. 

			‘So are you married?’ He glanced with some amusement at her ringless left hand. 

			‘No.’ 

			‘Incredible. Who’d have thought it? You know, if you relaxed more,’ Dev advised, ‘I’m sure you could find yourself a husband.’ 

			Luckily, the cake-cutting knife had by this time gone back to the kitchen. 

			‘A husband?’ Daisy opened her eyes wide. ‘One of my very own, you mean? Or somebody’s else’s?’ 

			He laughed again. ‘Don’t worry, I understand. Young girl running her dad’s hotel, desperate to prove to him that she’s up to the job. It can’t be easy having to admit that you made such a big mistake.’ 

			Don’t retaliate, don’t retaliate… 

			‘It isn’t easy.’ Out of the corner of her eye, Daisy saw that both the mother and sister of the bride were watching her. ‘You’re absolutely right, Mr Tyzack. And as I said before, I can only apologize. Still, at least it’s ended well. Everyone seems to be enjoying themselves. I’m sure the bride and groom will be very happy.’ 

			‘You don’t think any such thing,’ Dev Tyzack remarked cheerfully. ‘You think Dominic’s only marrying Annabel for her money.’ 

			Daisy looked innocent. ‘Why, does she have some?’ 

			‘Her father was in the underwear business, in quite a major way. When he died last year he left forty million pounds to be shared between his family. That’s the three of them—his wife, Jeannie, and Annabel.’ 

			Forty million. Phew. That explained a lot. Crikey, forty million. 

			‘In that case,’ said Daisy, ‘it must be true love. What’s more,’ she went on sweetly, ‘I can’t imagine what you’re doing wasting time talking to me. You really should be over there dancing with Annabel’s sister.’ 

			***

			‘Come in, come in, look at you, you’re soaked through,’ Maggie chided, ushering Daisy in out of the driving, icy rain and through to the welcoming warmth of the living room. ‘Shift your big bottom, Tara, let the poor girl sit by the fire.’ Apologetically she added, ‘You’ll have to excuse her, Daisy, she’s a bit maudlin.’ 

			‘I’m not surprised.’ Teasingly, because she knew how much Tara hated it, Daisy reached over and ruffled her spiky, peroxide-blonde hair. 

			‘I’m not maudlin,’ Tara defended herself, batting Daisy’s hands away from her head. ‘Just mad. Pissed off with men in general and complete arseholes like Dominic in particular. I’ve decided to be a spinster all my life, like Maggie. A metaphorical spinster,’ she added, wagging her finger as Maggie opened her mouth to object. ‘OK, so you were married once, but that doesn’t count. I’m talking about now and next year and the next twenty years after that. You know, I used to feel sorry for you,’ Tara earnestly informed her aunt. ‘I used to think it was dead sad, you leading such a boring lonely life with nothing ever happening in it, but now I realize you have absolutely the right idea. And that’s it. From now on, I’m going to model myself on you.’ 

			‘Blimey, how much wine has she had?’ Daisy seized the bottle of Montepulciano and held it up to the light. ‘I think I’d better drink the rest of this.’ 

			‘Don’t look at me like that, I’m not totally bollocksed,’ Tara grumbled. ‘Not hog-whimpering drunk. Just… just… piglet-whimpering.’ God, why did whimpering have to be such a hard word to say? 

			‘And you have every right to be.’ Daisy gave Tara’s arm an affectionate squeeze. ‘But if you want to carry on living here in this cottage, I’d stop calling your brilliant and generous auntie a sad, lonely old spinster if I were you.’ 

			Tara shook her head emphatically, slopping red wine down the front of her sweatshirt. Luckily, being her designated staying-in-and-getting maudlin sweatshirt, it was used to being slopped on. 

			‘No, no, no. I meant it in a nice way. It’s a compliment! Maggie has the loveliest life of anyone I know, and from now on I want to be just like her. I’m going to start making jam and sewing things and listening to The Archers and baking cakes.’ 

			‘Fantastic.’ Daisy kept a straight face. 

			‘I’m going to give up nightclubs,’ Tara was warming to her theme, ‘and take up tapestry.’ 

			‘Oh, good grief, now I need a drink too,’ exclaimed Maggie, disappearing into the kitchen and returning with a chilled bottle of Frascati and two more glasses. ‘All this fuss over some silly ex-boyfriend you didn’t even care about. Daisy, red or white?’ 

			‘But that’s the whole point,’ Tara argued. ‘If someone you don’t even care about can cause this much trouble, think what could happen if it was someone you were madly in love with! I’m telling you, I’m better off out of the whole thing. Go on then, I’ll try the white now you’ve opened it.’ 

			‘You won’t be able to drink like this when you’re a professional spinster,’ said Daisy. ‘You’ll end up baking the tapestries and sewing the jam.’ 

			‘How did the wedding go?’ Maggie sat cross-legged on the rug in front of the fire. ‘Everything run smoothly in the end?’ 

			Daisy pulled a face. ‘Well, they got married.’ 

			‘I don’t know why he’s bothering,’ Tara snorted. ‘He’ll only cheat on her.’ 

			‘I could hazard a guess.’ Daisy’s tone was dry. ‘He’s probably bothering because she’s just inherited a few million. Her father was big in knickers, apparently.’ 

			‘So she’s loaded. No wonder he married her. Oh well.’ Tara sighed and pulled the sleeves of her black sweatshirt over her knuckles. ‘That’s something to be grateful for, I suppose. At least nobody’s ever going to want to marry me for my money.’ 

			‘Speaking of fathers.’ Eager to get Tara off the subject of Dominic, Maggie turned to Daisy. ‘How’s your dad? When I bumped into him outside the shop the other day he told me he’d done something to his knee.’ 

			‘It’s fine again now.’ Daisy rolled her eyes. ‘When I left the reception he was still dancing away, charming the slingbacks off all the women there. Do you know, they were actually arguing over who was next in line for a dance? And the bride’s mother was foxtrotting around the room with him looking the picture of smugness. Honestly, she was like a whale wrapped up in a shiny purple shower curtain. Oh God,’ Daisy groaned at the thought, ‘and she’s a stinking rich widow, probably on the lookout for husband number two. Poor Dad, what chance does he have? By the time I get back she’ll have carted him off to Gretna Green.’ 

			Laughing, Maggie topped up their glasses. ‘I’m sure your father can look after himself.’ 

			‘She had an awfully determined glint in her eye. And huge long purple nails.’ 

			‘Speaking of nails,’ Tara raised her head in order to rejoin the conversation, ‘why did that best man look familiar? I know I don’t know him, but I’m sure I’ve seen him before.’ 

			‘Dev Tyzack,’ Daisy explained for Maggie’s benefit. ‘He used to play rugby for Bath and England. He retired last year. But I don’t see what he has to do with nails.’ 

			‘He’s as hard as nails. As mean as nails. All sharp and pointed and horrible, and I’d love to hit him on the head with a hammer.’ At the sight of their blank faces, Tara shrugged and slumped back down on the sofa. ‘Oh well, it made sense to me.’ 

			‘Dev Tyzack.’ Maggie was visibly impressed. ‘He is rather gorgeous.’ 

			Tara curled her lip. ‘Shame he doesn’t have a personality to match.’ She looked at Daisy. ‘So did you have to apologize to him?’ 

			‘I did. But I made sure he knew I didn’t mean a word of it.’ 

			‘And he was OK about that?’ Tara raised her eyebrows. ‘I mean, was he nice?’ 

			Daisy thought for a moment. 

			‘How can I put this?’ she said finally. ‘Uh… no.’ 

			***

			An hour later Daisy headed back to the hotel. The wedding party was winding up; already two taxis had passed her as she made her way along the High Street. The rain had eased off once more but the road was still wet and the temperature was dropping fast. Lucky old honeymooners, heading off for their three weeks in balmy St Lucia. Then again, Daisy thought, if marrying Dominic Cross-Calvert was the price you had to pay, she’d rather stay here freezing her doo-dahs off in Gloucestershire. 

			Except… was she being too hard on Dominic? What had he done really, other than find himself unexpectedly faced with an ex-girlfriend and, in the heat of the moment, get a bit carried away? 

			Then lie about it, of course, when he was caught out. Lie until he was blue in the face and swear he’d been the innocent party. Again, being brutally honest here, was there really anything so astonishing about that? About to marry Annabel, he’d simply panicked. And, who knew, maybe he wasn’t marrying her for her bank balance, maybe it was her irresistible personality he’d fallen in love with after all. 

			‘Yeeeuurrgh,’ Daisy spluttered as a third taxi shot past, careering through a huge puddle and sending a great wave of muddy, ice-cold water over her. Great, just what she needed; the cream wool coat Hector had bought her for Christmas was now a filthy, wet brown-stained cream wool coat. Furthermore, the soaking had been so comprehensive that even her face and hair were splashed with mud. What a brilliant end to a truly brilliant day. 

			Except it wasn’t the end. As she was wiping her eyes and face with her equally wet hands, Daisy found herself caught in the glare of yet another set of headlights. As the car reached her at the hotel’s gates, it slowed to a halt. The driver’s window of the sporty black Mercedes slid open to reveal Dev Tyzack grinning up at her. Next to him in the passenger seat sat Jeannie, looking as if all her birthdays had come at once. 

			‘What?’ Daisy was curt, hideously aware of the muddy water trickling down her cheeks. 

			‘You know, when I was little I always wanted to be the Milk Tray man in those TV ads for chocolate.’ Dev acted as though they were continuing a conversation that had been interrupted only moments earlier. ‘I had this fantasy about rappelling from tall buildings, swimming through crocodile-infested waters, and swinging across ravines to give the lady what she wanted more than anything else.’ 

			Go on then, Daisy was hugely tempted to retort, better get a move on, because we all know what the lady in your passenger seat wants right now. 

			Aloud, she said, ‘Really? How completely fascinating.’ 

			‘The bad news is, I’m all out of chocolates,’ said Dev Tyzack. 

			‘Gosh. Tragic.’ 

			‘Dev.’ Next to him, Jeannie sniggered with delight. ‘Come on, close the window now. I’m coooold.’ 

			‘Here. Don’t say I never give you anything.’ Still grinning, Dev passed a box of Kleenex through the open window. 

			Then, with a wink, he roared off. 

		


		
			Chapter 9 

			‘This lot always amazes me,’ murmured Rocky as Daisy joined him behind the bar to help out. ‘I always thought writers were quiet, mousy types who wore tweed and wouldn’t say boo to a goose. I just can’t believe they make so much noise and drink so much. I’m telling you, these booky people know how to put it away.’ 

			‘They’re probably excited to have been let out for the day.’ Unlike Rocky, Daisy didn’t bother lowering her voice. There wasn’t a lot of point. The writers’ group who met at the hotel for lunch and gossip every three months were networking madly and shrieking with delight at seeing each other again. Being allowed to talk to real-life humans instead of having to write about pretend ones was—along with the pre-lunch gin and tonics—clearly going to their heads. ‘Don’t forget I’ve got an hour off at lunchtime,’ Daisy reminded him as she emptied bottles of Schweppes into a row of glasses. 

			‘One till two. I know.’ Clattering ice cubes into a tumbler, Rocky said hesitantly, ‘Are you… um… looking forward to it?’ 

			Oh God, was that a crass thing to say? He didn’t have a clue. It was one of those weird situations not mentioned in the etiquette books. Not that he’d ever read an etiquette book, but he’d bet a year’s wages it wasn’t covered. 

			And now Daisy was looking at him as if he’d just asked permission to change into a tutu and pirouette the length of the bar. 

			‘I don’t know if I’m actually looking forward to it.’ She pulled a face. ‘Depends what this chap’s like, I suppose. He’s the one who was so keen to do this. I just don’t want him to be, well, disappointed.’ 

			‘Kind of like a blind date,’ said Rocky, and immediately wished he hadn’t. How did he manage to come out with this stuff? 

			But Daisy was grinning. 

			‘You know what you are, don’t you? A hopeless case. Me meeting this chap at one o’clock is absolutely nothing like a blind date. From now on, Rocky, it’s probably better if you stick to doing what you do best. Serving drinks.’ 

			‘I know.’ Rocky was humble, mentally apologizing for all he was worth. ‘Sorry.’ 

			‘Anyway, apart from that, do I look all right?’ 

			Enough of the apologies. He flicked a practiced eye over Daisy as she did a brief twirl next to him. 

			‘You look awful, a complete mess.’ 

			***

			Barney Usher was early. Far too early. The train from Manchester had reached Bristol Parkway bang on time, at eleven o’clock. He had jumped into a taxi and arrived in the village of Colworth at eleven twenty-three precisely. 

			Which meant he still had an hour and a half to kill. For Barney it felt like waking up at five thirty on Christmas morning, knowing that your parents had warned you on pain of death not to wake them before seven. 

			The fact that he was also feeling slightly sick had been partly due to the fact that for the last twenty-odd minutes he had been enclosed in a cab with his own aftershave. In his nervous state, he had slapped on far too much Kouros. It was a relief to climb out of the taxi and breathe in lungfuls of much-needed fresh air. 

			The taxi driver shot him a knowing smirk as Barney, shivering with a mixture of cold and anticipation, paid his fare and added a generous tip. 

			‘Meeting a young lady, are we?’ 

			Barney, who had been waiting for more than a year for this day to arrive, replied emphatically, ‘Oh yes.’ 

			But now that he was here at last, he could relax. The village was like no village he had ever seen before, and he couldn’t wait to explore every inch of it. 

			The meandering main street was bordered by dinky Cotswold stone cottages. A river ran through the center of the village and hills reared up on either side. To Barney, a born-and-bred city boy, everything looked unbelievably picturesque, like something out of a Disney film. It was hard to believe that real people actually lived here. But they did, they truly did. A real person was at this very moment emerging from her cottage a little way up the street, pushing one of those old people’s shopping bags on wheels and heading for the village store. 

			Barney wondered why shopping bags on wheels were always tartan. 

			Well, why? 

			But at the same time he marveled at how relaxed the old person was. Any pensioner hailing from his own neck of the woods in a rough part of Manchester would be scuttling down the road by now, in fear of being mugged and battered senseless by some psychopath or mad drug addict. This one, by contrast, was actually stopping to stroke a fat tortoiseshell cat on her neighbor’s stone wall. 

			It was a complete eye-opener. Barney could hardly believe it. 

			Imagine stopping to stroke a cat! It genuinely hadn’t occurred to this old dear that she might be on the verge of being set upon by thugs. 

			He took his time exploring the village, enjoying himself every inch of the way. There were three knickknacky, souvenir-type shops. A village store doubling as a post office. One church. One pub. And an astonishing number of tourists, seeing as it was still only eleven thirty on a Friday morning in a small Cotswold village miles from the nearest town. 

			Plus, of course, there was the hotel. 

			Barney had done his homework; he knew that Colworth was famous for being one of the most beautiful villages in England. But he was still knocked out by just how fantastic it managed to be on an icy-cold morning in late January. 

			Aware of just how over-the-top he had gone with his aftershave, he was glad of the opportunity to walk around the village dispersing some of it into the cold, crisp air. He wanted to make a good impression, after all. Not send Daisy Standish heaving and vomiting into the nearest flower bed. 

			Checking his watch for the hundredth time, Barney decided to pay a visit to the post office-cum-general store. He would buy a packet of chewing gum and maybe some postcards of the village to take back and show his mum. 

			As he approached the shop, the door clanged open and a girl maneuvered a pushchair with some difficulty out onto the pavement. Barney watched her struggle to get the wheels straight, but something was stopping them turning. 

			‘Sorry, I’m in your way,’ the girl panted, kicking the brake to make sure it was off. ‘Damn, the wheels are locked, I don’t know what’s going on here.’ 

			She was young and pretty, with wide grey eyes and dark brown shoulder-length hair, cut in a bob. The baby, by contrast, was very blond with dazzling blue eyes that exactly matched his all-in-one snowsuit. Entertained by all the frantic to-ing and fro-ing and jiggling about, he waved his carton of Ribena and shrieked with delight. 

			‘It’s OK, I can see what’s happened.’ Crouching down, Barney followed the plaited length of wool from the baby’s discarded mittens and found it wound tightly round the nearside front wheel. ‘The wheel’s being garroted. Keep it still…’ 

			The plaited string was muddy and oily. Carefully he began to disentangle it. As he bent his head lower to see what he was doing, Barney felt something cold drip onto the back of his neck. 

			‘Oh God, Freddie, stop it! Give me that,’ the girl exclaimed, and the baby let out a squeal of outrage. Above Barney’s head a swift battle ensued as the baby fought with his mother for custody of the Ribena carton. Barney flinched as a fountain of cold liquid sprayed his left cheek. 

			‘There, all done.’ Triumphantly he sat back on his heels and held up the freed length of mangled mitten string. The baby, making a grab for it, dropped the carton, watched the remains of his blackcurrant drink seep out into the gutter, and promptly began to howl. 

			‘You twit,’ the girl exclaimed, adding hurriedly to Barney, ‘Not you, I didn’t mean you! Oh no, and now you’re covered in Ribena, this is so embarrassing.’ 

			She rummaged in the bag dangling from the handles of the pushchair and produced a packet of baby wipes. Barney rubbed one of the wipes over his face and the back of his neck. The baby, his screams doubling in volume, drummed his heels against the pushchair’s footrest, pointing in dismay at his upended Ribena carton. 

			‘I’m sorry, I’m really sorry. Once Freddie gets started, there’s no stopping him,’ the girl apologized profusely. ‘All you did was help me out and now look at the state of you. I feel terrible.’ 

			‘I’m fine, really,’ Barney assured her. ‘It doesn’t matter a bit. And he’s only upset because he’s lost his drink. Let me buy him another one and he’ll soon cheer up.’ He waggled his fingers at Freddie as he spoke. He liked children. When he crossed his eyes and pulled a face, Freddie was so entranced he actually stopped crying. 

			The next moment, remembering his motivation, he started again. Barney laughed. 

			‘God, you are so nice,’ the girl marveled. ‘I mean it. You’re a seriously nice person.’ 

			‘I’ve got three nephews and four nieces,’ said Barney. ‘I’ve had plenty of practice with children. Now wait here, don’t go away.’ 

			Two minutes later he emerged from the shop with two cartons of Ribena, a Milky Bar, a box of Black Magic, several postcards of Colworth, and three packets of Wrigleys Extra. 

			‘Oh, come on.’ The girl held up her hands in protest when she saw the Black Magic. ‘I definitely can’t let you buy me a box of chocolates.’ 

			‘Actually, I didn’t get them for you,’ said Barney, and grinned when she flushed pink. 

			‘Sorry. Just ignore me, I’m an idiot.’ 

			‘There you go. Don’t drink it all at once.’ Barney stuck the plastic straw through the top of the Ribena carton and placed it carefully between Freddie’s chubby hands. This earned him a gurgle of delight followed by a hefty burp. 

			‘He says thank you,’ the dark-haired girl solemnly explained. 

			‘I know. His hands are cold.’ 

			‘Tell me about it.’ She rolled her eyes in good-natured despair. ‘He won’t keep his mittens on for two minutes.’ 

			‘Anyway, he can have these later.’ Barney slipped the Milky Bar and the second carton of juice into the bag containing Freddie’s nappies and baby wipes. 

			‘Oh God, you’ve got Ribena on your shirt! It’s all soaked into the collar.’ She looked appalled. 

			Barney couldn’t see the dampness but he could feel it. He said, ‘Maybe we could sponge it out somehow.’ It was his best white shirt; he had bought it specially for today, from Next. It crossed his mind that this pretty girl, who must live here in the village, might offer to take him home with her in order to help with the sponging. ‘I’m meeting someone up at the hotel,’ he added by way of explanation. ‘I really wanted to look my best.’ 

			‘I know what we can do.’ Mind-reading, sadly, didn’t appear to be one of the girl’s great strengths. ‘The pub at the end of the street will be open by now. We’ll go there and sort your shirt out in one of the loos. I’ll scrub the collar with hot water and you can dry it under the hot-air thingy.’ 

			Barney forced himself not to be disappointed. Of course she couldn’t invite a total stranger into her home; for all she knew, he was an axe-wielding maniac. 

			Or, or, she might be embarrassed because her house was a tip, with washing-up in the sink and crumbs inches deep on the living-room carpet. 

			Then again, she could be married. Just because practically all the girls he knew back home were single mothers didn’t mean there weren’t some around who still did things the traditional way. 

			Stomach lurching, Barney glanced at her left hand. No rings, apart from a big swirly silver one on her thumb. Not married, then. Although she could still have a live-in boyfriend who might not take kindly to her bringing home unknown men in order to scrub purple stains out of their shirts. 

			Barney hoped she didn’t. 

			The pub, the ludicrously picturesque Hollybush Inn, opened early in order to serve coffee and overpriced croissants to the tourist trade. Thankfully nobody else—no ladies, at least—were in need of the loo. Having stripped off his navy sweater and the brand new Next shirt, Barney watched the dark-haired girl rinse the collar under the hot tap, douse it with liquid soap from the squidgy machine, and scrub it for all she was worth. Freddie, in his pushchair, was delighted to discover that by waving his fat little fingers in the air he could make hot air whoosh noisily out of the machine on the wall. 

			Fifteen minutes later, the shirt was dry. 

			‘We’ve cost them a fortune in hot air,’ said Barney. ‘The least we can do is buy a couple of coffees.’ 

			Freddie’s mother looked with regret at her watch. ‘I can’t. We have to go. Dentist’s appointment.’ She pulled a face, then straightened his shirt collar. ‘Still, at least you’re sorted. You’ll make your good impression.’ 

			She was right. Of course she was. For a few minutes he’d forgotten why he was here. 

			‘Thanks,’ said Barney. 

			Freddie’s mother broke into a broad smile. ‘My pleasure.’ 

			***

			Tara, halfway through her shift, was polishing tiles on autopilot. Her body might be working away energetically but her mind was elsewhere, going fretfully over and over last night’s horrendous discovery. 

			It had been awful, it really had. One minute she’d been draped across the sofa happily watching some drippy girl in EastEnders whining, ‘But why’s it always me wot gets dumped? Woss wrong wiv me, eh?’ The answer to this one being that whining drippy girls with lank hair and as much personality as a parsnip deserved to be treated appallingly and surely couldn’t expect to keep a boyfriend for longer than it took to boil an egg. The next moment, a weird creeping sensation Tara wasn’t immediately able to place had made its insidious way up the back of her neck. 

			With a jolt of horror, she had realized finally that the sensation was one of… familiarity. 

			EastEnders forgotten, Tara had begun mentally counting back on her fingers, running through her list of boyfriends in reverse order. 

			Oh no, surely not, she wasn’t that much of a loser, was she? 

			But it was looking that way. Still counting, Tara reached the ages of fifteen and sixteen, her earlier dating years. 

			There was Trevor, who’d had the most extraordinary up-and-down voice—God, he’d practically yodeled when he talked. Then Dave, who’d had funny ears but a cute smile. And Andy Buckingham, who, despite being the star of the school football team, had had skinny legs and a sprouty mole on his cheek. None of them had been what you’d call perfect, yet— 

			‘Hi, it’s me.’ Daisy stuck her head round the bathroom door. ‘Fancy going out tonight? We could hit a couple of clubs in Bath.’ 

			Crikey, it’s not as if we’re talking Brad Pitt here, Tara thought wildly. I mean, if you went out with Brad Pitt you’d expect to be dumped. But these had just been ordinary boys, nice enough, each with their own good and bad points. 

			‘If you polish those tiles any harder,’ said Daisy, ‘you’re going to end up crashing through the wall.’ 

			‘Every boy I’ve ever been out with,’ Tara blurted out, ‘has finished with me! Every single sodding buggering boyfriend I’ve had! I can’t believe it, I never realized until last night. I even wrote them all down, made a proper list in case I’d accidentally missed anyone out, but I hadn’t. Oh God, can you imagine? It’s so humiliating. I’ve never been the one to do the dumping, I’ve always, always been the dumpee.’ 

			‘Oh, come on, you’re exaggerating.’ Daisy attempted to reassure her. ‘That can’t be true.’ 

			‘It is, it is!’ 

			‘What about when you were at school?’ 

			‘Especially when I was at school! God, I’m a completely pathetic person,’ Tara wailed. 

			‘OK, right, we’ll sort you out.’ Daisy took control. ‘This evening we’ll go into Bath. You can chat up heaps of men and hand out your phone number to all and sundry. Then, when any of them ring you up to invite you out for a drink, you can say no. Turn them down flat. Would that make you feel better?’ 

			‘Tuh. Doesn’t count.’ 

			‘It’s a start.’ 

			‘Anyway,’ Tara bent down to polish the bath taps, ‘I don’t fancy giving my number out to a load of idiots.’ 

			‘OK, tell them to call you on this one. Write it down for them,’ said Daisy, taking a pen from her jacket pocket and reversing out of the bathroom. She returned moments later with a sheet of hotel writing paper upon which she had scrawled:

			[image: phonenumber.tif]

			Tara stared at it blankly. ‘And what good would that do?’ 

			‘Turn the paper over,’ said Daisy with a wink, ‘and hold it up to the light.’ 

		


		
			Chapter 10 

			The sun came out as Daisy was making her way down the hotel drive. She had arranged to meet Barney Usher at the main gates at exactly one o’clock. Something about the tone of his letters told her Barney would be prompt. 

			And yes, there he was, waiting for her. She could see him up ahead, leaning against one of the lichened stone pillars, wearing a navy crew neck sweater over a white shirt and dark blue trousers. 

			And with one of her late husband’s kidneys pumping away inside him. 

			Well, maybe not pumping exactly, but working away doing whatever it was kidneys did. 

			As she drew closer, Daisy saw that Barney Usher looked younger than twenty-six. The sunlight bounced off his gleaming blond hair. He had a sweet, youthful face, dark hopeful eyebrows, and long-lashed big brown eyes like a spaniel puppy. 

			In view of his prettiness, she couldn’t help wondering if he was gay. Ha, that would really piss Steven off. 

			‘Mrs Standish?’ he said eagerly, and for a moment Daisy almost looked over her shoulder. Even when she’d been married to Steven she’d had a struggle to remember that, officially, this was her name. It had always made her feel like an impostor. Reverting to MacLean had been such a relief. 

			‘Call me Daisy.’ She smiled at him, wondering if he was as nervous as she was. This was definitely a weird situation to be in. 

			But it didn’t appear to have occurred to Barney Usher to feel nervous. He took her hand and shook it, his face lighting up with happiness. 

			‘And I’m Barney—although of course you already know that! Thank you for agreeing to meet me… you don’t know how much this means… giving me the chance to thank you in person… it was such a fantastic thing you did and I’m just so grateful—’ 

			‘OK, stop,’ Daisy blurted out and he obediently froze in mid-sentence. ‘Look, you thanked me in your first letter. You thanked me in your second letter and in the third and in the fourth. It’s done now, you don’t have to say it anymore.’ 

			‘But I want to—’ 

			‘Stop! I already know how grateful you are. But I haven’t done anything heroic here, and it’s starting to get embarrassing. So can we give it a rest?’ She tilted her head and smiled. ‘Please?’ 

			‘OK.’ Barney nodded, smiling too. ‘I’m sorry. Oh, and these are for you.’ Opening up his carrier bag, he pulled out a box of Black Magic chocolates. ‘It’s not much, I know, but I didn’t want to carry flowers all the way down on the train in case they wilted or got squashed. I hoped there’d be a flower shop here in the village, but there isn’t. So I picked these up in the post office. They didn’t have a lot of choice. I wish it could have been something more, but—’ 

			‘Black Magic are my favorites,’ Daisy lied firmly. ‘Thank you. Thank you. Thank you thank you thank you, they’re perfect, I’m so grateful, thank you thank you.’ 

			When Barney laughed, he looked like Prince William. 

			‘OK, I get the message. I promise to shut up. I’ll never say thank you again.’ His brown eyes danced with mischief. ‘I might be thinking it, but I won’t say it. You have my word.’ 

			***

			They visited the graveyard first. Barney stood and gazed at Steven’s headstone in silence, no doubt mentally thanking him too. Daisy, who had been worried that he might cry, was glad when he didn’t. 

			At last, his voice gentle, Barney said, ‘You must have loved him very much.’ 

			It didn’t seem an appropriate moment to say, ‘Hardly at all, actually. In fact I hated his guts.’ Instead Daisy murmured, ‘He was my husband,’ which was a complete cop-out, of course, but the truth nevertheless. 

			‘Beautiful flowers.’ Barney nodded at the fresh roses, evidently thinking she had left them there herself. 

			‘Yes,’ agreed Daisy. 

			‘You must miss him terribly.’ 

			‘Oh well, you know how it is. Life goes on.’ Daisy couldn’t bring herself to tell him; she didn’t have the heart. This visit was for Barney’s benefit, not hers. Spoiling the fairy tale for him would be like telling a small child that Cinderella had ended up in a refuge for battered wives. 

			She shoved her hands into her jacket pockets and shivered. 

			‘You’re cold,’ said Barney, apparently impervious to the dropping temperature himself. ‘I’m sorry, keeping you out here like this.’ 

			‘Why don’t we go up to the hotel,’ Daisy suggested, ‘and have a nice drink and a chat?’ 

			They headed together up the drive. Barney was deeply impressed by Colworth Manor. 

			‘Look at this, it’s so beautiful.’ He shook his head, lost in admiration. ‘I’ve never seen anything like it before. What a fantastic place.’ 

			It was like leading a three-year-old into Santa’s grotto. As Daisy took him through the hall and into the bar, he was gazing around in wide-eyed wonder, genuinely knocked out by the oak-paneled walls, the Adam fireplace, and the chandeliers. 

			‘Now,’ said Daisy. ‘Coffee or a proper drink?’ 

			‘Oh, coffee would be great. I don’t really drink,’ Barney explained. 

			God, no, he probably wasn’t allowed to for medical reasons. She mentally kicked herself. 

			‘If you like, I’ll show you around the hotel later.’ 

			He looked delighted. ‘I’d love to see it, if you’re sure you’re not too busy.’ 

			‘And how about food? If you’re hungry, we could have some lunch.’ 

			‘This is really kind of you,’ said Barney. ‘But I don’t want to be a nuisance.’ 

			Daisy felt guilty. It wasn’t kind of her at all, she was just desperately trying to find things to do to pass the time. When someone had traveled all the way down from Manchester to see you, it hardly seemed fair to give them coffee and a biscuit, chat to them politely for ten minutes, and then send them packing. That would be mean. 

			At least the bar was relatively peaceful now; the writers’ convention had piled noisily into the dining room. Having arranged for a pot of coffee to be brought through to them, Daisy settled herself opposite Barney on one of the sofas flanking the open fire and announced brightly, ‘So, here we are then, isn’t this nice?’ and instantly felt ancient. God, of all the patronizing, ridiculous things to say. She sounded like some seventy-five-year-old tweed-knickered maiden aunt. 

			Barney, his tone understanding, said, ‘Are you finding this a bit difficult?’ 

			‘Me? No!’ She rattled her head vehemently from side to side, like a big maraca. ‘Of course not, why should it be difficult?’ 

			He gave her a sympathetic look. ‘It must feel a bit strange. More strange for you than for me.’ 

			‘Well,’ Daisy conceded, ‘a bit strange. But not in a horrid way,’ she added quickly, in case he was offended. 

			‘How about if I tell you about myself?’ Barney offered. All of a sudden he seemed to be the grown-up, the one in charge. Eagerly, he went on, ‘I’ll talk about me for a bit, then you can tell me about you. Then you could talk about your husband Steven… but only if you want to… and then after that I’ll go. Does that sound OK?’ 

			He’d clearly spent ages planning this out, Daisy realized. Well, it meant a lot to him, of course he’d planned it. 

			Grateful that he had, she nodded with relief and said, ‘Sounds perfect.’ 

			Together they pored over the photos he had brought along with him. 

			‘That’s me when I was seven,’ Barney explained, ‘with my mum. She sends her love, by the way. And this is us about three years ago. We were out on our balcony and it was a windy day, that’s why Mum’s hair’s gone mad.’ 

			‘Balcony,’ teased Daisy. ‘Now there’s posh. And look at the view!’ 

			Barney smiled. ‘It’s the twenty-seventh floor of a tower block, that’s why we’ve got a view. And no, it isn’t what you’d call posh but, you know, it’s home. Well, it was my home,’ he went on, producing the next photo with a flourish. 

			‘But I’m here now, sharing a flat with some friends from work.’ 

			To spare her embarrassment he had moved swiftly on. Pink-cheeked, Daisy studied this new photo of Barney and three other lads laughing together on a sofa. 

			No danger of calling this living room posh. It was a typical student-type flat, awash with overflowing ashtrays and lager cans, the carpet spectacularly threadbare, the sofa stained and torn. 

			Since she could hardly say how lovely it was, Daisy said, ‘Looks like fun.’ 

			‘Well,’ Barney’s smile was self-deprecating, ‘in a grubby, messy kind of way. Mum’s really house-proud so she almost had a fit when she first saw it, but the lads are great. And up until last year I never thought I’d be able to do normal stuff like going out to clubs and meeting girls. I’d spent so long in the hospital missing out on that kind of thing, it was like a miracle. I’m just so lucky to have this new start.’ 

			A lump sprang into Daisy’s throat. The next moment it expanded as he showed her the third photo. 

			‘This is me on my eighteenth birthday. I’d been through a bit of a bad patch, which is why I’m looking a bit feeble,’ Barney explained. 

			Talk about understatement. 

			The photograph had been taken in his hospital room. Barney, pale and hollow-cheeked, lay in bed attached to some huge machine, but he was smiling and holding up a plastic beaker. Birthday cards were strung up over the bed and friends and family were gathered around self-consciously clutching cups of tea and plates of birthday cake. 

			‘Not the wildest party you ever saw,’ Barney said cheerfully. ‘Me on dialysis and pumped full of drugs, my auntie bursting into tears every five minutes because she was convinced I was about to die, and my nephews begging to go home because they couldn’t stand the hospital smell.’ 

			Daisy wanted to hug him. ‘You’ve got some catching up to do.’ 

			‘Don’t I know it.’ Barney’s eyes shone. ‘This is the life I never thought I’d have, and I’m not going to waste a day of it.’ 

			Over lunch in the dining room—well away from the shrieking, well-oiled authors—he asked Daisy about Steven and she told him everything he wanted to know. The questions ranged from what had been Steven’s favorite food, which sports he had most enjoyed and what kind of music he’d liked, to how he and Daisy had first met. Daisy, who had prepared for this eventuality, took a couple of photographs of Steven out of her handbag and let Barney study them closely for a couple of minutes. Terrified that he might launch into another chorus of ‘God, you must miss him terribly’, she declared, ‘And now I want to hear all about your job!’ 

			Barney worked for the Civil Service. He was a clerical officer in the Department of Transport. It was pretty dull, but he was grateful to be employed and the people in his office were OK. Daisy, interrogating shamelessly, discovered that one of the young secretaries had a bit of a crush on him, but otherwise no, he didn’t have a girlfriend right now, he was waiting for the right one to come along. 

			‘My mates think I’m mad,’ Barney confided with a shy smile. ‘They reckon I should be shagg—um, working my way through all the girls in Manchester, making up for lost time. But that’s not what I want to do. The right girl’s out there, somewhere. I’d rather wait. That way it’s more special, don’t you think?’ 

			Bless him! Bless his little heart! I’m sitting here having lunch with the last virgin in Manchester, thought Daisy. Heavens, his mother must be proud. 

			Brenda, Daisy’s secretary, approached their table with an apologetic lift of her eyebrows. 

			‘Daisy? Sorry to interrupt, but I’m off in a minute. Could you just check the ad to go in the local paper, make sure it’s OK? Then I can fax it through to them before I leave.’ 

			Daisy took the typed sheet of paper and shooed hard-working Brenda away. 

			‘Don’t worry, you can go now. I’ll fax the ad through.’ 

			Brenda, desperate not to miss the bus into Bath for her tap class, said gratefully, ‘You’re an angel.’ 

			Daisy grinned. ‘I know, I’m fabulous. Off you go.’ 

			After lunch, she gave Barney a guided tour of the rest of the hotel. He loved every inch of it. 

			‘And don’t forget your fax,’ he reminded Daisy in his soft Mancunian accent as they left the ballroom. 

			‘Right, I’d better do it now. Oh Lord, just ignore them,’ Daisy hissed as they passed the bar where the boisterous writers’ group were now gathering around the piano. ‘Especially ignore the embarrassing man with the green bow tie and the loudest voice. After a couple of whiskies he does like to pretend he’s Pavarotti.’ 

			Barney, his eyes wide, murmured, ‘Is he one of your guests?’ 

			‘Much worse than that. He’s my dad.’ 

			But it was, of course, impossible to avoid Hector. Having spotted them, he rushed out to the hall and greeted Barney like a long-lost son. 

			‘You must be Barney! How marvelous to see you, and looking so well! Now, tell me, do you sing?’ 

			‘I know I’ve got to kill him,’ a female voice fretted, just behind Barney. ‘I just don’t know how.’ 

			‘Carving knife? Shotgun?’ suggested a second voice. ‘Or how about shoving him off the top of a tall building?’ 

			‘D’you know, I thought of that, but I don’t want anything too messy. Shattered skulls and intestines splattered all over the place aren’t really my scene. What I’m after is something quick and painless—after all, he’s not such a bad chap. Quite sweet, really. I’ll miss him dreadfully when he’s gone.’ 

			His mouth dropping open, Barney swung round to stare at the mousy-looking pair deep in conversation not three feet away. Two women in their fifties, earnestly debating the best way of murdering some poor chap who was… good grief… quite sweet really. 

			‘Come on,’ Hector urged, clapping Barney on the shoulder. ‘A fine-looking lad like you must be able to sing! How about “Mac The Knife”?’ 

			‘You could always poison him,’ suggested the mousier of the two women behind Barney. ‘A nice drop of cyanide would do the trick.’ 

			‘Oh, excellent idea! D’you know, I think I’ll do that! Now, where would I be able to pick up some cyanide?’ 

			‘Don’t panic,’ Daisy told Barney with a grin. ‘They write murder mysteries.’ 

			Barney pretended he’d known that all along. Phew. 

			‘Maybe a duet?’ Hector persisted. ‘“New York, New York”? You must know the words to that one.’ 

			‘I’m not very good at singing.’ Barney looked worried. 

			‘No problem,’ Hector declared. ‘I’m sensational. Maestro, please!’ he bellowed across at the thriller writer-cum-guest pianist. 

			‘Dad, don’t bully him into singing if he doesn’t want to.’ Daisy did her best to protect Barney, but it was too late. Hector was already dragging him over to the Bechstein. The pianist promptly launched into an almost accurate rendition of ‘New York, New York,’ Hector and Barney sang their hearts out and the writers’ group—by this time well away—joined in with boisterous enthusiasm. 

			Barney, bright-eyed and flushed with success, was giving it his all and clearly having a whale of a time. Daisy, watching from the doorway, decided with amusement that Steven would be turning in his grave and groaning with disgust if he knew that even one small part of him was involved in one of Hector’s infamous impromptu sing-alongs. He had always flatly refused to participate on the grounds that it was, variously, pathetic, undignified, and the kind of activity that only a complete moron would enjoy. Joining in for the sheer fun of it was a concept Steven had never been able to understand. 

			Oh yes, if he was watching now, he’d definitely be loathing every minute of this. 

			The song ended and the audience applauded wildly, which just went to show how drunk they were. Laughing, Barney made his way back over to Daisy as a vast blonde woman in her late sixties flung her arm round Hector’s waist and joyfully announced to the room that, ‘Tonight, Matthew, I am going to be Martine McCutcheon.’ 

			‘Don’t say I didn’t warn you,’ Daisy told Barney. 

			He shook his head in wonder. ‘What’s it like, having a dad like that?’ 

			‘Embarrassing.’ Daisy paused then added cheerfully, ‘But never dull.’ 

			‘Don’t forget that fax.’ Barney nudged the sheet of paper still in her hand. 

			‘God, no, I mustn’t. I’ll do it now. D’you want to stay here, or come with me?’ 

			The pianist launched into ‘Perfect Moment.’ The enormous blonde woman, her heavily bejeweled fingers clutched to her chest, opened her mouth and began to sing in a quavering off-key falsetto. 

			Heroically, Daisy kept a straight face. 

			‘If you don’t mind,’ said Barney, ‘I think I’ll come with you.’ 

		


		
			Chapter 11 

			Afterwards, Barney would always be able to recall in technicolor detail the moment he changed the course of his life. He’d been standing in Daisy’s chaotic office with his back to the window and his hands in his pockets, watching her sift through the list of phone messages left by Brenda, the tap-dancing secretary. Daisy was perched on one corner of her desk, her long, brown hair swinging over one shoulder and one foot casually propped up on the swivel chair in front of her. She was wearing a peacock-blue silk shirt and a narrow, emerald green skirt that ended above the knee. As she swiveled round to grab a pen, the letter waiting to be faxed through to the newspaper fluttered to the floor. 

			Eager to help, Barney bent to retrieve it and said, ‘Do you want me to deal with this for you?’ 

			Daisy looked up, pleased. ‘Could you? That’d be great.’ 

			He didn’t mean to be nosy, but Barney couldn’t help noticing what was on the sheet of paper before he fed it into the machine. It wasn’t a letter, he realized. The hotel was advertising in the local Gazette for a porter. 

			That was the moment it happened. 

			Catching his breath as the idea came hurtling up at him, Barney stopped and gazed out of the window at the cedar trees, the sweeping lawns, the rush-fringed river, and the rolling hills, now wreathed in mist. Then he looked across at Daisy, busy scribbling something on her calendar. Across the hallway drifted the sounds of a piano being played with rather more enthusiasm than finesse, and twenty or so inebriated writers, led by Hector MacLean, raucously bawling along to ‘We’ll Meet Again.’ 

			‘Problem?’ said Daisy. ‘Want me to show you how it works?’ 

			Barney took a deep breath. Here goes. 

			‘This, um, job. It doesn’t say anything here about qualifications.’ 

			Daisy grinned. ‘It’s for a porter, not a brain surgeon.’ 

			‘The thing is, how would you feel if… I mean, I know this might seem a bit weird,’ Barney stammered, ‘but, well, what I’m getting at is, would you consider me if I applied for the job?’ He heard himself blurt the words out in a rush. OK, not the smoothest interview technique in the world, but up until twenty seconds ago none of this had even occurred to him. It was the ultimate spur-of-the-moment decision. 

			Daisy was looking pretty startled too. ‘What? You mean you want to be a porter? But you work for the Civil Service!’ 

			Barney was touched that she made him sound so important, like the head of NATO or something, rather than the lowly pen-pusher he actually was. 

			‘Look, I don’t want to sound creepy, like some weirdo or something. I know I came here to meet you today because of… you know, what happened to Steven. But that’s not why I want the job, I swear.’ 

			‘Well, good,’ said Daisy. ‘Because you’re right, that would definitely give me the creeps.’ 

			Barney shook his head vigorously. ‘The thing is, the moment I got out of the taxi this morning, I just thought what a fantastic place this was. The village is… amazing. And the people were so friendly! Then I met you and you showed me over the hotel and it’s like nothing I’ve ever seen before. Where I live, it’s… well, pretty rough, to be honest. Lots of drug addicts, violence, flats getting broken into, people getting mugged. It’s scary, you don’t ever really relax. Unless you’ve lived there, you can’t imagine what it’s like. It’s the opposite of here. I mean, look at this.’ Turning, he gestured out of the window. ‘Imagine waking up in the morning and seeing this view, instead of boarded-up shops and burnt-out cars and people dealing hard drugs on the street. Living here would be—God, it would be like a dream.’ 

			Daisy’s gaze had dropped to the sheet of paper he was still holding. Barney realized that his hands were trembling with excitement. 

			‘What about your job?’ 

			‘I hate my job.’ He said it with a passion. ‘I do, I can’t stand it! I loathe being stuck in an office where you can’t even open the windows. It’s like being back in the hospital, it drives me mad. I’d much rather be a porter, I know I would!’ 

			‘You’d be a long way from home.’ Daisy was concerned. ‘And there’s your family to consider. How would your mum feel about you moving away?’ 

			‘She knows I hate my job. Mum just wants me to be happy,’ Barney said eagerly. ‘She’d be pleased. If she could see this place, she’d love it as much as I do!’ 

			‘This portering business,’ Daisy warned. ‘It doesn’t pay much.’ 

			‘I don’t care!’ 

			‘It’s shift work. Days and nights.’ 

			‘No problem!’ 

			‘Do you know what hotel porters actually do?’ 

			Uh… no. Not a clue. 

			‘Carry cases?’ Barney hazarded. ‘I can carry cases,’ he added proudly, in case she thought he was some kind of invalid. ‘I’m really strong.’ 

			‘Carry cases,’ Daisy agreed. ‘Clean people’s shoes. And deliver their papers. Basically, you’d be a gofer. Anything the customer asks for, you sort it out. If they want a prostitute at three o’clock in the morning, you arrange it for them.’ 

			Blimey. Barney’s eyes widened. 

			‘I’m joking,’ said Daisy. 

			‘Oh. Right.’ 

			‘And the staff quarters are pretty basic. You wouldn’t be living in a suite like the ones I showed you upstairs.’ 

			‘I know that,’ Barney said patiently. ‘I’m not stupid.’ 

			Daisy smiled. ‘Of course you aren’t. May I?’ She held out her hand for the sheet of paper. Barney passed it over, expecting her to rip it up and say cheerfully, ‘Well then, looks like we won’t be needing this after all!’ 

			He watched in horror as she promptly fed it into the fax machine. 

			‘Oh, but—’ 

			‘No, I’m not going to say yes now.’ Daisy was firm. ‘You have to go home and think about this. Sleep on it. The advert’s going into the paper this weekend because we need a porter and you might change your mind. Talk it over with your family. Think of the friends you’d be leaving behind. Give me a ring on Friday and let me know what you decide. If you want the job, it’s yours. If you don’t want the job, we’ll find someone else. Now, would you like to have a look at the staff quarters before you go?’ 

			‘No.’ Barney shook his head. ‘Because I’ve already decided, and it doesn’t matter what the staff quarters are like. You could show me a wooden rabbit hutch in the back garden and I’d still say yes.’ 

			He meant it; he’d never been so sure of anything in his life. 

			For a mad moment he thought of asking Daisy if she knew the name of the girl he had met in the village, the one with the straight dark hair and the startlingly blond, blue-eyed baby. Daisy would be bound to know her, wouldn’t she? Plus, she’d be able to tell him whether the girl was as single as her ringless hands had seemed to suggest… 

			No, no, no, he couldn’t ask that. What would Daisy think, that he was actually some kind of creepy stalker-type after all? That he only had to be in a new place for five minutes before getting fixated on some innocent young mother? 

			Barney inwardly shuddered with relief. God, thank goodness he hadn’t actually said it; she’d think he was a complete saddo. 

			‘Go home and have a chat about it with your family,’ Daisy repeated. ‘Give me a ring on Friday.’ 

			‘OK.’ Barney grinned at her. ‘You’re the boss.’ 

			***

			Shortly before nine o’clock that evening, Daisy and Tara arrived at the Clifton Wine Bar in Bristol. Tara couldn’t wait to hand out her phone number to heaps of men then snub them when they rang her up. She’d been looking forward to it all day. 

			‘So what’s this Barney fellow like?’ she asked Daisy, once they’d been served at the bar. 

			‘Sweet, young, and very innocent.’ Daisy gave her a don’t-get-your-hopes-up look. ‘You’d scare the living daylights out of him.’ 

			‘I don’t know why.’ Tara was fretful, clutching her drink. ‘I mean, it’s not as if I’m a scary person.’ 

			A group of lads three feet away, having overheard her, promptly threw up their hands in terror and in unison screamed, ‘Aaarrgh!’ 

			‘Oh ha ha, very droll. But tell me honestly,’ Tara pleaded, turning to them, ‘how could anyone look at me and find me frightening?’ 

			The tallest of the boys stepped back and pretended to assess her from head to toe. 

			‘Seriously?’ 

			‘Seriously.’ 

			‘OK. The makeup, the chest, and the jacket.’ He paused. ‘Especially that jacket.’ 

			‘But it’s new!’ cried Tara, plucking in distress at the fitted, faded denim with the embroidered collar and satin-trimmed facings. 

			‘It’s naff,’ the boy kindly informed her. 

			‘Oh no, it definitely can’t be naff. Nigella Lawson wears embroidered denim jackets and she’s a goddess. That’s why I bought this one,’ Tara earnestly explained. ‘So I could look like Nigella.’ 

			‘But you don’t.’ Struggling to be honest, the boy surveyed her short, white-blonde hair, top-heavy curves, skin-tight jeans, and pointy-toed boots. ‘You look like Dolly Parton with her wig off.’ 

			Daisy felt sorry for Tara. OK, so tonight’s outfit wasn’t helping, but it didn’t seem to matter what Tara wore, she always managed to look faintly… wanton. Even in her chambermaid’s uniform she exuded an air of availability. This was probably why her love life was so disastrous; any man meeting her for the first time automatically assumed that she was a saucy good-time girl up for a bit of fun. 

			‘Oh, cheer up.’ The boy gave Tara a reassuring nudge. ‘At least you aren’t ugly. Tell you what,’ he added generously, ‘I’ve got to go now, but why don’t I take you out for a drink some other night?’ 

			This was another thing Tara had come to notice over the years. 

			If men were genuinely interested in a girl, they invited her out for dinner. In her case it was almost always a drink. 

			Still, what the hell, she didn’t fancy him either. Him or any of his smirking mates. 

			‘Sounds great. Give me a ring.’ Pleased with herself, she scribbled her name and number on the back of a beer coaster. 

			‘I’ll call you tomorrow,’ said the boy. ‘My name’s Jerry, by the way.’ 

			By eleven thirty, thanks to some pretty intensive flirting, Tara had managed to give her real number out to four more men as well as the joke number to a total nerd. As they made their way back to Daisy’s car she did a little twirl of satisfaction on the pavement, narrowly missing a lamppost. 

			‘Now that’s what I call a decent night’s work. Five men are going to ring me tomorrow and I’m going to tell each and every one of them to get stuffed. God, I can’t wait.’ 

			‘They might not all ring,’ Daisy warned. 

			‘Oh, stop it, you’re just jealous, you can’t stand it that I’m irresistible and you’re not. I really, really enjoyed myself tonight!’ This time Tara spotted the lamppost in the nick of time, grabbed hold of it, and swung herself round it like Gene Kelly. ‘Ha, and I’m going to enjoy myself even more when those phone calls start rolling in.’ 

			Daisy wished she had six glasses of wine sloshing around inside her like Tara instead of a gallon of Coke. 

			‘Isn’t it about time you learned to drive? I thought Maggie was going to teach you.’ 

			‘Excuse me, have you seen the way that woman drives? No thanks.’ Tara hiccupped and shook her head vigorously. ‘Get her behind a wheel and she turns into Jenson Button. It’s terrifying. She’d just be yelling at me to go faster all the time. Anyway, don’t change the subject. I’ve had a brilliant time tonight, tomorrow’s my day off and I’m going to dump loads of men. Well, at least three.’ 

			***

			Tara woke up at ten o’clock the next morning, feeling all-powerful and extraordinarily good about herself. When she looked in the bathroom mirror she saw an attractive, desirable person. Her stars in the Daily Mail informed her that today was the day to initiate change and prove to the world that she wasn’t a pushover. 

			Which was all excellent news. Tara could hardly wait to get started. 

			The trouble was, the phone didn’t ring. Not even once. 

		


		
			Chapter 12 

			His name was Otto, but that wasn’t his fault. He was six years old and he was sobbing so hard he could barely speak. 

			The same, sadly, couldn’t be said of his mother, who was showing no signs of running out of breath. 

			New Yorkers. Couldn’t you just gag them? That shrill nasal whine like a dentist’s drill was reverberating right through Daisy’s head. 

			‘Mrs Wilder, I know Otto’s upset, I can see he is, but I promise you I can’t dial nine-nine-nine. The fire brigade only rescues people or animals. They really wouldn’t like it if we called them out to rescue a plastic airplane from a tree.’ 

			‘But he’s cryin’ here! Look at his little faaace,’ shrieked Mrs Wilder as Otto’s sobs doubled in volume. ‘And it’s not like it’s some kinda cheap plastic airplane. This cost a lotta money, we got it in Harrods, let me tell you. Jeez, Otto baby, willya give it a rest? You’re gonna burst Mommie’s eardrums with all that racket.’ 

			It was certainly a bit much at nine thirty in the morning. 

			‘I’m really sorry, but we still can’t call out the fire brigade,’ Daisy repeated patiently. 

			‘But I’d pay ’em!’ Mrs Wilder wrenched open her bag and flipped open a wallet bristling with credit cards. ‘They’d come then, wouldn’t they? If I gave ’em, say, two hundred of your English pounds?’ 

			‘P-p-p-please,’ sobbed Otto, huge tears rolling down his pale freckled face. 

			Daisy’s heart melted. Mrs Wilder might be a nightmare but Otto was actually a sweet little lad, cheerful as a rule, and far nicer than you’d expect. Yesterday he had shyly confided in Daisy that his favorite film was The Sound of Music. 

			‘Come on,’ Daisy said, with an inwardly sinking heart. ‘Let’s go and have a look. Why don’t you show me where it is?’ 

			Otto, his eyes lighting up with hope, slipped his small hand trustingly into Daisy’s. 

			‘You’ll be able to help me, won’t you?’ His lower lip trembled as he blinked up at her from behind his round, Harry Potter spectacles. ‘You’ll get my airplane back.’ 

			***

			The cedar tree out on the front lawn was sixty or seventy feet high. Bert and Kelvin, the hotel’s handymen, had propped an aluminum ladder against one of the lower branches. Otto’s red and white airplane was lodged thirty or so feet above the top rung of the ladder. 

			‘We gave it our best shot, love.’ Bert shook his head apologetically at Daisy. He would address the Queen as love if she rolled up in her royal carriage. ‘Kelvin got up as far as the third branch, but then ’e lost ’is nerve.’ 

			‘It’s dead slippery up there.’ Kelvin’s tone was defensive. ‘Joe and Barry had a go after me, but they couldn’t do it neither. We’ve tried everything now.’ 

			Otto’s face crumpled once more. He was still hanging on tightly to Daisy’s hand. 

			‘OK, OK.’ Daisy realized she had to at least try. As a child she’d always been brilliant at climbing trees. ‘Ssh, don’t cry, sweetheart. Bert, lend us your coveralls. I’ll give it a go.’ 

			‘Wow-ee,’ Otto screamed delightedly, jumping up and down. ‘You’ll be like Wonder Woman!’ 

			Well, maybe. 

			Three minutes later, feeling absolutely nothing like Wonder Woman, Daisy began to scale the lower branches of the tree. She was wearing Bert’s poo-colored coveralls over her cream leather trousers and burgundy cashmere sweater. Her feet were bare, for better grip. And every time she moved, droplets of water showered down from the leaves above. Which was unexpected, seeing as it hadn’t rained for over a week. 

			‘Why’s it so wet up here?’ Daisy called down to the small gathering below. 

			‘Kelvin’s idea,’ Bert bellowed back. ‘He tried to dislodge the plane wiv an ’igh pressure ’ose.’ 

			Oh, fantastic, Kelvin. Top marks. Daisy blinked as yet another avalanche of water splattered her face. Her feet were icy and her hair was dripping, but she was making progress. As she strained to reach the next branch, a car roared up the drive and swung round into the car park. 

			‘Nearly there, nearly there,’ screamed Otto, delirious with excitement. 

			Daisy’s heart lurched into her mouth as she momentarily lost her balance. She grabbed the branch above her head and clung on for dear life, steadying herself before taking a deep breath and searching for the next secure foothold. The brightly painted plane was just a few feet out of reach, she couldn’t give up now. Blimey, it was a long way down. 

			An incredulous voice, drifting up from below, said, ‘Rescuing a what? A toy plane? What kind of idiot would climb a tree that size to rescue a toy?’ 

			Daisy paused to hear Otto, her hero, reply with passion, ‘She isn’t an idiot, don’t call her that! She’s Wonder Woman.’ 

			Gazing down in disbelief, Daisy saw Dev Tyzack peering up at her. 

			‘Daisy, you must be mad.’ He had his hands on his hips and his expression was serious. ‘Come on now, that’s enough. Just get yourself down in one piece.’ 

			Was that his don’t-mess-with-me, I’m-the-boss voice? The one he used when he was ordering other people around? Daisy couldn’t resist giving the branch she was currently clinging to a quick shake, hoping to catch him before he dodged out of the way. 

			Damn, he was quick. 

			‘Daisy! This is dangerous,’ Dev warned. 

			‘Nearly there,’ she sang back, more determined than ever not to give up now. Curling her toes against the rough bark, she climbed higher and higher. At last the airplane was within reach. 

			‘Hooray!’ screamed Otto, clapping his hands. ‘Don’t break it!’ 

			Daisy tugged the plane free from the v-shaped branch in which it had become wedged and sent it sailing down to earth. 

			Dev Tyzack. Of all the times to bump into him again. It was just typical. 

			Climbing back down was harder than getting up the tree. Feeling ungainly and less than alluring in her poo-colored coveralls, Daisy wished they’d all go away and leave her to it, instead of gathering around like some enthralled circus audience, watching her bottom getting bigger and bigger as it approached them. 

			Finally reaching the ladder, she looked down and saw that Dev was holding it steady. 

			‘Let go,’ she told him crossly. ‘I can manage.’ 

			‘You’ve got this far, Wonder Woman,’ he drawled back. ‘No point breaking your legs at the last minute.’ 

			Daisy’s feet were by this time so numb with cold she could barely feel them. Water from the leaves had drenched her hair and was running into her eyes. If Dev Tyzack put his hands on her hips in order to guide her down the last few rungs, she would know he was one of those overfamiliar, touchy-feely men and be forced to accidentally kick him in the ging-gangs. 

			He didn’t. Realizing that she had been holding her breath waiting for him to make physical contact, Daisy reluctantly conceded the point. 

			He was laughing at her. ‘Nice job, Wonder Woman. Well done.’ 

			Otto, running up and flinging his arms round her legs, cried, ‘Gee, thanks, Daisy! I knew you could do it. You’re brilliant. I’m gonna go and show my dad!’ 

			‘You could have killed yourself,’ Dev Tyzack said flatly as Otto raced off across the grass. ‘All for the sake of a toy plane.’ 

			‘A toy plane from Harrods.’ 

			He nodded gravely, acknowledging the difference. ‘I hadn’t taken you for the tree-climbing type.’ 

			‘It’s one of my talents. What are you doing here anyway?’ As she spoke, Daisy unzipped the coveralls and stepped out of it, in case he thought this was the kind of gorgeous thing she normally wore on duty. 

			‘Like Wonder Woman in reverse,’ Dev observed. ‘Actually, I came to see you.’ He paused, quite deliberately, before adding, ‘I need to book a conference room.’ 

			‘Really? And you’d like me to recommend a hotel? Well, there are several good ones in Bristol and Bath—’ 

			‘I thought maybe here.’ He watched with amusement as Bert stepped forward to retrieve his coveralls, handing over Daisy’s boots in exchange. ‘Do you need a hand getting those on?’ 

			Daisy wished her balled-up purple socks weren’t unceremoniously stuffed into the tops of her tan leather ankle boots. Oh, sod it, just head for the hotel and sort the footwear out later. Why was she even worrying about being caught in possession of a pair of dodgy socks? 

			Back in her office, she sat down and flipped through the bookings diary on her desk. 

			‘Yes, the conference room’s free on that day. We can do it. If you’re sure you want us to.’ 

			‘I like this hotel.’ Dev was openly grinning at her now. ‘You’re handy for the motorway. Although I’d prefer it if your chambermaid didn’t seduce my guests.’ 

			‘I’ll make a special note of it. Nooo sed…uct…ions,’ Daisy slowly repeated as she wrote it down. ‘How’s your friend Dominic, by the way?’ She raised her eyebrows, feigning interest. ‘Still married?’ 

			There was a knock at the door. Pam, the receptionist, stuck her head round. 

			‘Daisy, the electrician’s on the phone. Is tomorrow afternoon OK for the safety check?’ 

			‘It’s my day off tomorrow. Could you arrange it with Vince?’ Vince was the assistant manager. Daisy watched Pam give Dev Tyzack a swift once-over and waggle her eyebrows in appreciation behind his back. Pam might be forty-three and a grandmother several times over but in her mind she was still twenty-two. 

			‘Would you like me to organize coffee?’ Pam was still admiring the view available to her of Dev in faded jeans and a charcoal-grey sweater. 

			‘No thanks, we’re fine.’ 

			Pam was dispatched back to reception. Asking questions and taking notes, Daisy arranged the conference booking for Dev Tyzack’s management development company. Modestly known as Tyzack’s. He also owned a video production company, Daisy learned, which made training videos. 

			‘Right. All sorted.’ She sat back in her chair finally, ran her fingers through her hair, and realized it was still dripping wet. 

			‘You looked like that the last time I saw you,’ Dev Tyzack observed with a brief smile. ‘Not quite so muddy this time. What are you doing tomorrow?’ 

			Caught off guard, Daisy wondered what he meant. 

			‘Sorry?’ 

			‘Tomorrow. Your day off.’ 

			She felt water trickling not very seductively down one temple. 

			‘I don’t know. Brush up on my tree climbing, maybe. Get the crampons out and tackle one of the big oaks down by the river. Why?’ 

			‘I just thought if you were free… well, there’s something you could help me out with.’ 

			Stalling for time, Daisy reached down for her boots. Slowly and deliberately, to prove she wasn’t embarrassed by her woolly purple socks, she put them on. 

			‘Help you out with what?’ 

			‘Something important. A decision I have to make. How about if I pick you up at ten o’clock? We’ll drive into Bristol, do what we have to do, then I’ll treat you to lunch. Sound good to you?’ 

			The cheek of it. He was already assuming she’d say yes. Just because he was Dev Tyzack, who had once captained the England rugby team and earned himself God only knows how many caps, he was taking it for granted that she’d collapse in a heap of gratitude, clasp her hands together in girlish delight and squeal, ‘Oooh, yes please!’ 

			Bloody cheek! 

			‘If you aren’t going to tell me what this is about, forget it.’ 

			Infuriatingly, Dev Tyzack smiled. ‘Oh, come on. Where’s your sense of adventure?’ 

			‘Up a tree.’ Picking up her left boot, Daisy stuffed her foot into it, willy-nilly. The bad news was, it was her right foot. His smile broadened. 

			‘I thought you of all people would be game on. So that’s it, is it? You’re turning me down?’ 

			Daisy managed to get the right boots zipped up on the right feet. She gave him her best don’t-mess-with-me stare. 

			‘Am I supposed to be overcome with curiosity? Because I’m not. If you won’t tell me where we’re going, I’m not doing it.’ 

			Even more infuriatingly, Dev Tyzack shrugged. ‘OK.’ 

			She waited. 

			And waited. 

			And waited some more. 

			‘Bye then,’ said Dev. 

			Bastard. 

			‘Bye.’ Daisy flashed him a professional smile as he moved towards the door. 

			He was leaving, he was actually leaving, dammit. 

			This was outrageous. 

			‘OK,’ said Daisy, her fingernails digging into the palms of her hands. God, he was probably loving every second of this. 

			Dev Tyzack paused in the doorway, as if he’d known she wouldn’t be able to resist him. No doubt he’d used this ploy dozens of times—the old magical mystery tour ploy—and it had never failed him yet. 

			‘Good. See you tomorrow then. I’ll pick you up at ten thirty.’ 

			‘Hang on,’ Daisy blurted out as he was about to leave. ‘This isn’t a date, is it? I’m just checking, making sure it’s nothing like that.’ 

			‘Good grief, the very idea. I wouldn’t dream of it.’ Dev Tyzack’s wicked dark eyes flashed with triumph. ‘No worries, Wonder Woman. It’s definitely nothing like a date.’ 

		


		
			Chapter 13 

			Maggie’s trysts with Hector MacLean were the highlight of her week. For over eighteen months now, their secret meetings had been what she looked forward to with frantic, almost teenage anticipation—fluttery stomach, feeling sick with excitement, the works. And, thanks to mobile phones and text messaging, nobody else was any the wiser. 

			Which suited them both, down to the ground. 

			Hector, of course, had no idea how much he really meant to her, and Maggie worked hard to make sure he never would find out. As far as he was concerned, theirs was a mutually beneficial arrangement. He enjoyed meeting her for pleasurable, uncomplicated sex without the hassle of an emotional relationship. And in return he paid her, enabling her to enjoy a better lifestyle than she would otherwise have been able to afford. 

			Maggie had agonized endlessly, in the early months, over the money. She would have much preferred not to accept it. But any mention of this had brought a categorical response from Hector. If she refused to accept payment, their arrangement would have to end. It wasn’t fair on her, he explained; he couldn’t expect any woman to sleep with him when there was no relationship between them. And a relationship—with anyone—was the last thing he needed. Since his beloved wife’s death, Hector had become one of Gloucestershire’s most sought-after singles. He had been chased and propositioned by startlingly shameless women, both married and single themselves. 

			It had all happened quite out of the blue, one summer’s night at a party in the grounds of the hotel. 

			‘I don’t need the hassle,’ Hector had confided to Maggie. ‘I don’t want a new woman in my life and, God help me, I can’t imagine anything more horrible than getting into the dating scene again. The only thing I miss is sex.’ 

			There had been a fair amount of alcohol consumed. If Maggie hadn’t been tipsy she would never have said what she did. But with several glasses of excellent wine inside her, it had been incredibly easy to rest a hand lightly on his arm and murmur, ‘You need someone trustworthy and discreet.’ 

			Then she had paused significantly, and their eyes had met. Well, why not? Hector was a lovely man. She’d always liked him. 

			Hector had remained motionless for several seconds. 

			‘Are you saying what I think you’re saying?’ 

			Touched by the uncertainty in his voice, she had nodded and smiled. 

			And that was how it had begun. They had slipped away from the party, unnoticed. Falling into bed with Hector had been a revelation. 

			Afterwards, he had insisted on giving her the money. By this time already half in love with him, Maggie had been forced to agree that it made a certain kind of sense. And now, all these months later, it made more sense than ever. If she were to put her foot down and refuse any more of Hector’s money, she knew he would stop seeing her, because he was a gentleman, for crying out loud. 

			A gentleman with principles. 

			She knew what she should do, of course. Find herself another man. Except she didn’t want anyone else. Only Hector. 

			So this had been Maggie’s dilemma. Which should she choose? Delicious, illicit sex with a man who meant the world to her and paid her for it? Or no sex and no money? 

			Let’s face it, there really was no contest. 

			***

			‘Bloody hell, who’s that?’ sighed Hector. They had only just reached Maggie’s bedroom when the doorbell began to ring downstairs. 

			‘I don’t know. I’m not expecting anyone.’ The only person Maggie had been expecting was Hector. They stood and stared at each other, willing whoever it was on the doorstep to give in gracefully, slope off, and leave them to it. 

			Brrrrinnnggg. 

			‘God, I hate this kind of thing,’ Maggie whispered. ‘It’s like being in a Brian Rix farce. Do I just pretend I’m not here, or bundle you into the wardrobe, or what?’ 

			Hector grinned. ‘Not wildly keen on the wardrobe idea.’ 

			‘OK. Just wait here.’ Maggie slid out of the bedroom and crossed the landing avoiding the creaky floorboards. Crouching down as she entered Tara’s messy bedroom, she approached the window sniper-style. 

			Bugger, bugger. Maggie gripped the windowsill in frustration when she saw the distinctive red and white van parked outside the cottage. 

			This was so unfair. When she’d rung Carver’s Superstore in Bristol to complain about her washing machine breaking down, they had hemmed and hawed and finally arranged to send out a repair man on Monday afternoon. They weren’t able to specify a time, naturally, but it would definitely be between two and six o’clock. 

			Maggie checked her watch. Eleven fifty-three. How bloody, bloody typical. 

			Well, sod it. He was too early and it simply wasn’t convenient. In fact it was outrageously inconvenient, and she jolly well wasn’t going to let him in. 

			Except if she told him this, there was always the possibility that the repairman might take umbrage, come over all temperamental, and storm off in a big stroppy huff. Far simpler to quietly retreat from the window and pretend to be out. 

			‘Shit!’ bawled Maggie, her inconspicuous withdrawal scuppered by the object on the floor behind her. The upturned post of Tara’s earring buried itself in her bare foot. Lurching to one side—the pain was acute—Maggie grabbed the bookcase next to her and promptly tipped it over. Tara’s selection of blockbusters—even gaudier than her earrings—crashed to the floor. She couldn’t have made more noise if she’d set off a volley of fireworks. 

			Gasping with the pain and pulling the earring out of her foot, Maggie hobbled back over to the window. 

			So much for silent withdrawal. 

			Oh, what a surprise, and there was the repairman standing back on the pavement in order to be able to peer up at her. Possibly the tallest, skinniest repairman Maggie had ever seen. 

			Now he was waving enthusiastically and pointing to the identity tag pinned to his chest. As if the red and white Carver’s van wasn’t giveaway enough. 

			Maggie sighed and opened the window. 

			‘Mrs Donovan? Phew, that’s a relief! For a minute there I thought you were out. Gerald Porter.’ He tapped his identity tag with pride. ‘I’ve come to take a look at your washing machine.’ 

			‘You’re too early,’ Maggie called down. ‘They told me you’d be here this afternoon, between two and six.’ 

			‘No, no, you’re booked in for a morning appointment.’ Gerald consulted his clipboard. ‘Between eight and twelve.’ 

			Maggie clutched the edges of the windowsill. ‘The girl said between two and six. She definitely said that.’ 

			‘Did she? I can’t see how. Still, never mind. I’m here now,’ Gerald announced cheerfully. ‘And you’re here now. So why don’t I just come in?’ 

			He looked like Popeye without the muscles. 

			‘Look, I’m sorry, but it’s not convenient,’ said Maggie. ‘In fact it’s very…’ she searched for the perfect word, ‘inconvenient.’ I mean, for heaven’s sake, can’t a woman be allowed to entertain her lover in peace? 

			OK, client. 

			‘Oh. Right. Well, never mind.’ Gerald shrugged, clearly disappointed. He turned and headed back to the van. 

			Delighted by her victory, Maggie gaily called out, ‘Thanks very much. See you this afternoon then!’ 

			Frowning, Gerald craned his giraffe-like neck around. ‘What?’ 

			‘This afternoon. Between two and six.’ Maggie gave him an encouraging nod. It would probably be two o’clock, thinking about it. He could have his lunch break now and fix her washing machine in… ooh, an hour if he liked. 

			‘Oh no, Mrs Donovan, you don’t understand. I haven’t got you booked in for this afternoon. You’ll need to ring Carver’s and fix up another appointment.’ 

			What? 

			‘OK, could you come back tomorrow morning?’ Maggie thought of all the washing piled up in the cupboard downstairs. The machine had been playing up for over a fortnight now. She’d been banking on getting it fixed today. 

			‘Sorry, Mrs Donovan, you have to phone Carver’s. They’ll arrange everything…’ 

			In their own inefficient fashion, Maggie thought crossly. 

			‘…but I have to warn you, shouldn’t think you’d get another appointment before next week.’ 

			‘Oh, come on, you’re not serious. I can’t wait that long!’ 

			‘Nothing I can do about it, I’m afraid.’ Gerald shrugged his gangly shoulders. ‘Unless you let me take a look at your machine now.’ 

			God. 

			Behind her, Maggie heard Hector quietly clearing his throat. 

			‘Maybe I should leave.’ 

			‘No!’ She turned and shook her head, then had an idea and leaned back out of the window. ‘Look, if you do come in, how long will it take to fix it?’ 

			Gerald brightened considerably. ‘Well, if it’s something simple, five minutes.’ 

			‘Go downstairs and let him in,’ whispered Hector from the doorway. ‘I’ll wait up here.’ 

			***

			The operative word, needless to say, had been if. If it was something simple. But it wasn’t, of course. It was, apparently, something very complicated indeed. 

			Maggie, hopping from foot to foot in the kitchen, checking and rechecking her watch, silently urged him to hurry up and work faster. But Gerald was one of those slow, methodical types who took a genuine interest in their work and prided themselves on their thoroughness. Worse still, he kept trying to explain what he thought the problem might be and pausing to point out particularly riveting electrical components. 

			Stop it, stop it, just shut up and get on with the job, Maggie longed to yell, I don’t want to know how a washing machine works, you moron! 

			She also itched to flick him with a whip, like a jockey approaching the last fence at the Grand National, just to see if it would speed him up a bit. 

			Twenty minutes crawled by. Then thirty. Gerald was still on his knees exclaiming with pleasure over an integrated circuit board when Maggie heard a footstep on the stairs. 

			Sidling out of the kitchen and closing the door firmly behind her, she met Hector in the hall. 

			‘Bloody man’s still got the machine in bits. He looks as if he’s settling in for the afternoon.’ 

			‘And I have an appointment in Bath at two o’clock. I’m going to slip away.’ 

			‘I’m so sorry.’ 

			‘Don’t be. It’s not your fault.’ He smiled and gave her a reassuring kiss on the cheek. ‘We’ll arrange something for another day.’ 

			Hector was taking it well but he must have been disappointed. Nearly as disappointed as me, thought Maggie, who had been looking forward to their assignation all week. 

			Luckily, sneaking Hector out wasn’t a problem; Gerald was so engrossed in his work that he didn’t even see him cross the kitchen and exit via the back door before vanishing down the path into the woods behind the cottage. 

			So that was that. 

			‘Oh, you’re back.’ Emerging from his own little washing machine dreamworld, Gerald raised his long neck and said happily, ‘This is fascinating, you know. Completely fascinating. I don’t suppose there’s any chance of a coffee?’ 

			The other trick Maggie had fallen for was to believe—idiotically—that the washing machine repairman might actually repair her washing machine. When what Gerald had in fact told her was that he had come out to ‘take a look’ at it. 

			Oh yes, and he’d certainly done that. By three o’clock he had taken the machine to bits, put it together again, and pushed it neatly back into its slot between the oven and the fridge. 

			‘What I’m going to do, Mrs Donovan, is place an order for a new circuit board and see if that does the trick.’ 

			Maggie couldn’t believe it. Three whole hours, five cups of coffee, a chicken sandwich, six chocolate biscuits, and he still hadn’t even mended the bloody thing. 

			‘How long before the circuit board gets here?’ 

			‘Oooh, let me see now. Five or six days?’ 

			‘But—’ 

			‘Can’t be helped, I’m afraid. These things happen. Now, Mrs Donovan, if you’d just sign this form for me, I’ll be out of your hair.’ 

			It was a bloody wonder she had any hair left, Maggie thought sourly as she signed on the dotted line. 

		


		
			Chapter 14 

			Forty-eight hours and still none of them had rung. Smarting from this multiple rejection, Tara was finding it hard to concentrate on anything else. Which was irritating, because she’d never regarded herself as one of those sad needy girls who couldn’t think of anything but boys. 

			It wasn’t as if she even wanted a boyfriend, for heaven’s sake. She was just desperate to dump one. And in order to dump a boyfriend you had to have one in the first place. Had the total nerd tried ringing the joke number she’d given him? If she’d told him her real number, even hearing his reedy voice would have been better than nothing at all. 

			Cross with herself for being pathetic, Tara threw herself across the sofa and reached for the Daily Mail. Flicking through the pages, her attention was caught by a piece about a girl tipped to win a medal at the next Olympics. Modern pentathlon, fancy that, all manner of running and riding and swimming and goodness knows what else. Tara marveled at the girl’s dedication. She trained, evidently, for six or seven hours a day, six days a week. 

			Modern pentathlon is my life, the attractive brunette had explained to the journalist interviewing her. Winning is my number one priority. I don’t have time for a relationship, but that’s not what’s important to me right now. I’d rather have a gold medal than a boyfriend, any day! 

			Golly. And she was really pretty too. Tara was both impressed and envious; imagine having that kind of attitude. Maybe she should take up some form of sport and get so involved in it that boys, quite simply, no longer fitted into the equation. Perhaps she could give marathon running a go? Or golf, or tennis, or— 

			The phone rang. 

			In a flash, Tara was off the sofa, scattering sheets of newspaper in all directions and trampling them underfoot. 

			‘Hello?’ 

			‘Hi, Tara? This is Jerry. From the other night, remember?’ 

			Yay, result! 

			‘Oh yes, of course I remember. How are you doing?’ 

			‘Great, great. Listen, so how about this drink then? Fancy coming out with me tomorrow night?’ 

			Tara’s heart began to thud. Oh yes, this was it, this was the moment she’d been waiting for. He’d asked her out and now she could turn him down. It would make her feel so much better, boost her morale, allow her to prove to herself that she could say no… 

			The trouble was, it was nice of him to ring her, and it must mean he liked her. Which was flattering in itself. Plus, Tara realized, he sounded really nice on the phone, all sort of cheerful and friendly and actually quite sexy now she came to think of it. The others may have let her down, but Jerry hadn’t. He was inviting her out for a drink and a chance for them to get to know each other better. 

			Crikey, you never knew, he could be The One. Jerry might turn out to be the boy she had been waiting for all her life. If she rejected him now, for the sake of some feeble, fleeting morale boost, she could be condemning herself to a lifetime of lonely jam-making spinsterhood. 

			‘Hello?’ said Jerry. ‘Are you still there?’ 

			‘Yes, I’m here! And I’d love to come out with you tomorrow night,’ Tara exclaimed joyfully. ‘That sounds great. Oh, but I don’t drive, so you’ll have to pick me up.’ 

			‘No problem.’ Jerry sounded unperturbed. ‘OK, I’ve got a pen here. Give me your address.’ 

			There was silence after Tara had finished telling him. Finally, he said, ‘Colworth? God, I’m sorry, I didn’t realize you lived that far out.’ 

			The local dialing code covered a wide area, ranging from just outside Bristol to… well, Colworth, Tara remembered. But it couldn’t make that much of a difference to him, surely? 

			‘It’s nothing,’ she hurriedly assured Jerry. ‘Twenty minutes on the motorway. You’ll be here in no time at all!’ 

			‘Look, I’m not sure… oh hell.’ Tara heard him sigh. ‘This is awkward… maybe we should just leave it. Colworth’s bloody miles away.’ 

			‘So what you’re saying is, I’m outside your radius.’ Tara’s voice grew unsteady. She couldn’t believe it. This was so hurtful. Didn’t he know what he could be missing out on here? Hadn’t he heard of destiny? 

			‘Sorry. Never mind, maybe I’ll see you around in Clifton or something, OK? Bye!’ 

			And that was it. The phone went dead in Tara’s hand. Jerry had hung up, scarpered, made his speedy getaway. They weren’t going to end up living together happily ever after, after all. 

			Tara hoped he had a minuscule willy. 

			And that very soon it would turn blue, shrivel up, and drop off. 

			***

			Why am I here? Why? What am I doing here? Oh, this is mad, thought Daisy as the car sped through the back streets of Bristol, I still don’t even know where we’re going. 

			She sneaked a sideways glance at Dev Tyzack’s hands on the steering wheel, the sleeves of his pale grey sweater pushed up slightly to reveal strong brown forearms and a Breitling watch. He seemed to know where they were going, anyway, although she suspected he was the kind of man who always would know. Dev Tyzack simply wasn’t the faffing-about indecisive type. 

			Well, she jolly well wasn’t going to ask him again. She was also extremely glad she hadn’t dressed up for the occasion. Black jeans and a black long-sleeved T-shirt had been a deliberate decision, to prove to Dev that she didn’t want to be taken anywhere glitzy for lunch. When he had turned up in jeans himself, she had been doubly glad. 

			Besides, she probably wouldn’t even bother with lunch. Once they’d done whatever it was they were here to do, she would tell him that she had other things lined up, and ask to be taken home. 

			God knows where they were headed anyway. This wasn’t the most salubrious area of Bristol. St Philips, Daisy read, peering at a road sign. Brilliant. She just hoped Dev Tyzack hadn’t volunteered her for a spot of canal dredging on her day off. 

			***

			‘I don’t know, what is it with you and water?’ Sounding resigned, Dev passed her a handkerchief. ‘Every time I see you, your face is wet.’ 

			But he said it kindly, not in a sarcastic way, and when Daisy had finished trumpeting into the handkerchief like an elephant he gave her shoulder a reassuring pat. 

			So much for keeping aloof, thought Daisy, wiping her eyes and struggling to control the great shuddery sobs that were making it almost impossible to speak. This wasn’t at all how she’d been expecting the day to turn out. 

			‘Is this why you b-brought me here? To see me m-making an idiot of myself?’ She scrubbed at her tear-stained cheeks, too embarrassed to meet his gaze. 

			‘Of course not. I didn’t know you were going to get emotional, did I?’ 

			Get emotional? Blub like a big baby, more like. 

			‘This is what I call a dirty trick,’ Daisy muttered. 

			‘You couldn’t be more wrong.’ The corners of his mouth betrayed his amusement. ‘Think about it. You run a hotel, you shout at your guests, you climb trees like a—’ 

			‘I do not shout at my guests!’ 

			‘You shouted at me,’ Dev reminded her. ‘Pretty comprehensively, as I recall. And let me tell you, I was scared.’ 

			‘Oh, very funny.’ 

			‘Anyway, you get my drift. I thought you’d be perfect for a job like this.’ 

			‘Thanks, that’s fantastic. You mean you thought I was the kind of cold heartless bitch who drowns kittens and steals money from blind orphans in my spare time.’ Daisy shook her head. ‘You certainly know how to flatter a girl.’ 

			‘I didn’t mean it like that. It just didn’t occur to me that you’d react like this.’ Dev indicated his own face. ‘See? I’m not crying, am I?’ 

			Hmm, maybe not. Maybe not actually crying, but Daisy was pretty sure she’d spotted a telltale glistening in his dark eyes at one point. He hadn’t been as completely unaffected as he liked to make out. 

			She blinked hard and took a deep breath, mentally bracing herself. 

			‘Right, I’ve stopped. I’m OK now. Shall we go back in?’ 

			‘Sure?’ Dev flashed her an unexpectedly warm smile. ‘You don’t have to if you don’t want to.’ 

			‘Come on.’ Daisy shoved his damp hankie up her sleeve, squared her shoulders, and turned to face the scuffed, blue painted door. ‘Let’s do it. I’ll be fine.’ 

			***

			There were rows of sectioned-off cages along each side of the concrete corridor. Each cage contained a dog. 

			So many dogs, of all shapes and sizes. Some were recognizable breeds, others weren’t. Some lay on the floor, watchful and silent, but most leapt up as their cages were approached. Some barked loudly, others whimpered with delight in their eagerness to socialize. Their tails wagged, their paws scrabbled eagerly against the bars, their eyes were bright… 

			Daisy’s own eyes promptly filled up once more. Well, how could anyone not cry? How could any human being fail to be moved by their innocent little faces? 

			Oh God, here I go again. 

			‘Right, let’s be sensible about this,’ Dev Tyzack announced. A little brusquely, Daisy felt. ‘I brought you here as the voice of reason. You’re going to help me choose the right dog for me. I’m after something that’s a decent size for a start, maybe a Labrador or a setter. I want a dog that’s well trained and intelligent. Nothing yappy or delinquent, and definitely not—Daisy, are you listening to me? How about this Great Dane over here, I’ve always liked Great Danes… Daisy, where are you going?’ 

			‘This one,’ Daisy called from the far end of the corridor. ‘This is the one you have to have.’ 

			‘What? Which one?’ He joined her, stared into the cage and gave a snort of amusement. ‘Oh, please. You have to be joking.’ 

			‘This is the one.’ Daisy sank to her knees in front of the cage and pressed the palms of her hands against the wire. 

			‘Not a chance,’ Dev said flatly. ‘Daisy, get up, come and have a look at the Great Dane.’ 

			‘No. I won’t.’ Daisy shook her head, breaking into a smile as the dog joyfully licked her hands. This was it, she was in love. Her mind was irretrievably made up. 

			‘Daisy, this isn’t why I asked you to come along. You haven’t been listening to me at all, have you?’ 

			‘Sshh, you’ll frighten her. Oh, look, isn’t she just the most adorable thing you ever saw?’ Daisy’s eyes shone with happiness as she patted the concrete floor beside her. ‘Dev, come on, come down here and say hello.’ 

			Dev didn’t say hello. He was seriously regretting bringing Daisy along to the rescue center now. The dog in front of him was small, for a start. It was also a mongrel of the ugly/quirky variety, terrier-sized, and female. Everything, in fact, that he didn’t want. The little creature was frantically licking Daisy’s face—probably because it was nice and salty—and wriggling her daft stumpy tail so ecstatically it looked as if it was about to whirl right off. 

			Daisy withdrew her face from the bars and grinned at the dog, who appeared to be grinning back. 

			‘This is Dev.’ Daisy solemnly introduced them. ‘OK, I know he’s looking a bit scary right now, but he’ll get better, I promise. And guess what?’ she whispered confidentially into the animal’s whiskery, pricked-up, asymmetric ears. ‘He’s going to be your new daddy!’ 

			Dev watched the two of them down on the floor, separated by the metal grille fronting the cage but otherwise irredeemably bonded. It seemed that both their minds were made up. 

			Dev felt as though he’d advertised in the personal columns to meet a willowy Jerry Hall look-alike and had somehow ended up with Mick Jagger instead. 

			And then he saw it. The final straw. The slim card fastened to the top of the cage. 

			‘Oh no, I’m sorry, there is absolutely no way I could own an animal called—’ 

			‘Don’t be such a wet blanket! She’s beautiful,’ Daisy declared. ‘Dev, you know you can’t fight this anymore, she’s the perfect dog for you. So just stop making feeble excuses and come and say hello to Clarissa.’ 

		


		
			Chapter 15 

			They went for lunch at San Carlo, in the center of Bristol. Daisy was far too ecstatic to refuse his offer. She was also ravenous. Happily, San Carlo was one of those buzzy, glamorous establishments who weren’t bothered about their clientele adhering to a formal dress code. So long as you were buzzy and glamorous too, jeans were fine. 

			Flushed with success, Daisy ordered seared scallops and fettuccine Alfredo. Dev chose the mussels, followed by rack of lamb. 

			‘You lied,’ he announced, when the waiter had brought their bottle of Barolo. ‘You said she was beautiful.’ 

			‘She’s more than beautiful! She’s cute and flirty and fun. Clarissa has character.’ Daisy couldn’t stop grinning. ‘Bags of personality and that’s what counts. I promise you, you won’t regret this.’ 

			‘Look at me.’ Dev sat back and gestured to himself with an air of despair. ‘I’m six foot three, I played rugby for my country, I have an image to maintain. People expect to see me with a certain kind of dog, something sleek and powerful with a name like Brutus or Jet. When they catch sight of me with a scruffy little handbag-sized apology for a mutt called Clarissa… well, I’m just going to be a laughing stock. I’ll never live it down.’ 

			Daisy wasn’t worried. She knew he didn’t mean it. Even as he listed Clarissa’s many shortcomings he was smiling despite himself. What’s more, he had already paid the rescue center’s fees and filled in all the necessary forms. By two o’clock the rest of the paperwork would be completed and they could go back there and pick up Clarissa. 

			‘You saved her life. Imagine being kept behind bars when you haven’t even done anything wrong. And she’d been there for ages,’ Daisy reminded him. ‘Another week or so and it would have been curtains for Clarissa. She’d have had to be put down.’ 

			‘OK, fine, you can stop the emotional blackmail now. You’ve made the sale. I’m not about to change my mind and send her back to death row.’ Dev paused. ‘I don’t think they do that anyway, you know.’ 

			Daisy didn’t either, but it sounded good. And you could never be absolutely sure. 

			‘Let’s change the subject.’ She stuck her elbows on the table and reached for a marinated olive. ‘Tell me about this business of yours. What made you go into management development?’ 

			Their first course arrived and Dev told her how he had set up the company. More recently he had begun producing management training videos. The business was young, but doing well, due in part to his own high profile as the rugby star who had led his country’s team to victory in both the Six Nations and the World Cup. 

			‘Then again,’ Dev added, ‘I’ve worked bloody hard to build the company up. It didn’t happen on its own. You have to put in the hours.’ 

			‘And then there’s your modeling,’ Daisy mischievously reminded him, unable to resist it. There was a range of sportswear endorsed by Dev Tyzack. She imagined him at a photo shoot, having a tantrum because the stylist hadn’t got his hair exactly right or maybe going into a strop because his café latte was the wrong temperature. 

			‘Don’t knock it.’ Sensing her amusement, Dev said bluntly, ‘Signing that contract was what enabled me to get my own business up and running in the first place. If they’re willing to pay silly money to have my name on their clothes, that’s fine by me. Here, try one of these mussels.’ 

			Moments later, Daisy caught a glimpse of her reflection in one of the many gilded mirrors lining the walls of the restaurant. It gave her a jolt to see herself unexpectedly like that, leaning forward with her elbows resting on the table, laughing and tilting her head back as Dev Tyzack deftly tipped the mussel out of its shell and into her mouth. 

			Anyone looking at us now would think we were a couple. Crikey, from the way we’re carrying on they might even think we’re a couple of newlyweds! 

			Shaken, Daisy hastily swallowed the mussel, sat back in her chair, and took a hefty gulp of wine. 

			‘How are your scallops?’ said Dev with a grin. 

			For heaven’s sake, what was going on here? Was she supposed to feed him one of her scallops now? 

			Well, she certainly wasn’t going to do that. Anyway, there was only one left on her plate. Spearing it with her fork, Daisy stuffed it into her mouth. When she’d chewed and finished swallowing, she licked her lips in appreciation and said, ‘Great.’ 

			If he was that desperate to try a scallop he could jolly well order a plate of his own. 

			Shuddering inwardly, Daisy experienced an unwelcome flashback. At home, at the back of the wardrobe somewhere, lay an album of wedding photos. Among them was an informal shot of her and Steven sitting together at the top table during their reception, her head thrown back with laughter as Steven attempted to feed her the last langoustine from his plate. It had been the happiest day of her life. She had loved Steven and thought he was in love with her. Whereas in all probability he had been secretly congratulating himself on having inveigled himself into her family. 

			Don’t think about it. 

			Just don’t. 

			‘Any word from the happy honeymooners?’ said Daisy abruptly. 

			‘Dominic and Annabel? As a matter of fact I had a postcard from them yesterday. They’re flying home this weekend, and they’ve had a fantastic time. Their hotel was right on the beach and they couldn’t fault the service, apparently.’ 

			‘Hot and cold chambermaids in every room, you mean?’ Daisy pleated the edge of the blue tablecloth between her fingers. ‘Your friend was the one in the wrong, you have to understand that. He made all the running with Tara. She wasn’t to blame for what happened before the wedding.’ 

			Dev was relaxed, his smile playful. ‘You’re probably right.’ 

			‘I am right!’ 

			‘OK, you win. Anyway, it doesn’t matter anymore. All forgotten.’ 

			Daisy was astonished. ‘Are you serious? Did you always know it was Dominic’s fault?’ 

			Dev shrugged easily. ‘I didn’t know for sure, but I wasn’t surprised. It’s the kind of thing he’d do, I suppose.’ 

			What? 

			‘But you blamed Tara! You stood in my office and argued with me. You accused her of practically seducing your precious friend! I can’t believe this!’ 

			‘Come on,’ reasoned Dev. ‘What else could I do? When you’re someone’s best man you have to take his side.’ 

			‘Even when he’s a complete and utter shit?’ 

			‘Even then.’ He nodded gravely, but with a hint of a smile. ‘You defended Tara, didn’t you?’ 

			‘Tara didn’t do anything wrong!’ 

			‘OK, maybe not wrong. But definitely stupid. And you still defended her, because she’s your friend.’ 

			Daisy sensed she was being backed into a hole. She felt as if she were being cross-examined in court by a rapier-tongued barrister. Of course she had sided with Tara. 

			Damn, she hated losing an argument. 

			‘It wasn’t fair, though. Tara had to take all the blame and apologize to Annabel.’ 

			‘And I daresay it’s taught her a valuable lesson.’ Calmly, Dev added, ‘Next time, with a bit of luck, she won’t be so gullible.’ 

			Now why did this sound so familiar? Oh yes, thought Daisy, I remember now. I’ve had to learn that lesson too. 

			‘So how come you and Dominic are such great friends?’ she demanded. Or was that a silly question? 

			‘We met at university. Shared a flat for a couple of years.’ Dev shrugged. ‘Then we went our different ways, but every so often we’d meet up. I was moving around a fair bit, but Dom’s always kept in touch.’ 

			So they weren’t that close, Daisy guessed. Just old mates from college, one of those casual male friendships that didn’t actually mean much at all. And Dominic, no doubt, had made the effort to maintain contact because he enjoyed being able to boast that one of his oldest mates was Dev Tyzack, star of the England rugby team. 

			Why was she not surprised? 

			‘So will you invite Dominic to be your best man when you get married?’ 

			He looked amused, aware of what she was implying. 

			‘Honestly? Probably not. Then again, who says I’m getting married?’ Pause. ‘Unless you’re about to make me an offer…’ 

			Oh, those eyes. He was flirting with her now. That was definitely a flirtatious remark. 

			‘Been there, done that,’ Daisy responded lightly. ‘No thanks.’ 

			Dev looked interested. ‘You were married? What happened?’ 

			‘What can I tell you? I have truly terrible taste in men. The marriage was a disaster. It didn’t last long.’ 

			She wasn’t about to blurt out the whole grisly story. Dev didn’t need to know. Daisy didn’t want sympathy and she certainly didn’t want him thinking she was the kind of pathetic wife who wasn’t even aware that her husband was cheating on her. It was none of his business anyway. 

			‘So you got rid of him,’ said Dev. 

			That sounded more like it! Daisy shook back her hair in the manner of a woman not to be messed with. 

			‘Put it this way. He’s not around anymore.’ 

			Dev smiled his smile as their main courses arrived at the table. ‘And now you’re playing the field.’ 

			Daisy waited until the waiter had left before saying, ‘I think that’s your specialty, isn’t it?’ because the tabloids were forever coming up with stories about Dev Tyzack and the latest girl in his life. Sometimes it seemed that every time she opened a paper, there he was with someone new on his arm. 

			‘I’m single. It’s allowed,’ he pointed out reasonably. 

			‘But these girlfriends of yours never seem to last very long.’ 

			‘Is there some law that says they have to?’ 

			‘No,’ said Daisy, ‘but isn’t it a bit of a shallow existence?’ 

			Unfair, perhaps, but having a dig at Dev, quizzing him about his colorful love life, was a lot easier than discussing her own. 

			‘I’d call it discerning.’ Dev shrugged. ‘If I meet a girl and like the look of her, I’ll take her out because that’s how people get to know each other. But if after a week or two I realize she isn’t the one for me, I’ll end it. If I know it’s not going to work out,’ he went on easily, ‘why should I carry on seeing her? I don’t call that shallow, I call it common sense.’ 

			Damn, so much for having a dig. Foiled again. 

			‘But you’re in your thirties now.’ Daisy’s raised eyebrows indicated that he was knocking on a bit. ‘And you’ve never had a long-term relationship. Has it ever occurred to you that maybe you’re missing out?’ 

			‘You mean am I worried about leading such a sad, empty life?’ Dev’s dark eyes glittered; he was clearly enjoying himself. ‘Oh dear, I know, it’s absolutely tragic. Poor me, having to go out with all these beautiful girls. Although to be honest, I have a feeling things are about to change.’ He lowered his voice slightly and leaned across the table, causing Daisy’s heart to break into a lolloping canter. ‘In fact I’m sure of it. You see, I have just met someone who’s… well, completely different. Not what I’m used to at all. And it looks as if a long-term relationship could be on the cards. It may not work out, but I really think it might. We’ll just have to keep our fingers crossed and see how things go.’ 

			Good grief, he was a smooth operator! Nor did he waste much time. Feeling a bit breathless, Daisy wondered if this was a standard Dev Tyzack chat-up line. She wasn’t going to fall for it, of course, but there was no denying he had the ability to charm the knickers off a— 

			The next moment it came to her in a flash. Thank God she hadn’t blushed and simpered, ‘Oh Dev, surely you don’t mean me?’ 

			Not that she ever did simper, but still. Just blushing would have been bad enough. 

			Jolted back to reality in the nick of time, Daisy raised her glass of red wine and said cheerfully, ‘That’s great news. I really hope it works out for the two of you. Now, let’s have a toast.’ She beamed and clanked her glass against Dev’s. ‘To the happy couple. You and Clarissa.’ 

		


		
			Chapter 16 

			They drove back to the rescue center via a pet shop in Henleaze, and stocked up on everything Clarissa would need. 

			‘I feel like a new father,’ said Dev, choosing the smartest dog basket, the squishiest beanbag, and the squeakiest rubber toys. ‘Black lead or red lead?’ 

			‘The green one. Oh, and she’ll need a ball.’ Daisy was having a wonderful time following him round the shop, snatching up anything that caught her eye. ‘And dog chews. And a nice blanket—ooh, and a bowl with her name on the side in case she forgets who she is.’ 

			‘Nobody could forget their name was Clarissa. Maybe we should change it to Tyson,’ Dev mused. 

			‘You can’t. You’ll give her a complex. How would you like it if I started calling you Doris?’ 

			Dev removed the tartan blanket and king-sized box of dog chews from Daisy’s grasp. As he seized them, his hand brushed against hers, sending a zzzap of electricity up her arm. 

			‘Come on, let’s pay for this lot and go. She’ll be wondering where we’ve got to.’ 

			Daisy wasn’t happy about the zzzap. She didn’t need to get involved in any zzzappy-type goings-on. Rubbing her arm to dispel the unnerving sensation, she followed Dev over to the counter and murmured, ‘Whatever you say, Doris.’ 

			At the rescue center, Clarissa greeted them as if she hadn’t seen them for at least ten years. Daisy, perilously close to tears again at the thought of all the other dogs they were leaving behind, hurried Clarissa out to the car while Dev signed the last of the official papers. By the time he emerged, the pair of them were sprawled on the back seat trying out the various squeaky toys and investigating a packet of dog chocs. 

			‘Right. Let’s get going.’ Dev started up the car, then glanced at Daisy in the rearview mirror. ‘Are you OK to come back, see Clarissa settled into her new home?’ 

			What, and experience a few more zzzaps? Be given the guided tour of Dev’s house in Bath? Take Clarissa for a walk, then be persuaded to stay for dinner, followed by drinks in front of the fire and an invitation to spend the night? 

			Was that the usual routine? An expert seduction, then maybe a couple more dates, followed by the inevitable waning of interest? And yet another fleeting relationship bites the dust, thought Daisy, wondering how many hearts he had broken in his time. After all, Dev Tyzack was hardly your average, run-of-the-mill man. Had any girl ever dumped him? 

			‘Actually, I won’t. If you could just drop me back at the hotel, that’d be great.’ 

			She saw a flicker of disappointment in his eyes. 

			‘Are you sure?’ 

			Ha, so he’d thought she’d be up for a quickie, had he? It hadn’t occurred to him that it may have been an offer she could refuse. 

			For a moment Daisy was tempted to say, ‘Yes thanks, absolutely sure. You see the thing is, I don’t actually want to have sex with you.’ 

			The trouble with that, though, was (a) it wasn’t true. The sex would undoubtedly be fantastic, it was the being cast aside bit afterwards that she didn’t relish. And (b) if she did say it, Dev would only look surprised and say, ‘Phew, steady on there, I only asked if you’d like to see how Clarissa settles in.’ Which would, in turn, (a) be embarrassing and (b) serve her right. 

			‘I’ve got some paperwork to catch up on.’ Daisy didn’t bother to sound too sincere. 

			‘Can’t it wait?’ 

			‘And I’m seeing someone this evening.’ Probably Tara, but never mind. 

			‘Really? Boyfriend?’ 

			Was he laughing at her? In the rearview mirror, Daisy couldn’t see his mouth, only his eyes. It was hard to tell. 

			‘Look, does it matter? I don’t bombard you with questions about your social life.’ 

			‘Excuse me, but you already have.’ Now he was definitely laughing at her. ‘You questioned and interrogated and lectured me.’ 

			‘I was making polite conversation. Otherwise there might have been an awkward silence.’ 

			At that moment Clarissa scrambled off both Daisy’s lap and her pristine new tartan blanket. A mixture of delirious joy and an achingly full bladder had taken its toll and the sound of a tumultuous stream of urine hitting the leather-upholstered back seat filled the car. 

			‘On the whole,’ Dev sighed, ‘I think I’d have preferred the awkward silence.’ 

			Oh no, his scarily expensive Mercedes. And now it was all trickling down behind the leather seats. 

			Consumed with guilt at having forced him to adopt an incontinent dog, Daisy blurted out, ‘God, I’m sorry.’ 

			‘That’s OK.’ This time Dev really was smiling; she could tell from the way his eyes crinkled at the corners. ‘When I heard someone weeing on the back seat, to be honest I thought it was Clarissa.’ 

			***

			‘Tara Donovan, what’s up with you? You look like a bulldog that’s just had its wisdom teeth out.’ 

			Tara was taking her break in the staff coffee room. She glanced up at Rocky and said, ‘Thanks a lot.’ 

			It was all right for Rocky, he was congenitally cheerful. Nothing ever got him down, not even his frequent appalling faux pas. 

			‘Oh, well, no, don’t get me wrong,’ Rocky hastily amended. ‘I didn’t mean you actually look like a bulldog. I just said it because you look like a bulldog might feel if it had just had its wisdom teeth pulled out. Kind of… pissed off, you know?’ 

			‘Well, it’s very clever of you to have noticed.’ Tara flicked grumpily through the pages of last month’s Cosmopolitan, where every face was a cheerful one and the teeth were all startlingly white. ‘Because I am pissed off. In fact I’m very pissed off indeed.’ 

			Brandishing the kettle, Rocky sloshed hot water into his mug and showered in Nescafé straight from the jar. Then he threw himself down on the sofa next to Tara, briskly ruffled his peroxide crop with the flat of his hand, and said, ‘Come on then, tell me what’s wrong. Give me all the details.’ He paused, pulling a face. ‘Just so long as it’s nothing gynecological.’ 

			‘It’s not, don’t worry.’ Grateful for the opportunity to have a good moan, Tara chucked Cosmo aside and tucked her feet up beneath her. ‘Rocky, why am I such a failure with men? Why do they treat me like dirt?’ 

			‘Oh, come on, you aren’t a failure. You’ve had loads of boyfriends.’ Rocky lit a cigarette and blew a smoke ring. ‘Well, a fair few.’ 

			‘I know I have. And they always dump me. I was so used to it happening, I didn’t even question it,’ Tara wailed. ‘It didn’t occur to me that it was weird, because I’d never known any different. But now I have realized, it’s making me really miserable. I’m just a hopeless case.’ 

			Vince, the assistant manager, stuck his head round the door. ‘Rocky? You’re needed downstairs in the bar.’ 

			Rocky heaved a sigh of resignation. ‘Ladies and gentlemen, I give you the ninety-second coffee break.’ Stubbing out his cigarette and knocking back his toe-curlingly strong black coffee, he turned to Tara, who was looking more rejected than ever. Those pathetically slumped shoulders didn’t suit her at all. 

			Rocky, who had a kind heart, said, ‘Look, I’m off at seven. Why don’t you and me hit the Hollybush tonight? Have a few drinks, a game of darts, and a good old chat. Fancy that?’ 

			Tara was touched. OK, it might not be a date, not a proper date, but it would be a damn sight better than sitting at home moping. Rocky was good company in his own rowdy, laddish way. And she could always record Emmerdale. 

			She dredged up a smile. That was the great thing about meeting up with someone who lived less than three hundred yards away from you. At least he couldn’t complain that you were outside his radius. 

			‘Sounds great,’ she told Rocky, feeling chirpier already. ‘I’ll see you there.’ 

			***

			Tara was in her bedroom trying on different pairs of earrings when she heard the phone start to ring downstairs. So it wasn’t a date, but she could still make an effort, couldn’t she? No need to turn up at the pub looking like a New Age traveler. Now, the dangly black and gold ones or the sweet little opal studs? 

			‘Tara? It’s for you,’ Maggie yelled up the stairs. 

			‘Who is it?’ 

			‘No idea. Some chap.’ 

			Some chap? Yay, all of a sudden she was Little Miss Popular! Definitely the black and gold dangly ones, Tara instantly decided, admiring her reflection in the dressing-table mirror and smoothing her black velvet top over her hips. Hastily squishing herself with scent—not to impress Rocky, purely to boost her own self-esteem—she clip-clopped down the stairs in her favorite black suede ankle boots. 

			Well, well, another phone call, this was a turn-up for the books. Maybe her luck was about to change—ooh, and Emmerdale was about to start, mustn’t forget to set the recording. 

			‘Tara? Hi, it’s me!’ 

			Rocky. Mr Never-Ready-On-Time. 

			‘Oh, don’t tell me, let me guess, you’re running late and will I head on up there and get the first round in.’ 

			‘Well, the thing is, something’s come up. This girl I met in Chippenham last week just rang me and invited me over to her place tonight, and I kind of said yes before remembering about our game of darts.’ 

			Tara had been reaching across the coffee table for the video remote control. She stopped in mid-stretch. 

			‘You kind of said yes?’ 

			‘Well, I said yes, I suppose. But you don’t mind, do you? I mean, it was only because we were both at a loose end. I knew you’d understand. She’s really pretty. Gorgeous little figure.’ 

			Rocky might be kind-hearted but he was also fickle and monumentally lacking in tact. He didn’t even have the grace to sound sheepish. Tara could practically hear him drooling at the prospect of the evening ahead. 

			The new, improved evening, needless to say. 

			‘OK, fine.’ Tara didn’t bother to yell at him because what would be the point? Rocky wasn’t going to change his mind. Besides, wasn’t this exactly the kind of treatment she was used to? 

			Annoying about the scent, though. It was a pretty pointless exercise smelling gorgeous in your own living room with no one else around to appreciate it. 

			‘You’re a star,’ Rocky said cheerfully. ‘I’d better be off, then. I don’t want her to think I’m standing her up.’ 

			‘Gosh, no,’ Tara agreed, equally heartily. ‘Mustn’t do that.’ 

			***

			Maggie had spent the last two hours working her way through a mountain of hand-washing in the kitchen sink. Coming through to the living room to drape wet clothes over the radiators, she said, ‘I thought you were meeting Rocky for a drink.’ 

			‘That was Rocky on the phone. Can’t make it after all.’ Tara forced herself to sound casual, as if it hadn’t much mattered to her either way. 

			‘Oh, what a shame. Still,’ Maggie said chirpily, ‘at least now you can watch Emmerdale.’ 

			I’m twenty-seven, thought Tara, there has to be more to life. 

			Sadly, it appeared there was. 

			‘And we need to get the rest of this washing dry,’ Maggie went on. ‘You couldn’t be an angel, could you, and get the old clothes airer out of the loft?’ 

		


		
			Chapter 17 

			‘It’s pretty small. I did warn you,’ said Daisy from the doorway. As the bishop no doubt once said to the actress. 

			Barney turned and flashed her a dazzling smile. The room was basic but clean, with the walls painted white and a cobalt-blue carpet covering the floor. There was a single bed, a low chest of drawers, a table and two chairs, and a narrow wardrobe. He loved every inch of this attic room, with its eccentrically sloping ceiling and diamond-leaded windows. 

			‘It’s perfect,’ he told Daisy. ‘I can’t believe I’m really here.’ 

			He had phoned her on Friday, having thought of nothing else all week. When he’d announced, ‘I haven’t changed my mind,’ Daisy had said, ‘Somehow I didn’t think you would.’ Sounding as if she were smiling, she’d added, ‘So, when can you start?’ 

			And now, three days later, here he was. Thanks to the amount of annual leave owing to him, he had been able to hand in his resignation and leave that same afternoon. Half the people in his office had thought he was mad, while the rest were deeply envious. Escaping the Civil Service was something they dreamed of doing but could never actually bring themselves to go through with. Gerald, one of the middle-aged clerical officers who still lived at home with his mother and wore sweater vests she knitted for him, had got quite carried away, exclaiming that Barney was like Steve McQueen in Papillon, escaping from that terrible prison on the island—‘Only you have more teeth,’ Gerald had concluded reassuringly. 

			Gerald being Gerald, it was hard to tell if this was an attempt at a joke. 

			‘Thanks,’ Barney had said, guessing that it wasn’t. 

			‘You take care of yourself now. We’ll miss you.’ 

			Gerald had gone a bit misty-eyed at this point. Barney had wondered if he was gay. Lying through his teeth (glad he had enough to lie through), he’d said, ‘I’m going to miss all of you too.’ 

			‘Or that other film with Steve McQueen in it,’ persisted Gerald, who didn’t get out much. ‘The Great Escape—remember that one? Where all the prisoners-of-war crawled out through the underground tunnel?’ He was getting over-excited now, waving his stubby arms to indicate that this gloomy office block was their very own prison. 

			‘Yes,’ Barney had patiently reminded him, ‘but most of them ended up getting shot.’ 

			Daisy glanced at her watch. ‘I’ll leave you to unpack and settle in. You can meet everyone later this afternoon.’ 

			Barney’s suitcases were stacked up against the bed; he could hardly wait to get started. 

			‘Thanks for everything,’ he said happily. ‘You won’t regret this. I’m going to be the best hotel porter you’ve ever had.’ 

			It didn’t take Barney long to empty his cases and turn the attic room into something resembling home. Not that it was anything like his old home, but at least it now had his own things in it, lots of posters up on the walls, and photos of his family on the chest of drawers. He’d brought some books with him too, and his precious CD collection. The radio/CD player just fitted on the deep window seat next to his bed. He hadn’t brought his portable TV with him, but Daisy had said there was a television in the communal sitting room. 

			Barney wandered over to the window and gazed out at the view. His room overlooked the back of the hotel, which meant the scenery was less spectacular, but that didn’t matter. He didn’t mind. A collection of outbuildings, the staff car park, and a wooded hill were still better than he was used to. And he was here, in Colworth, where you could hear the distant sounds of a buzz-saw cutting down trees, and birds singing, and the occasional burst of laughter drifting up from the kitchens below. 

			What more could anyone want? 

			Well, a deodorant, actually. He’d accidentally left his can of Arrid Extra-Dry on the bathroom shelf at home. 

			Oh, and maybe some Rowntree’s fruit gums. 

			***

			The sun came out from behind a cloud as Barney headed down the drive. Even the weather, he decided, was on his side. There were quite a few tourists about, taking photographs and clustering around the windows of the two gift shops in the High Street. The Hollybush Inn had just opened its doors and the smell of freshly ground coffee spilled out. It occurred to Barney that this time last week—exactly one week ago—he had set foot in the village for the first time and been completely knocked out by it. And now he lived here. 

			How perfect was that? 

			Then again, it would be even more perfect if the door of the village shop-cum-post office happened to swing open just as he reached it, bringing him face to face with a pretty girl having trouble with the wheel of her son’s pushchair… 

			But that didn’t happen. Feeling a bit ridiculous for having even thought it might, Barney pushed open the door and saw that the shop was empty of customers. Where did he think he was, anyway—Brigadoon? 

			The good news was that they did sell deodorant here. And fruit gums. And batteries. 

			‘Hi,’ he said cheerfully, dumping his purchases on the counter and beaming at the man behind it. ‘I’ve just moved into the village—well, the hotel really. I’m going to be working there. My name’s Barney, Barney Usher.’ 

			Christopher, who had had a ferocious argument this morning with his boyfriend Colin and wasn’t in the mood for social chitchat, glanced up from the magazine he’d been reading and said with heavy irony, ‘New to the village, eh? We’ll have to throw you a party.’ 

			‘Really?’ The boy looked delighted. 

			Christopher gazed at him in disbelief. ‘No.’ 

			Emerging from the shop with his carrier bag, Barney wondered whether to call in at the Hollybush Inn for a coffee or a Coke. Maybe the staff there would be a bit friendlier. He paused on the narrow pavement, looking right and left… 

			And that was when he saw her. 

			Barney felt as if he’d suddenly forgotten how to breathe. It was definitely the same girl, making her way across the bridge with her little boy balanced on one hip. As he watched them, Barney saw her stop and lean over the parapet, pointing something out to her son. Freddie was peering down at something in the water below, laughing and clapping his hands. 

			Barney headed towards them, thinking that maybe this was Brigadoon after all. 

			Freddie spotted him first, letting out a high-pitched shriek of delight as he recognized the person whose head he had doused with Ribena the previous week. 

			‘You,’ Barney pretended to scold him, ‘should be wearing your gloves.’ He held up the red and white knitted mittens, dangling by their strings from the sleeves of the boy’s jacket, then turned and smiled at his mother. ‘Hello. Fancy bumping into you again.’ He hoped he wasn’t blushing; it wasn’t the most dazzling chat-up line. 

			‘Hi.’ She looked delighted to see him. ‘How did it go last week?’ 

			She’d assumed he was visiting the hotel in order to apply for a job there, Barney realized. His smile broadened. 

			‘Brilliant. I moved in this morning. Start work tomorrow. Nothing grand, just a porter’s job, but I’m really excited. The people there seem really nice. I was just in the shop,’ he held up his carrier bag, ‘stocking up on a few bits and pieces. Fancy a fruit gum?’ 

			He didn’t launch into the story of how he had come to be visiting the village in the first place; in Barney’s experience, telling girls about his kidney transplant was another less-than-successful chat-up line. They tended to be hopelessly squeamish. 

			‘I’d love a fruit gum, but only if it’s a red one. We were watching the ducks.’ The girl gestured towards the river. 

			‘I don’t even know your name,’ said Barney. 

			‘Melanie. Mel.’ 

			‘I’m Barney.’ 

			‘I know you’re Barney.’ Her eyes danced. ‘You told me that last week.’ 

			‘Oh.’ This time he was definitely blushing. ‘Thought you might have forgotten.’ 

			‘I hadn’t.’ 

			‘So, where d’you live?’ As he spoke, Barney waved an arm in the direction of the row of cottages behind her, set slightly back from the road. ‘One of these?’ 

			Mel shook her head. ‘Oh no, I don’t live in the village. I’m just here… visiting someone. That’s my car over there, the green one.’ Brushing her dark hair out of her eyes, she pointed to a small Fiat. ‘It’s not much, but it gets us from A to B. Actually, we should be making a move now.’ 

			Her eyes were grey, but warm grey, Barney decided. And full of fun. They were beautiful eyes. 

			‘So where do you live?’ he repeated. 

			‘Bristol. A place called Kingswood, but you wouldn’t know it.’ Turning, Mel shifted Freddie’s position on her hip and began to head towards the little Fiat. 

			She was going! Leaving! Sheer panic propelled the next question out of Barney’s mouth. 

			‘With your husband?’ 

			‘No,’ said Mel. ‘I don’t have a husband.’ She held up her left hand and waggled her fingers, which were as bare as he remembered. All she wore was the big swirly silver ring on her thumb. 

			‘Boyfriend?’ 

			‘I don’t have one of those either. It’s just Freddie and me.’ For a moment she hesitated, then said flatly, ‘Freddie’s father left before he was born.’ 

			Yesss! 

			‘Look, you can say no if you don’t want to,’ Barney blurted out, ‘but I’d really like to see you again. Could we go out for a drink sometime? Or a meal… or maybe the cinema? Whatever you like, really. Your choice.’ 

			They had crossed the road by this time. Mel fumbled in her jacket pocket for her car keys. 

			‘I don’t see why not. That sounds really nice. I’d like to, only…’ 

			Why was she hesitating? Barney’s sky-high hopes began to crumble. Freddie sneezed, in his messy, baby way. 

			‘Bless you,’ Barney said absently. ‘Only what?’ 

			‘Well, babysitting might be a problem.’ Mel looked awkward. ‘I mean, moneywise, things are a bit…’ 

			‘But that’s not a problem! We can stay in! I’ll bring round a video and a takeaway… I’d enjoy that just as much.’ Oh, the relief. 

			‘Are you sure?’ 

			‘Absolutely!’ Barney nodded vigorously. ‘In fact I’d prefer it.’ 

			Mel’s face softened as she unlocked the passenger door and fastened Freddie into his baby seat. Straightening up again, she said, ‘How about you? Are you married?’ 

			Barney laughed. ‘Do I look married?’ 

			‘You never can tell.’ 

			‘Well, I’m not, I promise. Now, give me your phone number.’ Luckily he had a pen in his jacket pocket. Uncapping it with a flourish, he said, ‘I don’t know yet which shifts I’ll be working, but I’ll give you a ring as soon as I find out.’ 

			Mel told him the number and he wrote it on the back of his hand. 

			‘So,’ she smiled up at him from the driver’s seat, ‘I’ll wait to hear from you.’ 

			‘You’ll definitely hear from me,’ Barney promised. He waggled his fingers at Freddie, strapped in next to her like an astronaut. ‘Bye then.’ 

			The driver’s door was still open. Mel raised her eyebrows and said playfully, ‘Aren’t you forgetting something?’ 

			Barney hesitated. What hadn’t he done that he should have done? Crikey, don’t say she was waiting for him to give her a kiss? At the risk of sounding like the village idiot, he said, ‘What?’ 

			‘I’m still waiting,’ Mel told him, ‘for my fruit gum.’ 

		


		
			Chapter 18 

			The phone was ringing as Tara let herself into the cottage. For once, her spirits didn’t automatically rise. Having bumped into Maggie outside the shop, she had been told to expect a call from the washing machine repair man to let them know when he would be round with the all-important spare part. 

			Not bothering to rush, she shrugged off her coat first and kicked her shoes under the coffee table. 

			‘Hello?’ 

			‘Tara?’ said a male voice. ‘Is that you?’ 

			She froze, recognizing the voice immediately. 

			‘Tara? Hello, are you there?’ 

			Tara hung up. 

			Why? Why was he phoning her? More to the point, how dare he phone her. What the bloody hell did he think he was playing at? 

			Except it was too late to ask now, because she’d hung up. 

			Ten minutes later, despising herself for being such a weed, Tara dialed 1471. 

			The last call, a computerized voice sneeringly informed her, had come from a network that didn’t transmit numbers. 

			Which was irritating but probably just as well. 

			By this time thoroughly rattled, Tara opened a can of tomato soup and stuffed two slices of bread into the toaster. While she waited for the soup to heat up, she ate seven chocolate biscuits and conducted an imaginary conversation in her head, the one she would have had on the phone if only she hadn’t slammed it down. In this conversation, she was sarcastic, bitingly witty, and thrillingly fluent as she told him just what she thought of him. 

			Fantasy conversations were great, you never got into a muddle or came off worst. You were able to have the last word, and it was always a dazzling one. You invariably emerged triumphant, leaving your opponent in emotional tatters. 

			The phone shrilled again just as Tara was tasting her first mouthful of soup. The mug jerked in her hand and scalding hot Heinz tomato slopped down the front of her uniform. 

			Don’t be so stupid, it’s only going to be the washing machine repair man. No need to race out of the kitchen to answer it, for heaven’s sake. A casual saunter will do fine. 

			‘H-hello?’ Oh God, why did there have to be that telltale catch in her voice? Why couldn’t she be as cool and composed as she always was in her fantasy dialogues? 

			‘Tara, it’s me. Don’t hang up again. Just give me a couple of minutes, please.’ 

			Put the phone down, put the phone down, instructed Tara’s conscience, like a kindly but firm therapist. 

			Tara, her mouth as dry as cornstarch, said, ‘Why?’ 

			Stop this. Her conscience promptly snatched up a megaphone and began bawling through it. Stop this now. 

			‘I need to talk to you,’ Dominic said urgently. ‘Please, Tara, I know you probably hate me, but I don’t hate you. I haven’t been able to stop thinking about you… I can’t sleep at night, I can hardly think straight… it must have been fate that brought us back together.’ 

			‘Hardly fate.’ Somehow Tara managed to unglue her tongue from the roof of her mouth. ‘More like my nonexistent acting skills. If I’d made it in Hollywood by now, I wouldn’t have been working down here as a chambermaid at the hotel you happened to be getting married in.’ 

			She was waffling, because waffling was what she did best when in a state of shock. When in doubt, prattle on like an idiot and don’t let the other person get another word in edgeways, that was Tara’s motto. 

			It was also a handy way of drowning out the voice of your furious megaphone-wielding conscience. 

			‘I have to see you again,’ Dominic said simply. He wasn’t the waffly type. ‘Please, Tara, I can’t do this on the phone. At least give me the chance to explain.’ 

			‘Dominic, you’re married.’ 

			‘I know, I know. But I’m not asking you to have sex with me. I just want to talk.’ He paused. ‘What are you doing this evening?’ 

			This evening? Tara felt the little hairs on the back of her neck go doinnggg. Aloud, she said, ‘Are you serious?’ 

			‘Never more so.’ 

			‘But… but where are you?’ 

			‘At home.’ 

			‘In Berkshire?’ She shook her head in disbelief. 

			‘It’s hardly Tibet,’ Dominic countered with amusement. ‘Only sixty or so miles, door to door. Just say the word and I can be there in less than an hour.’ 

			Tara’s conscience had by this time given up. It was sitting on a low wall, drumming its heels, and smoking a cigarette. Meanwhile, all the disappointments of the last couple of weeks were replaying themselves on fast forward through Tara’s brain. Nonstop rejection, basically, hammering home the fact that she was worthless, physically unattractive, and about as much fun to be with as a cup of cold sick. 

			And now here was Dominic, not only begging to see her, but prepared to make a round trip of over one hundred and twenty miles in order to do so. 

			When you’d been at such a low ebb confidence-wise, this was seriously flattering stuff. Tara knew it was feeble, but she was grateful to him. And as Dominic had pointed out, it wasn’t as if he was asking her to have sex with him. All he wanted was a chat. 

			‘How did you get hold of this number?’ God, she hoped he hadn’t rung the hotel. 

			‘You said you were living in the village with your aunt. I phoned directory inquiries.’ 

			‘OK.’ Tara took a deep breath. ‘Seven o’clock. I’ll meet you outside the pub.’ 

			‘It’s freezing,’ said Dominic. ‘You’ll be cold. Why don’t I pick you up from your place?’ 

			Ridiculously, a lump sprang into Tara’s throat. He was worried about her getting cold! But she didn’t fancy being lectured to by Maggie. If her aunt knew who she was seeing, she wouldn’t approve. 

			‘Thanks, but outside the Hollybush will be fine.’ 

			***

			He was there, bang on time, waiting for her. Feeling like a spy, Tara glanced around, double-checking the coast was clear before sliding into the car. 

			Ten minutes later they settled themselves at a table in the corner of a quiet pub in Lower Hinton, several miles from Colworth. Dominic, who was very tanned, wore a thick, navy roll-neck sweater and Armani jeans. The hairs on his brown forearms had been bleached by the Caribbean sun. 

			‘How was the honeymoon?’ Terrified of being overheard, Tara hissed the words out like a spy. 

			‘OK, I suppose. Well, not really OK,’ Dominic admitted. He spread his hands and shook his head. ‘In fact it was a disaster.’ 

			‘Why?’ 

			He looked directly at her. ‘Can’t you guess? I couldn’t stop thinking of you. I found myself dreaming about you. Tara, I know I messed up the other week, I panicked when Annabel’s sister caught us together in that summerhouse, and it was wrong of me to let you take the blame. But it all happened so fast,’ he went on urgently, ‘and I was worried sick about Annabel. Imagine how she’d have felt if I’d told her the wedding was off. Can you understand that? I had to go through with it, for her sake. Otherwise who knows what she might have done?’ 

			‘You told me you loved her,’ said Tara. 

			Dominic ran his fingers through his fair hair. There was pain in his eyes and genuine regret. 

			‘Maybe I do. In a way. Annabel’s a lovely girl. She’s done nothing wrong. But, you know, I think I feel protective towards her more than anything else. Like a big brother taking care of his younger sister.’ 

			‘His very wealthy younger sister,’ Tara pointedly reminded him. 

			‘Do you think that’s why I married her? You couldn’t be more wrong.’ Dominic shook his head sadly. ‘I married Annabel despite her money, rather than because of it. We’ve always got on well. I genuinely thought we could be happy together. But my feelings for Annabel don’t even begin to compare with the way I feel about you.’ 

			Golly. He was serious. It was scary, but at the same time Tara found herself experiencing a small glow of pride. Beneath the table, her knees were trembling like whippets. 

			‘But I’m nothing. Just a chambermaid with a—’ 

			‘Wrong, wrong,’ Dominic interrupted. ‘You’re you. We always were fantastic together, weren’t we? Like I said, the one thing I couldn’t handle was your acting obsession; it just killed me to see what you were doing to yourself. And that’s the only reason I ended it,’ he said seriously. ‘But now I find out you’re not doing that any more… I swear to God, it’s just knocked me for six. You can’t imagine how it’s made me feel. If only I’d known.’ 

			‘But you didn’t know,’ argued Tara, feeling a bit light-headed. ‘And it’s too late now, you’re married.’ She was starting to sound like a stuck record, but how many other ways were there of saying it? 

			‘As if I needed reminding.’ Dominic’s expression was wry. ‘Oh yes, I’m definitely married.’ He paused. ‘To the wrong girl.’ 

			***

			They arrived back in Colworth at ten thirty. Dominic pulled up outside the Hollybush but kept the engine running. Annabel had driven over to spend the evening with her mother, Tara had learned, and would be home around midnight. 

			‘I want to kiss you,’ said Dominic, ‘but I know I mustn’t.’ 

			The lights from the pub were shining into the car. Tara could see his infinitely regretful half-smile. For a mad moment—a mere nanosecond—she wished he hadn’t said it. If he’d just gone ahead and kissed her—nothing raunchy, just a chaste peck on the cheek—she could have pretended to be taken by surprise. 

			But he’d asked her permission now and, naturally, there was no way in the world she could say yes. For heaven’s sake, he was a married man. Freshly married at that. Only a complete trollop with no morals whatsoever would allow such wickedness to happen. 

			God, there was probably confetti still in his suitcase. 

			‘No, better not.’ Tara’s heart was thumping with adrenaline and secret delight. See? She did have morals! Dominic wanted to kiss her and she’d told him he couldn’t, which was exactly the right thing to say. 

			‘It’s been so great, seeing you tonight.’ Dominic’s voice softened. ‘I can’t remember when I last enjoyed myself so much.’ 

			Tara realized with a jolt that she couldn’t either. He was right; it had been a great evening, talking and laughing and catching up on old times. Whilst doing nothing wrong, naturally. 

			‘Or have you absolutely hated every second?’ Dominic’s tone was playful. 

			Responding in a similar vein, Tara smiled and raised an eyebrow. ‘What do you want me to say?’ 

			‘I want you to say you’ll meet me again.’ 

			Oh God. 

			‘Well—’ 

			‘Please.’ Reaching across, Dominic touched her hand. His warm fingers closed around hers. ‘You don’t know how much it would mean to me.’ 

			‘But you’re—’ 

			‘Tara, will you stop going on about it? I know I’m married. But we can still be friends, can’t we? Old friends who meet up every now and again for a drink and a chat? Would that be so wrong?’ 

			She exhaled slowly, no longer sure. Would it? 

			‘I don’t know,’ Tara admitted, hopelessly torn. ‘Maybe it wouldn’t be such a good idea.’ 

			‘OK, fine, forget it.’ 

			The unexpectedness of Dominic’s reply made her jump. He sounded sad and resigned but determined to go along with whatever she decided. 

			Tara promptly began to wish she hadn’t said it. 

			‘The thing is,’ she went on hesitantly, ‘other people might get the wrong idea.’ 

			‘I know. Doesn’t seem fair, does it? All we want to do is talk. If you were a bloke or I was a girl, there’d be no problem at all, we could meet up for a drink and a chat as often as we liked. But just because I’m not a girl, you won’t see me again. Actually, that makes you sexist. I may have to take you to the Court of Human Rights.’ 

			He was teasing her, doing his best to lighten the mood. Tara smiled, but he was right. It really wasn’t fair. 

			‘I’m going now. You have to get back.’ 

			‘To my wife.’ Dominic grimaced. ‘God, married less than a month and already my heart sinks at the thought of it, seeing her and pretending everything’s fine.’ Sadly, he added, ‘Do you realize, you’re the only one who knows the truth? There’s nobody else I can tell.’ 

			Tara’s heart went out to him. That was the trouble with men, they might be able to read maps and change tires, but they weren’t capable of sharing their deepest, innermost feelings with other men. It simply wasn’t in their genetic makeup. Sports they could discuss with a passion, but emotions were strictly a no-go area. Being able to gossip and confide in her friends, Tara realized, was one of the best things about being a girl. Along with mascara. 

			‘Look, you’ve got my number. If you’re ever desperate, you know where I am.’ Hurriedly, as if blurting out the words at a rate of knots didn’t count, she promptly flung open the passenger door and leapt out. 

			‘You’re fantastic. You know that, don’t you?’ Dominic shot her a grateful smile. ‘Really, the most amazing woman. You have no idea how much this evening’s meant to me.’ 

			Pink-cheeked with the cold, but glowing oatmeal warm inside, Tara let herself into the cottage. Maggie was in the midst of a cushion-making binge, kneeling on the living-room floor surrounded by swathes of silk and velvet and the paper templates she used to cut out the relevant appliquéd shapes. It never failed to astound both of them that Maggie’s customized cushion covers, which she sold through one of the gift shops in the village, should prove to be such a hit with the tourists from overseas. Still, it would be churlish to mock their dodgy taste in home accessories. 

			‘What d’you think?’ Maggie held up one of the finished cushion covers, depicting two figures silhouetted on Colworth Bridge overlooking the river. Maggie, a whizz with the sewing machine, was a natural free stylist. Around the simply executed tableau were embroidered the words: Hank ’n’ EmmyLou, England, 2002. 

			‘Ain’t it just the cutest thing?’ mimicked Maggie, because making fun of the customers was sometimes impossible to resist. ‘Of course, in real life they’re much fatter. In fact I’m amazed the bridge didn’t collapse. Still, it’s what they wanted, so they’ll be happy.’ Patting the cushion cover with satisfaction, she looked up and said, ‘You’re looking pretty happy yourself. Where’ve you been?’ 

			‘Oh, just out for a drink. With one of the lads I met in Bristol last week,’ Tara fibbed. 

			Maggie raised an eyebrow. ‘And? Will you be seeing him again?’ 

			‘Um, not sure. Maybe.’ Feeling her skin getting hotter, Tara hastily took off her coat. ‘Shall I put the kettle on?’ 

			‘Ooh, yes, a cup of tea would be lovely. Well, you look as if you had a good time anyway.’ 

			Maggie began tidying up her cushion-making paraphernalia. Tara hurried into the kitchen and began flinging tea bags into mugs. She couldn’t possibly tell the truth; Maggie would be shocked and horrified if she knew who she’d spent the evening with. Nor, Tara realized, could she mention it to Daisy. 

			Honestly, so much for girls being able to confide in each other. Here she was, every bit as isolated as Dominic. 

			Tonight would have to remain their secret. 

			Oh, but she had had a good time, being paid all that attention, showered with compliments, and told over and over again how special she was. Like stumbling for weeks through a parched desert then finding yourself at the entrance to a vast Coca-Cola factory. 

			And all she and Dominic had done was talk, for heaven’s sake. 

			How could that be wrong? 

		


		
			Chapter 19 

			Daisy was on the phone when Pam the receptionist knocked and stuck her head round the door of her office. 

			‘Daisy? Someone to see you in reception.’ 

			‘Who?’ Daisy frowned; there were no appointments in her diary. 

			‘A Miss Tyzack.’ Pam’s chins jiggled with suppressed laughter as Daisy’s head shot up. 

			‘Who?’ 

			‘Miss Clarissa Tyzack.’ 

			‘Alone?’ 

			‘No. She has a gentleman with her.’ 

			Daisy exhaled slowly, stalling for time. ‘Pam, I’m a bit tied up at the moment. Couple of important calls to make. Could you ask them to wait and say I’ll be out in five minutes?’ 

			The moment Pam was out of the room, Daisy crashed the phone down, scrabbled furiously in her bag, found a lipstick and a hair tie, and got to work. In her dithery state she almost tied her hair back with lipstick and wrapped the scrunchie around her mouth. 

			Daisy took a couple of deep breaths. It was completely and utterly ridiculous to get into such a flap just because Dev Tyzack had turned up out of the blue. Anyway, he’d already seen her looking far worse than this. But she couldn’t help it, her heart was galloping and she had her pride. This morning she’d been in too much of a rush to wash her hair and it was looking borderline-stringy. Fastening it back would help to disguise this. As for the lipstick, why shouldn’t she put some on? A dash of pink was always a confidence booster. Nothing wrong with wanting to look your best. 

			Aaargh, supper last night! Spaghetti swimming in garlic! Rummaging once more through her bag, Daisy fell on a packet of Wrigley’s Extra, shoveled three into her mouth, and chewed energetically until her jaw felt as if it was about to drop off. 

			Well, she’d have done the same for any client. It was only polite. 

			Out in reception, Pam was making a tremendous fuss of Clarissa, who was in turn making valiant efforts to clamber onto Pam’s lap. 

			Which only proved that Clarissa was no Mastermind candidate, since Pam’s ample stomach took up all the available room. 

			Dev, clearly having spotted this too, was manfully keeping a straight face as Pam cooed delightedly, ‘Who’s a bootiful girl then? Is it you? Is it you? Oh yes, you’re sooo bootiful!’ 

			‘It’s a national conspiracy.’ Dev shook his head and looked sorrowful. ‘This dog’s going to get ideas above her station. Next thing you know, she’ll be pestering me to enter her for Miss World.’ 

			‘She’d look great in a bikini.’ As she said it, Daisy caught the gleam of interest in Pam’s eye. Their receptionist, who lived for gossip, had instantly noted the hair tie and freshly applied lipstick. ‘So what’s this all about then? Not a problem with the conference booking, I hope?’ 

			‘No problems at all. I’ve brought the seating plan for lunch,’ said Dev. 

			‘Thanks.’ Daisy took the plan, which he could far more easily have faxed through to her. 

			‘But really I thought I’d just drop by so you can see how Clarissa’s getting on.’ 

			Clarissa, her tail rotating furiously, had by this time transferred her attention to Daisy. Yelping with delight she licked Daisy’s hands and leapt up, her legs seemingly on springs. 

			‘She’s looking brilliant. How’s the incontinence?’ 

			Dev gave her a saucy wink. ‘Fine thanks. How’s yours?’ 

			‘I meant is she likely to wee all over our expensive rug? Maybe we should take her outside, let her run around a bit.’ This wasn’t really what Daisy meant, she was just keen to move away from Pam, who was capable of spreading rumors faster than typhoid. By lunchtime every member of staff and most of the guests would have heard that Daisy was embroiled in a red-hot affair with that gorgeous rugby fellow from Bath, the one who was always in the papers with some new showbizzy girlfriend or other, actresses and models and the like. 

			‘She won’t wee on your rug, she’s a lady,’ said Dev, but he headed over to the door anyway. 

			‘Oh, Daisy, there’s someone else to see you,’ remembered Pam as they moved away from the desk. ‘I sent him through to the bar.’ Daisy was too busy being enchanted by Clarissa’s ability to bounce backwards—like Tigger on rewind—to care. 

			‘They don’t have an appointment. I’ll see them in ten minutes.’ 

			Outside, Clarissa tore across the graveled drive to investigate the fountain. Daisy and Dev watched her from the doorway. 

			‘I also came to say thanks.’ Dev turned to look at Daisy. ‘For making me choose her. She wasn’t what I was after, but I can’t imagine being without her now.’ 

			‘My pleasure.’ Daisy’s mouth twitched. ‘So you’ve bonded.’ 

			‘Oh, we’ve bonded. She’s even sleeping on my bed. It’s going to play havoc with my social life.’ 

			‘But she’s worth it.’ Daisy gazed fondly across at Clarissa, now balancing like a tightrope walker along the narrow stone parapet encircling the fountain. ‘How could anyone not love her?’ 

			‘Something’s been puzzling me. If you’re so mad about dogs, why don’t you have any of your own?’ 

			‘I’d love to, but it wouldn’t be fair. I work such long hours. We’re a dog-friendly hotel,’ Daisy explained, ‘but I couldn’t trail one around with me all day long. And I wouldn’t want to have to beg other people to take it out for a walk because I don’t have time myself.’ 

			Dev nodded. ‘Fair enough.’ 

			‘I’ll be Clarissa’s doting maiden aunt instead,’ Daisy went on cheerfully. ‘I’ll take her out somewhere glamorous every now and again, feed her exotic food, and spoil her rotten.’ 

			‘Actually, she’s pretty used to exotic food.’ Dryly, Dev said, ‘She learned how to open the fridge the other night. Polished off two fillet steaks and a Marks and Spencer double chocolate cheesecake.’ 

			Two fillet steaks? Who had he been planning to entertain? All the modelly-actressy types she’d ever seen him photographed with in the papers had been awfully skinny; they surely wouldn’t be seen dead in the same room as a slice of double chocolate cheesecake. 

			Oh heck, maybe he was still seeing Annabel Cross-Calvert’s sister, the sturdily built bridesmaid he’d driven off with after the wedding. She’d certainly looked as if she could demolish half a cow. 

			‘Both the steaks were for me,’ said Dev, seemingly capable of reading her mind. 

			Which was a bit of a worry. 

			‘Serves you right then.’ Daisy shook her head pityingly at him. ‘Your selfish single days are behind you now. You have to learn to share.’ 

			‘That brings back terrible memories.’ Dev looked pained. ‘My mother always used to say that when I wouldn’t let my cousins play with my Action Men.’ 

			‘Well, I can see that would be difficult for you.’ Daisy was sympathetic. ‘But I really think twenty-five’s too old to be playing with Action Men.’ 

			He laughed, and Daisy realized with a little shiver of pleasure that she was enjoying herself. She was almost, but not quite, flirting with him. 

			‘So what are your views on double chocolate cheesecake?’ said Dev. 

			‘Couldn’t eat a whole one. Well,’ Daisy went on happily, ‘not in under three minutes.’ 

			Dev kept his gaze fixed on Clarissa as she launched herself into the shallow water around the fountain, discovered the extent of its iciness, and promptly leapt out again in disgust. 

			‘When’s your next evening off?’ 

			Daisy’s stomach muscles contracted in surprise. Crikey, this was a bit sudden, she hadn’t been expecting this. 

			‘Why?’ Prevaricating, she said, ‘Don’t tell me, you’re off out somewhere and you need someone to dog-sit?’ 

			‘No.’ Dev smiled and shook his head. ‘Actually, what I meant was—’ 

			‘Hang on a sec.’ Daisy stopped him, aware that they had company. Liza, one of the new waitresses, was hovering just behind them. ‘What is it, Liza?’ 

			‘Um, sorry to interrupt, but there’s someone in the bar waiting to see you.’ 

			‘I know. I’ve already told Pam I’ll be there in a minute.’ 

			Liza, who had only started working at the hotel a few days earlier, looked embarrassed. 

			‘The thing is, he says it’s urgent, he needs to see you right now.’ 

			Daisy heaved a sigh. Bloody guests, they certainly knew how to pick their moments. 

			‘Who is it? Did you get a name?’ 

			‘Well, no.’ Liza shifted uncomfortably from one foot to the other. ‘Not a name, exactly. He just said he was… um, your husband.’ 

			***

			Daisy didn’t seriously expect to walk into the bar and find Steven waiting to greet her, but for a split second back there she had experienced the mental equivalent of a punch to the solar plexus. Moments later, it occurred to her to wonder who on earth would have the gall to say he was her husband. Basically, they had to be either deeply insensitive, seriously psychotic, or… 

			Or someone she hadn’t seen for a very long time. 

			Daisy’s mouth dropped open in amazement as the figure over by the window turned to face her. 

			‘Josh?’ 

			The man who most certainly wasn’t her husband grinned at her. 

			‘Hi, sweetheart.’ 

			‘Josh!’ With a shriek of delight she raced the length of the otherwise empty bar and threw her arms round him. ‘I don’t believe it, what are you doing here? Oh my God, mind the window, put me down!’ 

			Daisy’s high heels missed the glass by an inch as Josh Butler, all six foot four of him, swung her up into the air and whirled her round like a rotary washing line in a hurricane. Laughing, he lowered her back to earth and planted a resounding kiss on each cheek. As she clutched his arm, struggling to get her balance back, Daisy saw the back end of Dev Tyzack’s car swish past the full-length bay window and head off down the drive. Clarissa was jack-in-the-boxing up and down on the back seat. 

			Daisy gave Josh Butler a hefty thump on the arm. 

			‘Ouch. What was that for?’ 

			‘Telling the waitress you were my husband. How could you do that?’ 

			He looked pleased with himself. ‘I was watching you chatting to that bloke. Correction, flirting with him. And he seemed pretty keen too. You still aren’t married.’ Josh picked up her ring-free left hand as he said it, then broke into another mischievous grin. ‘I just thought it would be fun to stir things up a bit, see how he reacted.’ 

			Daisy rolled her eyes. ‘See that dust cloud?’ She gestured in the direction of the gates at the end of the drive. ‘That’s how he reacted.’ 

			‘You mean he’s wimped out.’ Josh was unrepentant. ‘Just goes to prove you could do better. And it looks like this is your lucky day,’ he added teasingly, ‘because here I am!’ 

			‘Still as shy and modest as ever,’ Daisy agreed. 

			‘Look, I was right here, watching you.’ From the window there was a clear view of the front step upon which she and Dev had been standing. ‘You were doing that flirty thing with your eyes, just like you used to do with me. That’s when I had a word with that little waitress—ha, you should have seen your face when she told you your husband was here to see you.’ 

			He’d always been a practical joker. 

			‘I’m not surprised,’ said Daisy. ‘Seeing as my husband died a year ago.’ 

			Cruel, maybe, but worth it to see the look of utter unmitigated dismay on Josh’s big, freckly face. 

		


		
			Chapter 20 

			Daisy had met Josh Butler at university ten years earlier. Every now and again he had popped into a lecture, but ninety-five percent of Josh’s time had been taken up with rowing, rugby, drinking, cricket, partying, rock climbing, and golf. 

			It was a hectic and exhausting schedule that didn’t leave a lot of time for studying. Nobody had been more astounded than Josh when he eventually left with Upper Second-Class Honors.

			Daisy vividly remembered the first time she’d clapped eyes on Josh. She’d been in the Serpent’s Arms with a group of friends one Saturday lunchtime when he had burst into the pub wearing nothing but huge clip-on glittery earrings and a Tina Turner wig. 

			Well, you had to look, didn’t you? 

			‘What’s the matter?’ Josh had grinned down at her, unabashed. ‘Never seen a fully grown man naked?’ 

			‘Come here.’ Daisy had beckoned him forward. ‘Your dangly bits are all caught up—let me sort them out for you.’ 

			By the time she’d finished disentangling his ornate chandelier-style earring from the bird’s nest of nylon hair that was his wig, Josh had decided that she was the girl for him. 

			‘I’m Josh Butler. How about coming out with me tomorrow night?’ 

			He was athletically built and impressively muscly, with untidy reddish-brown hair poking out from beneath his wig, sparkling light-brown eyes, and thousands of freckles. Happily, thanks to the amount of time evidently spent outdoors, he had managed to achieve a tan of sorts. Daisy was pretty sure she could never bring herself to go out with a redhead whose skin was the color of cod. 

			‘I thought you’d never ask.’ She had smiled up at him. ‘What took you so long?’ 

			Josh Butler winked. ‘Just painfully shy.’ 

			Josh’s sponsored streak had raised two hundred and thirty pounds for charity and his relationship with Daisy took off the following night. For the next six or seven months they were a couple. Then they broke up. For any number of silly studenty reasons, but mainly because Daisy had come to realize that she needed more. Theirs wasn’t a bad relationship, they got on well together and had fun together, but somehow it wasn’t enough. 

			It all came to a head one hot Sunday afternoon while Josh was sculling on the river. Daisy, sunbathing on the riverbank with the girlfriend of one of the other rowers, had brought along a pile of newspapers and was idly flipping through them. 

			‘Ooh, Martin Kemp, he’s a nine out of ten,’ drooled Megan, sprawled next to her on the grass. ‘Bleeurgh, Frank Skinner, two and a half.’ 

			‘But he’s funny,’ Daisy pointed out. 

			‘OK, make it three and a half. But let’s face it, he’s never going to be a sex god. Unlike this little cutie,’ she crooned, stroking a picture of Jon Bon Jovi. ‘Now he is my kind of boy. Definitely a nine and a half, that one.’ She fanned herself energetically with a rolled-up color supplement. 

			‘Cary Grant,’ said Daisy dreamily. ‘He’d be a ten.’ 

			‘Oh, get a grip, girl, your marking system’s shot to bits. Come on, let’s go through this magazine. Give me your scores and I’ll tell you where you’re going wrong. Hugh Grant.’ 

			‘Eight,’ Daisy promptly responded. 

			‘Julio Iglesias.’ 

			‘Minus eight.’ 

			‘Jonathan Ross.’ 

			‘Seven and a half.’ 

			‘Adam Ant.’ 

			‘Nine.’ Daisy still had a bit of a weakness for Adam Ant. 

			‘Josh Butler.’ 

			‘Seven.’ The score was out of her mouth before she could stop it. At that moment Josh rowed past them in his boat. 

			‘Oops,’ said Megan. ‘You can’t say that about your boyfriend.’ 

			Daisy watched Josh speed off down the river and realized that she could say it, because it was true. He was a seven. 

			‘You see, this is where you’re going wrong,’ Megan earnestly explained. ‘The person you’re going out with has to be a ten. He just has to be. Otherwise, what’s the point of being with him?’ 

			And that was it, in a nutshell. A boyfriend who was a seven simply wasn’t good enough. What was she doing, Daisy wondered, settling for less than a ten? 

			She finished with Josh that evening and he took it pretty well. If he was hurt, he did a good job of hiding it. Daisy just hoped he wasn’t feeling too terrible inside. They agreed, heartily, to stay friends and she also hoped this wouldn’t mean he’d forever be getting drunk and hopelessly maudlin, begging her to please, oh please, give him jusht one more chance… 

			Josh, she discovered three days later, had been so distraught that he’d gone to a party on Sunday night and hooked up with an exotic beauty called Mira, who was studying for a PhD in physics. They’d had fabulous sex, apparently, and had seen each other the following night and the next night, and the night after that. Daisy knew this because Mira promptly told all her friends how miraculous Josh was in bed. Daisy had kept having to remind herself that jealousy was pointless, she already knew how great Josh was. But it hadn’t been enough. 

			It wasn’t easy, but she managed to maintain her resolve. Better still, she and Josh did remain close friends. The Mira thing fizzled out after a couple of months and a stream of girlfriends subsequently came and went. No longer jealous, Daisy teased him about his laddish behavior and Josh in turn made merciless fun of her own determination to hold out for Mr Pinnacle-of-Perfection. 

			‘You could have had me,’ Josh informed her with a shake of his tousled head. ‘You had your chance and you blew it. In fifty years’ time you’ll be one of those mad old spinsters in slippers and a bobble hat,’ he went on sorrowfully, ‘still waiting for Pierce Brosnan to come along and sweep you off your feet.’ 

			‘Ah, but won’t you be gutted when he does come along?’ Daisy had chirpily retorted. ‘You’ll just have to read all about it in the papers, because you won’t be invited to the wedding.’ 

			By the time she’d married Steven, she couldn’t have invited Josh anyway. He had disappeared off to America and they had lost touch. 

			***

			Leaving Vince the assistant manager in charge downstairs, Daisy took Josh up to her flat on the first floor of the west wing. Wasting no time as usual, he unearthed the biscuit tin and began making great inroads into the Hobnobs. Josh had always eaten more than anyone else she knew. 

			They had so much catching up to do. Five whole years. 

			‘How did you know I was here?’ Daisy kicked off her high heels and busied herself boiling the kettle. 

			‘Pure chance. Since I came back from the States a couple of weeks ago, I’ve been staying with Tom Pride. You remember Tom, single sculls, played Widow Twankey in our final year skit? He’s in merchant banking now.’ Having polished off the Hobnobs, Josh began investigating the contents of Daisy’s fridge. ‘Anyway, he’s kept in touch with a couple of the other chaps from college and we all met up one night for a drink. We were chatting about old times, I wondered what you were up to nowadays and Marcus Cartwright said he’d seen a piece in one of the Sunday supplements about your dad buying some country house hotel and you running it. He couldn’t remember the name, just that it was in the Cotswolds, but that’s the wonder of the internet for you. There was a cybercafé just across the road. Two minutes later we had the web page for this place up on screen, and there was the photo of you with your staff on the front steps of the hotel.’ Josh shrugged and went on cheerfully, ‘Well, seemed like too good an opportunity to pass up. I just had to see you again. Sweetheart, are you saving these eggs for anything?’ 

			If there was any justice in this world, Josh would be the size of a house. Grinning at the piteous look on his face, Daisy passed him a frying pan. 

			‘Help yourself. So what have you been doing in the States?’ 

			‘Golf pro. I’ve been working at a club out in Texas for the past eighteen months. It’s a tough job.’ Josh winked and gestured with an egg before cracking it into the pan. ‘Out on the course all day. Play a couple of rounds, teach cack-handed Texans how to swing a club… and then there’s the socializing, of course. All those rich young girls out there eager to learn the game because it’s a cool way to meet rich young guys…’ 

			‘Sounds awful,’ said Daisy. ‘You poor thing. So this is just a flying visit?’ 

			‘No, I was head-hunted a few weeks ago. I’ve got a new job now, in Miami, at a place that’s still being built. Better course, twice as much money, teaching cack-handed Floridians how to swing a club.’ Josh was still deftly breaking eggs into the pan. ‘But I don’t start there until the beginning of June, so I thought I’d give myself a break and come to England for a few months. I was planning to stay with my mother but she’s gone and got herself a new bloke. They spend all their time draped over each other like besotted teenagers.’ He pulled a comical face. ‘One weekend was enough. I could tell I was in the way. To be honest, it was putting me off my food.’ 

			‘Can’t have that,’ said Daisy as he gave the frying pan an expert shake-and-swirl. ‘There’s bacon and tomatoes in the fridge if you want them.’ 

			‘This is hard to believe. You, running a hotel. Who was that chap you were flirting with outside? One of the guests?’ 

			Quick, weigh up the options. Is that what Dev Tyzack is? 

			Daisy shrugged. ‘Kind of.’ 

			‘But you can sort it out.’ Josh was seeking reassurance, belatedly. ‘You’ll explain to him that I’m not really your husband, won’t you? Tell him it was just a joke.’ 

			‘Don’t worry, I’ll tell him,’ Daisy repeated solemnly. Too right she would. 

			‘Is it serious?’ Pausing, Josh glanced across at her. ‘I mean, do you really like this bloke?’ 

			Daisy’s stomach instantly began to squirm. Of course she liked Dev. She liked him so much she was scared witless. 

			Panicking inwardly, she said, ‘Of course not.’ 

			‘Phew, thank goodness for that. I’d hate to think I’d messed things up.’ Breaking into a huge grin, Josh added, ‘Mind you, you had me going back there, with that dead husband line. I swear to God, for a moment I thought you were serious.’ 

			It really was lovely to see Josh again and to discover that he was as capable as ever of wedging his big feet in his even bigger mouth. In deference to his fragile appetite, Daisy sat down opposite him at the kitchen table and waited until he’d demolished his Desperate Dan-sized fry-up before saying, ‘I was serious.’ 

			Josh froze, his knife and fork suspended in mid-air. 

			In slow motion, he shook his head. ‘Really?’ 

			‘Truly.’ 

			‘He’s actually dead?’ 

			‘Actually dead.’ 

			‘Oh fuck.’ 

			‘It’s all right,’ said Daisy. ‘I was about to divorce him. It was all over between us. I couldn’t have chosen a worse man to marry.’ 

			Carefully, Josh put down his knife and fork. ‘What happened?’ 

			‘Car crash. He had his girlfriend with him at the time, but she wasn’t hurt. He was a liar and a cheat and an all-round con merchant,’ Daisy sighed. ‘Which just goes to show how brilliant my choice is when it comes to men.’ 

			He half smiled. ‘That’s not true. You used to have excellent taste.’ 

			‘Whereas you went for quantity rather than quality.’ Daisy couldn’t resist teasing him. ‘Anyway, never mind all that. How long are you down here for?’ 

			Josh shrugged and ruffled his hair. ‘I’m easy.’ 

			‘We already know that.’ 

			‘I mean I don’t have any plans. I came back for a holiday, and to cheer up my lonely old mum, but she isn’t lonely anymore. Tom’s flat in London is hardly big enough for one grown man, let alone two. Marcus did say I could stay with him, but he’s got two-year-old twins and a bawling six-week-old baby. Still, I suppose I could always go and live in a cardboard box somewhere.’ 

			Daisy kept a straight face. A year after she and Josh had broken up, she and her flatmates had been unceremoniously—and completely unfairly—evicted by their landlord for holding one riotous party too many. Josh had taken her in at once and generously allowed her to stay rent-free on his sofa until she scraped together enough money for a deposit on the next flat. 

			‘Better fetch your cases then.’ 

			Josh did his best to look mystified. ‘My cases?’ 

			‘Those big things you pack your belongings in,’ Daisy helpfully explained. ‘Sort of rectangular, with handles. I think you’ll probably find them in the boot of your car.’ 

		


		
			Chapter 21 

			Daisy had made a point of not fussing over Barney since his arrival. He appeared to be settling well into his job and Vince had told her he was a willing and eager worker, already proving a hit with the guests—particularly the female variety—thanks to his cheerful manner and fresh-faced good looks. 

			But moving to Colworth from Manchester had to be a huge shock to the system. Worried that he might be lonely or homesick, she cornered Rocky in the bar later that afternoon. 

			‘How’s Barney getting on?’ 

			‘Fine, I think.’ 

			‘You think?’ Daisy frowned. ‘Don’t you know?’ 

			‘He seems OK.’ Bewildered, Rocky said, ‘I haven’t really seen that much of him outside work.’ 

			‘Well, that’s not very kind, is it? When a group of you go out to the Hollybush, do you invite him along?’ Daisy experienced a surge of indignation on Barney’s behalf. She pictured him sitting alone in his little attic room, feeling excluded from the crowd, miserably wondering why nobody wanted to be his friend. 

			‘Of course we’ve invited him,’ Rocky protested. ‘You know we try to make the new staff feel welcome. But Barney always says no.’ 

			They obviously weren’t trying hard enough, Daisy thought crossly. 

			‘You mean he stays here all on his own?’ 

			‘You must be joking,’ Rocky exclaimed. ‘He’s got himself a girlfriend, hasn’t he? And I’m telling you, a couple of our waitresses had their eye on him and they were well pissed off when they found out he was already taken.’ 

			Daisy was amazed. ‘A girlfriend? What, here? Already?’ 

			‘The quiet ones are always the worst.’ Rocky grinned, relieved that the misunderstanding had been cleared up and that he was off the hook. ‘The moment he comes off shift, we don’t see Barney for dust. He gets into his car and, zoom, straight off down the M4. She lives in Bristol.’ 

			Well, well, well, who’d have thought it? Maybe this was why he’d been so eager to move down here in the first place. 

			‘Actually, you’re wrong,’ said Daisy. 

			‘She does! Barney told me she lived in Bristol!’ 

			‘I meant about the quiet ones being the worst.’ Daisy raised a playful eyebrow. ‘From what I hear, you’re certainly one of the worst. And nobody could call you quiet.’ 

			***

			Barney was loving every minute of his job. He was currently loving every minute of his life. Finishing his day shift at five o’clock meant he could strip off his porter’s uniform, jump into the shower, change into jeans and a sweatshirt, and be in Bristol by six. The car he had bought for four hundred pounds in Manchester—a rusty Rover in a distressing shade of mauve—was bearing up so far, intermittently belching out great clouds of black smoke but bravely refusing to do the girly thing and break down on the motorway. It wouldn’t last forever, but it was doing well enough for now. 

			Barney’s absolute favorite moment of the day was when he pulled into Mel’s street and drew up outside her flat. Next moment the front door would swing open and there she’d be, with Freddie on her hip, beaming all over her face. 

			It just felt so… special. Barney couldn’t get over how great she made him feel. All his life, through no fault of his own, he had been looked after by other people. Now, for the first time, the balance was equal. He knew that Mel looked forward to his arrival just as much as he looked forward to seeing her. 

			Their first evening together, Barney had turned up as promised with a takeaway from the Chinese place around the corner. The next evening Mel had made a lasagna, and the evening after that she’d served up sausages with fried onions and gravy, followed by chocolate mousse. 

			‘You don’t have to cook me a meal every time I come round here,’ Barney protested. ‘It isn’t fair on you.’ 

			‘Why isn’t it fair?’ Mel’s grey eyes sparkled. ‘I like cooking for you. It’s just so nice having you here.’ 

			But Barney’s conscience was at work. Food cost money, after all. Feeling wonderfully macho (me Tarzan, you Mel), he told her, ‘Tomorrow night, we’re going to the big supermarket at Emerson’s Green. They’re open ’till eight.’ 

			That had been yesterday, and now he was outside Mel’s flat. Mel, locking the front door behind her, was wearing her red fleece and jeans, and Freddie was bundled up in his navy snowsuit. Jumping out to fasten the child seat into the back of the car, Barney realized he was as excited as if they were setting out on a trip to Disneyland, Paris. 

			He’d never pressed her for details of Freddie’s father. Just once, he’d asked casually if there was a chance he’d ever come back. Mel, shaking her head, had replied firmly, ‘No chance at all. He’s gone for good.’ 

			This was fine by Barney. 

			It felt fantastic, trawling up and down the supermarket’s busy aisles with Mel at his side and Freddie beaming happily from his seat in the trolley. 

			We look like a normal family, thought Barney, swelling with pride as an old lady stopped to coo with delight over Freddie. 

			‘Ooh, that’s a lovely little boy you’ve got there,’ she complimented Barney. ‘Going to be a real heartbreaker when he grows up.’ 

			‘He doesn’t do so badly now,’ Barney told her with a grin. 

			‘We’ll go halves with the bill,’ Mel said, as the trolley began to fill up. ‘I can’t let you pay for his nappies.’ 

			‘I want to. Please, just let me do it.’ Barney was firm. ‘I’ve never been to a supermarket like this before.’ Hastily he added, ‘I mean, the three of us together.’ 

			Smiling, Mel briefly squeezed his arm. ‘Neither have I.’ 

			By seven thirty they were back at her chilly basement flat. Mel, busy unpacking carrier bags and putting everything away in cupboards, watched Barney switch on the gas fire, carefully fasten the fireguard back around it, then help Freddie out of his padded snowsuit. Her heart contracted at the sight of the two of them laughing together. It was almost scary, the difference Barney had made to their lives in such a short time. 

			For the first time in over a year, Mel realized, she felt normal. OK, maybe it did sound pathetic, but being together in the supermarket, giving the appearance of being a family, had been a real thrill. Since Freddie’s birth it had been something she’d yearned to do; each routine shopping trip had been accompanied by a jolt of envy whenever she saw a proper family, the father pushing the trolley, entertaining his child, humping the heavy bags into the car… 

			Exhausted by his evening jaunt, Freddie was fast asleep within minutes. As Mel was tucking him into his cot, Barney appeared behind her in the bedroom and whispered, ‘Red wine or white?’ 

			‘White,’ Mel whispered back, then jumped as his hand came to rest on her shoulder. Together they gazed down at Freddie with his long eyelashes casting shadows over his flushed cheeks, his little arms flung above his head. 

			‘He’s perfect,’ said Barney. 

			So are you, thought Mel. 

			Back in the living room, she saw that he had laid the table, lit candles, and torn open the foil-lined bag containing their spit-roasted, ready-cooked chicken. The salad had been dressed and tipped into a bowl, the garlic baguettes were warm, and their pudding—rhubarb crumble and double cream—awaited them on top of the fridge. 

			Hot tears of gratitude sprang into Mel’s eyes. She wasn’t a wimp and she was perfectly capable of taking care of herself, but… oh, it was so nice to be spoilt for a change. Even if Barney had lit the ornamental carved red candles that were far too pretty and expensive to ever actually use. 

			After dinner, with Macy Gray crooning soulfully away in the background, they played Scrabble. The room was warm now and Barney had pulled off his navy sweater. Inwardly buzzing with anticipation, Mel wondered whether tonight would be the night he made his move. If Freddie stayed asleep and she managed to persuade Barney to drink a second glass of wine, it just might happen. Of course she could take the lead herself but was determined not to. She didn’t want Barney to think of her as some brazen seducer who went around ripping men’s trousers off willy-nilly. 

			Besides, Mel sensed that he would want to be the one who made the decision; she had to leave the first move up to him. It would be awful to scare him off and lose someone she cared for so— 

			RRRINGG, went the doorbell, startling them both. 

			‘Who’s that?’ said Barney. 

			‘No idea.’ Mel uncurled her feet from beneath her and slid off the sofa; she didn’t have any friends likely to drop in unannounced. ‘Unless it’s that moaning Minnie from the flat upstairs, complaining about the noise again.’ 

			Actually, this was quite likely. 

			Barney gazed up at the ceiling in bewilderment. ‘What noise?’ 

			‘God, any kind you can think of. Putting our Scrabble letters down on the board in a clicky way. Taking the wrapper off a bar of soap. Brushing your hair noisily. Anything,’ Mel rolled her eyes in despair. ‘That bloody woman has ears like a bat.’ 

			To be on the safe side, she turned Macy Gray off before answering the door. 

			If the old bat upstairs was Mel’s least favorite visitor, the skinny woman on the doorstep ran her a close second. Mrs Jefferson, her landlady, was in her late forties, with a face like a hatchet and a manner to match. 

			Typically, she didn’t hang about. 

			‘Here’s your written notice to leave.’ She thrust the envelope into Mel’s hands and glanced icily at Barney, who had appeared behind Mel. ‘You’ve got one month to get out.’ 

			Instantly Mel felt sick. Being booted out of her flat had long been one of those vague fears floating around in her subconscious, but she’d never really expected it to happen. 

			‘Why?’ 

			‘I’m selling the building.’ 

			This was a blatant lie. 

			‘I’m not noisy,’ Mel insisted. 

			‘You may not be, but your kid is. I’ve had endless complaints,’ Mrs Jefferson snapped back. 

			‘That’s not true! Freddie’s a happy baby.’ 

			‘Glad to hear it. If he’s so fantastic, you won’t have any trouble finding another place to live.’ 

			‘But this isn’t fair,’ wailed Mel, so loudly that Freddie promptly woke up and began to bawl. ‘It’s that bloody boss-eyed old witch upstairs, isn’t it? I’m telling you, she’s barking mad!’ 

			‘Really?’ Mrs Jefferson, her voice like permafrost, said, ‘How interesting. She’s also my mother.’ 

			***

			‘I don’t care, I don’t care. This is a shitty dump anyway.’ Mel’s voice quavered as she recklessly sloshed wine into her glass, but she wasn’t the weepy-waily type. She was damned if she’d cry. Waving a dismissive arm, she said bitterly, ‘I mean, look at it. Bosnian refugees would turn their noses up at this place. I’ll find somewhere better in no time.’ 

			Barney’s heart contracted with love. He’d give anything for Mel to burst into tears now, so he could comfort her properly. Then again, the fact that she was trying so hard not to cry only made him love her more. 

			Was it love? Really? Barney didn’t care; he just knew he’d do anything he could to help Mel. 

			Anyway, she was right. Despite her best efforts to clean it up, this place was still a dump. The wallpaper was peeling off the walls, the window frames were rotten, the carpets practically worn down to the threads. 

			‘I’ll go with you when you go flat-hunting,’ he told Mel. ‘We’ll find somewhere great, you’ll see.’ 

			Mel’s shoulders slumped in defeat. ‘Who are we kidding? We won’t find anywhere great at all. If I’m very, very lucky I may find somewhere marginally less damp and disgusting, occupied by a slightly better class of cockroach.’ 

			Barney put his arm round her. ‘What about the council?’ 

			‘You mean go into a hostel? Spend six months in some bed and breakfast place before they offer me something on the sixteenth floor of a drug-infested tower block? Forget it. Anyway,’ Mel gave herself a shake and abruptly stood up, ‘this isn’t your problem, and we’re not going to talk about it anymore. Help yourself to another drink,’ she added over her shoulder. ‘I’m just going to the loo.’ 

			Two minutes later, plonking herself back down on the sofa, Mel turned her attention to the Scrabble board and said briskly, ‘Now, where were we? Is it your turn next or mine?’ 

			Then her gaze slid over the letters propped up on her letter stand. Eight of them now, instead of the seven that had been there before. 

			The letters spelled out: I LOVE YOU. 

			For a long moment Mel was too choked to speak. 

			At last she said unsteadily, ‘You know I could have sworn I had a J and an X just now.’ Then her eyes softened. ‘But I much prefer these.’ 

			‘I want to make you happy,’ Barney told her. 

			‘You do make me happy.’ Mel leaned over and kissed him, tentatively, on the corner of his mouth. She pulled away, then kissed him again, her eyelashes trembling against his cheek. Two brief kisses, that was enough. She wasn’t a strumpet. The rest was up to Barney. 

			Barney took the hint. Tilting his head, his mouth found hers. The next moment his arms were round her. Emotion welled up inside him and he drew Mel closer still, feeling the rapid thud of her heart through her thin grey sweatshirt. 

			Overwhelmed by the effect she was having on him, Barney cradled her head in his hands and wondered if it was possible to feel happier than this. 

			Then, as Mel’s fingers moved tentatively to the front of his jeans, he discovered it was possible. 

			‘I love you too,’ she whispered in his ear. 

			This, Barney realized, was why he had never gone in for one-night stands. Why would anyone want to settle for anything less perfect than this? 

			***

			Freddie remained asleep in his cot in Mel’s bedroom. By unspoken mutual consent, they made love in the living room, on the rug in front of the gas fire. 

			Afterwards, Mel said dreamily, ‘I thought he might wake up again.’ 

			‘He’s on our side.’ Barney smiled and stroked her hair, admiring her body in the flickering orange glow of the fire. He loved the fact that she was so unselfconscious about being naked and the teasing way she ran her hands over his chest. In fact he wished they could stay here like this for ever. 

			‘What’s this?’ Mel’s fingers had moved lower and sideways, towards his back. Gently, she explored the fine, four-inch scar with her fingertips. 

			‘It’s a scar.’ Barney’s mind began to race. 

			‘I know that, stupid. How did you get it?’ 

			‘Knife.’ Well, scalpel. Same thing. 

			‘Someone attacked you with a knife?’ Mel was horrified. 

			Some surgeon, actually. 

			But Barney couldn’t bring himself to tell her. Not yet. He was still gripped with the fear that finding out about his condition might put Mel off, make her view him in a different light. Just because he was healthy now, didn’t mean he would always be well. Like batteries, transplanted kidneys could wear out. 

			‘What can I tell you?’ he parried lightly. ‘I grew up in a rough part of Manchester. See this here?’ Deftly, he drew her attention to the little finger on his left hand, which was bent out of shape. ‘I sat on a collapsible chair when I was five. And it collapsed. In Manchester, even the chairs are dangerous.’ 

			He was changing the subject. Mel didn’t pursue it. One of the things she liked most about Barney was the way he hadn’t bombarded her with questions about her own past. 

			‘It’s eleven o’clock.’ She glanced in the direction of the bedroom door. ‘Can you stay?’ 

			‘Are you sure? You’ll have to set the alarm for six.’ 

			‘You’re joking, aren’t you? Freddie’ll be up by five.’ Mel pulled a face. ‘God, what did I tell you that for? Now you’ll be off like a shot.’ 

			‘Don’t be daft,’ Barney said happily. ‘I can’t think of anything nicer than staying here with you.’ 

		


		
			Chapter 22 

			Maggie’s eyebrows rocketed in disbelief when the phone rang at five past eleven. 

			‘If that’s the repairman, you can jolly well tell him to stick his spare part up his bottom! The bloody cheek of that man, he promised faithfully he’d be round this afternoon, if he thinks he can phone up now and—’ 

			‘Hello?’ Having pounced on the phone, Tara pressed it tightly to her ear. The next moment, an idiotic grin spread across her face as she heard the voice she’d been waiting to hear. ‘Not your man,’ she mouthed at Maggie. 

			He’s my man, my man, mine… 

			‘Still haven’t been able to stop thinking about you.’ Dominic’s voice, low and intimate, sent ripples of pleasure cascading over her shoulders. 

			‘Me neither,’ Tara whispered back. 

			‘How about dinner tomorrow night? I thought we might give Lettonie a whirl.’ 

			Tara was overwhelmed. She counted herself lucky if some chap bought her a packet of smoky bacon crisps to go with her half of lager. Restaurant Lettonie, in Bath, had a stunning reputation and two Michelin stars. Dominic must really like her. 

			A lot. 

			‘Sounds fine,’ she said casually, as if men whisked her off to Michelin-starred restaurants practically on a daily basis. 

			‘I’ll pick you up at eight. Same place as before.’ 

			‘OK. Bye.’ Tara wondered if he was keeping his voice low because he was phoning from home, and determinedly didn’t feel guilty. It wasn’t her fault he was trapped in a miserable marriage. 

			‘Who was that?’ said Maggie when she’d hung up. 

			‘Oh, just Robbie Williams. He’s been ringing and ringing for ages, pestering me to go out with him. Poor thing, he can’t get a girlfriend to save his life. So I said I’d see him tomorrow night.’ 

			‘That is such a kind thing to do,’ Maggie exclaimed. ‘Giving up your precious spare time to keep some ugly rock star company. Where’s he going to take you?’ 

			‘Bless his heart, he hasn’t got much cash to spare. Probably Burger King,’ said Tara. 

			‘You know, you really are a wonderful person.’ Maggie shook her head in admiration. ‘That Robbie Williams, he’s lucky to have you.’ 

			‘I know.’ Tara beamed modestly at her. ‘I’m a saint.’ 

			***

			Daisy couldn’t remember when she’d last had such a relaxed and completely enjoyable evening. Stretched across the sofa with her bare feet resting comfortably on Josh’s lap and a mug of coffee—made by Josh—in her hands, she said, ‘I should be in bed by now. You’re turning into a bad influence already.’ 

			‘I’m the bad influence?’ He shot her a look of disbelief. ‘You’re the one who made me sing “Roll Out The Barrel” downstairs. You forced me to join in with “Underneath The Arches.” I thought this was going to be a nice quiet hotel, a genteel little place full of genteel little old ladies playing canasta.’ 

			‘Oh well, that’s my father for you,’ said Daisy. ‘Anyone the least bit genteel is banned from the premises. If they even try to creep up the drive he has them shot on sight.’ 

			Josh grinned. ‘Your dad hasn’t changed a bit.’ 

			Daisy slurped her black coffee and wriggled her bottom into a more comfortable position on the sofa. Hector had greeted Josh like a long-lost son, declaring to the room at large that Josh had been the best by far of all his daughter’s old university friends and the only one he’d ever really liked. 

			‘And you actually told Daisy that at the time?’ Josh, joining in like the trouper he was, had clapped his freckled hand to his forehead in mock horror. ‘God, no wonder she dumped me—nothing puts a girl off a chap more than knowing her parents think he’s great.’ 

			Next to them, Daisy had rolled her eyes and said, ‘That’s not true.’ 

			And it wasn’t, she’d thought as Hector had launched into a rousing chorus of ‘Daisy, Daisy, give me your answer do.’ It was a ridiculous idea. 

			Wasn’t it? 

			‘Go on then,’ Josh prompted, dragging her back to the present. ‘Tell me about this husband of yours. If he was such a bastard, how come you married him?’ 

			‘Ah, well, he did that sneaky man-thing,’ Daisy riposted. ‘He forgot to mention the fact that he was really a bastard. When we first met, Steven gave a good impression of being pretty much perfect. And I fell for it.’ 

			‘Oh, don’t tell me, you thought you’d found your ten.’ Josh was looking insufferably smug. 

			‘Go on, smirk all you like.’ Daisy was seriously beginning to regret the burst of honesty years earlier that had compelled her to admit the whole truth to Josh. ‘But yes, if you want to put it like that, I did think I’d found my ten. Steven was funny and charming—ouch.’ 

			Josh, pinching her big toe, protested, ‘I’m funny and charming.’ 

			‘And he was very, very good-looking—ouch, ouch,’ squealed Daisy as he grabbed her other big toe. 

			‘That’s a face-ist remark. You’re a face-ist.’ Josh shook his head sorrowfully at her. ‘Ugly people have feelings too.’ 

			‘I know, I know, it’s shallow and I’m ashamed of myself, but I’m just being honest. And you aren’t ugly,’ Daisy told him. ‘Anyway, as far as Steven was concerned, I thought he was perfect. And as it turned out, I couldn’t have been more wrong. Oh please, please,’ she begged, wriggling like an eel as he began to tickle her feet mercilessly, ‘stop it, I’ve been punished enough, I promise, I’ll never be face-ist again!’ 

			‘So have you learned your lesson?’ 

			‘Yes, yes!’ 

			‘Actually, no, you haven’t,’ Josh tut-tutted. ‘I saw you this afternoon, remember? Flirting with that chap outside the hotel. And you can’t tell me he was ugly.’ 

			Daisy looked innocent. ‘Wasn’t he? I hadn’t noticed.’ 

			‘Come on, tell me all about him.’ 

			Reluctantly she did. And braced herself for his reaction. 

			Josh, predictably, roared with laughter. ‘Oh, this is priceless. Daisy MacLean, this is your life! Don’t you see, you’re setting yourself up all over again?’ 

			‘I’m not setting myself up,’ Daisy said crossly. ‘I’m just not, OK? There’s absolutely nothing going on between me and Dev Tyzack.’ 

			‘Sweetheart, pull the other one.’ 

			Don’t tempt me, thought Daisy. 

			‘But there isn’t.’ 

			He wagged a finger at her. ‘I was watching you, remember.’ 

			‘And did I throw myself at him?’ 

			‘You looked as if you wanted to.’ 

			Oh God, thought Daisy, horrified. I didn’t, did I? 

			‘These lady killer types are all the same,’ Josh went on. ‘It’s a law of nature. They can have any woman they want, so they do. As soon as they make a conquest, they lose interest and move on to the next one. It’s a thrill-of-the-chase thing. Fun for them,’ he concluded sympathetically, ‘but not very relaxing for you, waking up each morning and wondering if today’s the day you’re going to be given the old heave-ho.’ 

			‘And I actually said you could stay here,’ Daisy wailed, giving his knee a swipe. ‘I offered you a bed out of the sheer goodness of my heart and this is the kind of abuse I have to put up with!’ 

			‘Not abuse. Sensible advice. You’re free to do whatever you want,’ Josh said easily. ‘I’m just reminding you what’ll happen when it all goes wrong.’ 

			***

			Having planted an affectionate kiss on her cheek, Josh had disappeared into the spare bedroom and been out for the count within seconds. Daisy, lying in her own bed gazing up at the beamed ceiling, heard him begin to snore gently through the adjoining wall. 

			But this wasn’t the reason she couldn’t get to sleep. Josh’s remarks were rattling round her brain like beans in a jar. Basically, Daisy admitted, because he hadn’t told her anything she hadn’t already figured out for herself. 

			High-risk men—men like Dev Tyzack—only ended up making you miserable. 

			Better not to get involved. 

		


		
			Chapter 23 

			The board in the front window of the village shop was plastered with a variety of notices. Baby rabbits were advertised, free to a good home. A babysitter was offering her services. Someone was desperate for a cleaner three mornings a week. Somebody else was selling their tanning bed, their Spanish guitar, and an upright freezer. One of the cottages in the village was being advertised for holiday subletting. If anyone had seen a black cat with a white smudge on her nose, missing since the beginning of February, could they please contact Fred and Eileen in Brocket’s Lane. 

			The bell clanged above the door as Barney entered the shop. Christopher and Colin were both in there, busily restocking the shelves and bickering amicably with each other. Today they wore matching pink and grey checked shirts, grey trousers, and pink knitted waistcoats. 

			‘Hey, it’s the boy Barney.’ Colin enjoyed teasing him, protesting that anyone as pretty as Barney couldn’t be straight. Even Christopher, relieved to discover that Barney wasn’t gay, was friendly towards him now. It was hard, being insecure and jealous and terrified that your young boyfriend might be persuaded to stray. 

			‘I was looking at the ads in the window,’ Barney began. 

			‘And you want to buy the Spanish guitar? Hallelujah,’ exclaimed Colin. ‘I thought we’d still be advertising that bloody thing in ten years’ time.’ 

			‘No—’ 

			‘Don’t tell me you’ve found Smudge.’ Christopher looked hopeful. 

			‘Sorry, I haven’t,’ Barney blurted out, because otherwise they could be here all day. ‘It’s about the cottage.’ 

			Christopher and Colin looked surprised. 

			‘Hill View Cottage? The holiday sublet? They’re asking four hundred pounds a week for that place.’ 

			‘I know,’ said Barney, ‘and I can’t afford anything like that. But I just thought maybe you’d know if there were any other places to rent around here. Something smaller and cheaper. Well,’ he amended, ‘quite a lot cheaper.’ 

			Christopher pulled a face. ‘All the holiday properties cost a bomb, they’ve been chintzed and ruffled to within an inch of their lives. You wouldn’t find anything for less than two hundred a week.’ 

			Terrific. Barney’s spirits took a dive. Since being seized by the idea this morning, he’d been counting the minutes until his lunch break, convinced that Christopher and Colin would be able to help. 

			‘What’s wrong with the hotel? Have they kicked you out?’ Always eager for gossip, Colin had abandoned his shelf-stacking. His eyes widened. ‘Were you caught doing something naughty?’ 

			Barney hated to disappoint him. ‘I just wanted somewhere with a bit more room.’ Shyly, but with some pride he added, ‘For me and my girlfriend.’ 

			‘Sweet,’ sighed Colin. 

			‘Well, if we hear of anything we’ll let you know,’ Christopher assured him. ‘But don’t hold your breath.’ 

			‘In the meantime,’ Colin said brightly, ‘you’re looking a bit pale. Are you sure you wouldn’t be interested in a sunbed?’ 

			News traveled fast in the village. At four o’clock Barney was beckoned outside by Bert Connelly, one of the hotel’s handymen. 

			‘Hear you’re lookin’ for a place to rent.’ Bert came straight to the point. 

			Startled, Barney hoped and prayed Bert wasn’t about to offer to squeeze him into his own cottage in the village, which was already full to bursting with his three lumbering farmhand sons and a wife the size of a haystack. 

			‘Um, well, it was just a thought.’ Please, no. 

			‘Only I had an idea.’ There was a meaningful glint in Bert’s eye. 

			‘Oh yes?’ By this time Barney was beginning to feel like Hugh Grant in Mickey Blue Eyes. Except Bert was somehow scarier than the Mafia. 

			‘Reckon I might be able to help you out, see.’ 

			‘The thing is, the money—’ 

			‘I know, I know what you young lads get paid.’ Bert tapped the side of his huge nose and drawled, ‘That’s why I thought of it. And don’t you worry, I’m sure we can come to some kind of arrangement.’ 

			It was now or never. Summoning up all his courage, Barney blurted out, ‘Actually, I’ve changed my mind. I think I’ll stay where I am, but thanks for… well, you know, thinking of me.’ There, he’d said it. Now he wouldn’t have to share a bed with one of Bert’s sons and a couple of even more terrifying dogs. 

			‘Oh.’ Evidently disappointed, Bert slid a fat hairy hand into the pocket of his overalls. Pulling out a scrap of paper, he scrunched it up in his fist and shrugged. ‘Well, just a thought. Seemed a shame, little place like that standing empty. Still, never mind, eh?’ 

			Completely wrong-footed, Barney repeated idiotically, ‘Standing empty?’ 

			‘Oi, Bert!’ Kelvin yelled across from the van that had just trundled into view. ‘Are we goin’ to fix that fence or not?’ 

			‘Brock Cottage,’ Bert explained, turning to go. ‘Rose Timpson’s old place, at the end of Brocket’s Lane. Not that it’s much to write home about, but I thought you might’ve been interested—all right, all right, I’m coming,’ he bawled back at Kelvin. ‘Keep yer ’air on.’ As Kelvin had only a few functioning follicles, this was probably a joke. 

			‘I might be interested!’ Barney’s heart leapt with hope. ‘Who’s Rose Timpson? Is that her phone number?’ It took all his self-control not to grab the balled-up scrap of paper from Bert’s hand. 

			‘Hardly likely to be.’ Bert chuckled at the thought. ‘Dead, isn’t she? Kicked the bucket a couple of months back. Still, eighty-seven, can’t say the old bird didn’t have a good innings.’ 

			‘Bert, get a move on, will you?’ roared Kelvin. 

			Happily, Bert didn’t share Kelvin’s eagerness to get the job done. ‘Place has been empty since she died, see. Trouble is, it’s a complete tip. Rubbish everywhere, needs major work doing on it. Rose’s son wants to fix the place up and sell it, but he’s stuck out on a twelve-month contract in Dubai. So at the moment it’s just sitting there doing bugger all.’ Bert shook his head slowly. ‘And like I say, it’s not as if he can rent the place out, the state it’s in. Leastways, not in the normal way, to holidaymakers and the like.’ 

			‘Bloody hell, Bert, are you gonna stand there yakking all day?’ 

			‘But I reckon Bobby Timpson wouldn’t say no to the chance of a bit of extra cash, like, if I told him you might be interested in takin’ the cottage on for a few months.’ 

			‘That sounds fantastic.’ Barney could have hugged Bert. Well, almost. 

			‘Right then, here’s the key.’ Bert delved into his other pocket. ‘What you want to do is take a look around the place after work, then pop in to us and let me know what you think. If you’re up for it, we’ll give Bobby a ring. I’ll vouch for you, tell him you’re a good lad, and I reckon we’ll have ourselves a deal.’ 

			***

			Rose Timpson evidently hadn’t squandered her pension money subscribing to House Beautiful. She had, however, been an avid hoarder. Both bedrooms of the tiny cottage were stacked high with teetering piles of old newspapers. Pictures of cats had been cut from magazines and scotch taped to the walls of the living room. There were dead potted plants lined up along every window ledge, damp patches on the walls and dozens of used light bulbs in a big box in one corner of the kitchen. The wallpaper was awful, there was a chilly damp smell in the air, and a huge plastic chandelier coated with grime and dust dominated the minuscule bathroom. 

			‘See what I mean?’ Having spotted Barney making his way along Brocket’s Lane, Bert had abandoned his vast, cooked tea and ambled after him. ‘Told you it was in a bit of a state. Well,’ he amended, kicking a corner of the ratty living-room carpet, ‘quite a lot of a state. Now you’ve seen it, you might want to change your mind.’ 

			But Barney’s eyes were shining. The cottage only smelled damp because it had been left unheated since December. Once Rose’s belongings had been moved out, the place would have real potential. During his long stays in hospital he’d watched enough episodes of Changing Rooms to know that a few gallons of fresh paint and an electric sander could work wonders. They could chuck out the awful stained carpets, polish up the floorboards, put up new curtains… 

			He’d never actually put up a curtain before, but maybe Mel would know how to do it. 

			Mel and Freddie… 

			‘I haven’t changed my mind,’ he told Bert. 

			‘Want me to ring Bobby, then?’ 

			‘Yes please.’ 

			Barney had been half expecting to follow Bert down to the phone box in the village, but the older man promptly produced the latest Nokia Orange and punched out the numbers. 

			Seconds later he was greeting Bobby Timpson as easily as if he’d just bumped into him in the pub. 

			Within a couple of minutes, the deal was done. For thirty pounds a week, Barney was the new tenant of Brock Cottage. 

			‘Thank you, thank you so much,’ he babbled when Bert passed the phone over to him. 

			In Dubai, Bobby Timpson sounded amused. ‘No problem. At least now I won’t have the job of clearing out all that junk when I get back.’ 

			‘I’ll decorate it, make it look nice,’ Barney fervently promised. 

			‘Don’t go too mad. The place is going to need rewiring before I sell it, so don’t bother putting up a load of fancy wallpaper.’ 

			‘Just paint,’ Barney said happily. ‘You won’t recognize the place when you next see it.’ 

			‘Give the rent to Bert each week. He’ll keep it for me. By the way, any trouble on that score and you’ll have his lads to answer to.’ Bobby’s tone was light, but the underlying note of warning was there. 

			‘There won’t be any trouble, I can promise you that,’ Barney said eagerly. ‘You don’t know how much this means to me. I won’t let you down.’ 

		


		
			Chapter 24 

			Lettonie was fabulous. Tara, who was feeling fabulous, gazed around the opulent entrance hall with a shiver of delight. Colworth Manor was equally posh, of course, but everyone there knew her as a chambermaid and kept asking her to do depressingly chambermaidy things like fetching more towels or scrubbing out that grate. 

			Suppressing a smug grin as she glimpsed her reflection in one of the long Georgian mirrors, Tara reveled in her anonymity. The maitre d’, leading them through to the sitting room for their pre-dinner drinks, had already called her ‘madam.’ And if she said so herself, she really was looking stunning tonight. Anyone seeing her and Dominic together would take them for an affluent couple, accustomed to frequenting only the best restaurants. Crikey, even her hair—slicked back tonight, instead of sticking up in its usual arrangement of chaotic spikes—looked chic. 

			‘I love this place,’ Tara whispered excitedly when they had been served their drinks and left in peace to survey the menu. ‘This is so great—oops, sorry!’ She clutched at her stomach, which was growling like a cement mixer. 

			‘Don’t apologize. You look gorgeous.’ Dominic reached for her hand, raised it to his lips, and kissed it. He smiled. ‘I’ve been looking forward to this all week.’ 

			Tara’s heart overflowed with gratitude. A man being nice to her was one of her favorite things in the world. A man bringing her to a place like this, gazing lovingly into her eyes, and paying her lavish compliments was enough to make her insides go completely squirmy. 

			On an impulse, she leaned over and kissed him—just briefly, but quite lustfully, on the cheek. Maybe it wasn’t what chic, affluent couples did in restaurants (‘Oh God, a public display of affection, how naff!’), but she didn’t care. 

			Dominic didn’t seem to either. 

			‘You don’t know what you do to me.’ As he murmured the words, his mouth hovered tantalizingly close to her own. ‘God, Tara, you should come with an X rating, you’re so—shit!’ 

			‘Thanks a lot.’ Tara spluttered with laughter, but Dominic wasn’t listening. Abruptly shoving her off him, he leapt to his feet, straightened his tie, snatched up his drink, and shot over to the other side of the room. 

			What? 

			Tara stared at him, wondering if this was some kind of joke. When he’d sucked in his breath and sworn like that, she’d thought he had cramp in his leg. But now he wasn’t even looking at her. For heaven’s sake, he was behaving as if she didn’t exist. 

			Mystified, she followed the direction of his panic-stricken gaze. The maitre d’ had just shown another couple into the sitting room and was busy taking their coats. As the middle-aged woman turned to decide where she’d most like to sit, she spotted Dominic and let out a shriek of delight. 

			‘Oh my goodness, I don’t believe it! Gerald, Gerald, will you look who’s here?’ 

			Tara didn’t believe it either. Dominic, his face suddenly wreathed with smiles, crossed the room and greeted them both with apparent delight. 

			‘Marion, Gerald, how are you? This is such a coincidence, Annabel and I were only talking about you this morning, saying we hadn’t seen you since the wedding.’ 

			Wedding. Oh fuck. Sliding down in her seat, Tara grabbed one of the glossy magazines from the low table in front of her, wrenched it open, and held it inches from her face. 

			‘Darling boy, of course you haven’t seen us! You’ve not long been back from your honeymoon.’ Marion twinkled up at Dominic. ‘Oh, but what a wedding that was! Beautiful, just beautiful… I wept buckets, didn’t I, Gerald?’ 

			You weren’t the only one, thought Tara. 

			‘You and Annabel must come over for dinner soon,’ Gerald jovially announced. ‘You can tell us how you’re settling into married life.’ 

			‘It’s our thirty-second wedding anniversary,’ Marion went on, sounding smug. ‘That’s why we’ve come out tonight. But what are you doing here, Dominic?’ 

			Sensing the older woman’s eyes flickering over her, Tara concentrated violently on the magazine, apparently riveted by a feature on barn conversions. 

			‘Business meeting,’ Dominic said easily. ‘I’ve been having dinner with a couple of clients. You’ve just missed them actually, they had to drive back to Taunton. I’m waiting for my taxi to arrive and take me home.’ 

			Tara swallowed. Inside her shoes, her toes were scrunched up so much they were practically bent double. The feature on barn conversions blurred before her eyes as she listened to Dominic cheerfully telling the couple how well they were looking, how great it was to see them again, and how much he was enjoying married life. Finally, announcing that his taxi had to be here by now, he said his good-byes, kissed Marion on both cheeks, shook Gerald’s hand, and made his way out to the entrance hall. 

			Leaving her sitting there with an empty glass, a furiously rumbling stomach, and aching, doubled-over toes. 

			Over by the open fire, Marion and Gerald chatted happily, enjoyed their drinks, and slowly—very, very slowly—perused their menus. 

			‘Poor thing,’ Tara heard Marion whisper in that carrying way so beloved of women in their sixties. ‘See her all on her own over there, Gerald? Mark my words, that girl’s been stood up.’ 

			Heroically, Tara didn’t react. In her head, she thought of all the things she could say. As she turned the pages of the magazine—Country Life, to add insult to injury—she mentally willed Marion and Gerald to knock back their drinks, race through to the dining room, and give her a chance to get out of here. 

			***

			As Tara made her way across the darkened car park she thought for a sickening moment that Dominic had disappeared in a taxi. 

			But he was still there, waiting for her in the car. She found him huddled down in the driver’s seat like a refugee in a lorry. 

			‘Jesus,’ Dominic hissed, glancing furtively around him before driving out through the gates. ‘That was close. That was way too bloody close.’ 

			‘Where are we going?’ Tara wondered why he’d turned left instead of right. Right was the way that led into Bath. 

			‘What?’ 

			‘The Red Rose isn’t far from here. That’s supposed to be really nice.’ 

			Puffing out his cheeks and exhaling noisily, Dominic shook his head. ‘No way. Sorry, sweetheart, but I’m not going through that again. Let’s face it, restaurants like that are too much of a risk. There’s always the chance of bumping into someone who knows you.’ 

			‘And your wife,’ muttered Tara, not quite under her breath. It didn’t seem quite fair somehow. She wasn’t ‘the other woman,’ yet she already felt like one. All of the guilt and none of the sex to make up for it. And she’d had to settle their drinks bill before scurrying out. 

			‘Sweetheart, I’m just as disappointed as you are.’ Briefly, Dominic reached for her hand and gave it a squeeze. ‘But we had a bloody lucky escape back there.’ With a wry smile he added, ‘To be honest, I don’t think I could eat a thing now anyway.’ 

			Tara suppressed the urge to scream. It clearly wasn’t such a big deal for Dominic. He ate out at swish restaurants all the time; one more or less gourmet meal didn’t bother him. 

			But Tara’s stomach didn’t work that way; it wasn’t so readily put off. She had read the menu at Lettonie, heard the gentle clinking of cutlery against plates in the dining room, smelled the fabulous cooking smells emanating from the kitchen… 

			Basically, her stomach was ready for food and it wasn’t going to be fobbed off. 

			‘I’m hungry. I’m starving.’ Her voice wobbled and rose a couple of octaves. ‘I want us to go out for a meal now.’ 

			***

			Tara kept trying to tell herself it didn’t matter, it really didn’t matter that Dominic had brought her to possibly the most horrible pub in England. 

			But it did, it just did. 

			The Brown Cow was one of those ugly, soulless establishments built in the sixties. Apart from a few surly regulars clustered around the bar, the place was empty. Every footstep echoed like a gunshot against the linoleum floor. 

			Dominic, evidently still not hungry, ordered a meal and ate nothing. Tara forced herself to chew her way grimly through sausage ’n’ chips in a basket, apparently the culinary high point of the evening menu at the Brown Cow. The chips had been microwaved, the sausage was tougher than a dog chew, and the peas kept getting wedged in the gaps between the woven plastic strips that formed the basket, but she didn’t stop eating until every last hideous morsel was gone. 

			She didn’t know if she was punishing Dominic or herself. 

			‘I’m sorry,’ he said again. For about the twentieth time. 

			‘Don’t be. I’m fine. The tomato ketchup was delicious.’ Tara’s voice had gone jerky and brittle. Taking a swig of lukewarm white wine—God, was this really wine?—she said, ‘And did you notice how perfectly it matched my dress?’ 

			She was wearing, needless to say, her very best dress. Crimson velvet and spaghetti-strapped, daringly low-cut but in a way that was elegant rather than tarty, it had been perfect for Lettonie. Whereas here at the Brown Cow, she looked a complete prat. Apart from Tara and Dominic, every other customer in the pub wore mud-encrusted wellies. 

			‘I’d rather be here with you,’ Dominic took her hand, ‘than in any five-star hotel with Annabel.’ 

			For a moment Tara couldn’t speak. Some juvenile part of her longed to yell that it was OK for him, he’d already stayed in plenty of five-star hotels, she’d only scrubbed their toilets. 

			‘I’ve blown it, haven’t I?’ said Dominic sadly. ‘You won’t want to see me again after this.’ 

			Tears sprang into Tara’s eyes. Oh God, how could he even think that? It wasn’t his fault. 

			‘You can say it,’ Dominic went on. ‘Go ahead, I know you feel let down. Just tell me it’s over.’ 

			‘And you’ll what?’ Her voice was low, her knuckles clenched white. 

			‘Me?’ He looked regretful. ‘I’ll leave you alone, to get on with the rest of your life.’ 

			The rest of her life, ha. That would be her completely shitty, no-fun, man-free life, would it? The one she’d been trudging through like treacle for the last couple of years? 

			Were the wellie brigade listening to them? It had gone suspiciously quiet up at the bar. 

			‘All this hassle and we’re not even having an affair.’ Tara managed a wobbly smile. ‘Oh God, this is stupid. Of course I still want to see you. Just as a friend,’ she added hastily, in case their table was bugged. 

			There was a collective snort of laughter from the regulars. The one with the muddiest wellies, nudging his neighbor, leered, ‘Yeah, and the rest.’ 

		


		
			Chapter 25 

			Once, when Maggie Donovan had been six or seven, she had put her tooth under the pillow and fallen asleep happily dreaming of the tooth fairy. 

			When she’d woken up the next morning, her tooth had still been there. 

			It was exactly how she was feeling now, Maggie realized. Except this time it wasn’t the tooth fairy who was too busy to visit her. Nor, at forty-five, was she allowed to fling her teddy across the room, stamp her feet, and burst into floods of noisy tears. 

			‘Sorry to mess you about.’ Hector, on the phone, sounded genuinely apologetic. ‘It’s all my fault. I thought I was meeting my accountant next week, but it’s tomorrow, and I can’t really cancel at such short notice.’ 

			‘Of course you mustn’t cancel.’ Who’s more important, after all—your fat-cat accountant with his swish offices in Clifton, or your paid tart in her unswish cottage in the High Street? 

			Maggie didn’t say this. To make sure she sounded cheerful and unconcerned, she determinedly fixed a bright smile to her face. 

			‘Are you sure you don’t mind?’ Hector sounded relieved. 

			‘Me? Heavens, why would I mind?’ Gazing out of the living-room window, alarming a couple of locals heading home from the pub, Maggie realized that her smile was making her look deranged. It was also starting to make her cheeks ache. ‘I’ll be fine, I’ve got heaps of things to do tomorrow anyway.’ 

			‘We’ll fix up another meeting,’ said Hector. 

			Go on then, thought Maggie, silently willing him to set a date. But, frustratingly, he didn’t. 

			‘I’ll give you another ring in a day or two when I know what’s happening.’ He paused. ‘By the way, did you get that washing machine fixed?’ 

			‘No.’ The washing machine saga was driving Maggie to distraction. ‘The bloody repairman was meant to be bringing the spare part this afternoon. He rang and told me he had flu.’ It’s really been my day for being fobbed off with feeble excuses, she didn’t add. 

			‘I wish you’d let me buy you a new one,’ said Hector. ‘Wouldn’t that be simpler all round?’ 

			It wasn’t the first time he’d offered, but Maggie was adamant. 

			‘No, it wouldn’t. My washing machine is new, for heaven’s sake. It’s six months old, still under warranty, and it’s jolly well going to get fixed by the people who are meant to fix it. Why should you let them off the hook?’ 

			‘But—’ 

			‘It’s the principle of the thing,’ Maggie said firmly. She might not have many principles but she was determined to hang on to this one. 

			Hector chuckled. ‘Look, what’s the time? Only ten thirty. If you’re on your own I could pop over for twenty minutes.’ 

			It had evidently just occurred to him. With Tara safely out of the way, he could slip out of the hotel, take the short cut through the woods, and arrive at her back door in ninety seconds flat. 

			A consolation prize, Maggie thought, to make up for ducking out of their original agreement. Even more humiliatingly, there was nothing she’d like more. But Tara hadn’t said what time she’d be back. It would be too much of a risk. 

			Normally Maggie would have come straight out and told him the truth. This time, though, she heard herself say, ‘I don’t think so. Bit short notice. Actually, I’ve got a couple of cushions to finish.’ 

			‘Oh. Right. Well, I’ll be in touch.’ 

			Was Hector put out? Just a tiny bit miffed? Ha, jolly well served him right, thought Maggie. He’d started it. 

			Carelessly she said, ‘OK, fine, bye!’ 

			***

			Barney was fast asleep. He didn’t stir when Mel slid out of bed at midnight. 

			Her mind still whirling, she bundled herself up in her ancient blue terry cloth dressing gown and went through to the icy kitchen to put the kettle on. 

			Could she really move into a cottage in Colworth? Dare she? 

			Padding back into the marginally warmer living room with her mug of tea, Mel curled up on one corner of the tatty sofa and tried to picture it. Barney had been so thrilled with his news when he’d turned up after work this evening, she hadn’t had the heart to spoil it for him. As far as he was concerned, it was the answer to all their problems. 

			‘But… but it isn’t your problem.’ Mel had struggled to hide her shock. ‘It’s mine.’ 

			‘That’s rubbish. You know how I feel about you.’ Barney had shaken his head vigorously. ‘Look, I know this is all a bit sudden, but we’re a couple, aren’t we? Why take things slowly when we both know what we want? And it’s fate, don’t you see? Now we can be together properly, the three of us! Mel, I can’t think of anything nicer. I want to look after you and Freddie more than anything else in the world.’ 

			His eyes had shone as he’d gone on to describe the cottage to her. Freddie had demanded to be lifted onto his knee and without hesitation Barney had obliged. Mel, watching the pair of them together, had felt sick with fear. Barney thought he loved her, but how would he react if he knew the truth? He had mentioned Daisy MacLean several times already and clearly liked and admired her a lot. Daisy had given him the job he’d so desperately wanted, she was by all accounts a great person to work for, all the staff were devoted to her, and—Barney’s words—she hadn’t had an easy time of it either. 

			‘She’s a widow, you know. Her husband was killed in a car crash just over a year ago.’ His dark eyes had actually filled with tears as he’d related the story to her. ‘They were really happy together, then something like that happens. Can you imagine how she must have felt? But she doesn’t go on about it. She’s just a brilliant person.’ 

			‘I’m sure she is.’ At the time, Mel had swiftly changed the subject. Happily married—yeah, right. 

			But now Barney was forcing the issue. Sooner or later she would have to tell him. And face the fact that it might drastically alter his feelings towards her. 

			Mel wrapped her chilly fingers round the mug of tea in an attempt to warm them up. Barney had moral standards, he might be disgusted and repulsed when he learned she’d had an affair with a married man. How much more badly might he take it when he discovered her particular married man had belonged to none other than his precious boss, the oh-so wonderful Daisy MacLean? 

			There was Daisy’s reaction to consider too. She might sack Barney on the spot. 

			And then, of course, there was Freddie… 

			‘What are you doing?’ 

			Mel jumped. Barney was standing in the bedroom doorway looking worried. His hair was stuck up on one side of his head and he was wearing just his T-shirt and boxer shorts. 

			Would he hate her when he found out? 

			‘Nothing.’ Guilt made her feel sick. ‘Couldn’t sleep, that’s all.’ 

			‘I woke up and you weren’t there.’ He broke into a crooked smile. ‘See? Must be love.’ 

			The smile melted Mel’s heart. She said, ‘Do you want a cup of tea?’ 

			‘No thanks.’ Grinning now, he moved towards her and removed the Simpsons mug from her hand. ‘I want you to come back to bed with me.’ 

			As he put his arms round her, Mel buried her cheek in the warm, comforting curve between his neck and shoulder. 

			She had to tell Barney. 

			She would tell him. 

			Just not yet. 

			***

			Josh was kissing her, and Daisy was wondering how this had happened. 

			One minute they’d been roaring at the TV, attempting to drum some sense into the dithering housewife on Who Wants To Be A Millionaire? The next minute, Josh had taken her face in both hands and kissed her. 

			Her, Daisy. Not the dithering housewife from Beckenham who didn’t know her flageolets from her haricots. 

			It was one o’clock in the morning. Daisy always recorded Millionaire to watch before she went to bed and Josh had never seen the British version before. There was something wonderfully cozy and reassuring about watching the program together, just as seeing Josh and her father returning from a round of golf this afternoon had given her a warm, oatmeal glow in the stomach. Glancing out of her office window at three o’clock, Daisy had seen them pull up outside the hotel entrance in one of the electric buggies, laughing and joking with each other as they unloaded their clubs and headed through to the bar. 

			That was the thing about Josh, everyone loved him. He was humorous, easygoing, and unfailingly good company. For her own sake, Daisy knew, Hector had always made an effort to get on with Steven and had pretended to like him, but in reality he hadn’t thought much of his son-in-law. He’d hidden it well because he wanted her to be happy. But, deep down, Daisy had always known how he felt. 

			Anyway, anyway. Back to the present. The nice thing was, she had quite forgotten that kissing was something Josh had always been brilliant at. 

			‘Well.’ Daisy realized she was panting a bit. ‘I wasn’t expecting that to happen.’ 

			‘Silly old bag,’ said Josh. 

			Indignantly she pinched his arm. ‘That’s not fair. How could I know you were going to do something like that?’ 

			‘Not you. Her.’ Josh nodded at the TV screen. ‘Dippy Dora got it wrong, she’s just lost fifteen grand. And I just felt like it, OK? I wanted to kiss you. Don’t worry, I’ve stopped now. Won’t happen again.’ 

			This instantly made Daisy want it to happen again. 

			‘Why not?’ Whoops, steady, those three glasses of wine had gone straight to her head. 

			‘Because we tried it once before, remember? And it didn’t work out. I’m not perfect enough for you.’ Josh shrugged, apparently unperturbed. ‘I’m a seven, maybe an eight. And as far as you’re concerned, only a ten will do.’ 

			Was he right? Was he still right? Or was this where she’d been going so horribly wrong all these years? Sitting next to him on the sofa, Daisy realized that she was idly stroking his thigh. And she still wanted Josh to kiss her again. Quite badly in fact. 

			‘Maybe it’s time you were promoted.’ 

			‘I’m not a ten.’ Josh’s eyes crinkled at the corners. ‘I’ll never be a ten. What’s more, I wouldn’t want to be one.’ 

			That was what she liked about him. Josh was supremely comfortable with himself, he always had been. What you saw was what you got; there was absolutely no hidden agenda. 

			‘OK,’ Daisy conceded. ‘Maybe it’s time I sorted myself out. Made up my mind what I really want.’ 

			‘You and your search for Mr Perfect.’ Josh’s smile was playful. ‘What you need is a real man.’ 

			‘Warts and all?’ 

			‘Bloody cheek, I don’t have warts!’ 

			‘You have faults, though,’ Daisy reminded him. ‘Leaving tea bags in the sink, for a start.’ 

			‘You’re not so perfect yourself,’ Josh promptly retorted. ‘I’m not nearly as untidy as you are.’ As he said it he reached over and, with his finger, lightly traced the outline of her mouth. 

			Lightning streaks of desire darted like fireflies through Daisy’s body. Frowning, she said, ‘You leave wet footprints on the bathroom carpet when you get out of the shower.’ 

			‘God, how dreadful, no wonder I’m only a pathetic seven. You never put the lid of the coffee jar back on properly. And you have disgusting knife habits. There was peanut butter in the jam yesterday, and you left Marmite in the butter this morning.’ This time, as he spoke, Josh moved slowly towards her. Frustratingly, his mouth stopped short a couple of inches from her own, leaving her craning her neck like a puppy desperate to be tickled. 

			‘You snore,’ Daisy whispered. 

			‘Ah, but only when I’m on my own. If I’m in bed with someone else, I never snore.’ 

			‘That’s not true!’ 

			‘What, you don’t believe me? You think I’m lying? Come on then, I’ll just have to prove it to you.’ Pulling her gently to her feet, Josh kicked her discarded shoes out of the way. ‘And that’s another thing you do, leave your shoes all over the place.’ 

			Reaching for the remote control, Daisy pressed the OFF button. 

			‘And you always leave the TV on.’ 

			‘Bloody hell, good job there’re some things I’m brilliant at, don’t you think?’ Mischievously, Josh planted another brief kiss on her mouth. ‘Now, your room or mine?’ 

		


		
			Chapter 26 

			Tara, on her knees halfway up the main staircase, was busy polishing the brass stair rods when she saw Barney Usher hovering outside Daisy’s office. 

			Barney was a sweet boy and a huge hit with the residents, but Tara always felt a bit squeamish at the thought of him going around with one of Steven Standish’s kidneys tucked away inside him. 

			Observing Barney check his watch, she called down, ‘Problem?’ 

			He looked concerned. ‘It’s nine o’clock. I wanted a word with Daisy, but there’s no answer. She’s usually in her office by half past eight.’ 

			Tara’s knees were aching. Slowly she straightened up. God, she was twenty-seven and suffering from chambermaid’s knee, how glamorous was that? 

			‘I’ll pop up to the flat,’ she told Barney. ‘Maybe her alarm didn’t go off. What did you want to see her about?’ 

			‘Oh, um, well, it’s kind of personal.’ Barney flushed and hesitated, his long eyelashes batting like Bambi’s. 

			‘You can’t tell me that, it’s not allowed. Rule of the hotel,’ Tara teased, because it was such fun making someone else blush. ‘No secrets.’ 

			‘OK.’ He threw up his hands in defeat. ‘I’m moving out of the hotel. Renting a cottage in the village. I thought I’d better check with Daisy that it’s allowed.’ 

			‘Blimey, did you win the lottery?’ Astounded, Tara said, ‘Which cottage?’ 

			‘Brock Cottage, at the end of Brocket’s Lane.’ 

			So he hadn’t suddenly become a millionaire. Tara pulled a face; rather him than her. 

			‘Rose Timpson’s old place? Bit manky, isn’t it? She was as mad as a hatter, used to wear necklaces made out of conkers and milk-bottle tops. What d’you want to live there for, anyway?’ 

			‘So I can be with my girlfriend.’ Barney looked proud. 

			‘Has she seen it yet?’ 

			‘I’m going to clean the place up first. Make it look fantastic.’ 

			Bless his heart, thought Tara. Must be love. 

			‘I’d better go and see what’s happened to Daisy. I’ll tell her you’d like a word. Don’t worry, she’ll be fine about it,’ she added cheerfully over her shoulder. 

			She had almost reached the landing when Barney called up after her. ‘Oh, I almost forgot, can you tell Daisy that Mrs Penhaligon’s going to be arriving this morning now, instead of this afternoon? Her driver just rang to say they’ll be here around eleven, and Pam said Daisy would want to know.’ 

			‘Mrs P, eleven o’clock. Got it.’ 

			Barney lowered his voice, forcing Tara to drape herself over the polished mahogany banister rail. 

			‘Is that Paula Penhaligon?’ he whispered reverently. ‘The one who sings?’ 

			Was there likely to be another one, being chauffeured down the M4 and booked into the hotel’s King Suite? 

			‘It is,’ Tara told him. ‘Good news for Hector; he can’t wait to get her kicking up her heels around that piano of his, bellowing out “My Old Man’s A Dustman.”’ 

			She grinned to herself as she headed towards the private wing, leaving an awestruck Barney wondering if she was having him on. That was the great thing about a character like Hector; you could fabricate almost any story about him and it would probably end up being true. 

			Having planned to hammer on Daisy’s door and yell, ‘Quick, get up, Charles and Camilla are here,’ Tara discovered she didn’t need to. Daisy’s key was—carelessly—still in the lock. 

			Which, if past experience was anything to go by, meant that Daisy had ended up getting hammered last night. 

			Brilliant! Gleefully, Tara pictured the scene. Daisy would have stumbled up the stairs, struggling and cursing for ages while she attempted to fit her key in the door. Finally staggering into the flat, kicking off her shoes, and managing to peel off a few clothes if she was lucky, she would have crashed unceremoniously into bed with her makeup still on and without remembering to set her alarm clock. 

			Ha, serves her right, Daisy was going to have the hangover from hell! She was also about to get the surprise of her life. Oh yes, this was going to be fun. 

			Tiptoeing across the darkened living room, Tara wondered how she should go about it for maximum effect. Launch herself through the bedroom door? Leap onto the bed and mercilessly tickle her feet? Hide herself in Daisy’s wardrobe and start wailing like a ghost? Ooh, or get some ice-cold water from the fridge and drip it onto her from a great height? 

			Actually, maybe not. Seeing as she was hoping for a lift from Daisy the next time she drove into Bristol, giving her an unpleasant shock might not be the best idea. 

			Opting instead for the more subtle approach, Tara opened the bedroom door without making a sound and sank down on all fours. With the curtains still tightly drawn, the room was in total darkness but she was just able to make out the lump in the bed that was Daisy buried beneath a mountain of bunched-up duvet. 

			Slowly Tara crawled across the carpet, reached the end of the bed, and slid her hand under the duvet. Within seconds she encountered bare flesh. Daisy’s foot. As lightly as she could, she tickled her toes until they twitched. 

			Oh, this was brilliant, Daisy was completely out for the count! Chuckling silently to herself, Tara waited a few seconds before running her fingertips in a spidery fashion up as far as her ankle. The foot twitched again, more irritably this time. Tara danced her fingers around Daisy’s ankle bone and up over the lower part of her shin, enjoying herself hugely but at the same time surprised—and yes, actually quite shocked—by the hairiness of Daisy’s ankles. This was something she certainly hadn’t expected. These legs clearly hadn’t seen a razor in months. OK, so some women didn’t bother to depilate during the winter months when their legs weren’t on general release, but it hadn’t occurred to her for a moment that Daisy would be one of them. God, she really was incredibly hairy, like a woolly mammoth! Gross, thought Tara, and such a turn-off for the opposite sex. Poor old Daisy was never going to find herself another chap at this rate, didn’t she realize how repulsed men were likely to be by the sight of a woman with mohair legs? 

			Daisy was showing signs of waking up. Tara, flinching as the top end of the duvet moved, began to wish she’d never started this in the first place. The winter-woolly legs were, frankly, something of an embarrassment. Oh well, maybe she could get away with pretending she hadn’t noticed how revoltingly Neanderthal they were. 

			Oops, this was it, more movement from the pillow end of the bed. Resisting the temptation to duck down on her hands and knees and scurry backwards out of the room before Daisy saw her, Tara bravely stayed put. For heaven’s sake, she and Daisy were best friends, weren’t they? They weren’t going to let a bit of superfluous leg hair come between them. Even if there was enough of the stuff to fill a small cushion. 

			Plastering a bright smile to her face, Tara raised her head… 

			And found herself gazing into the eyes of a complete stranger. 

			‘Oooh!’ It came out as a stifled, indrawn squeak. Tara, sucking in her breath and still on her knees, almost toppled over backwards in shock. The head that had emerged from the duvet was little more than a tousle-haired silhouette but there was no getting away from it. Those eyes—and those shoulders—definitely didn’t belong to Daisy. 

			As she stared in horror, a hand emerged from the duvet. The stranger in Daisy’s bed put a finger to his lips, then pointed to the door. 

			‘She’s still asleep,’ he murmured, tilting his head to indicate Daisy lying curled up next to him. ‘Put the kettle on, will you? I’ll be out in two secs.’ 

			Tara, still gaping, scrambled clumsily to her feet and whispered, ‘Right.’ 

			‘Strong coffee. Black, two sugars,’ the stranger murmured as she reached the bedroom door. Sounding as if he might be smiling, he added, ‘And I wouldn’t say no to some toast.’ 

			By the time he emerged a couple of minutes later, Tara had recovered her equilibrium. 

			Well, most of it. 

			‘Mm, just right.’ The owner of the hairy legs she’d so recently been fondling tasted his coffee and gave a nod of approval. ‘And two rounds of toast, I’m impressed. Although,’ he added, his tone conversational, ‘I’d have preferred blackcurrant jam. I’m not actually that wild about marmalade.’ 

			‘Make your own then, Mr Picky.’ Tara, perched on a high stool, scooted the loaf of bread along the breakfast counter, and helped herself to his toast and marmalade. ‘So who are you anyway?’ 

			‘Me? I’m the bloke whose toes you tweaked.’ He paused in the act of energetically sawing the loaf into doorsteps and solemnly held out his hand. ‘My name’s Josh. Josh… Picky.’ 

			Tara was beginning to enjoy herself. When in doubt about a situation, make the most of it. She swallowed a mouthful of toast and shook his outstretched hand. ‘And where did Daisy find you?’ 

			‘Daisy? Is that her name?’ He winked. ‘Only kidding. Actually, right here.’ 

			Her eyes widening, Tara gasped, ‘You mean you’re a guest?’ 

			This was riveting stuff. Daisy made a point of never tangling with hotel guests; it was one of her self-appointed rules. Which meant she’d either been mega-plastered last night or this one was extra, extra special. 

			‘Was she drunk?’ Tara bluntly demanded. Well, she needed to know. 

			‘Thanks a lot. You really know how to flatter a bloke.’ His smile endearingly crooked, Josh said, ‘So as far as you’re concerned, it’s the only possible explanation. Daisy wouldn’t have touched me with a barge pole if she’d been sober.’ 

			‘I didn’t mean it like that,’ Tara blustered. ‘It’s just you being a guest. Daisy’s always said she’d never get involved with a guest, it’d be unprofessional.’ 

			Well, it was half the truth. And barge pole might be putting it a bit strongly, but he did have a point. If Josh stood in a line-up of potential men for Daisy, Tara wouldn’t have expected her to pick him out. Being brutally honest here, she wouldn’t have thought he was Daisy’s type. 

			Not that he was hideous-looking, but he did have a broken nose, messy reddish hair, baggy eyes, and an awful lot of freckles. His eyes were nice, Tara hastily amended, kind of greenish-brown and friendly, and his mouth was cheerful, but there were definitely a couple of crooked teeth in that mouth, and there was no denying his ears were big. What’s more, his blue shirt and black trousers were crumpled, although presumably this was due to the fact that they’d been left lying in a heap on Daisy’s floor all night; he’d probably looked a lot smarter yesterday evening when he’d begun chatting her up in the bar. Plus, of course, he would have been wearing shoes and socks. 

			‘I get by on personality,’ Josh told her, evidently aware that she’d been giving him the critical once-over. He added mildly, ‘We can’t all be James Bond.’ 

			‘That’s not fair,’ Tara protested. ‘I wasn’t thinking that.’ 

			‘Yes you were.’ Reaching for the blackcurrant jam, he began slathering it onto his popped-up toast. Calmly, he went on, ‘Looks aren’t everything, Tara. I do pretty well for myself. And by the way, Daisy wasn’t drunk last night. I seduced her with my dazzling wit, my easy charm, and, as I believe I mentioned earlier, my spectacular personality.’ 

			‘How do you know my name?’ Tara blurted out. 

			‘Hmm?’ Affecting surprise, Josh picked up his toast. ‘Oh, just a gift I have. Five minutes talking to anyone and it just comes to me. Actually, it’s a great way to chat up girls, they love it to bits. Gets them every time. Got me Daisy last night,’ he added with a conspiratorial wink. ‘Now that’s what I call a result.’ 

			Tara raised her eyebrows at him. ‘Do I look stupid?’ 

			For a horrid moment she wondered if he’d say yes, to be honest, she did. That was the deeply unfair thing about being blonde, busty, and forced to wear a chambermaid’s uniform, people tended to assume you were dim. 

			But Josh was grinning at her. ‘Oh well, it was worth a try. You’re Tara, you work here in the hotel and you’re Daisy’s best friend. She’s told me all about you. I guessed it was you,’ he went on, ‘when I woke up and found a chambermaid fondling my feet.’ 

			‘Standard service, all part of the job.’ Tara shrugged. ‘We do that to all our guests.’ 

			‘Excellent idea. Better than an alarm call any day. But I’m surprised Daisy hasn’t told you about me,’ said Josh. ‘I’m here as a guest of Daisy’s, not the hotel’s. We knew each other years ago and I came down to see her on Monday. She invited me to stay.’ 

			Well, well, this was a turn-up for the books. Tara, guilty about meeting up with Dominic again, had made a particular point of avoiding Daisy yesterday. 

			‘I was busy. We haven’t spoken to each other since Monday morning. Speaking of which, it’s now Wednesday morning,’ she tapped her watch, ‘and Daisy’s meant to be downstairs.’ 

			‘Is it desperate? She didn’t get a lot of sleep last night. Couldn’t you let her have another hour?’ 

			‘I—’ 

			The bedroom door flew open and Daisy shot out. Wild-haired and panda-eyed, she screeched to a halt at the sight of Tara and Josh together in the kitchen, enjoying a companionable breakfast. 

			‘It’s twenty past nine! What happened to my alarm clock? What are you doing here?’ she accused Tara. 

			‘I came to wake you up.’ 

			Something shifty happened to Daisy’s mascara-logged eyes. Guiltily, they veered towards Josh. 

			‘And you persuaded her to stay for breakfast instead. Honestly, Josh, you could have knocked on my door, you know I hate it when I’ve overslept.’ 

			Oh, excellent! Tara realized with delight that Daisy was attempting to bluff her way out of this. She was also hugely relieved to see that below the hem of her hastily flung on white terry cloth robe, Daisy’s bare legs were as tanned and smooth as a Chippendale’s chest. 

			‘Josh, I’m serious. Did my alarm go off this morning? Because if it did, you must have heard it through your bedroom wall.’ Her eyes wide with meaning, Daisy rattled on, ‘You should have come in and woken me up, you knew I had to be downstairs by—’ 

			‘Ahem.’ Josh cleared his throat and rubbed his hand over his bristly chin. 

			Bristly and blond with a hint of ginger, Tara couldn’t help noticing. 

			‘What?’ Daisy gazed in confusion at the pair of them. ‘What?’ 

			‘Tara knows,’ Josh said kindly. ‘She tried to wake you up by playing “This Little Piggy” with your toes.’ He paused, attempting to keep a straight face. ‘Trouble is, she did it to my toes instead.’ 

			Realization dawned. 

			‘Oh, bum,’ Daisy wailed. ‘Oh, bugger. That’s so unfair.’ 

			‘Hey, watch what you’re saying. I hope you weren’t planning to keep me a secret,’ said Josh. ‘Because I’m telling you now, I could take offense.’ 

			‘You idiot, I didn’t mean that.’ Crossing over to him, Daisy slid an arm affectionately round his waist and stole a bit of toast. ‘Tara’s my best friend. We don’t have any secrets,’ she explained to Josh. ‘She knows I haven’t had any kind of a sex life for over a year. I’m just saying I wanted to be the one to tell her about us.’ 

			Tara flinched a bit at the mention of no secrets. She hadn’t been able to sleep last night for thinking about Dominic. 

			‘Don’t worry, you can tell me properly later.’ Adopting a lascivious Benny Hill leer, she added, ‘And I’ll want to hear all the sleazy details.’ 

			‘Honestly, why is it OK for girls to do that?’ Josh protested. ‘You’d go mental if two men announced they were going to discuss you.’ 

			‘I know. But it’s fun. And I’ll only be saying lovely things, I promise.’ Daisy’s tone was soothing. ‘Now, I need a shower. Anything happening downstairs that I should know about?’ 

			Tara slipped down from her high stool; it was time to get back to work. 

			‘Paula Penhaligon’s going to be here at eleven.’ She ticked off the things she had to mention to Daisy on her fingers. ‘I wondered if you were still going into Bristol tomorrow afternoon, because I’m on the scrounge for a lift—’ 

			‘I’m not,’ Daisy apologized. ‘The meeting’s been canceled.’ 

			Tara’s face fell; it was Maggie’s birthday on Friday and she hadn’t bought her anything yet. 

			‘Oh. OK, never mind.’ 

			‘But Josh is here.’ Brightening, Daisy clutched his arm. ‘You could give Tara a lift, couldn’t you?’ 

			‘No problem. What’s wrong with your car?’ Josh asked Tara. 

			‘She doesn’t have one,’ Daisy announced. 

			Josh was shocked. ‘You’re not serious. How can you live out here and not have your own transport?’ 

			‘Easy. Because I don’t drive.’ 

			‘This is mad.’ Josh was by this time incredulous, his sunbleached eyebrows shooting up to his hairline. ‘Why on earth not?’ 

			Tara sighed; she was used to people having a go at her. ‘I just never learned, OK? Not properly, at least. In London it was easier to catch a bus or the tube. Then, when I moved down here, my aunt tried to teach me and that was a disaster.’ 

			Disaster was an understatement. Maggie had kept yelling at her to stop dawdling and put her foot down. Halfway through her second lesson, Tara had driven Maggie’s car into a ditch and promptly vowed never to get behind the wheel of a car again. 

			‘What about a proper driving instructor?’ Josh was clearly the persistent type. 

			‘They cost a fortune. And my awful boss pays me a pittance.’ Tara’s tone was mournful. 

			Her awful boss, currently swigging back lukewarm coffee and checking her watch, said, ‘I offered to give her a couple of lessons, but she’s lost her nerve.’ 

			‘So how do you get about?’ Josh was still curious. 

			Tara squirmed, wishing he wouldn’t keep going on about it. It was embarrassing, for heaven’s sake, like having to admit you couldn’t read or write. 

			‘Bums lifts. Like the one she’s going to bum off you to get her into Bristol tomorrow afternoon.’ Swallowing her last mouthful of coffee, Daisy headed briskly for the bathroom. 

			‘Oh, and Barney wants a word with you,’ Tara called after her, remembering the third thing she had to tell Daisy. ‘Bless him, he’s got some exciting news.’ 

		


		
			Chapter 27 

			‘So, Tara tells me you have some news.’ When Daisy finally made it downstairs, Barney was still hovering outside her office like a high schooler summoned to see the headmistress. ‘Don’t tell me, you can’t stand this god-awful place a minute longer and you’ve come to hand in your notice.’ 

			Barney, his brown eyes sparkling, said, ‘You know I’d never do that. I love working here.’ 

			‘What’s this about, then?’ Perching on the edge of her desk, Daisy reached for the list of messages left for her by Brenda. 

			‘Well, I’ve met this girl. And we really like each other. The thing is, she has to leave her flat in Bristol and we really want to be together…’ 

			‘Crikey, I don’t know about that.’ Daisy, who already knew what he was leading up to, pulled a doubtful face. ‘You mean you’d like her to move into your room here? Don’t you think it’d be a bit cramped?’ 

			‘No, no, that’s not what I wanted to ask you,’ Barney exclaimed, moments before realizing he was being teased. ‘Oh, right. Tara’s already told you, hasn’t she?’ 

			‘She may have dropped a couple of subtle hints.’ Daisy’s mouth twitched, because they both knew Tara was a stranger to discretion. ‘The words “Rose Timpson’s cottage” might have been mentioned in passing.’ 

			‘Is it OK?’ Barney was visibly relieved. ‘I mean, you’re sure you don’t mind?’ 

			‘Barney, it’s absolutely fine with me, why would I mind? I’m just wondering how your girlfriend feels about it. Isn’t Brock Cottage a bit grim?’ 

			Actually, grim was an understatement. Marveling at his optimism, Daisy realized she couldn’t imagine how it must feel to love someone so much you wouldn’t mind living in a hovel. 

			‘It won’t be grim by the time I’ve finished with it.’ Eagerly, Barney said, ‘Bert Connelly’s brother’s coming over this evening with a big van, to clear the place out. And tomorrow’s my day off,’ he reminded Daisy, ‘and Bert’s sending one of his sons over to help me with the cleaning up.’ 

			No longer scared of Bert, Barney now thought he was a wonderful generous man with a heart of gold beneath those baggy brown overalls. 

			Daisy smiled and said, ‘I’m glad you’ve met someone nice. I’m sure the two of you’ll be very happy.’ 

			‘Actually, there’s three of us.’ Barney swelled with pride. ‘She’s got a baby, a little boy. He’s fantastic.’ 

			Blimey, a single mother. This would give the village gossips something to whisper about. Daisy, about to ask what their names were, was stopped by the phone ringing on her desk. 

			It was Pam, putting through a transatlantic call from an American organizing a surprise party for his wife at the hotel. Lots of complicated arrangements needed to be finalized. Covering the receiver, Daisy pulled a face and said to Barney, ‘Sorry, bit busy.’ 

			‘No problem, I’ll get back to work. Thanks for everything.’ Barney thought again how lovely she was, how lucky Steven had been to have married her. 

			‘Good luck with the cottage,’ Daisy whispered. ‘I’ll have to come and see it when it’s finished.’ 

			‘Definitely,’ Barney told her with a grin. ‘You’ll be amazed, I promise.’ 

			***

			For the first time in a very long time, Maggie felt her heart flutter with excitement at the sight of someone other than Hector. He was here! At last! Exactly on time and looking reassuringly efficient. Even the way he locked his van and headed up the front path was impressively brisk. 

			Delighted, Maggie darted away from the living-room window to answer the front door. 

			‘Hi! Fantastic! Have you got the spare part?’ 

			It was a different repairman today, which could only be good news. Balding and squat, rather like a toad, and wearing an identity tag announcing his name to be Owen Jones, he held up a small polythene bag containing something technical-looking swathed in bubble-wrap. 

			‘It’s right here, Mrs Donovan, don’t you fret. Soon have you sorted. Bet you thought this day’d never come, eh? Well, don’t you worry yourself. Never fear, Owen’s here!’ Proudly he tapped his laminated ID badge. ‘That’s me, see?’ 

			Maggie, so overcome she could have hugged him, said the only thing applicable under the circumstances. 

			‘Coffee? Or tea?’ 

			‘Ah, a lady who talks my language.’ Owen beamed as he followed her through to the kitchen. ‘Tea please, three sugars. But it’s only going to take a minute or two to fit this little beauty here. Chances are, I’ll be finished before you’ve even made it.’ 

			‘Owen.’ Joyfully Maggie reached for the kettle. ‘You’re a man who talks my language.’ 

			By the time she’d made him his mug of tea Owen was indeed finished. In no time flat he had dismantled the washing machine, attempted to fit the long-awaited spare part, and discovered that it was the wrong spare part. Maggie was still piling in sugar when she realized he was closing the machine back up. 

			‘Heavens, that was quick!’ 

			‘Sorry, Mrs Donovan, bit of a hitch.’ Owen shook his head, evidently despairing of the incompetence of others. ‘This is the wrong spare part.’ 

			As Maggie stared at him he puffed out his cheeks, looking more toad-like than ever. 

			‘Owen. Please tell me you’re joking.’ 

			‘Thing is, see, this is the code number that was written on the order form.’ Shuffling over to her, he pointed to the battered sheet of paper in his left hand. ‘But someone made a mistake somewhere along the line. See that four there? Well, it should have been a seven. I can guess how it happened, it’s the way some people have of putting those fancy foreign horizontal lines across ’em, and then the next person copying it out just thinks it’s a four.’ 

			‘So my machine isn’t fixed.’ The mug of hot tea trembled ominously in Maggie’s hand. 

			‘Look, I’ve said I’m sorry, but it really isn’t anything to do with me. I’ll order another part,’ Owen assured her. ‘And we’ll get back to you as soon as it comes in.’ 

			‘In a fortnight, you mean? That isn’t good enough! I need a washing machine that works.’ Maggie plonked the mug of tea down on the drainer behind her; she was damned if he was getting it in return for doing sod all. ‘I tell you what, you can take this one away with you and wait for the spare part to arrive. In the meantime, your incompetent company can loan me a fully functioning machine. That’s only fair, surely?’ 

			Owen sighed and shook his fat bald head once more. ‘No can do, I’m afraid.’ 

			‘But it’s under guarantee!’ 

			‘We guarantee to fix any faults, yes.’ 

			‘And you haven’t!’ Frazzled, Maggie banged the flat of her hand against the top of the useless machine. ‘You haven’t fixed it!’ 

			‘The guarantee covers parts and labor.’ Owen was no longer chirpy; the smiling woman who had greeted him so joyously at the door had turned into the stroppy customer from hell. ‘If you read your policy,’ he added stiffly, ‘you’ll see that we don’t provide replacement machines, nor are we required by law to—’ 

			‘This is PATHETIC,’ Maggie roared before he could finish. ‘It’s not good enough! You’re going to give me the name and number of your boss so I can ring him up and tell him exactly what I think of his rotten lousy shoddy little company.’ 

			Owen couldn’t scuttle out of the cottage fast enough. When he’d gone, Maggie glared at the scrap of paper upon which she had scrawled his boss’s details. She fantasized about what she would say to him and pictured him cowering in his office, apologizing profusely, and offering her all kinds of extravagant bribes to stop her contacting Watchdog. 

			Then she came back to reality with a bump. Who was she kidding? Customers who made a nuisance of themselves ended up getting treatment that was worse, not better. Just to teach her a lesson, they’d probably keep her waiting two years for the vital spare part. 

			It was like customers in a restaurant sending their food back to the kitchen with some complaint or other. All the chef did was spit in it before sending it back out, everyone knew that. 

			Her toes curling with frustration, Maggie ripped up the scrap of paper and chucked the pieces in the bin. Ranting and raving would do no good at all. She may as well bite the bullet and accept—damn and blast—that she’d be washing by hand for a while yet. 

			Oh Hector, come round and cheer me up. Please. 

			***

			Barney did his best to retain his composure but it was hard not to stare at Paula Penhaligon as she stepped from the car. She smelled fantastic, for a start. Her neat high-heeled shoes were the most expensive-looking he’d ever seen. From the feet up, she was wearing pale stockings, a honey-colored narrow suede skirt, and a chocolate-brown fitted shirt with a kind of creamy stole thing wrapped around her shoulders. Her glossy red hair was worn in the kind of bob shape that looked as though it had been precision cut in a car factory, her makeup was film star flawless, and she was wearing dark glasses. Even though the sun wasn’t out. 

			Barney wasn’t stupid, he knew he mustn’t point out to her the fact that the sky was currently one vast eiderdown of grey. Wearing sunglasses when it wasn’t sunny was just one of those things celebrities liked to do, pretending that it meant they could walk around incognito. 

			Not that Paula Penhaligon could go unnoticed anywhere. She might be knocking on a bit now—nearly fifty, Barney guessed—but she was still pretty stunning for her age. 

			Daisy had been waylaid on the phone, so Barney smiled his warm smile and said, ‘Mrs Penhaligon, welcome to Colworth Manor.’ 

			‘Why, thank you.’ In return, Paula Penhaligon fluttered her narrow fingers in the direction of the boot. ‘My cases are in there, if you wouldn’t mind—oops.’ As she turned, her ivory cashmere wrap slipped from her shoulders. Like lightning, Barney reached out and caught it before it hit the wet gravel. 

			‘I say, well held.’ Paula Penhaligon removed her dark glasses in order to gaze at him with admiration. ‘I like this hotel already.’ 

			Her eyes were heavily made up, but there was no mistaking the marks beneath them, faint yellowish bruises just visible through the concealer. With a jolt, Barney remembered that she was currently going through a traumatic divorce. By the look of it, she’d been physically assaulted. Shocked, he realized that her husband must have beaten her up. 

			‘And your name is?’ 

			‘Um… Barney. Barney Usher.’ 

			‘Excellent reflexes,’ Paula Penhaligon remarked with a playful twitch of her lips. ‘Well done.’ 

			Lost for words, Barney wondered how he was supposed to respond to this. Thankfully, Daisy appeared and took over, freeing him to lift the cases out of the boot. Paula Penhaligon had certainly brought a mountain of luggage with her. Then again, if she was fleeing an abusive husband, maybe these cases contained everything she owned. 

			‘Darling Lionel recommended your hotel to me,’ Barney heard her telling Daisy. ‘Now, I don’t want any kind of special treatment, I’m just here to relax and recharge my batteries. Any inquiries from the press are to be referred directly to my agent.’ 

			Barney felt sorry for the poor woman. She didn’t want anyone knowing she was a battered wife. 

			‘Don’t you worry,’ Daisy assured Paula Penhaligon with a grin. ‘If you don’t want special treatment, you’ve come to the right place. We’re equally horrible to all our guests.’ 

		


		
			Chapter 28 

			‘Quick, get downstairs,’ Tara bellowed, sticking her head round the door of the staff sitting room and making Barney jump. ‘Paula Penhaligon’s husband’s just turned up with a shotgun, he’s going berserk in reception, threatening to blow her brains out!’ 

			Barney leapt instinctively to his feet, his eyes wide with horror. God, this was terrible. 

			‘What?’ He stared at Tara, bewildered, as she stood there in the doorway barring his exit. How could she even think of laughing at a time like this? 

			Oh. 

			‘Barney, you are so sweet.’ Tara was by this time doubled up with laughter. ‘Just the sweetest thing ever. You really would have gone rushing down to save her, wouldn’t you!’ 

			Caught out again. Twice in one day. He’d be the laughing stock of the hotel when this got out. 

			‘Next time you tell me there’s a madman with a shotgun downstairs, I’ll just stay here and finish my sandwiches,’ Barney said mildly. ‘And when he shoots you, you’ll be sorry.’ 

			‘I know, I know. But Rocky told me what you’d told him and I couldn’t resist it.’ Wiping her eyes, Tara went on, ‘I’ve just been up to Paula Penhaligon’s suite. You big dingbat, she hasn’t been beaten up.’ 

			‘She has.’ Barney nodded vigorously. ‘I saw her in daylight. Her eyes were all bruised and swollen.’ 

			‘But mysteriously wrinkle-free,’ Tara finished for him. ‘Barney, she’s had a face-lift. That’s why she’s come down here, dummy. To recuperate.’ 

			‘A face-lift?’ Barney was both shocked and relieved. At least it meant Paula Penhaligon wasn’t being beaten up. It still seemed strange to him, though, that anyone would willingly choose to undergo surgery just to improve their looks. 

			‘She’s forty-eight and back on the market. It’s something to give the old confidence a boost. She’s after a new man.’ Tara winked. ‘You never know, a pretty boy like you could be right up her street.’ 

			‘You’re not going to catch me out a third time,’ said Barney. Abruptly another thought struck him. ‘And you won’t tell Daisy about the shotgun thing, will you? I don’t want her thinking I’m completely stupid.’ 

			Tara watched him silently pleading with her. What a sweetie; he was genuinely worried. 

			‘You were ready to defend one of our guests from a madman with a gun,’ she marveled. ‘Daisy would be impressed.’ 

			‘Please don’t say anything.’ 

			Taking pity on him, Tara relented. ‘OK, I promise. In exchange for one little thing.’ 

			‘What little thing?’ Barney was wary of her now, but sadly not wary enough to guard the remains of his lunch. 

			‘Yum, tuna and mayonnaise, my favorite.’ Whisking the last sandwich from his plate, she took a huge bite. 

			Barney pointed to the bottles of anti-rejection medication on the coffee table in front of him. ‘I crushed up my tablets and mixed them in with the tuna.’ 

			Oh God, how awful. Horrified, Tara began to splutter and choke. She spat half the mouthful messily into her cupped hand. 

			‘Not really,’ said Barney with an angelic grin. 

			***

			Hector’s favorite walk in the hotel’s grounds was the wooded path along the riverbank. The snowdrops and crocuses were poking their way through the ground. Soon, the hazel bushes would dance with catkins and the bluebells would be making an appearance. By April they would cover the lower reaches of the hill with a blue haze and creamy white blossom would sprout on the hawthorn bushes overhanging the river. Heaving a sigh of absolute contentment, Hector thought how right he’d been to buy this place. How anyone could choose to live in a filthy city was genuinely beyond him. 

			In the pocket of his Barbour, his mobile phone rang. Just once. 

			Looking at the screen, he smiled. This was the system he and Maggie had evolved. If it wasn’t a good moment, he would leave it at that and she would understand. If the coast was clear, he’d call her back. 

			Since the coast couldn’t be much clearer than it was now, he pressed out her number. For security reasons, it wasn’t even logged in the phone’s memory. 

			‘Hi.’ Maggie sounded both harassed and relieved. ‘You won’t believe the rotten morning I’ve had.’ 

			Hector smiled. ‘What’s the problem?’ 

			‘Let’s just say if you turn on the evening news and hear that a big bomb’s gone off at the HQ of Carver’s Superstore, you’ll know who planted it.’ 

			‘I’ve told you already—’ 

			‘And I’ve told you, you’re not buying me another one. Anyway, I’ve just finished a mountain of hand-washing,’ Maggie went on, ‘and Tara won’t be home before five. I just wondered what you were doing.’ 

			Hector hesitated. Maggie was clearly in need of cheering up and he’d like to see her but, being brutally honest here, he wasn’t in the mood right now for sex. This morning’s round of golf with Josh had left him with a painful twinge in his back. And, their arrangement being as it was, it wouldn’t seem right to pay Maggie a visit and not sleep with her. He would feel as if he were short-changing her. She might be offended. Once a business relationship was established, it made sense to keep to the rules. 

			‘Actually, I’m pretty tied up.’ Hector spoke with regret, twisting his body from side to side to double-check that twinge. Ouch, still there. ‘But tomorrow afternoon should be OK,’ he added with confidence. His back would definitely be better by then. 

			‘Tomorrow?’ He heard the disappointment in Maggie’s voice and for a moment felt emotionally torn. But that was stupid, Hector reminded himself. Theirs wasn’t an emotional relationship. 

			He cleared his throat. ‘Say around two o’clock?’ 

			‘The thing is, an Australian couple are dropping by at some stage to pick up their cushions. They weren’t able to give me an exact time.’ Maggie sounded frustrated. ‘If they’re here at one o’clock, fine. But they might not turn up till four.’ 

			‘OK, OK.’ Hector’s tone was soothing. ‘Don’t worry about it. Fingers crossed, they’ll be early. As soon as the coast’s clear, give me a ring.’ As he said it, he heard the sound of bushes rustling ahead. ‘Look, I have to go. I’ll speak to you tomorrow. Bye.’ 

			The phone was switched off and back in his pocket in an instant. In a village like Colworth you could never be too careful; one slip and their shameful secret would be out. 

			Hector knew it shouldn’t be shameful, but somehow it was. 

			The bushes rustled again as whoever it was made their way along the narrow, overgrown path towards him. The next moment, he heard someone gasp and let out a muted cry. 

			Don’t say he’d stumbled across a couple indulging in alfresco sex? Surely not. It was February—far too cold for such foolhardy behavior. 

			God, thought Hector, I’m getting old. 

			Then he heard the words, ‘Oh, sod it, get off me,’ uttered by a female with irritation rather than fear, followed by, ‘You bloody, bloody thing.’ 

			Rounding the bend in the path, Hector saw an elegant redhead wrestling inelegantly with a blackberry bush. A long spiky tentacle was wrapped round her left leg like a noose and in bending down to free herself, the end of her cream scarf had managed to get itself entangled with another branch further up. Startled by the sight of Hector, the woman eyed him warily for a moment, then heaved a sigh of defeat. 

			‘God, I hope you’re not paparazzi. If you’ve got a camera on you, that’s my street cred gone for good.’ 

			‘You’re in luck.’ Hector broke into a grin. ‘I’m the world’s most useless photographer. Even if I did have a camera, I’d forget to remove the lens cap. Here, lean on my shoulder,’ he added, bending down and lifting her left foot off the ground. ‘The more you struggle, the tighter it’ll get.’ 

			‘Now I feel like a horse having its hooves checked,’ the woman complained good-naturedly. ‘Ouch, mind my ankle.’ 

			It took a while, but at last Hector managed to free her. Once the bramble had been disentangled from her stockinged leg, he released the scarf from the higher branches. 

			‘God.’ Paula Penhaligon shook her head. ‘It was like being attacked by a triffid. And I thought I came down here to relax.’ 

			She was wearing hopelessly impractical shoes. Her pale stockings were in tatters. ‘Jeans and walking boots might be an idea next time,’ said Hector. 

			‘There won’t be a next time, I can promise you that.’ 

			‘Come on now, that’s the coward’s way out.’ Reaching over, he picked a scrap of crispy, freeze-dried bramble leaf out of her hair. ‘If you fall off a horse, the first thing you have to do is get back in the saddle.’ 

			‘I really don’t think the countryside’s my thing.’ Paula Penhaligon touched her head defensively—removing the leaf from her hair had been a curiously intimate gesture, but seeing as he’d already been grappling around her ankles she could hardly protest now. ‘Thanks for helping me out, but I’m just going to head back to the hotel.’ 

			‘You’ve only just got here,’ Hector chided. ‘You aren’t giving the place a chance, and there’s so much to see.’ 

			‘Such enthusiasm.’ Her tone was dry. ‘I suppose that’s why you stay here, to commune with the wonders of nature.’ Eyeing his battered Barbour, thick corduroys, and green Hunter wellies, she added, ‘You are a guest at the hotel?’ 

			‘Actually I’m not. But I do love this place.’ He gestured at the view through the tangle of bare branches bordering the river. ‘Which is why I can’t bear the thought of you rushing back to London to tell all your smart city friends what a hateful time you had here. Did you bring any flat shoes with you, by the way?’ 

			Paula hesitated. He seemed charming and he was certainly attractive, but she hadn’t the faintest idea who he was. 

			Prevaricating, she said, ‘Why?’ 

			‘Because if you did you could change into them. Then I’d take you for a nice easy walk—break you in gently, as it were.’ His brown eyes twinkled. ‘And maybe after that we could have a spot of afternoon tea.’ 

			This was hard. Did he live in the village? Was he someone she could trust? It would have been nice to hook up with a genial fellow guest, but this was another matter altogether. What if he turned out to be one of those over-eager types, the kind who latched on to you, earnestly declaring themselves your greatest fan? 

			‘I don’t think so,’ Paula announced. ‘But thanks for the offer.’ 

			‘Fine. No problem.’ He smiled easily, taking the rejection in his stride. ‘But if you don’t mind, I’ll walk with you back to the hotel. You might want to put some antiseptic on that ankle of yours as well.’ The bramble scratches on her left leg were bleeding. 

			Paula said, ‘You don’t have to walk back with me.’ 

			‘Don’t worry, I’m not doing you a favor. I was planning to have a drink or two in the bar.’ 

			Maybe he was the village drunk, charming but unemployable, an alcoholic who idled away his days tramping around the countryside between wild drinking bouts. During her years in the theatre, she’d known plenty of people like that. Still, he had rescued her from the clutches of that blackberry bush. 

			As they made their way back across the stone bridge, Paula said curiously, ‘Do you know who I am?’ 

			‘You mean apart from the woman who abhors nature?’ His eyes crinkled at the corners. ‘I may look like a yokel, but my head isn’t entirely stuffed with straw.’ 

			By the time they reached the entrance to the hotel, she had learned that he was retired, keen on golf, and fond of playing the piano. When he had bluntly inquired about the faint bruising around her eyes, she’d explained how she had walked straight into a piece of scenery backstage. 

			‘Well, this is where we go our separate ways.’ Her genial rescuer indicated the bar to their left. ‘It’s been nice meeting you. If you feel like joining me later, don’t be shy.’ 

			Paula gave the man her best professional smile. Clearly, he was settling in for a serious afternoon session. As for joining him later when he was three sheets to the wind, well, she’d rather dive head first into a bramble hedge. 

			And, frankly, she felt the hotel’s standards must be slipping pretty drastically if they allowed visitors to wander into the bar in wellingtons. Even the posh green kind. 

			To her relief, the reception area had been empty when they’d come in. Now, the door to the manager’s office swung open. 

			‘Oh, for heaven’s sake.’ Daisy MacLean stared at the pair of them in dismay, her gaze instantly taking in Paula’s shredded stockings and bleeding leg. ‘Dad, I can’t leave you alone for five minutes. What on earth have you done to our very important guest?’ 

			***

			Upstairs, Paula changed out of her ludicrously inappropriate town clothes. Well, she hadn’t known they were ludicrous at the time; when she’d set out on her walk, she had naturally assumed the paths around the hotel would be tarmacked. 

			Now, wearing narrow leather trousers and an angora sweater and with her makeup carefully redone, she entered the bar. 

			Hector MacLean was already there, having more speedily swapped his countryman’s outfit for a smart green and black striped shirt, black trousers, and highly polished handmade shoes. He was sitting at one of the window tables with a pot of coffee on a tray before him. 

			‘You lied,’ Paula announced as he rose to greet her. 

			‘Actually, I didn’t. You asked me if I was a guest.’ 

			‘OK, you misled me. Why didn’t you tell me you owned this hotel?’ 

			Hector poured black coffee into her cup. ‘You’d have found out soon enough. I just fancied going incognito for a while, seeing if I could get by on personality alone.’ He glanced up, his smile rueful. ‘Except, sadly, it seems not.’ 

			‘That’s unfair. I thought you were a drunk. I also thought you seemed a very nice person,’ Paula hastily added. 

			‘But I’m a lot nicer now you know I own this place. Or at least you’re prepared to join me in the bar,’ said Hector. ‘And I could still be a hopeless drunk,’ he reminded her. ‘You don’t know me well enough to say I’m not.’ 

			‘You invented Dennis the Dachshund, that’s good enough for me.’ Paula smiled. ‘I used to read those books to my nephew when he was small.’ 

			‘What I want to know is, can I persuade you to come out for a proper walk with me this afternoon?’ Eyeing her boots, with their modest heels, Hector said, ‘I’m still determined to convert you to the glories of nature.’ 

			‘Are you serious? Do you have any idea how much these boots cost? They’re Ferragamos,’ Paula patiently explained. ‘You aren’t meant to walk in them.’ 

			‘OK.’ He shrugged good-naturedly; two rejections in one day was enough for any man. ‘I give up.’ 

			Paula, realizing she didn’t want him to give up, put down her coffee cup. 

			‘I’m really more of a pavement person.’ Her smile flirtatious, she went on, ‘I was planning to do some shopping in Bath tomorrow. If you’re free, I’d enjoy the company.’ 

			‘Shopping?’ It was Hector’s turn to look less than enthusiastic. 

			‘Not too much, I promise. And we could have lunch,’ Paula said lightly, by way of an additional bribe. All of a sudden she badly wanted to spend the next day with this man. He’d been absolutely right, of course; discovering who he was had made him infinitely more attractive. Well, that was life. And it worked both ways. If she worked in a launderette, he wouldn’t be nearly so interested in her. 

			And he was, oh yes, he definitely was. She could tell. 

			‘Great,’ said Hector. ‘Little spot of shopping, nice long lunch. I think I can handle that. And who knows,’ he added with a teasing smile, ‘I may even have to buy you a pair of walking boots.’ 

		


		
			Chapter 29 

			Thanks to her clothes-washing marathon, there was no hot water left in the tank. Having been forced to wash her hair in water that was barely lukewarm, Maggie was still cursing under her breath and vigorously rubbing her hair dry when she realized the phone was shrilling downstairs. With the towel over her head, she hadn’t heard it begin to ring. 

			In her rush to reach it in time she missed her footing on the staircase, crashed down the last couple of stairs, and banged her elbow painfully against the wall. Red-hot pins and needles zinged up and down her arm in protest. Gritting her teeth, Maggie raced across the living room and—

			The phone fell silent. 

			Air hissed out from between her clenched teeth. It was five o’clock and Tara would be home any minute now, but there was still a chance it could have been Hector. 

			Dialing 1471, predictably, was no help at all. Number withheld. Which could still mean Hector, but then again might not. 

			As Maggie dithered, with ice-cold water dribbling down her neck, the front door rattled and Tara catapulted into the living room. 

			Great, that was that, no chance of phoning Hector now. 

			Eyeing Maggie in her dressing gown, Tara said brightly, ‘Ooh, you look cozy, have you just had a lovely hot bath?’ 

			This was really rubbing salt into the wound. 

			‘No.’ Maggie had to force herself not to snap; it wasn’t Tara’s fault her day had been a disaster. ‘The washing machine man couldn’t fix the washing machine. I had to do everything by hand, which used up all the hot water. I’ve just washed my hair in stone-cold water, the phone started ringing while I was upstairs, I tripped and banged my elbow—’ 

			‘The phone? Who was it?’ Tara’s eyes lit up. ‘Someone for me?’ 

			Young people today, Maggie thought sourly. They were just so selfish. 

			‘It was no one for anyone.’ 

			‘But did you try—’ 

			‘Yes, I did, and the number was withheld. But my elbow’s fine, thank you very much for asking, and before you start wondering if there’s anything for tea, there isn’t, so if you’re hungry you’ll just have to knock up an omelet or—ummph.’ 

			Overcome with remorse, Tara flung her arms round her aunt. Maggie might be doing her best to hide it, but she was upset. Probably her hormones, Tara decided. Maybe this was the menopause kicking in. Poor Maggie, forty-five and all alone, no wonder she was so miserable… oh God, and it was her birthday on Friday. That hardly helped. 

			‘Do you have any idea how much I love you?’ As Tara hugged her, Maggie’s cold wet hair plastered itself to her cheek. ‘Come on now, sit down in front of the fire and relax. I’m going to make you a cup of tea and cook dinner tonight. I’m going to spoil you rotten!’ 

			‘Sweetheart, you don’t have to.’ Touched, Maggie shot her a wan smile. ‘I’m fine, really I am.’ 

			‘Don’t argue. I’m the boss. We’ll have pasta and red wine,’ Tara went on happily, ‘and I’ll catch you up on all the latest gossip. You won’t believe what’s been going on up at the hotel—in fact, after we’ve eaten, we could head over there.’ Actually, that was a great idea, she could blow-dry Maggie’s fine blonde hair and smarten her up, maybe even introduce her to the wonders of makeup. Teasingly she added, ‘If you’re very good, I may even introduce you to Daisy’s new live-in lover.’ 

			Ashamed of her earlier outburst, Maggie good-naturedly agreed to give mascara and lipstick a whirl. Having blow-dried her own hair and changed into navy velvet trousers and a loose-fitting lilac shirt—smart for her—she was drawn back downstairs by the smell of pasta puttanesca and the even more beguiling sound of a bottle of red wine being uncorked. 

			Translated from the Italian, puttanesca meant whore’s pasta. Which was unfortunate, Maggie thought dryly, but couldn’t be helped. It wasn’t as if Tara had done it on purpose. 

			She smiled at the sight of the table, laid with a cloth and lit with candles. Bless her heart, Tara was making a real effort; she’d even tidied the living room. 

			‘You look great,’ Tara announced as she brought in the bowls of steaming pasta. 

			‘What’s going on?’ Realizing suddenly why the living room was looking so much tidier, Maggie indicated the naked radiators. ‘Where are all the wet clothes?’ 

			‘Sit down. Have some wine. They’re in bin bags in the boot of your car, and we’re taking them to the hotel.’ Tara had made an executive decision. ‘It’s just mad you slogging your guts out doing all this washing. I told you before, Daisy said you could use her machine, she doesn’t mind a bit. Tonight, while we’re downstairs in the bar, our stuff’s going to be happily tumble-drying up in Daisy’s flat.’ 

			Maggie did as she was told and sat. A brimming glass was thrust into her hand. Tara was right, she’d been cutting off her nose to spite her face. And an evening up at the hotel would be fun. 

			‘Go on then, tell me what’s been happening today. I can’t believe Daisy’s found herself a boyfriend at last.’ 

			The pasta—hooray for Loyd Grossman’s bottled sauces—was delicious. As Tara joyfully recounted the details of this morning’s foray into Daisy’s bedroom, Maggie relaxed further still. Next, she heard about Barney and the sandwich-spitting incident. In lieu of pudding, Maggie brought out the half-empty box of Thornton’s truffles Tara had given her for Christmas. 

			‘I don’t know how you can keep a box of chocolates for two whole months,’ Tara marveled. ‘I’m such a pig I’d finish the lot in one go.’ In fact, if she’d known they were hidden up there on the top shelf of the kitchen cupboard, she would have guzzled them weeks ago. 

			‘Ah, but sometimes it’s nicer to save things. It means you’ve still got them to look forward to.’ As Maggie said it, she realized it wasn’t only true of chocolate truffles. Take the fact that she couldn’t see Hector whenever she wanted to; OK, it was frustrating, but didn’t it mean she looked forward to their eventual meetings all the more? Like tonight, for example. If he were there in the bar—and the chances were he would be—just the thought of exchanging a glance loaded with hidden meaning would be enough to keep her going until tomorrow afternoon. 

			Maggie inwardly shivered with pleasure at the prospect. Oh yes, she was definitely going to see Hector tomorrow, she’d made up her mind on that score. If the Australian tourists hadn’t turned up here by two o’clock she was jolly well going to leave their cushions on the front doorstep. 

			‘I’d rather eat them,’ said Tara piggily, and for a moment Maggie thought she was talking about the cushions. ‘I’d just keep going until they were all gone.’ 

			She was eyeing the Thornton’s box with longing. Instant gratification versus delicious anticipation, thought Maggie, feeling superior and grown-up. 

			‘Help yourself, I’ll save mine for another day. Oh, I’m so pleased about Daisy,’ she said truthfully. ‘It’s high time she started having some fun again.’ 

			‘She isn’t the only MacLean having some fun.’ Greedily, Tara bit into a cappuccino truffle and rolled her eyes to convey its gorgeousness. ‘You haven’t heard the rest of it yet. I told you about Paula Penhaligon turning up today. Well, she and Hector have hit it off big time.’ 

			Something shriveled in the pit of Maggie’s stomach. Hiding her true feelings whenever Hector’s name was mentioned was a skill at which she had become adept, yet she lived in constant fear of giving herself away. 

			‘Really? Hector’s smitten, is he?’ Her tone light, Maggie leaned across and dabbed a fingertip in the pool of wax around the flame of the nearest candle. The melted wax caused a moment of pain before cooling and setting on her finger. 

			‘If you ask me, they’re smitten with each other. They spent hours together in the bar this afternoon. Daisy says she’s never seen him like this before. And she’s not exaggerating,’ Tara confided with glee. ‘I stuck my head round the door a couple of times and they couldn’t take their eyes off each other. Well, you’ll be able to judge for yourself, they’re bound to be there tonight. He might even start serenading her,’ she went on, wriggling with delight. ‘Can’t you just picture it?’ 

			Maggie didn’t want to picture it; she was doing her level best to block it out. Why couldn’t pain always be as fleeting and bearable as dabbing a finger in hot candle wax? 

			But this was the deal; this was the kind of hideous experience she had to put up with. Plastering on a bright smile, Maggie said cheerfully, ‘Poor woman, imagine being serenaded in public. For her sake, I just hope he doesn’t get his bagpipes out.’ 

			‘Hell,’ mumbled Maggie five minutes later. Surreptitiously, but loudly enough for Tara to hear. 

			‘What?’ 

			‘Hmm? Oh, nothing.’ Maggie bravely shook her head, then winced and pressed her hand to her left temple. ‘Darling, do we have any aspirins left?’ 

			Tara looked concerned. ‘Headache?’ 

			Uncanny! Give that girl a gold star! 

			‘Migraine. Damn, this hasn’t happened for years. Must be the red wine and chocolate.’ Maggie gingerly massaged her forehead. ‘If I can take painkillers quickly enough it might not develop into a full-blown attack. Otherwise I’ll be in agony for days.’ 

			‘You poor thing!’ Belting upstairs, Tara was back in a flash with the painkillers. ‘I didn’t even know you got migraines. Hang on, you’ll need a glass of water.’ 

			‘I’ll have to lie down,’ Maggie apologized, still clutching her head as she rose cautiously to her feet. ‘Just go to bed, stay quiet, and keep the lights off… it’s the only way… Darling, I’m so sorry, I’ve completely spoiled your evening.’ 

			‘Don’t be silly, you can’t help being ill. Now up you go,’ Tara said solicitously, ‘and give me a shout if there’s anything you need.’ 

			‘Oh darling, you don’t have to do that, I’ll be fine. There’s no reason why you can’t still go out.’ 

			‘You’re sick. Migraine’s a horrible thing to have.’ Tara was adamant. ‘I wouldn’t dream of leaving you here on your own.’ With a beaming smile aimed at cheering Maggie up, she said, ‘I’ll be your chief nurse.’ 

			Maggie felt terrible, of course she did. Tucked up in bed with Tara checking on her every ten minutes, she felt both guilty and ashamed. 

			Slightly irritated too, because the silence and no-lights rule meant she wasn’t able to watch TV, listen to the radio, or even read a magazine. 

			But being honest here, what else could she have done? 

			Maintaining a cheery front in the privacy of her own living room was one thing, but being forced to watch Hector up at the hotel getting all touchy-feely with Paula Penhaligon—having to witness him flirt with another woman and actually mean it—was something else altogether. 

			Maggie knew she couldn’t do that. 

		


		
			Chapter 30 

			The horrible scrunched-up feeling of dread was still there in the pit of Maggie’s stomach the next morning, exactly matching the horribly scrunched-up clothes Tara had retrieved from the boot of the car the night before and jammed back over the radiators. Now they were all crispy-dried and would be murder to iron. 

			Hector phoned at eleven o’clock. 

			‘Poor you,’ he sympathized. ‘Tara’s just been telling me about your migraine attack last night. Are you feeling better yet?’ 

			Maggie closed her eyes briefly. He really didn’t have the faintest idea. Well, why would he? 

			‘Much better, thanks.’ 

			‘Good, good. Still, you’ll need to take things easy, to be on the safe side.’ 

			He was sounding extremely jovial. Wonder why, Maggie thought sourly. 

			Aloud she said, ‘Really, I’m fine.’ 

			‘Well, the thing is, I’m going to have to take a rain check for this afternoon.’ 

			A rain check. She knew what he was telling her, obviously. But what exactly was a rain check? You could hear these expressions for years, Maggie discovered, and not have a clue what they actually meant. 

			Then she took a deep breath. ‘No problem, these things happen. Those customers of mine probably won’t turn up until five anyway. Some other time, eh?’ 

			‘Some other time,’ Hector agreed, sounding grateful. Then he hesitated. ‘Look, I was wondering. If you’re a bit short of money I could easily—’ 

			‘I’m not short of money!’ Horrified, Maggie realized he was assuming this was why she’d phoned him yesterday. Strapped for cash? Hey, no problem, just get Hector round to the house and have sex with him! With a shiver of mortification she repeated, ‘I’m not.’ 

			‘OK, if you’re sure,’ said Hector. 

			‘Absolutely sure. Better go now.’ Maggie lowered her voice. ‘Someone’s coming to the front door. Bye.’ 

			Another lie, to add to all the rest. 

			Typically the Australians arrived to pick up their cushions at twelve o’clock on the dot. 

			***

			‘I like him.’ Tara nodded, watching Josh from Daisy’s office window. ‘I think he’s really nice.’ 

			‘Well, thank you so much, I’m glad you approve.’ Daisy looked up and grinned. ‘I like him too.’ 

			‘A lot?’ 

			‘Of course a lot! I wouldn’t be sleeping with him otherwise. I’m not a trollop!’ 

			‘I didn’t mean that. He just doesn’t seem like the kind of bloke I thought you’d go for.’ All dressed up for her trip into Bristol, Tara smoothed her red leather jacket over her waist and checked her boots for mud splashes. 

			‘Josh is fun, he’s kind, he’s great company, and he makes me laugh,’ Daisy explained. ‘That’s good enough for me.’ 

			She knew perfectly well what Tara was getting at. Being fun and kind was all very well, but didn’t Daisy secretly wish he could be better looking? And the honest answer to that, Daisy had already decided, was no. Because in her experience, if Josh was knock ’em dead gorgeous, the chances were he wouldn’t be the genuinely nice person he was. And she was mature enough to appreciate this. 

			‘What’s he doing?’ Mystified, Tara peered out of the window. ‘He’s got a load of string.’ 

			‘Hmm?’ Daisy glanced up from her computer. ‘Oh, he’s going to give you a driving lesson.’ 

			‘With a piece of string? What’s he planning to do, tow me along like Noddy?’ Belatedly, Tara did a double take. ‘God, are you serious? He’s going to teach me to drive?’ As she said it, she realized Josh was using the string to fasten learner’s plates to his car. ‘But we’re supposed to be going into Bristol,’ she wailed. ‘I’ve got to buy Maggie a birthday present.’ 

			‘You can do both,’ said Daisy. 

			‘I’m not insured! What if I smash up his car?’ 

			‘I gave him all your details this morning. He’s sorted it out with his insurance company.’ 

			‘Really?’ Tara couldn’t believe it. She swung round in delight. ‘Really? God, that’s fantastic!’ 

			Daisy grinned. ‘Told you he was nice.’ 

			***

			‘Hi. Tara told me you’d be here. She said you were doing the place up.’ Maggie held out a five-liter can of pale yellow matt emulsion. ‘I thought you might be on the scrounge for paint.’ When in a state of abject misery, do something nice for someone else—there was always an outside chance it might cheer you up. 

			‘Are you sure?’ Barney Usher, looking messier and dustier than she’d ever seen him look before, wiped his grubby hands on his jeans and beamed at her. ‘Don’t you need it for yourself?’ 

			‘I bought too much. This was left over after we’d finished the landing. It’s only cluttering up the place.’ Hefting it into his arms like an unwanted baby, Maggie said, ‘Anyway, how are you getting on?’ 

			‘Doing pretty well. Come and have a look,’ said Barney with pride. There was a lot of dust in his hair and he smelt of disinfectant as he stepped aside and ushered her past him into the tiny cottage. Maggie had only met him a few times, and briefly at that, but she had been instantly charmed by his friendly, open manner and dazzling smile. 

			Amazing to think that one of his kidneys had originally been owned by Steven Standish. 

			‘Gosh, you’ve been busy.’ Truly impressed, Maggie gazed around the empty, scrubbed-clean living room. 

			‘I’ve had help. Bert Connelly’s brother brought his lorry round last night and cleared the place in three hours flat. And Donny’s giving me a hand today.’ 

			Maggie nodded and smiled. Donny Connelly, Bert’s youngest son, was a cheerful, ox-like hulk of a lad with not too many brain cells but an endless capacity for hard work. 

			‘Which is the equivalent of twenty normal people’s hands,’ Barney marveled. ‘I can’t believe we’ve got so much done. It’s going to look so great here when it’s finished.’ 

			Such youthful enthusiasm. Maggie wavered for a moment, wondering whether she should offer to pitch in as well. The ancient wallpaper had already been stripped from the walls and dust sheets efficiently laid down. They were ready to start painting and she could help with that. 

			But she wasn’t feeling saintly enough. There were limits. Anyway, she’d already made up her mind, she was driving into Bath to stock up on cushion pads, zips, embroidery silks, and other such riveting paraphernalia. 

			‘This color will be perfect for Freddie’s bedroom.’ Barney was exclaiming over the paint with genuine pleasure. Shyly he explained, ‘Freddie’s my girlfriend’s son—he’s still only a baby really and I know it should be blue for a boy, but his room’s north facing, so blue might be a bit cold. Yellow’s more cheerful, isn’t it?’ 

			‘Much.’ Maggie wondered if painting herself yellow would make her feel more cheerful. ‘Well, I’d better be off, let you get back to work.’ 

			‘This is really kind of you,’ Barney told her. ‘As soon as we’ve moved in, we’re going to have a house-warming party.’ How he loved saying we, Maggie noted with a smile. ‘You must come.’ 

			‘Definitely. I can’t wait to see Freddie.’ 

			‘Oh, he’s brilliant, you’ll love him.’ His brown eyes shining, Barney added happily, ‘And Mel.’ 

			***

			‘Now ease your left foot off the clutch and press down smoothly with the right… well done… OK, now shift into second gear and start indicating left… that’s it, you’re doing brilliantly.’ 

			Tara was feeling ridiculously pleased with herself; all the half-remembered maneuvers had come flooding back to her and Josh’s calm manner and encouraging words were having a wondrous effect. Passing the written part of her driving test had been a doddle, but actually putting what she’d learned into practice had proved a terrifying experience. Her last lesson, over a year ago now, had been punctuated by shrieks and groans from Maggie, the world’s most wildly unsuitable driving instructor. Getting flustered and panicky as a result was what had caused Tara to lose control and veer into that fateful ditch. 

			But Josh hadn’t yelled at her once, not even when she’d stalled twice, like a prat, on Colworth Hill. And now she was getting her confidence back. This was actually turning out to be fun. 

			‘Who taught you to drive?’ Tara was intrigued. Now that they were on a straight bit of road she felt able to speak. 

			‘Ah well, I was seventeen, I was an impressionable youth bursting with hormones. I’d also just seen a film that had a profound effect on me.’ Josh heaved a nostalgic sigh. ‘You might know it, that great classic of our time—Confessions Of A Driving Instructor.’ 

			‘Oh yes, marvelous film.’ Tara nodded reverently. ‘Won a lot of Oscars.’ 

			‘That’s the one. Into fourth gear now. Anyway, when I rang up the driving school I specifically asked for a female instructor, blonde preferably, under thirty-five, and seriously attractive. And the bloke on the other end of the phone said, “Don’t you worry, my lad, I’ve got just the lady for you. A dozen lessons with her and you’ll pass any test with flying colors.”’ 

			‘Blimey.’ Tara whistled through her teeth and swerved to avoid a squashed hedgehog—OK, so it was already dead, but being run over twice would be adding insult to injury. ‘Who did you get, Melinda Messenger?’ 

			‘I got Eunice.’ Josh’s tone was mournful. ‘She was sixty and a spinster, with grey hair in a bun and teeth like a shark. She was the scariest woman I’d ever met, but she knew her job. Within six weeks she got me through my test.’ Sounding amused, he added, ‘So you see, looks aren’t always everything.’ 

			Tara kept her eyes firmly on the road ahead, but she could feel herself reddening. Was he making fun of her? God, had Daisy told him what she’d said? 

			Her lesson lasted an hour, by the end of which Tara had graduated to the dizzy heights of three-point turns. Bad three-point turns, but she was as proud of them as a mother with an ugly newborn baby. 

			And she hadn’t driven into a ditch once. 

			‘You’re going to be fine,’ Josh declared when she had reversed somewhat wonkily into a gateway. ‘We’ll get you through this test. Eight weeks max.’ 

			Jumping out of the car, he unfastened the learner’s plates, chucked them onto the back seat, and took Tara’s place behind the wheel. Tara, having shuffled in an ungainly fashion over the central well and gearstick—oh yes, very elegant, very Nigella Lawson—adjusted her jeans and said, ‘Will you still be here then?’ 

			‘No problem. You won’t be getting rid of me that easily.’ He winked, ticking the months off on his fingers. ‘March, April, May—I don’t start the new job until June.’ 

			June. Tara frowned. 

			‘But what happens after that?’ 

			‘What happens? Are you mad? You’ll be free to go wherever you want! Get yourself a little runabout and there’ll be no stopping you.’ 

			‘I meant with you and Daisy. This new job of yours is in—where, Miami? Isn’t that going to make things a bit tricky?’ 

			Josh grinned as they sped along the narrow lane. ‘I only got here a few days ago. It’s a bit soon to start worrying about that kind of stuff.’ 

			This was men for you. They never worried about anything. 

			‘OK, maybe, but I’m just saying. And it’s not as if you only just met Daisy. You liked each other years ago. A lot,’ Tara emphasized. ‘And Daisy isn’t the bed-hopping type. Now that you’re back together, the chances are it’s going to last. Which of course I’m really glad about,’ she added hastily, ‘but I can’t help worrying about this zipping back to America thing. I don’t want Daisy to get hurt again.’ 

			Gosh, she felt terribly grown-up all of a sudden! Warning Daisy’s new boyfriend that if he didn’t treat her well, he’d have her to answer to. 

			‘What’s this?’ Josh’s eyes crinkled with laughter. ‘An interrogation? Are you asking me if my intentions towards Daisy are honorable?’ 

			‘Don’t make fun of me.’ Tara ignored the look of mock horror on his face. ‘I just can’t see it working out, long-term, if she’s here and you’re over there in the States.’ 

			‘OK, now listen to me. I do like Daisy. A lot,’ Josh mimicked good-naturedly, ‘as you so delicately put it. And I wouldn’t dream of hurting her, you should already know that. Making girls cry isn’t my style.’ 

			‘Next left,’ Tara instructed as the sign pointing to the motorway loomed ahead. 

			‘I hope it works out for us,’ Josh went on. ‘I really do. And if it’s meant to, it will. My job in America isn’t a major problem.’ 

			God, he really was nice. Tara admired the way the muscles on his forearms moved beneath the skin as he indicated left, turned the steering wheel, and simultaneously changed gear. Imagine being able to do all that complicated stuff without even thinking about it. 

			‘You mean you’d find something here instead?’ 

			Josh shrugged as they sped down the slip road and overtook a juggernaut. 

			‘Possibly, but the weather’s better in Florida. I actually meant that Daisy could always jack in her job and find something over there.’ 

		


		
			Chapter 31 

			A family of tourists strolling around the hotel grounds caught Daisy’s eye as she glanced up from her computer screen. The sight of the children eating ice lollies bought from the village shop recalled last night’s dream with a jolt. 

			Good grief, until this moment she hadn’t even known she’d dreamt it, but now it came catapulting back to her, clear as day. She and Dev Tyzack had been sitting together on the front steps of the hotel, talking about… well, something or other, possibly rugby. And he’d been eating an ice cream—not a glamorous one, just the swirly synthetic whipped-up kind you got from an ice-cream van. It didn’t even have a flake in it. 

			But it was a hot day, and she’d longed for some of the ice cream. She couldn’t tear her eyes away from it. The next moment, Dev stopped what he was saying and offered it to her. 

			‘Want some?’ 

			Oh, she did, she did. Overjoyed, she leaned towards him, steadying herself with her hand on his knee. She licked the ice cream and Dev smiled slightly before taking it back. He licked it too, which seemed wonderfully intimate. Seconds earlier, her mouth had been on the ice cream; now his mouth was there at the exact same spot. Almost like kissing by proxy. 

			And then he’d resumed his conversation, every now and again pausing to offer her another lick. They’d shared the whole ice cream, even the cone. 

			That was it. That had been the sum total of the dream. Feeling hot, Daisy reached for the tumbler of water on her desk and hastily glugged it down. Damn, the effects dreams could have on you. And how embarrassing; a psychiatrist would have a field day interpreting this one. 

			The phone rang and she grabbed it, glad of the diversion. God, and Josh had been lying asleep next to her the whole time! Sharing a bed with one man and inadvertently dreaming of another was almost like being unfaithful, and why on earth would she want to dream about Dev Tyzack anyway? She was perfectly happy with Josh. 

			Oops, still not concentrating. Realizing she’d forgotten to speak, Daisy hurriedly cleared her throat and, to make herself sound more efficient, said, ‘Good morning, Colworth Manor Hotel, Daisy MacLean speaking.’ 

			‘You’re behind the times. It’s good afternoon,’ a male voice observed, and for a horrible moment Daisy thought it was Dev Tyzack. 

			Then, even horribler, she realized it was him. Oh God, out of her dreams and into her phone. This simply wasn’t fair. 

			‘Sorry. Working too hard to notice the time.’ Glancing at her watch, she saw that it was one o’clock. ‘What can I do for you?’ 

			‘Well, I’ve got this ice cream here, melting faster than I can eat it. I wondered if you’d like to come and help me out.’ 

			Dev didn’t actually say this, obviously. It was her imagination working on feverish overtime without any help whatsoever from the sensible part of her brain. Wherever that might be. 

			‘Just ringing with an update on the figures for the conference. It’s gone up by eight. That won’t be a problem, will it?’ 

			They won’t be a problem, thought Daisy. You’re the problem. 

			‘That’s absolutely fine.’ Smiling her best professional smile into the phone, she scribbled it down on a pad. ‘Eight more guests. Will they all be staying for lunch?’ 

			‘Unless they walk out on me during the morning session. Yes, they’ll all want lunch.’ 

			‘I’ll organize that. Anything else?’ Flick-flick, went the fountain pen between Daisy’s agitated fingers as she waggled it to and fro like a cigar. Flick-flick—oof, royal blue ink all over her shirt cuff and in her eye. 

			‘No, that’s it. I’ll see you on Friday.’ 

			‘Friday?’ Scrabbling in her trouser pocket for a tissue, Daisy mopped her eye. 

			‘The conference,’ said Dev. 

			‘Oh yes… yes, of course.’ God, he must think her a moron. 

			‘One other thing. How did the meeting go last week?’ He paused. ‘With your husband.’ 

			‘Oh, that.’ Despite the ink, Daisy smiled; so it wasn’t only women who were incurably nosy. ‘He’s not my husband.’ 

			‘Well, ex. You looked pretty startled when you heard he’d turned up, so I guessed you weren’t still together.’ 

			‘We were never married. Josh’s an ex-boyfriend from college, we haven’t seen each other for years.’ Ouch, her eye was beginning to smart. ‘He just said it as a joke.’ 

			‘A joke. Right.’ Dev sounded as if he was about to say something else. Then, with a curt, ‘OK, see you on Friday,’ he hung up. 

			Daisy dabbed the scrunched-up tissue in the dregs of her water glass and pressed it to her stinging eye. Black mascara and blue ink ran down her cheek. The door swung open and Brenda, her secretary, said, ‘OK if I take my lunch break now and—oh my word, whatever’s happened?’ Shocked, she took a couple of steps into the office. ‘Daisy love, is something wrong?’ 

			Daisy shook her head and tried to laugh, but her eye was now streaming for England. Grimacing like Quasimodo, she flapped her free hand to indicate that she was fine, really she was, not crying at all. 

			‘It’s just my eye, I got ink in it,’ Daisy explained, because Brenda wasn’t looking convinced, but her nose had by this time begun to run in sympathy and it came out as ‘I god ig iddit.’ Brenda, who was the emotional mother-hen type, looked as if she was about to burst into tears too. 

			‘Really, I promise you, I’b OK,’ Daisy snuffled insistently. ‘I’b dot crying.’ 

			When the phone shrilled again she knew at once that it was Dev, ringing back to say whatever it was he’d been about to say earlier. 

			It was definitely, definitely Dev. And she couldn’t speak to him with Brenda in the room. 

			‘Lunch break, yep, off you go.’ Sniffing, Daisy flapped her hands energetically in the direction of the door as the phone continued to ring. 

			Brenda obediently went. 

			Right. OK. Dev. 

			Deep breath, huge tube-cleaning sniff, followed by another deep breath. 

			‘Good afternoon, Colworth Manor Hotel, Daisy MacLean speaking.’ She cooed the words into the phone, cleverly going through the usual spiel to show Dev she didn’t know it was him. 

			‘Crikey, you don’t half sound posh when you do that,’ jeered Tara. ‘Now look, you have to help me out here—actually, no, you have to help yourself out. Josh and I are at the Mall. He came over all romantic and decided to buy you some sexy underwear—which is a really nice idea, of course, in theory—but we’re here in La Senza and Josh is determined to buy this complete monstrosity of a bra and knicker set with matching garter belt. I mean, trust me, it is hideous,’ Tara bellowed into the phone. ‘Shiny red satin, gallons of purple lace—even I wouldn’t wear something this tacky—ouch, what was that for?’ 

			Daisy heard signs of a frenzied tussle. 

			‘OK, sorry, sorry.’ Tara lowered her voice. ‘The manageress was right behind me. Josh thinks I was being a bit loud. Look, all I’m saying is this purple and red stuff isn’t really you, and there are heaps of other far nicer things here that you’d much prefer. I’ve been doing my best to explain to Josh but he won’t take a blind bit of notice, he’s convinced he knows best.’ 

			‘Put him on,’ said Daisy. 

			‘God, your friend’s bossy,’ Josh grumbled. ‘I just wanted to get you something nice. If I buy it, you’ll wear it, won’t you?’ he pleaded, willing Daisy to be on his side. 

			Daisy had no intention of being on his side. She was just glad Tara had had the sense to ring her. Josh had bought her presents before. 

			‘Sweetheart, this is really kind of you. Are you holding the bra and knickers?’ 

			‘Yes.’ Josh spoke with pride. ‘And the garter belt.’ 

			‘OK. Now hang them back on the rail. And walk away from them. Choose something else that’s just one color all over, preferably not red, and don’t waste your money on a garter belt,’ said Daisy, ‘because I’ve never worn a garter belt in my life.’ She could practically hear the shock waves reverberating down the line. 

			‘But—’ 

			‘Remember that lingerie set you bought me for my birthday that time?’ 

			‘Of course I do. The yellow and orange satin one with the turquoise lace,’ Josh recalled with confidence. ‘You loved it! You wore it all the time.’ 

			‘I didn’t love it,’ Daisy gently explained. ‘I just pretended to, because I didn’t want to hurt your feelings. I wore it once and lived in fear of being run over by a bus. Sweetheart, it was a horrible lingerie set. Let’s be honest here, choosing underwear isn’t your forte. Why don’t you let Tara help you pick something out?’ Tara’s sartorial taste might veer towards the dodgy, but compared with Josh she was Vogue on legs. 

			‘You lied to me.’ Josh sounded shocked. 

			‘I told you, I didn’t want to hurt your feelings.’ 

			‘What about hurting them now?’ 

			‘You’re a big boy now. Old enough to cope.’ 

			‘I’m not,’ said Josh. ‘Actually, I’m starting to cry. Tara, do you have a tissue? Daisy’s being horrid, she’s making me cry.’ 

			‘I’m saving you from a lifetime of disastrous present buying.’ Daisy grinned, picturing the scene in La Senza. 

			‘And I’m going to find you something really cheap as a punishment. Big old granny knickers, that’s what you’re getting,’ said Josh. ‘What size do you take anyway, eighteen or twenty?’ 

		


		
			Chapter 32 

			The sun had unexpectedly come out as Maggie was making her way around Bath. In an effort to brighten her mood, having first got the boring cushion-making essentials out of the way, she toured the shops looking for something to catch her eye—a new sweater, maybe, a framed print, or even a piece of jewelry. Nothing expensive, just cheap and cheerful. Well, it was worth a try, wasn’t it? Retail therapy always seemed to work for Tara. 

			And, against all the odds, it seemed to be doing the trick. By three o’clock Maggie had actually bought quite a lot. An olive-green silk shirt and a brass candelabra in Oxfam—six pounds altogether, which was a bargain—a Victorian hatbox from a junk shop in Walcot Street, a new pair of jeans from Gap because her old ones had disintegrated to the point of indecency, and a bag of paperbacks from the second-hand bookshop behind the Octagon. 

			In fact, what with the cushion pads, she was carrying a fair few bags. Glancing at her reflection in a shop window, Maggie was struck by her uncanny resemblance to a packhorse. As the temperature outside had risen, she had removed both her grey fleece and navy jersey and tied them round her hips. Now, in just a black long-sleeved T-shirt and jeans, she was still hot. Her bangs were sticking to her forehead and her cheeks were pink. Definitely time to head back to the car before her arms dropped off. 

			Turning the corner, she spotted a Burger King ahead. When her stomach emitted a furious growl, Maggie realized for the first time how hungry she was. Crikey, starving in fact. And she hadn’t had a burger for months. 

			Oh, the blissful miracle of fast food. Within two minutes Maggie found herself wandering along Milsom Street biting greedily into a flame-grilled double Rodeo Burger with bacon and barbecue sauce and melted cheese. OK, maybe it wasn’t haute cuisine, but when you were in the mood, a good Rodeo Burger was hard to beat. 

			The Tante Elise was up ahead, one of Bath’s smartest restaurants, with its navy and cream frontage and sweet little bay trees in glossy dark blue pots flanking the entrance. Far too posh and restrained to have its name emblazoned above the restaurant, a small oval brass plaque on the door was all this establishment needed to announce to its discerning clientele that this was, indeed, the Tante Elise. 

			Maggie wondered how the customers inside would react if she loitered on the pavement peering at them through the darkened glass with her mouth full of Rodeo Burger. They’d be horrified, probably, and a waiter would be sent out to shoo her away. 

			Never mind, her arms were aching too much to hang around a minute longer than necessary. Pausing to adjust her grip on the carrier bag of paperbacks, Maggie estimated that she was less than five hundred meters from the car park in James Street. Three or four minutes of brisk walking and the muscle-wrenching torture would be over. 

			The door opened as she drew level with the restaurant, and Hector emerged. With Paula Penhaligon. 

			For a moment Maggie couldn’t breathe. Hector hadn’t spotted her yet but any second now he would turn around. And there was nowhere to hide, no way she could escape. 

			Paula Penhaligon was wearing a cream wool dress with a bronze pashmina artistically draped around her shoulders. Bronze high-heeled shoes. Shimmery russet hair. Expensive watch, expensive jewelry, expensive… everything. Hector was looking urbane in a dark suit. Maggie briefly considered backing into the road and crouching behind a parked car, but knowing her luck she’d only be hit by a lorry. 

			‘Maggie! Good heavens, this is a surprise,’ Hector exclaimed. ‘What are you doing here?’ 

			Maggie wondered what he thought she was doing here. Turning up for a spot of lunch at Tante Elise, perhaps? Or, oh God, did he think she was stalking him? 

			She stood there, rooted to the spot, desperately struggling to chew and swallow the mouthful of Rodeo Burger that was refusing to go down. What must she look like, with her Oxfam bags, her Tesco carrier bulging with second-hand paperbacks, and all the other bags she’d accumulated during the last couple of hours? 

			‘I’ve been… umph, shopping.’ Mercifully, she managed to swallow the wodge of burger in her mouth. The rest of it, protruding from its wrapper, was still in her left hand. 

			‘Shopping? Marvelous,’ Hector declared, with a little too much enthusiasm. ‘Migraine all gone?’ 

			Was he feeling guilty? Maggie wondered if it would even occur to him to do so. Lying to your wife or girlfriend, standing them up and then getting caught with another woman, was the kind of thing that might provoke guilt. But canceling an appointment with the friendly neighborhood hooker was hardly in the same league. She simply wasn’t that important. 

			Aloud she mumbled, ‘Migraine’s gone.’ 

			‘This is Maggie, she lives in the village.’ Hector turned to Paula Penhaligon. ‘Her niece is one of the chambermaids at the hotel.’ 

			Paula’s smile was perfunctory; she was clearly more interested in unfastening her neat leather clutch bag and locating her sunglasses. Christian Dior, Maggie noted with a stab of envy. What else? 

			‘We’ve just had lunch here,’ Hector carried on, determined to appear friendly. 

			Oh really? I thought you’d probably popped in to use their loo. 

			Maggie kept this retort to herself. She was feeling scruffy and on the defensive. Why couldn’t she have elegant hair like Paula Penhaligon, and gorgeous clothes and dinky size-three feet in wafer-thin high heels? 

			‘Nice food?’ Lame, but what else could she say? 

			‘Pretty good, pretty good.’ Hector was rubbing his hands together as if he was cold. 

			Paula Penhaligon said swiftly, ‘Right then, shall we make a move?’ 

			Hector pulled a mock dubious face at Maggie. ‘We’re going shopping.’ 

			Maggie considered recommending the Oxfam shop. She gave herself a mental shake. ‘And I must get back to the car. Enjoy yourselves.’ 

			Paula, her left hand resting on Hector’s sleeve, flashed her a be-nice-to-the-bag-lady smile. ‘Oh, we will.’ 

			Don’t smile at me like that, Maggie longed to bellow, I can look better than this if I want to—in fact you should have seen me last night, all dressed up to see Hector! I didn’t have a mouth crammed with Rodeo Burger then, you know! 

			Frustrated, she humped the straining Tesco carrier bag up into the crook of her arm to stop the handles cutting into her fingers. 

			The heavy bag, stretched beyond endurance, promptly split, sending an avalanche of paperbacks crashing to the ground. 

			Hector was there in a flash, helping her retrieve them. Paula Penhaligon, keeping well back, glanced briefly at the scattered books then, pityingly, at Maggie. 

			‘They’re not mine. I bought them for my next-door neighbor.’ Maggie was scarlet with shame even though it was the truth. ‘Elsie’s eighty-three, she doesn’t get out much. She’s mad about these kind of books. I bought this one for me,’ she added in slight desperation, waving a battered John Grisham. ‘Legal thrillers, that’s what I like.’ 

			Together, she and Hector bundled the paperbacks into the Oxfam bag along with the olive-green shirt and candelabra. Hector and Paula then headed off, arm in arm, in the direction of the exclusive shops. Maggie, making her way back to the car park, wondered why she’d even bothered to try and explain to them that she really didn’t sit at home devouring every novel Barbara Cartland had ever written, dreaming hopelessly of sardonic flashing-eyed heroes and spirited young virgins. 

			Had Barbara ever written one called The Hotel Owner And His Whore? 

			No, thought not. 

			***

			Solemnly, Josh handed over the gift-wrapped parcel with silver helium balloons bobbing above it. 

			‘They’re beautiful. Just what I wanted.’ Having torn open the wrapping paper and lifted out the beige thermal pants, Daisy declared, ‘This is so romantic. And extra large too.’ She kissed him. ‘You are thoughtful.’ 

			‘To match your extra large bottom,’ said Josh, giving her neat backside an affectionate pat. ‘Speaking of which, I’m starving. Any doughnuts left?’ 

			‘He’s bought you a real present as well,’ Tara assured Daisy while Josh was out of earshot in the kitchen. ‘I chose it. A dark-blue silk camisole top and knickers. You’ll love them.’ 

			‘I love these.’ Grinning, Daisy waggled the thermal pants at her. ‘It’s such a Josh thing to do. Steven would never have dreamt of buying me something like this, just as a joke.’ 

			She meant it, Tara realized. Josh was good for Daisy. He’d made her laugh again, put the sparkle back into her eyes. 

			‘You make a great couple,’ she said honestly. ‘I know I had my doubts at first, but I can really see it now. He’s brilliant.’ God knows she didn’t want to see her best friend disappear off to Florida, but if anyone deserved a happy ending, it was Daisy. 

			‘He’s exactly, exactly what I need.’ Daisy looked smug. ‘And it looks like Dad’s found someone he’s interested in too.’ She nodded through the window as Hector’s car pulled up outside with Paula Penhaligon in the passenger seat. Then she swung back round to face Tara. ‘Now all we have to do is get you sorted. George Clooney? Johnny Depp? Name your man and leave it to me. We’ll have you fixed up in no time.’ 

			Inwardly Tara flinched. Daisy was her best friend in the world and she hated not being able to tell her everything. 

			‘Either. I’m not fussy.’ Tara feigned a yawn. 

			The only man she wanted to name was Dominic, and not even Daisy could sort that out. 

			What’s more, she would hit the roof. 

		


		
			Chapter 33 

			Early the next morning, business types in suits began arriving for Dev Tyzack’s management training conference. Daisy, greeting them at the door, showed them through to the room where the conference was being held. Dev would be here any minute now and the first presentation was due to begin at nine thirty. At eleven they would break for coffee. At one o’clock lunch would be served in the restaurant. Another break at three thirty, then the remainder of the afternoon session followed by drinks in the bar. 

			Daisy, welcoming the next group of arrivals, was determined that everything would run smoothly. After the near disaster of the Cross-Calvert wedding, she felt compelled to prove to Dev that she was up to the job. If a stressed businessman had a heart attack, she would resuscitate him promptly and without fuss. Any female clients going into labor, she would deliver their babies for them in a discreet and efficient fashion. The day was going to go without a hint of a hiccup. 

			Above all, no member of her staff was going to flirt with any of Dev’s clients, male or female. Henceforth, this hotel would be a flirt-free zone. 

			Well, apart from her father and Paula Penhaligon, Daisy amended as Hector descended the stairs. 

			Actually, Hector wasn’t so much descending the staircase as dancing down it. He was looking chirpy and disgustingly pleased with himself. Meeting Paula had certainly put a spring in his step. 

			‘Excuse me, I’ve got a bit of a problem.’ 

			Daisy turned to face the girl who had touched her arm. Just arrived, smartly turned out, and clutching a briefcase, she was looking flustered. 

			‘Fire away.’ Daisy was instantly up for the challenge. The girl didn’t look nine months pregnant, but you could never be sure. 

			‘I did it as I was getting out of the car.’ She bent to show Daisy the huge ladder in her sheer, barely black tights. ‘God, it looks awful, I caught it on the clasp of my case.’ 

			‘No problem.’ Glancing up, Daisy checked that Barney was free. ‘There’s a shop in the village, I can send one of our porters over to pick up a new pair.’ See? Easy-peasy. 

			‘I’ve already been to the shop.’ The girl pulled a face. ‘No good. All they had was semi-opaque American Tan. Hideous,’ she whispered. ‘Like old age pensioners wear.’ 

			‘OK. Give me two minutes.’ Daisy was reassuring. ‘I’ll be right back.’ 

			Upstairs she rummaged through her chest of drawers, finally unearthing an unopened pack of ten denier barely blacks. Racing back down to reception, she glimpsed Dev Tyzack’s back view just as he disappeared into the conference room. 

			‘You’ve saved my life,’ the girl breathed, taking the packet with relief and waving a ten pound note. ‘You’re a star, thank you so much.’ 

			‘You don’t have to do that.’ Daisy shook her head at the money, but the girl pressed it into her hand. 

			‘I do. I can’t let you just give me a pair of tights, and these aren’t cheap. Please, just take it, then I can go and change.’ 

			It was embarrassing, but the girl was in a rush and she was insistent. Reluctantly Daisy took the ten pound note. She felt like a drug dealer. A fiver, maybe. Ten was too much, but giving the girl change would only heighten the awkwardness. 

			Anyway, she was right, the tights hadn’t been cheap, they were Aristoc. Daisy was pretty certain they’d cost eight pounds fifty. 

			***

			Daisy’s first proper sight of Dev came at eleven o’clock when the delegates broke for coffee. There was a buzz of enthusiasm about them as they animatedly discussed the meeting so far. Dev, surrounded by people asking questions, glanced up and saw Daisy watching him from the doorway. Smiling in recognition at the girl with the tights, Daisy squeezed her way through the throng towards him. 

			‘Just checking everything’s OK,’ she said when she reached Dev. 

			‘Everything’s fine.’ His dark eyes flickered over her, taking in the orange silk shirt, black skirt, and glossy black high heels. Almost but not quite smiling he added, ‘No complaints at all.’ 

			Stop it, stop it, no flirting allowed, Daisy wanted to bark like a sergeant major. I’m not flirting with you and I don’t want you to flirt with me. 

			‘Right, I’ll leave you to it.’ Keen to prove how busy and efficient she was, she tapped her watch in an efficient and businesslike fashion. ‘Lunch will be served at one o’clock on the dot.’ 

			Dev said, ‘Oh, by the way, when we upped the numbers by eight, I forget to tell you three of them were vegetarians.’ 

			Oh, marvelous. Absolutely great. Bastard. 

			‘Three? OK. That’s fine,’ Daisy lied, nodding and smiling brightly as if there was nothing she enjoyed more than being told there were three extra vegetarians for lunch. 

			‘Not really.’ Dev winked. ‘Just a joke.’ 

			Daisy exhaled noisily. Thank God for that. She shook her head and gave him a rueful smile. ‘Nearly got me there.’ 

			‘I did get you there.’ 

			‘Now I’m definitely going.’ 

			‘Better had.’ Dev nodded in the direction of the doorway. ‘Someone’s looking for you.’ 

			It was Josh, observing them with undisguised amusement. Catching Daisy’s eye, he blew her a kiss and beckoned her over. 

			Dev raised an eyebrow. ‘Who is he?’ 

			‘Someone looking for me,’ said Daisy. 

			Now why hadn’t she just said, ‘Who, Josh? That’s my boyfriend’? For some reason the words hadn’t wanted to come out. 

			***

			‘Can you believe it? I’ve been stood up,’ Josh complained. ‘Your father doesn’t want me anymore. We had a round of golf booked and he’s blown me off, found a new best friend to play with.’ Looking utterly disgusted, he went on, ‘And worst of all, she’s a girl.’ 

			In her late forties? Hardly. 

			‘Get yourself some breast implants,’ Daisy suggested helpfully. ‘Slap on a ton of makeup. That might do the trick.’ 

			Josh brightened. ‘Win him back, you mean? Make him realize he’d rather be with me?’ Breaking into song, he spread his arms like Carreras and warbled, ‘Torn between two lovers…’ 

			Actually, not like Carreras at all. 

			‘Paula Penhaligon sings better than you do,’ said Daisy. 

			‘How about you?’ 

			‘Me too. In fact anyone sings better than you do, even Ken Dodd.’ 

			‘I meant is that what you are? Torn between two lovers?’ He wagged his eyebrows playfully in the direction of Dev Tyzack. 

			‘That is him, isn’t it? The one you were so busy chatting up the other day?’ 

			‘You idiot,’ said Daisy. ‘I’m not torn, and he isn’t my lover.’ 

			Josh was laughing at the look of indignation on her face, not in the least bit worried; he didn’t have a jealous bone in his body. 

			‘That’s because you had the good sense to choose me instead.’ Modestly he added, ‘And I have to say, you made exactly the right decision.’ 

			‘Oh, really?’ 

			‘I’ve told you before. Men like him just sweep women off their feet, then dump them faster than toxic waste. You don’t want that,’ said Josh. ‘Me? I’ll make you laugh and I won’t break your heart. Now be honest, which sounds better to you?’ 

			Daisy grinned. He wasn’t telling her anything she hadn’t already worked out for herself. 

			‘OK, point made. But you’ve still been stood up by my dad, and I have to get back to work. What are you going to do?’ 

			‘What does any self-respecting bloke do when he’s been stood up? Head on over to the golf club and find someone new to play with.’ His eyes crinkled with amusement. ‘You can stay here and flirt with Dev Tyzack.’ 

			‘But I don’t want to flirt with—mmwphh!’ Daisy gasped as Josh kissed her, briefly but thoroughly, on the mouth. 

			Just like Indiana Jones. 

			‘Right, I’m off.’ Affectionately he stroked her left ear lobe. ‘And you can if you like.’ 

			Flirt, presumably. 

			‘You shouldn’t have done that. I’m in charge of this hotel. Getting kissed in public isn’t professional,’ said Daisy. 

			‘Don’t worry, nobody was watching. Well, only one person,’ Josh amended with a wink. 

			Great. 

			***

			Daisy kept her distance for the rest of the day, only looking in to check that everything was running according to schedule before disappearing once more. But when the conference broke up at five thirty, Dev came and found her. 

			‘We’re having a drink in the bar. Will you join us?’ 

			To drink or not to drink? Daisy, due for a break, breathed in the faint remnants of his aftershave. Josh had taken Tara out for her second driving lesson, which meant the flat upstairs would be empty anyway. 

			In the mood for company, she capped her fountain pen, stood up, and said, ‘Why not?’ 

			In the crowded bar, Dev bought her a glass of white wine and checked his watch. ‘My neighbor’s looking after Clarissa today. I told her I’d be back by seven. She’ll be missing me.’ 

			‘Your neighbor?’ 

			‘Her too, I expect.’ Dev smiled. ‘Clarissa usually comes everywhere with me, but I couldn’t leave her stuck in the car all day.’ 

			‘I could have helped out,’ Daisy protested. ‘She could have stayed in my office, I’d have taken her for a run at lunchtime.’ 

			‘I didn’t want to impose.’ 

			‘It wouldn’t be imposing. I’m practically her aunt!’ 

			‘You might have been busy. Who was that chap you were talking to outside the conference room this afternoon?’ 

			‘Josh? He’s the one who played the trick on me last week, the old boyfriend from college.’ There, she’d told him now. Still, he’d been intrigued enough to ask. Twice. 

			Dev looked skeptical. ‘Does he know he’s an old boyfriend?’ 

			‘We’re giving things another go.’ Oh dear, that didn’t sound very passionate; Daisy gave herself a mental shake. ‘He’s brilliant,’ she went on, her eyes bright. ‘We’re very happy. Very happy.’ God, I sound like a lousy actress and I’m not even acting. It’s the truth. 

			The next moment someone touched her arm. Glad of the diversion—any diversion—Daisy exclaimed, ‘Oh, hi! Have you had a good day?’ 

			It was the girl from this morning, the one with the laddered tights. ‘I came to say thanks.’ She beamed at Daisy. ‘You saved my life.’ 

			Doctors and surgeons and firemen saved lives. 

			‘Well,’ said Daisy, ‘I saved you from being forced to wear forty denier American Tans.’ 

			‘I’m feeling guilty, though. I don’t think I gave you enough.’ As she said it, the girl was searching through her bag. Finding her purse, she took out another ten pound note and held it towards Daisy. 

			Mystified, Dev shook his head. ‘What’s this about?’ 

			‘Oh, I laddered my tights as I arrived this morning. This girl very kindly sold me a pair of hers. But I’ve been worrying about it all day. When you gave me that funny look, I wondered if it meant ten pounds wasn’t enough and I thought maybe you’d expected more…’ 

			Dev frowned, turning to Daisy. ‘You sold her a pair of your own tights? For ten pounds?’ 

			Oh, for heaven’s sake, what did he take her for? 

			‘Look,’ Daisy held up her hands in protest, ‘it’s not how it sounds. They weren’t old tights, for a start.’ Did he seriously imagine she’d dragged some bedraggled old pair out of her knicker drawer? ‘They were brand new, still in the packet. And I didn’t want any money at all, but… but…’ 

			‘Jennifer,’ Dev supplied, when it became obvious she was floundering. 

			‘Jennifer, right. She kept insisting I take it,’ Daisy earnestly explained, ‘and she was in such a hurry, and I really didn’t want ten pounds but in the end it just seemed the easiest thing to do.’ 

			‘Ten pounds?’ Dev repeated, shaking his head in disbelief. 

			That was the thing about men, Daisy remembered. They might have actually grasped that dresses can cost a lot and underwear can cost a lot and shoes can cost, well, a fortune, frankly, but when it came to tights they really didn’t have a clue. Steven had been just the same; for some reason he’d been convinced that tights cost, ooh, maybe seventy or eighty pence a pair. 

			Trying to hide her irritation, Daisy said, ‘OK, maybe it sounds a lot to you, but that’s what you pay for a decent pair of tights these days.’ 

			‘Is it?’ Dev turned to Jennifer, who looked embarrassed. 

			‘Crikey, I don’t know. I only ever buy cheapies, the posh kind are way out of my league.’ 

			Daisy’s irritation promptly doubled. This wasn’t fair. Jennifer was acting all innocent but at the same time effectively digging the knife in. This morning she’d seemed perfectly nice. Was the girl doing it on purpose? 

			Daisy couldn’t work it out at all. Dev, meanwhile, was looking at her as if spiders had suddenly started tumbling out of her ears. Humiliating memories came flooding back, of her school days, when she’d been unfairly accused of stealing a Crunchie Bar from the local newsagents. OK, so maybe she had actually stolen the Crunchie, but only as a dare. Not because she was a thief. 

			Dev, clearly on Jennifer’s side, said, ‘So tell me, how much did you pay for the tights?’ 

			What kind of question was that? And how did he seriously expect her to reply? 

			‘Ten pounds,’ Daisy lied. Well, more or less. Of course, it had been less than that, but she was buggered if she was going to tell him that now. Even though she had a horrible feeling he knew. 

			‘We’d better make a move,’ Dev abruptly announced. ‘I’ve booked a table for eight o’clock.’ 

			For a moment Daisy thought he was talking to her. Then she realized Jennifer was flushing with triumph, smoothing her skirt, and looking incredibly pleased with herself. 

			Without thinking, Daisy said, ‘What about Clarissa? Isn’t she expecting you home?’ 

			‘Oh, have you met her?’ cried Jennifer with enthusiasm. ‘Isn’t she a little doll? I just love Clarissa to bits!’ 

			Excuse me? 

			Daisy was instantly confused, she’d assumed Jennifer and Dev had only met today. She was also feeling jealous and hugely protective towards Clarissa. Jennifer wasn’t allowed to witter on about how fabulous she was. I found her first, Daisy thought crossly, not you. 

			‘If you left a child at home for this long, the social services would be on to you in a flash,’ she told Dev. 

			‘We’ll pick her up, take her for a walk, keep her in the car while we’re in the restaurant.’ 

			Really? Jennifer or Clarissa? 

			‘Give me two minutes to powder my nose, then we’ll be off.’ Beaming up at Dev, Jennifer laid a proprietorial hand on his wrist. 

			‘Is she one of your clients?’ asked Daisy, when the girl had disappeared to the loo. 

			‘No. Jennifer’s my secretary.’ 

			Secretary. Of course he had a secretary. He’d just never mentioned her before. And now they were going out for dinner together, Daisy thought sourly. Jennifer might not be his usual type, but she was evidently the girl Dev took to bed. When there was no one better around. 

			It was almost dark outside; Josh and Tara would be back soon. Glancing at her watch, Daisy knocked back the rest of her wine in one go. 

			‘I’m off too. Have a nice meal.’ Half of her was tempted to reach behind the bar, snatch a tenner from the cash register, and give it to Dev to pass on to Jennifer. The other half of her thought, sod it, why should I? 

			Back in her office with the lights off, Daisy watched Dev leave the hotel and make his way across to the car park. With that long, confident stride and his jacket slung over one shoulder, she was forcefully reminded once again why she was better off steering clear of men like him. 

			The car roared into view, coming to a gravel-crunching halt by the entrance. The passenger door was pushed open by Dev and Jennifer, waiting on the steps, joyfully climbed in. 

			Needless to say, her tights were looking great. 

			I don’t need someone like that, Daisy told herself as the car shot off down the drive. Nothing but trouble. 

			Anyway, dammit, who cares? I’ve got Josh. 

		


		
			Chapter 34 

			‘Just five more minutes, then I really want to get home.’ Tara didn’t mean to sound ungrateful but she was seeing Dominic tonight. 

			‘Fine. Turn right by the clump of trees,’ instructed Josh, still new to the area and peering at the road sign. ‘Up here, that’s it, Brocket’s Lane.’ 

			‘Watch out for mad dogs.’ Tara pulled a face as they passed the cottage where Bert Connelly lived with his wife, hulking great sons, and beloved pit bull terriers. 

			‘OK, this’ll do,’ said Josh as they reached the next gateway. ‘Turn round here. Stop, reverse into it, and try not to hit the gatepost.’ 

			Thoughts of Dominic were interfering with Tara’s coordination; she was too excited to avoid making a pig’s ear of the maneuver. 

			‘It’s dark,’ she complained as the back wheel sank into a pothole. ‘I can’t see where I’m going.’ 

			‘Try again.’ 

			‘Oh, Josh, don’t bully me. Haven’t I done enough for one day?’ 

			‘Who’s the lucky chap?’ Startled, Tara saw through the darkness that he was grinning at her. 

			‘No one,’ she lied. ‘It’s Maggie’s birthday today, that’s all.’ 

			‘I know it’s Maggie’s birthday. We went into Bristol yesterday to buy her a present. How did she like her dressing gown, by the way?’ 

			To be honest, Tara wasn’t sure. Having thought Maggie would adore a warm, practical woolly dressing gown, she had been disappointed by her aunt’s lack of reaction. OK, so it wasn’t the slinkiest outfit in the world, but what would Maggie do with a dressing gown that was glamorous? 

			‘I think she might take it back—ooh, there’s Barney!’ Instantly diverted, Tara realized they were facing Brock Cottage and that lights were blazing in every window. Now that Rose Timpson’s awful grubby curtains had been taken down and—well, incinerated, hopefully—you could see the amount of work that had been done inside. Every room had been repainted. The drastically overgrown garden piled with old chicken coops and beer crates had been cleared. And there was Barney on the front path, energetically stuffing paint-stained newspapers into a black bin liner, stripping off his equally paint-spattered overalls and eagerly checking his watch. 

			Tara buzzed the driver’s window down. 

			‘Hey, Barney! Looking good!’ 

			Next to her, Josh shook his head in mock despair and murmured, ‘Don’t tell me you’ve got your eye on him. Poor lad, he’s far too young for you.’ 

			‘I meant the cottage.’ Tara gave his arm a friendly thump. ‘And I’m not after him. Apart from anything else, he’s the one with the kidney.’ 

			Barney, who was looking good, loped over to them in his jeans and an old purple sweatshirt. ‘It’s coming on,’ he agreed happily. ‘Want to take a look inside?’ 

			‘Bit of a hurry,’ Tara apologized. ‘Have to get back. Another time, OK?’ 

			‘OK.’ Grinning, Barney ran his hands through his shiny hair, smoothing it into some kind of order. ‘It’s a shame, though. My girlfriend’s going to be here in a minute—she hasn’t seen the place yet either. I wanted to get it finished first,’ he confided, ‘but she’s too excited. She can’t wait.’ 

			***

			‘Nobody home,’ Josh observed shortly afterwards as they pulled up outside Maggie’s cottage. The place was in darkness. Not surprising really, as Maggie had gone over to Chippenham to celebrate her birthday with friends. 

			‘Thanks for the lesson.’ Switching off the ignition, Tara belatedly remembered to pull on the handbrake. ‘I mean it, I’m really grateful.’ 

			‘And I’m still curious.’ Josh stayed where he was, making no attempt to move. ‘You’re off out somewhere, meeting someone you don’t want to be late for, and you won’t tell me who it is. More to the point, Daisy doesn’t know who it is, which seems slightly weird to me.’ 

			‘God, you’re nosy. This isn’t a soap opera,’ Tara complained. ‘We aren’t in EastEnders, you know.’ 

			‘I just think there’s something fishy going on.’ Josh spoke lightly. ‘I reckon you’re feeling guilty about something.’ He shrugged. ‘If you want to talk about it, I’m a good listener.’ 

			For a moment, Tara wavered. The idea of confessing everything and being able to talk through the whole muddled scenario was hugely tempting. OK, Josh was Daisy’s boyfriend, but she really trusted him and sensed he would understand. It would be so lovely to have someone to discuss it with, especially if they weren’t going to give her a good shake and call her a disgusting little tart. 

			On the other hand, she was still in her uniform and desperate for a bath before Dominic turned up. 

			‘It’s nothing. Nobody special.’ Tara scrambled out of the car. ‘The only reason I haven’t mentioned him to Daisy is because he isn’t worth mentioning.’ 

			‘OK, if you say so.’ Also climbing out so he could move into the driver’s seat, Josh said, ‘Same time tomorrow?’ 

			Phew, inquisition over. 

			‘Great,’ said Tara. ‘If you’re sure you still want to.’ 

			‘Of course I do.’ Josh winked at her. ‘You can tell me all about him then.’ 

			***

			The forecast on the radio had warned of dramatically worsening weather. Plunging temperatures and icy roads followed at the weekend by blizzards. Mel, stuffing her gloved hands into the pockets of her padded jacket, stood beside her car and gazed at the cottage. The air was already cold enough to sting her nose and the tips of her ears. The night sky, purply-black, was dotted with bright stars. 

			Was this really going to be her home? Less than three hundred yards from Colworth Manor? Would all hell break loose when Daisy MacLean found out? 

			Shuffling from one frozen foot to the other, Mel thought of something else. She was less than three hundred yards from the churchyard where Steven lay buried. Would he mind? 

			As proud as a new father, Barney gave her the guided tour. Most of the windows were open in an effort to dispel the cloying smell of wet paint. The house was icy, empty, and echoey underfoot, but Barney was buzzing with plans. 

			‘I’ve got carpets coming tomorrow, and a new bed,’ he rattled on. ‘Daisy’s giving me some old stuff from the hotel—a sofa and dining table and chairs. Pam on reception says she’s got some curtains we can have and Bert Connelly’s brother can get his hands on a cheap fridge-freezer.’ 

			Mel looked at him. ‘How can you afford to do all this?’ 

			‘I borrowed some money from my mum.’ 

			‘Have you told her about us?’ 

			Barney hesitated, blushing wildly. ‘Not yet. I said my car needed a new engine. Anyway, I’ll pay her back.’ 

			Mel glanced down at Freddie, fast asleep in his baby carrier on the floor next to her. She was touched that Barney was prepared to do so much for the two of them, but something else was bothering her. 

			‘Why didn’t you just tell her the truth?’ 

			‘You don’t know my mother.’ His smile rueful, Barney said, ‘She’d just ask a million questions and worry herself sick. She’s the protective type.’ 

			He was holding back, hiding something. Mel, recognizing the signs, realized that he looked like she felt. 

			‘Barney, you’re twenty-six. If you were sixteen I could understand it, but you’re old enough now, you can do anything you want.’ 

			‘OK, look. There’s something I have to tell you.’ Barney shook his head, psyching himself up to do it. ‘The thing is, I haven’t been completely straight with you.’ 

			Mel shivered suddenly; up until now it had all been going so well. ‘God, don’t tell me you are sixteen.’ 

			Barney smiled slightly. ‘It’s nothing like that. And it isn’t anything awful, I promise.’ 

			‘You’re married?’ 

			‘Of course I’m not married!’ Pulling the sleeves of his paint-splattered purple sweatshirt down over his forearms, Barney reached for Mel’s icy hands. Puffballs of condensation hovered in the air as he took a couple of deep breaths. ‘Right, here goes.’ 

			***

			Mel didn’t know what to think. She’d imagined a lot of things, but not this, never this. So many thoughts were careering around inside her head that she was having trouble keeping them under control. 

			Barney was alive because Steven was dead. The scar on Barney’s lower back was from where one of Steven’s kidneys had been transplanted into his body. 

			‘I knew I’d have to tell you sooner or later,’ Barney had explained. ‘I need to take all these different pills, you see, to stop my body rejecting it.’ Pausing, he’d added diffidently, ‘You look pretty shocked.’ 

			Shocked didn’t begin to describe it. 

			‘Give me five minutes.’ Mel had pulled her hands free and moved over to the far wall. As she slid slowly down to floor level, gazing at Freddie still asleep in the middle of the room, Barney said quietly, ‘The brushes need washing out. I’ll go upstairs and clean them.’ 

			He went, and Mel pressed the heels of her hands hard against her closed eyelids. While Barney had been bracing himself to tell her everything, she had been silently welcoming it, whatever it might be. Because then she could forgive him and reveal her own secret, and he in return, in a rush of gratitude, would instantly forgive her. It could have been such perfect timing. One revelation in exchange for another. 

			Mel twisted the heavy silver ring round and round her left thumb like a string of worry beads. Her stomach was churning and it wasn’t just a reaction to the overwhelming smell of paint. Oh yes, it could have worked out so well, brought them closer together still. It was a pretty significant connection after all. 

			But there was one major problem. Daisy MacLean. The not-so grieving widow, Mel thought with a grimace. 

			And it wasn’t so much Daisy’s reaction that bothered her, as Barney’s. Because now at last she understood why he idolized the woman, practically worshipped the ground she walked on. As far as Barney was concerned, Daisy had saved his life and he wouldn’t dream of doing anything to hurt her. 

			By this time numb with cold, Mel stood up and shook some feeling back into her fingers. It was no good; if she told Barney now, he could, if he wanted, kick her out and tell her he never wanted to see her again. Which would leave her—if she couldn’t persuade him to change his mind—effectively homeless. 

			Panic crawled through Mel’s bones. Gazing across at Freddie, she knew she couldn’t take that risk. Not yet, anyway, not until she absolutely had to. 

			She breathed out. Stick with the original plan. Move in here with Barney. That way, if he tried to get rid of her, she would have rights. And in the meantime, make him realize how truly happy they were together, how lucky they were to have found each other. Even if the way it had happened was, frankly, a bit bizarre. 

			Freddie stirred, opened his eyes, spotted his thumb, and stuck it comfortably into his mouth. The next moment he was asleep again, his cold cheeks as red as the fleecy lining of his coat. 

			‘Barney.’ At the top of the stairs, Mel saw him through the open bathroom door rinsing the paint from the brushes under the tap. He turned to look at her, the merest hint of trepidation in his beautiful light-brown eyes. 

			All this painting, all this hard work, just for her. 

			‘Yes?’ 

			‘I love you.’ She held out her arms and smiled. The look on Barney’s face was a picture, as if he’d just been told he didn’t have to face the firing squad after all. The brushes clattered into the sink. 

			‘I’m sorry, I didn’t mean to scare you.’ Mel hugged his warm body like a hot water bottle. ‘It was a shock, I needed time to think. But I love you and that’s all that matters. I want us to be together for the rest of our lives.’ 

			Hopefully, Barney would remember this when the time came for her to spring her own little surprise. 

			He was smiling now, kissing her and stroking her hair. Monumentally relieved. 

			‘I’m healthy. I’m fine. I’m not going to die,’ Barney promised. 

			‘Better bloody not.’ For a moment, tears welled up in Mel’s grey eyes and this time it had nothing to do with paint fumes. It was all true, she’d meant every word, she did love him. 

			If she didn’t love him so much, she wouldn’t be having to lie, would she? 

		


		
			Chapter 35 

			Bath, tick. Hair, tick. Makeup, tick. Sapphire-blue velvet stretchy top and skin-tight white trousers, tick tick. 

			Overall effect, completely gorgeous. 

			Having arranged to meet Dominic in the car park behind the Hollybush Inn, Tara was all ready to make her way downstairs, throw on her coat, and race up the road, when the doorbell went. Mystified, she squirted herself with scent, checked her reflection one last time in the dressing-table mirror, and galloped down to answer it. 

			‘Dominic!’ 

			He grinned at her. ‘OK to come in?’ 

			‘What are you doing here? You’re supposed to wait in the pub car park!’ Dumbstruck, Tara stared at him. ‘Is something wrong?’ 

			‘Don’t panic, everything’s fine. Change of plan, that’s all.’ 

			Oh God, please don’t stand me up! Please don’t dump me! 

			Her voice tremulous, Tara said, ‘Why?’ 

			‘You mentioned on the phone that your aunt was out this evening. It seemed like too good an opportunity to pass up.’ Feigning curiosity, Dominic peered past her into the living room. ‘I’ve been wondering what this cottage was like on the inside.’ 

			Oh dear. A bit of a tip, frankly. The usual assortment of wet washing was draped over the radiators, Maggie’s sewing materials were piled high on one of the armchairs, and the coffee table was littered with magazines and empty mugs. 

			Tara, watching him look around, felt like an unsuspecting householder opening her door to Loyd Grossman and a gaggle of cameramen. 

			‘It’s a mess,’ she apologized, trying to kick biscuit crumbs under the sofa while Dominic wasn’t looking. 

			‘It’s cozy. Small. Nice enough,’ he said generously. 

			When you lived in an eight-bedroomed mansion, Tara supposed, practically anything would seem small. 

			‘I like it,’ Dominic went on, turning back to face her. ‘I especially like the fact that it has you in it.’ 

			Uh-oh, there was a look she’d seen before; she was familiar with that particular playful smile. 

			‘We should go.’ Tara began to panic. 

			‘We don’t have to.’ 

			‘We really should.’ 

			‘There’s no need.’ Dominic moved closer, hooking two fingers through her chain-link belt and gently drawing her towards him. ‘I’d like to stay here.’ 

			Of course he would. Tara knew exactly what was going through his mind. The fact that they had nowhere they could meet and be alone together bothered Dominic. This was the chance he’d been waiting for. 

			And now he was kissing her. Tara closed her eyes but resolved to be strong. When she’d told him Maggie would be out this evening, it had been because Dominic had asked if she was hungry and she’d been explaining why she hadn’t eaten. It definitely hadn’t been a hint. Seeing Dominic was one thing, but sleeping with him quite another. He was married and that would be a bad thing to do. Her conscience wouldn’t allow her to jump into bed with him. 

			‘You are gorgeous,’ Dominic murmured against her neck, his hand busily attempting to unfasten the button on her skin-tight jeans. ‘Damn, you’re difficult to unwrap. It’s worse than trying to get the cellophane off a new videotape.’ 

			‘We can’t do this. It’s not fair on Annabel. Oh, please don’t, you mustn’t,’ Tara protested, trembling all over as his warm hand gave up on the jeans button and slid slowly up her spine instead. ‘Really, I mean it, we can’t stay here.’ 

			‘That’s not fair on me.’ Several wet socks and a couple of thermal vests slithered off the radiator behind Tara as Dominic eased her against the wall. ‘None of this is my fault, you know,’ he breathed, his tongue deftly exploring the hollow at the base of her throat. ‘If you weren’t so irresistible, I wouldn’t be here now, would I? It’s all your fault for being… you.’ 

			Tara felt like a Beanie Baby, all floppy and bendy. Her knees, always suckers for a compliment, were no longer capable of holding her up. Damn, it was all very well being strong-willed in principle, but it wasn’t so easy when you were actually in the throes of being seduced, when you were feeling all lustful and wanton and— 

			Rrring, trilled the doorbell, causing Dominic to spring off her in alarm. 

			‘Jesus, who’s that?’ 

			‘I don’t know, do I?’ Realizing she was panting like Muttley, Tara hastily smoothed her hair and tugged down her velvet top. ‘Go and hide in the kitchen.’ 

			‘You can’t just answer the door, it could be any—AARGH!’ Dominic let out a bellow of pain as his ankle caught the leg of the wooden clothes airer. Turning green and clutching his foot, he crashed back against the wall. 

			‘Well, I can’t pretend we’re not in.’ Tara rolled her eyes. Tiptoeing over to the window, she pulled the curtain back an inch and peered out. ‘Phew, panic over, it’s only Elsie from next door. She’s ancient.’ 

			Dominic was still cursing under his breath. ‘God, what does she want?’ 

			‘I don’t know!’ 

			‘Just get rid of her,’ he hissed, limping into the kitchen. ‘I think I’ve broken my bloody foot.’ 

			Men, honestly. The fuss they made. 

			‘Elsie, hi!’ Beaming broadly, Tara flung open the front door. ‘What can I do for you?’ 

			‘Hello there, my love, I heard some banging and crashing going on, are you all right?’ Elsie might be eighty-three and pretty lame, but there was nothing wrong with her hearing. Leaning heavily on her briarwood walking stick, she surveyed the empty living room. ‘On your own, are you? Only it was Maggie I really came to see. Got her a little something for her birthday.’ 

			‘Oh, what a shame, Maggie’s not here.’ Tara, who adored presents of any kind, eagerly eyed the supermarket carrier bag swinging from Elsie’s gnarled hand. ‘That’s really sweet of you. D’you want to give it to her tomorrow, or shall I take it now and tell her you called round?’ 

			‘Well, it’s kind of a double present,’ Elsie confided. ‘My way of saying thank you for all the things Maggie does for me. She brought me back a whole load of books the other day, you know. Such a kind girl. Lots of lovely Barbara Cartlands, none of that mucky stuff you get these days—nothing but pornography, half these so-called modern romances—oh no, you can’t beat a bit of Barbara Cartland…’ 

			‘Shall I take it?’ prompted Tara, holding her hands out for the carrier bag. Once Elsie got started she could ramble on for weeks. 

			‘I’d better do it myself, love, carry it through to the kitchen for you. She’s dripping a bit, see.’ Elsie held up the bag to show Tara the underside. ‘I know they put holes in to stop young kiddies suffocating themselves, but it’s a blasted nuisance, if you ask me.’ 

			‘It’s OK! I’ll do it!’ Tara made a reckless grab for the bag, but the older woman whisked it out of reach. 

			‘No, love, you just keep clear, we don’t want you getting blood all over those nice white jeans.’ 

			Tara’s heart sank. The old woman might be vehemently anti-porn but she wasn’t averse to a spot of violence. Elsie had a chopper and she wasn’t afraid to use it. 

			‘It’s not one of your…?’ 

			‘It is, it is.’ Elsie beamed with pride, making her way awkwardly across the living room with the help of her stick. Nudging open the kitchen door with her elbow, she discovered Dominic pretending to be busy making a cup of tea and chuckled loudly. ‘Well, well, you must be Tara’s young fellow. Thought I heard a man’s voice when I was on the doorstep just now.’ 

			There had been no hiding place for Dominic in the kitchen. With the back door locked, he had found himself trapped and unable to escape. Still, at least the old woman hadn’t the faintest idea who he was. And she seemed harmless enough. 

			‘Elsie’s brought something round for Maggie.’ Behind the old woman’s back, Tara pulled a face. 

			‘A special treat. She deserves it.’ Shoving Dominic’s cup out of the way, Elsie swung the carrier onto the drainer with a hefty thud. 

			‘Madge,’ Elsie announced, beaming at Dominic. 

			‘How do you do, Madge? Nice to meet you.’ Confused, Dominic attempted to shake her wrinkled hand. 

			Oh God, thought Tara. Madge. 

			‘Not me.’ Elsie cackled with laughter. ‘I’m Elsie. This is Madge in here.’ She reached inside the crackling plastic carrier bag and lifted out a dead hen. 

			Dead, and minus her head. 

			Dominic shrank back in horror. ‘Jesus!’ 

			‘She’s a little beauty, one of my favorites.’ Elsie lovingly smoothed the glossy chestnut feathers. Casting a beady eye over Dominic’s white face she added sharply, ‘You a vegetarian?’ 

			‘N-no.’ 

			‘Stop looking so disgusted, then. She’s had a good life and a quick death, has our Madge. Who could ask for more? Mind you, she put up a fight after I’d done the deed.’ Cackling like a maniac, Elsie gave Dominic a boisterous nudge. ‘Flapping all round my kitchen, she was, like a headless chicken!’ 

			‘Elsie’s joking,’ Tara put in hurriedly. ‘She doesn’t mean it.’ 

			‘It’s OK, I’m fine.’ Looking as if he wanted to be sick, Dominic clutched the side of the sink. Tara, feeling faintly squeamish herself, held the bloodied carrier bag open so Elsie could pop Madge back inside head first. 

			Well, severed neck first. 

			‘She’ll make a lovely Sunday dinner,’ Elsie boasted. ‘Lots of stuffing, that’s the secret, and keep her on her back—ooh, and don’t forget to boil up those giblets for gravy.’ 

			***

			‘God, how can people do something like that,’ Dominic shuddered the moment Elsie had left. 

			‘This is the countryside. Elsie’s lived here all her life. You keep chickens, you kill chickens.’ Tara felt obliged to defend her neighbor. 

			‘She gives them names.’ Dominic shook his head in disgust. ‘It’s barbaric. Actually, I could do with a drink.’ 

			‘Oh well, don’t worry, at least you won’t have to eat Madge.’ 

			Reaching up into the cupboard, Tara found the half-empty bottle of Glenfiddich that had been there for years because neither she nor Maggie liked it. In a way she was grateful to Elsie; her arrival had certainly put Dominic off the idea of sex. 

			‘Here.’ She poured an inch of whisky into a tumbler and handed it to him. ‘Shall we go through?’ 

			Dominic led the way, muttering, ‘Anything to get away from that decapitated chicken.’ 

			Back in the living room, he slumped down in one of the armchairs, gazing moodily into the fire and clutching his drink. Less than ninety seconds after Elsie had left, the doorbell rang again. 

			‘Oh, for crying out loud, what now?’ He heaved a sigh. ‘Let me guess, she’s found Madge’s head and thinks we might like to boil it up and make stock.’ 

			Dominic stayed put in the armchair; he clearly had no intention of moving anywhere. He was being ironic about Elsie’s reason for coming back, whereas Tara suspected he might be spot on. 

			Bursting with flavor, chickens’ heads. 

			Pulling open the front door, Tara gulped and said, ‘Oh!’ 

			Elsie had had a lightning sex change. 

			‘You left your jacket in my car,’ Josh announced, holding the offending article in front of him. ‘I thought you might need it tomorrow morning.’ 

			‘Right, yes, thanks, great.’ Tara snatched the jacket from him as Josh’s eyes flickered over Dominic. He nodded and smiled pleasantly enough, while Tara’s stomach performed agitated cartwheels. This was mad, how could he make her feel this guilty? They weren’t even doing anything wrong. 

			‘I’ll be off then.’ Josh winked at Tara. 

			‘Yes, great, bye.’ What a stirrer, she thought crossly as she closed the door. 

			‘Who the bloody hell was that?’ Dominic wasn’t looking amused. 

			‘Nobody. He’s just teaching me to drive. Well,’ Tara admitted, ‘he’s Daisy’s boyfriend.’ 

			‘Shit!’ 

			‘It’s OK. He doesn’t know who you are.’ 

			‘God, I’m so bloody glad I came here tonight.’ Dominic drained his glass and promptly rose to his feet. ‘Let’s get out of here before bloody Daisy turns up.’ 

		


		
			Chapter 36 

			‘Pssst,’ hissed Tara, who was down on her knees polishing the legs of a walnut plant stand when Josh appeared in reception the next morning. Outside, the temperature had plummeted to arctic and the grounds were covered in a thick hoarfrost. Josh, dressed for his morning run in three sweatshirts, a grey knitted hat, and black jogging pants, swung round in surprise. 

			‘Oh, hi. Good night last night?’ 

			‘Did you say anything to Daisy?’ 

			Josh raised his eyebrows beneath the rim of his pulled-down woolly hat. ‘About what?’ 

			‘About who I was with.’ 

			‘I don’t know who you were with.’ He did a couple of warm-up exercises, stretching from side to side from the waist. ‘You didn’t introduce us, remember?’ 

			Tara breathed out slowly. Of course she hadn’t, but it was still a relief to know she was safe. Last night she’d dreamt that the cottage had been kitted out with hidden cameras, Big Brother style, all ready to transmit her every hapless move on national TV. Hardly conducive to a restful night’s sleep. 

			‘Watch yourself out there.’ Tara nodded in the direction of the frosty landscape. ‘The High Street’s like a skating rink. Don’t want to break a leg.’ 

			***

			It didn’t take her long to change her mind about this. 

			‘So. You and Dominic Cross-Calvert. What’s this all about?’ said Daisy with deceptive innocence as she poured the coffee. 

			Tara’s stomach squirmed. When Daisy had invited her upstairs to the flat she’d expected a bit of gentle teasing about last night’s mystery caller. But not this. Certainly not this. And Daisy wasn’t guessing either. She knew. 

			Ever the coward, Tara prevaricated. ‘What’s what all about?’ 

			‘That’s what I’m asking you. He was there at the cottage last night.’ 

			Feebly, Tara said, ‘Dominic? Who says?’ 

			‘Josh told me.’ 

			Bloody bastard Josh. Tara hoped he slipped on the icy road and broke both legs and both arms. Shattering the bones to smithereens, preferably. 

			‘Josh doesn’t know Dominic.’ By this time clinging to microscopic straws, Tara adopted the mentality of a three-year-old stubbornly refusing to admit she’d broken something expensive. Daisy might, just might, be bluffing. 

			‘He described your visitor. Light-brown hair. Medium height. Medium build. Averagely good-looking.’ 

			‘That describes a million men.’ Privately Tara was outraged—Dominic was very good-looking. Lots handsomer than sodding Josh, that was for sure. 

			Daisy, pouring milk into the coffees and sliding Tara’s cup across the table, said, ‘Oh, and he was wearing a socking great Rolex. On his right wrist.’ 

			Bum. 

			‘OK.’ Tara held up her hands in defeat. ‘OK, it was Dominic.’ 

			‘I know it was Dominic! How long have you been seeing him?’ 

			‘Three weeks. Please don’t be cross, don’t shout at me,’ Tara begged in desperation. 

			‘You twit, of course I’m not going to shout.’ Daisy was shaking her head as she tipped sugar into her coffee, but she looked as if she wished she could be cross. ‘But you have to tell me everything. I want to know why.’ 

			No mention of on-the-spot dismissal. Despite everything, Tara was glad Daisy knew. It had been horrible having to keep Dominic a secret from her best friend. 

			‘He got in touch, begging to see me.’ The words came tumbling out in a long-overdue rush. ‘He said he hadn’t been able to stop thinking about me on his honeymoon, that he still loved me, and his marriage was a disaster… and he actually comes to see me,’ Tara emphasized again, desperate for Daisy to understand just how much this meant to her. ‘He drives all the way down from Berkshire and he doesn’t mind that it’s a hundred-and-twenty-mile round trip, because as far as he’s concerned, I’m worth it!’ 

			Daisy sat back on her chair, understanding only too well. Flattery would get you anywhere and Tara had been through a rough time recently on the man front. Her self-confidence had taken a series of knocks. And now here was Dominic, back in her life again, promising her the world and flattering her for all he was worth. 

			‘Why is his marriage such a disaster?’ 

			‘Annabel won’t sleep with him,’ Tara explained. ‘She’s frigid. He’s married someone who refuses to have sex with him. Can you imagine how that makes him feel?’ 

			Like a big old liar, probably, thought Daisy. What was the betting that Dominic had told Tara his wife didn’t understand him? 

			‘So he’s having sex with you instead.’ 

			‘No! No, he isn’t.’ Vehemently, Tara shook her head. ‘We just see each other, that’s all. We meet up and talk. No sex, I promise.’ 

			‘Although he’d like there to be.’ 

			‘Well… yes. But I won’t do it.’ 

			‘Why not?’ 

			‘Because he’s married!’ 

			‘But why is he still with Annabel?’ Daisy ruthlessly persisted. ‘If he knows it’s such a total disaster and it’s never going to work out, why doesn’t Dominic leave her?’ 

			Tara rubbed her forehead as if it ached. It felt as if it should ache. 

			‘He feels he has to give the marriage a chance. He can’t give up this quickly. But he knows it’s hopeless really. He’ll leave her sooner or later. It’s more to spare Annabel’s feelings, you see. She’s actually incredibly neurotic. Dominic’s worried about the effect it could have on her… I mean, they’ve only been married a few weeks, she’d feel so humiliated—oh, it’s you.’ 

			The door was flung open and Josh burst into the flat. Both legs disappointingly intact. Out of breath from his run, he rubbed his hands together, grinned, and said, ‘Oops, am I interrupting?’ 

			‘Yes,’ said Daisy, ‘but it’s OK.’ 

			‘Hello, Judas.’ Tara attempted a scowl but it didn’t quite come off. 

			‘Don’t be bitter. These things are better out in the open. Bloody hell, it’s cold out there.’ Gleefully, he danced up to Tara and pressed his icy hands against the back of her neck, making her squeal. ‘Anyway, if you’re having an affair with a married man, that’s when you need your friends around to pummel some sense into you.’ 

			‘I’m not having an affair,’ Tara wailed, squirming off her chair and out of reach. ‘He comes to see me, that’s all. We talk. Swear to God, I’m not sleeping with Dominic.’ 

			‘Blimey. Poor sod.’ Josh looked amused. ‘So what’s in it for him, then?’ 

			‘He loves me!’ Tara couldn’t help it; she experienced a burst of pride. Being loved, unconditionally, was a heady experience. Not to mention a pretty novel one. 

			Daisy’s heart sank. She checked her watch. ‘I’ve got a meeting. We’ll talk later. But you mustn’t sleep with Dominic—you know that, don’t you? Promise me you won’t.’ 

			‘God, you’re so boring. OK, I promise,’ said Josh with a broad grin. 

			‘It isn’t funny.’ Ignoring him, Daisy gazed at Tara. ‘He’s married,’ she said steadily. ‘Don’t ever forget that.’ 

			Tara bit back the urge to remind Daisy, crossly, that of course she knew that, hadn’t she just explained that the whole reason she hadn’t slept with Dominic was because he was married? 

			But of course it was an extra-sensitive subject where Daisy was concerned. She’d been married to Steven Standish, who had been unfaithful to her. It couldn’t be much fun being cheated on. 

			‘I won’t forget,’ Tara dutifully promised. 

			‘Right, let’s get back to work.’ Reaching across the kitchen table, Daisy gave her hand a reassuring squeeze. ‘I can’t stop you seeing Dominic, but I’m telling you now, you deserve better.’ 

			Tara smiled. What a completely ridiculous thing to say. She’d spent the last goodness knows how many years deserving better. Didn’t Daisy realize that Dominic was it? 

			Josh, heading for the shower, was peeling off layers of sweatshirts. ‘Are we still on for five o’clock? Or am I public enemy number one?’ He winked at Tara from the bathroom doorway. 

			She couldn’t be cross with him. That was the other thing about Daisy, Tara thought; it was OK for her, she had Josh now. They were happy together. She’d forgotten how lonely and horrible it felt to be minus a man. Plus, in a few months, she could be moving to Florida with him. 

			Anyway, a free driving lesson was a free driving lesson. 

			Tara gave Josh a look to indicate that she had forgiven him but only just. For good measure she threw in a sigh. 

			‘I’ll see you at five.’ 

			***

			She did see Josh at five o’clock but didn’t get her lesson. By midday the first fat snowflakes had come cartwheeling out of a slate-grey sky. By three o’clock the lawns were iced in a layer of white. By five, the snow was a good couple of inches deep. Now, huge snowflakes were hurtling past the window harder and faster than ever. The roads weren’t undrivable but they were slippy enough to scare the wits out of Tara. 

			‘If it’s any comfort,’ said Josh, buying her a drink in the hotel bar as a consolation prize, ‘I can’t play golf either.’ 

			‘Hmm.’ Was that meant to cheer her up? If the snow kept up at this rate, she wouldn’t be able to see Dominic for days. 

			‘Look, I’m sorry about this morning,’ Josh went on, not sounding sorry at all. ‘I didn’t know I’d be letting the cat out of the bag. I just notice watches and which hand they’re being worn on. When you’re a golf pro, you can’t help it.’ 

			‘OK. Don’t keep on about it.’ Tara rolled her eyes. ‘Daisy knows now.’ 

			‘She’s just worried about you. Doesn’t want you making a big twit of yourself and ending up suicidal.’ 

			Josh was clearly the chap to come to if you were in need of sympathy and understanding. 

			‘Actually,’ said Tara, ‘I wasn’t planning on doing that.’ 

			‘Oh, come on, it’s pretty dodgy. Admit it,’ Josh scoffed, ‘he’s not going to leave his wife for you.’ 

			‘Thanks a lot.’ 

			‘Don’t get in a strop, I’m not saying you’re too ugly for him. We both know you’re not. But let’s face it, financially you can’t compete. He’s married to someone with a lot of cash.’ 

			‘The money doesn’t matter to Dominic. It means nothing to him.’ Tara’s cheeks were flaming but she kept her voice low so that Rocky, behind the bar, wouldn’t overhear. 

			‘Sweetheart, that’s what he tells you.’ 

			‘Is that why you’re with Daisy? She’s not exactly hard up. Steven married her for her money,’ Tara shot back. ‘Maybe you’re doing the same thing.’ Below the belt, maybe. But he’d started it. 

			‘Touché.’ Josh acknowledged the jibe with a brief smile. ‘No, that’s not why I came here. But I can’t prove that. You just have to make up your own mind. Or rather, Daisy does.’ 

			Tara didn’t think for one minute that he was after Daisy’s money, but she was damned if she was going to say so. 

			‘I don’t know you well enough to judge something like that. And you don’t know Dominic. Nor does Daisy. So neither of you has any right to judge him.’ 

			‘We just don’t want to see you get hurt,’ said Josh as she downed her Bacardi in one go. 

			‘So you keep saying. But I do know Dominic. And I know he wouldn’t do anything to hurt me.’ Tara slid down from her bar stool. ‘I have to go.’ 

			‘Oh dear. On a scale of one to ten, how much do you hate me?’ 

			‘Thirty-eight.’ 

			Josh grinned. ‘You deserve better. Married men are nothing but grief.’ 

			Trying to loathe him but failing to manage it, Tara said dryly, ‘Single ones too.’ 

		


		
			Chapter 37

			Next morning, Josh built a snowman on the lawn in front of the hotel. Daisy smuggled Hector’s second-best kilt out of his wardrobe and they fastened it round the snowman’s ample waist. An empty champagne bottle was clasped lovingly to the snowman’s chest and beneath his other arm was tucked a set of bagpipes fashioned from a tartan cushion and the wooden spindles from a broken chair back. 

			‘I say, who is that fine figure of a man? What a handsome fellow,’ Hector declared when he stepped out of the hotel. Roaring with laughter, he beckoned to Paula. ‘And such a relief to know we’ll be leaving the place in safe hands!’ 

			Paula, smothered in ivory floor-length fake fur, adjusted her dark glasses and checked that the car waiting for them had been fully defrosted. 

			‘What I want to know,’ said Hector, ‘is what he’s wearing under that kilt.’ 

			‘Mmm.’ Paula thrust her hands into her coat pockets; if the car’s engine had been running for a full ten minutes, it would be warm inside. 

			‘I just hope nobody’s stuck a carrot under there.’ Hector chuckled. ‘Especially not a small wizened carrot.’ 

			‘Who’s it supposed to be?’ said Paula. 

			‘Ha! Who does it look like?’ 

			‘A snowman.’ She sensed she was missing something here. ‘In a kilt.’ 

			‘It’s me, woman! That’s me in the MacLean tartan! Of course, you couldn’t know,’ Hector instantly excused her. ‘You haven’t seen me let loose with my bagpipes.’ 

			Paula shivered dramatically. Her feet were icy already. According to the weather forecast it was seven below zero, the coldest cold snap for years. 

			‘Hector, the Cardews are expecting us at midday.’ 

			Josiah Cardew and his wife lived in Cheltenham. Josiah, a theatre director, was hosting a lunch for them and they were staying the night at the Cardew’s Georgian mansion. 

			‘Let me guess. Josh,’ said Hector as Daisy joined them on the steps. 

			‘Who else?’ Daisy was quietly marveling at Paula’s ability to shiver in the manner of a Broadway star whilst wearing more clothes than an Eskimo. 

			‘But you were the one who stole my kilt.’ 

			‘Hector,’ Paula hinted. Heavily. 

			‘Yes. We must go. Will you be OK?’ He kissed Daisy on the cheek. 

			‘Oh, I’m sure we’ll manage. We’ve got the boss keeping an eye on us.’ Daisy nodded at the jaunty, kilted snowman. ‘Just so long as he doesn’t melt.’ 

			***

			Maggie bumped into Barney in the village shop. Flushed with success, he told her how the cottage was progressing. It was Sunday morning and thanks to the snow, far fewer bargain hunters than usual had turned out for the swap meet in Castle Combe, enabling him to snap up all manner of brilliant buys. 

			‘I was there at eight,’ he explained happily, ‘and back by ten. I picked up a toaster for fifty pence, a fantastic sheepskin rug for a pound, a tricycle for Freddie, and a set of garden chairs for a fiver.’ Checking his watch he added, ‘I should just have time to finish the skirting boards in the bathroom before starting my shift.’ 

			Barney had come in to buy a bottle of white spirit and a packet of cleaning cloths. Maggie envied him his busyness. Her own empty day stretched interminably ahead as only Sundays could. She was here to pick up a newspaper, a packet of sage and onion stuffing, and, oh God, just something to cheer her up. 

			Wine, maybe. Or a bar of chocolate. Valpolicella versus a giant block of Fruit & Nut. 

			Sod it, she’d have both. 

			They left the shop together and made their way up the snowy street. As Maggie reached her front door, she slipped on a patch of ice, felt her legs shoot out from beneath her, and landed with a bump on the pavement. 

			Luckily, her thick padded parka cushioned her bottom. As landings went, it was more undignified than painful. 

			‘Shit!’ Maggie wailed as Barney reached down to her. 

			‘Are you hurt?’ 

			‘Bloody bottle’s broken.’ She gazed in dismay at the carrier bag, leaking blood-red Valpolicella into the snow. And she’d managed to drench her Sunday Times. Behind her, she heard the sound of a vehicle making its way down the street. 

			‘Come on,’ said Barney, ‘up you get.’ But the spilled wine only made the snow more slippery, and his first attempt to help Maggie to her feet was unsuccessful. As she tried again, this time going for the ultra elegant all-fours approach, the gleaming black Land Rover Discovery approached them. Hector’s Land Rover Discovery, Maggie realized, unable to stop herself glancing through the green-tinted windscreen at Hector behind the wheel with Paula Penhaligon beside him. 

			Hector braked and buzzed down the window. ‘Are you hurt?’ 

			‘No. I’m fine.’ Grabbing Barney’s outstretched arms with both hands, Maggie hauled herself upright. 

			‘Is that blood?’ Hector was looking alarmed. 

			‘Red wine. I’m OK.’ As she brushed crimson-stained snow from the seat of her parka, Maggie couldn’t help noticing that Paula was wearing a white fur coat and matching hat like something out of Dr Zhivago. And expensive-looking sunglasses like nothing out of Dr Zhivago. 

			‘Darling, we don’t want to be late,’ said Paula. 

			‘I’m OK. I just slipped in the snow.’ With all her heart Maggie willed him to drive off. 

			Before the driver’s window slid shut once more, she clearly heard Paula drawl, ‘Good grief, is the woman drunk?’ 

			Barney helped her into the cottage, then went out to retrieve her carrier bag. 

			‘You don’t have to do this,’ Maggie protested as he returned with the bag. ‘I’m not an invalid, you know.’ 

			But she was touched by the gesture. Barney really was a sweet boy. As she watched him fish out the stuffing and chocolate, Maggie thought what a shame it was that he already had a girlfriend. He’d be perfect for Tara. 

			‘I know you aren’t an invalid. But it’s not very nice, falling over in the street.’ Carefully wrapping up the bag containing the sodden newspaper and broken glass, he dropped it into Maggie’s kitchen bin. ‘Still, it was nice of Hector to stop, wasn’t it?’ 

			‘Mm.’ Maggie would far rather he hadn’t. As she peeled off her heavy parka she saw that the wine had soaked into the bit where her bottom had landed. Fabulous, something else really bulky to wash by hand and struggle to dry. 

			‘He’s great,’ Barney went on with enthusiasm. ‘I mean, he owns the hotel but he still insists I call him Hector. It’s just so brilliant working somewhere like that; it makes all the difference.’ 

			Joining him in the kitchen, Maggie peeled the sodden wrapper off the bar of chocolate and ran it under the tap. She offered Barney a piece. 

			‘Thanks, I love fruit and nut. And she’s really friendly too,’ Barney added. ‘Paula Penhaligon. She gave me a signed photo yesterday for my mum. I thought that was so nice of her. They make a great couple, don’t they?’ 

			Presumably not Paula and his mum. 

			Maggie did her best to ignore the stab of pain in her chest. OK, not pain. Jealousy. 

			‘Oh yes. A great couple.’ 

			‘He’s mad about her, you can tell. Well, they’re mad about each other. Imagine, they might end up getting married, wouldn’t that be fantastic?’ 

			By this time fighting the urge to batter Barney over the head with her family-sized bar of chocolate, Maggie smiled blandly and said, ‘Wouldn’t it just?’ 

			Barney left to finish painting his skirting boards and Maggie got on with the task of stuffing Madge. Plucked, Madge had weighed four pounds, which meant that after one hour and forty minutes of lying on her back with her legs in the air on a tray of roasting vegetables, she would be cooked to perfection. 

			Taking her out of the oven at midday, Maggie realized she’d lost her appetite. Madge looked delicious—glistening and golden and enticingly plump, but Maggie hadn’t the heart to eat her. Tara would have to do the honors later when she came off duty. 

			Honorable though it would have been to pretend that the reason she couldn’t bring herself to eat Madge was because she knew her—had known her, in fact, since she was a chick—the truth of the matter was she couldn’t stop thinking about the humiliating moment when Hector had driven by while she was scrabbling on all fours on the pavement. 

			When Hector had driven by with bloody Paula Penhaligon in the passenger seat. 

			‘You really mustn’t be embarrassed about falling over,’ Barney had said kindly as he was leaving. ‘It’s slippery out there. I fell over in the snow at the car boot sale this morning.’ 

			Yes, but not in front of the person who pays you to have sex with them, Maggie had been sorely tempted to retort. Or at least had paid you to have sex with them up until they’d found themself someone who’d do it for free. Someone infinitely superior at that. Even if, according to Tara, Paula Penhaligon had had a face-lift. 

			Madge sat in the roasting tin, growing cold. Never mind; Tara would demolish a breast and a leg when she came home. Minus an appetite, and with no wine to console her, Maggie ate a couple of chunks of fruit and nut in an unsuccessful attempt to cheer herself up. She flicked through the TV channels, found nothing remotely watchable and washed her bulky parka in the sink that was three times too small for the task and imagined the fun Hector and Paula would be having now. Gorgeous, convivial lunch with friends. Bit too much to drink. You wouldn’t believe what we saw as we were leaving Colworth this morning—one of the villagers, pissed as a parrot, sprawled across the pavement. Darling, can you believe it? 

			The doorbell went as Maggie was struggling to wring out the sodden parka. Wiping her hands on her jeans, she answered the door and found a pink-cheeked, jolly-looking couple stamping their cold feet on the doorstep. 

			‘Oh hello, we’re staying at the hotel and we saw some of your lovely cushions in the gift shop down the road.’ The girl beamed at Maggie. ‘I know it’s Sunday but the woman in the shop gave us one of your business cards and said she was sure you wouldn’t mind us calling round. You see, we’d just love it if you could make us a cushion.’ 

			‘No problem.’ Their shiny matching wedding rings and the way they were holding hands told Maggie all she needed to know. ‘Come on in.’ 

			Their names were Valerie and Alan and, yes, they were on their honeymoon. Together they had already decided on the design they wanted. Val and Al, Together Forever, in curly lettering, the names entwined within a pink heart on a lilac background with butterflies and smaller hearts bordering the cushion like a Victorian Valentine’s card. 

			‘Together forever,’ Valerie echoed, her eyes shining with joy as she squeezed her husband’s pudgy hand. ‘That’s going to be us, isn’t it, darling?’ 

			Until you get divorced, thought Maggie. 

			Alan, nodding vigorously, said, ‘We’ll be able to show this cushion to our grandchildren.’ 

			‘That’s a lovely idea.’ Maggie forced a warm smile. Maybe they would be happy. Some marriages did last, didn’t they? In their thick fleeces, matching knitted sweaters, and unromantic hiking boots, they seemed besotted enough with each other to make a go of it. 

			‘We’re only here for another couple of days,’ Valerie explained. ‘I’d better give you our address so you can post it on to us.’ 

			‘Don’t worry, I can do it straightaway.’ Seeing as she had an evening stretching emptily ahead, Maggie said, ‘Drop by again tomorrow. I’ll have it finished for you by then.’ 

			‘Really? Oh, that’s so kind of you!’ Valerie’s eyes lit up and she wriggled on the sofa with delight. ‘We’ll be able to show our families when we get home. This cushion will be our memento of the happiest week of our lives.’ 

			As soon as they’d left, Maggie set to work on the cushion. She felt guilty at having inwardly scoffed at their gullibility. Just because her own life was a miserable mess and she couldn’t imagine ever being like that herself, she mustn’t automatically assume every couple would eventually split up. It wasn’t Val and Al’s fault that she’d fallen for a man completely beyond her reach. 

			The truth was, she was jealous of them and their impossibly rosy view of the future. 

			A tear slid down Maggie’s cheek, plopping onto her wrist as she knelt on the carpet cutting out pink silk hearts. 

			Pathetic. Furious with herself, she brushed the tears away. 

		


		
			Chapter 38 

			‘I said, scrub my back.’ Daisy wriggled in the bath, splashing water and bubbles over the side as Josh’s hand playfully slid round her rib cage. ‘That’s not my back.’ 

			‘Anatomy never was my strong point. Good job I’m not a surgeon.’ He grinned, glancing out of the bathroom window as his mobile began to ring in the living room. ‘Starting to snow again. Hang on, let me get that.’ 

			Daisy heard him answer the phone, greeting one of his friends with enthusiasm. As she lazily soaped her arms, Josh came back into the bathroom. 

			‘…what? You’re where? God, that sounds fantastic. Hang on a sec, she’s right here, I’ll just ask her. It’s Tom Pride,’ Josh explained. ‘He’s in Austria. There’s a group of them sharing a chalet in Kitzbühel and one of the other chaps has just been flown home with a smashed-up pelvis. Which is bad news for him, of course, but on the other hand…’ 

			‘Good news for you?’ guessed Daisy. ‘Or do we call it a lucky break? Don’t tell me, they’ve got room for one more and they thought of you.’ Was that a niggle there in her voice? A little niggly edge? 

			‘Wrong, actually. The other chap’s wife flew home with him. They’ve got room for two more and they thought of us.’ Luckily Josh hadn’t taken offense. Sitting on the edge of the bath he added persuasively, ‘So what d’you think? Can Vince take care of things here? It’s only for a week. Tom says the chalet’s fantastic, the skiing’s superb, they’ve got a great crowd out there—and it’s mixed, not just a horrible gang of boys, drinking nonstop and throwing up in the jacuzzi. Come on,’ he leaned teasingly over the bath, ‘we’d have a brilliant time. You could do with a break.’ 

			Daisy knew she could, but she also knew she wasn’t going to get one. Vince had already booked a couple of days off in the coming week in order to attend a cousin’s wedding in Glasgow. 

			‘I can’t.’ Regretfully, she shook her head. ‘Vince is away.’ It was a shame, but it couldn’t be helped. 

			Josh’s face fell. ‘OK. Never mind. Tom,’ he returned to the phone, ‘sorry, mate, we can’t make it. Daisy has to work.’ A pause while he listened to Tom’s voice at the other end, then, ‘No, no. Thanks, but I wouldn’t feel… it wouldn’t be…’ 

			‘You could still go,’ suggested Daisy, squeezing bubbles out of the sponge. 

			Josh looked at her. Hesitating. She knew how much he wanted to. 

			‘Hang on again, Tom. Daisy’s saying something.’ Moving the phone away from his mouth he said, ‘Wouldn’t you mind?’ 

			‘Of course I wouldn’t mind. You love skiing. You can’t do much here while the weather’s like this.’ She waved at the snow tumbling like confetti past the window. ‘No golf, no driving lessons with Tara. And it’s only for a week.’ 

			She meant it. The moment of nigglyness earlier had been a Pavlovian reaction, a hangover from her marriage. Even when she had thought she’d trusted Steven, some inner instinct had never entirely trusted him. But that had been then. Things were different now. This was Josh, whom she knew she could trust. He was the polar opposite of Steven. 

			‘You know what you are?’ Grinning, Josh leaned precariously over the bath and gave her a huge kiss. ‘Gorgeous.’ The phone in his hand began to cackle and he spoke into it. ‘No, not you, you’re an ugly sod. I’m talking to this beautiful gem of a girl here… yes, I mean Daisy. And she’s naked. In the bath. Oh yes. And right now I don’t know if I even want to leave her here on her own, but she says that if I want to come out to Kitzbühel, it’s fine by her.’ 

			Ten minutes later, it was all fixed. Josh had got himself on a flight from Bristol to Salzburg, leaving tomorrow lunchtime. By late afternoon he’d arrive at Chalet Sattelkopf in the heart of Kitzbühel, for seven days of hard skiing and seven nights of wild après-ski. 

			‘You’re sure you don’t mind?’ Josh brought a bottle of white burgundy into the bathroom and handed Daisy a glass. 

			‘I really don’t mind.’ She smiled, because he was looking like a young boy on Christmas morning. 

			‘You don’t have to worry about me. I won’t be getting up to any funny business.’ 

			‘I know that too.’ She did. It was a great feeling. 

			‘Unless Jennifer Lopez is there,’ Josh amended. ‘Obviously.’ 

			‘Oh well, goes without saying.’ Daisy nodded to show she understood. He had a bit of a thing for Jennifer Lopez. 

			‘And will you miss me?’ Josh sat on the edge of the bath. 

			‘Every minute of every hour of every day.’ Tilting her face up for a kiss, she added, ‘Well, unless Jude Law books into the hotel. Obviously.’ 

			Josh nodded. ‘I can understand that. I’d sleep with Jude Law in a flash. But otherwise I can trust you to behave—what are you doing?’ 

			‘I think you need a bath.’ Daisy hooked her wet fingers round the front of his rugby shirt and pulled him towards her. 

			‘Right now?’ 

			She tugged harder. ‘Right now.’ 

			‘Still in my clothes?’ 

			‘You can take them off if you want—oops,’ Daisy murmured happily as he landed in the water with a splash. ‘Too late.’ 

			***

			Tara was having the most fantastic dream. She was sitting in the hot seat on Who Wants To Be A Millionaire? with Chris Tarrant giving her his teasing, twinkly-eyed smile. She was up to five hundred thousand pounds with only one more question to go and the audience was agog. 

			Chris mopped imaginary sweat from his brow. ‘So. Tara. Are you ready for this?’ 

			‘I’m ready, Chris.’ 

			‘For one million pounds,’ he announced, skillfully building the drama. ‘Here we go. In Greek mythology…’ 

			Tara listened to the question, a smile spreading over her face as he read out the four possible answers. She knew nothing about Greek mythology, but luckily she knew a girl who did. 

			Even more luckily, she still had her phone-a-friend lifeline left. 

			‘Of course she’ll be one of your phone-a-friends,’ Dominic had assured her yesterday. ‘She’d love to help you. Anything you want to know about literature, art, or Greek mythology, Annabel’s the one to ask. She’s a real expert.’ 

			Hooray for that. 

			‘I’d like to phone a friend, please,’ Tara told Chris Tarrant. ‘Annabel Cross-Calvert.’ 

			As they waited for the phone to be picked up, Tara fantasized about winning the million. Gosh, it was going to be so brilliant… if she had that much money, Dominic might even leave Annabel and come and live with her instead. Not at the cottage, of course, oh no. She’d buy a much grander place than that…

			‘Annabel? Hi, this is Chris Tarrant, I’ve got your friend Tara here and she needs your help.’ Pausing, he added significantly, ‘To get her up from half a million to one million pounds.’ 

			The audience buzzed with excitement. 

			‘Oh gosh, that’s fantastic.’ Annabel sounded thrilled too. ‘I just hope I know the answer! Right, go ahead, fire away!’ 

			As Tara read out the question, her heart began to thump with anticipation. Annabel was an expert; she knew everything about Greek mythology. She was seconds away from an astounding triumph. 

			When she’d finished listing the four possible answers, there was a moment of silence. 

			Then Annabel said, ‘Well, I’m so glad you rang, Tara, because I do know the right answer.’ 

			Tara waited. 

			Chris Tarrant was waiting too. 

			The studio audience collectively held their breath. 

			The man whose job it was to send sparkly confetti tumbling from the ceiling prepared to pull the sparkly confetti switch. 

			‘But guess what?’ Annabel went on gaily. ‘I’m not going to tell you what it is!’ 

			Gasps all round. 

			‘You can’t do that! It’s not fair,’ Tara wailed. ‘Quick, just tell me the answer!’ 

			‘Nope. Don’t want to. Bye, Tara.’ And Annabel put the phone down with ten seconds still left to go on the clock. 

			Totally humiliated, Tara hung her head and said, ‘I’ll take the money, Chris.’ 

			Oh well, half a million, that was still pretty good, wasn’t it? Dominic might still leave Annabel… 

			But now it was Chris Tarrant’s turn to be unfriendly. That lovely twinkly smile of his had gone. 

			‘I’m sorry, Tara, but the rules have been broken. You named Annabel as a friend and she clearly wasn’t a friend. That means you’re disqualified from the competition. I’m afraid you leave here with nothing at all.’ 

			Tara woke up with a start, just as the studio audience were beginning to boo her and chant, ‘Off, off, off.’ 

			What a completely horrible dream. And how mean of Annabel. No wonder Dominic didn’t love her if she was capable of such a spiteful act. Who in the world would want to stay married to a bitch like that? 

			Untangling herself from the duvet, Tara climbed out of bed. It was ten to eight. Dominic had said he’d give her a ring at eight o’clock and she didn’t want to speak to him before she’d brushed her teeth. 

		


		
			Chapter 39 

			The big thaw arrived two days later. The following morning, so did Dev Tyzack. 

			Daisy, discussing deliveries with the head chef at the entrance to the restaurant, heard a familiar voice behind her and felt her heart leap like a salmon. Turning, she saw Dev leaning against the reception desk. He spoke again, making Pam laugh. In fact, making Pam laugh skittishly, Daisy couldn’t help noticing. What was he doing here? Even more to the point, what were those suitcases doing at his feet? 

			Feeling as if she was walking through treacle, Daisy excused herself and headed down the corridor towards him. 

			Hearing her high heels tapping across the polished floor, Dev looked over his shoulder and shot her a dry smile. 

			‘What’s going on?’ She indicated the three—three—Samsonite cases. ‘Have you run away from home?’ Was he actually booking in? Why? Why would he be doing this? 

			‘I have.’ He sounded amused. ‘And you would too, if you could see my home.’ 

			Pam, who was a huge devotee of bad news, gushed, ‘Poor Mr Tyzack, he was just telling me all about it. The pipes froze, then one of them burst in the night up in the loft. The whole house is wrecked, can you imagine? Curtains, carpets, furniture—everything’s completely ruined!’ 

			If Christiane Amanpour ever needed a stand-in, Pam was the woman for the job. 

			‘But on the plus side,’ Dev kept a straight face, ‘Clarissa has learned to swim.’ 

			‘How could your pipes freeze?’ Daisy was puzzled. He had central heating, surely? 

			‘I’ve been away for a few days. My cleaning woman was keeping an eye on the house for me. She’s a frugal lady,’ Dev explained with a crooked smile, ‘who couldn’t bear the thought of all that heat going to waste while I wasn’t there to appreciate it. So she turned the heating off. When we got home at four o’clock this morning, we found water pouring through the ceiling. It was like Niagara Falls. Every room in the house is affected. There’s nowhere to sit down because all the chairs and beds and sofas are waterlogged. The electricity’s off. The wallpaper’s hanging off the walls. I had to get out,’ he concluded with a shrug. ‘So I rang here.’ 

			‘Lucky we weren’t fully booked,’ Pam trilled. 

			Lucky? Daisy wasn’t so sure. Having Dev Tyzack around was going to be a distraction she didn’t need right now. 

			Anyway, who was this person he had arrived home with at four o’clock this morning? He had definitely said we. 

			‘How long will you be here?’ 

			‘Until the house is sorted out.’ Hazarding a guess, Dev raked his fingers through his hair and said, ‘Three or four weeks?’ 

			Booking into a four-star hotel for a month was going to cost him a fortune. 

			‘Couldn’t you stay with a friend?’ Innocently Daisy added, ‘Wouldn’t Jennifer put you up?’ 

			‘Jennifer’s my secretary. She isn’t my girlfriend. She shares a flat with three other girls in Bath.’ 

			‘My mistake,’ said Daisy. ‘She acted as if she was your girlfriend. And you were taking her out to dinner.’ Maybe she insisted on being fed before she slept with him. 

			‘Dinner can be just dinner, you know.’ Dev’s dark eyes glittered. ‘Jennifer put in a lot of extra work, helping me set up the conference. It was my way of thanking her.’ 

			‘Why move into this hotel, anyway?’ Daisy persisted. ‘I’d have thought it would be simpler to stay in Bath.’ 

			‘Daisy, will you stop interrogating the poor man? Heavens,’ Pam exclaimed with a little laugh, ‘anyone would think you were trying to put him off!’ 

			Dev, unperturbed, replied calmly, ‘I like this hotel. It’s handy for the M4. And you allow dogs, which most places don’t.’ 

			The phone rang on the reception desk. Pam answered it. 

			‘Who was looking after Clarissa while you were away?’ Daisy couldn’t help it; she knew she sounded like a disapproving social worker. ‘Putting her into kennels isn’t going to do her any good, you know. She’ll just think you’re dumping her back in another dogs’ home, she’ll feel abandoned all over again.’ 

			‘I didn’t abandon Clarissa. I took her with me. When I said we came home and found the house flooded, I was talking about me and Clarissa.’ 

			Daisy’s stomach squirmed with a mixture of relief and horror. Horror because she didn’t want to feel relieved that ‘the other woman’ was only Clarissa. And now Dev was smiling at her in that unnerving way of his, as if he knew exactly what had been going through— 

			‘Daisy, it’s for you!’ Pam held out the phone she had been giggling into for the last thirty seconds. ‘It’s Josh, ringing from Kitzbühel.’ 

			Pam adored Josh, who teased and flirted with her unmercifully. 

			‘Daisy’s boyfriend,’ she cozily confided to Dev. ‘He’s away at the moment, skiing in Austria. Such a card! He just told me he’s dangling by one arm from the ski-lift over a huge abyss.’ 

			‘It’s not true,’ Josh told Daisy. ‘Actually, I’m sitting on the terrace of a restaurant at the top of a mountain, surrounded by stunning actresses and supermodels.’ 

			‘Plenty of food left for you, then,’ said Daisy. 

			‘It’s not funny. They keep pestering me, telling me how gorgeous I am. I hope you’re missing me,’ he said. ‘Jennifer, stop it, behave yourself… Giselle, tell Jennifer to leave me alone.’ 

			‘I’m missing you terribly. But I’m going to have to go,’ said Daisy. ‘Jude’s just turned up.’ 

			At this, predictably, Pam’s head swiveled round to the doors. 

			‘You go and see to him,’ Josh urged. ‘In a purely hotel manageressy kind of way, naturally. I’ll speak to you again later.’ 

			‘Happy skiing.’ Daisy nodded at Pam as she put the phone down. ‘It’s OK, he’s safe. The rescue helicopter came along and winched him up just before he fell.’ 

			‘That Josh, he’s a one. He has me in stitches.’ Pam beamed up at Dev. ‘They make such a lovely couple—yes, Mrs Kendall, how can I help you?’ 

			As Pam moved away to deal with Mrs Kendall, one of the porters came down the stairs. 

			‘James.’ Daisy beckoned him over. ‘Could you take Mr Tyzack’s bags and show him up to his room. Room…?’ 

			‘Six,’ said Dev. ‘But I’ve got Clarissa waiting out in the car.’ 

			Clarissa! She’d forgotten all about Clarissa. Daisy, her eyes lighting up, said, ‘It’s going to be so great having her here!’ 

			‘Nice to know one of us is popular.’ With a brief smile, Dev slipped James some money to take his bags upstairs. ‘Want to come and say hello?’ 

			Clarissa threw herself against the passenger window, scrabbling at it with her paws and yelping with delight when she saw them. Panting with excitement, she leapt up into Daisy’s arms and licked her face. 

			‘So this is how it feels to be Robbie Williams.’ Daisy hugged her number one fan in return. ‘Hello, sweetheart, guess what, you’re coming to stay here for a while, isn’t that brilliant?’ 

			‘Better than that,’ said Dev. ‘The carpets are dry. There isn’t water dripping out of the TV. And your Bonios won’t float across the kitchen floor.’ As he spoke, he retrieved Clarissa’s sodden blanket from the boot, along with her basket. ‘I’m going to have to dry these out.’ 

			‘We’ll put them in the boiler room. They’ll be dry in no time.’ Tilting her head, Daisy let Clarissa lick the blusher off her other cheek. May as well be symmetrical about it. 

			‘Just a thought,’ said Dev as they picked their way back through the melting snow. ‘But if you’re not doing anything tonight, and Josh is away, would you like to have dinner with me?’ 

			Daisy concentrated on stepping round a slushy puddle. Her pulse began to race like a teenager’s. Would she like to have dinner with Dev Tyzack? Probably. OK, yes. 

			Then again, would it be wise to have dinner with him? Not really. Actually, no, it wouldn’t. Not wise at all. 

			I’m with Josh now. I decided it was for the best, and it is. 

			Dammit, vowing to steer clear of men was all very well, but not quite so easy when they moved into your hotel and started having nerve-wracking effects on your body. 

			‘Just dinner.’ Dev sounded amused. ‘No hidden agenda, all above board. Nothing… lewd, if that’s what’s bothering you.’ 

			Feeling irrationally insulted, Daisy climbed the steps to the hotel, lowered Clarissa to the floor, and watched her bound off in search of more friendly faces to greet and strip free of makeup. 

			‘Tart,’ Dev fondly observed. 

			‘I can’t have dinner with you,’ said Daisy. 

			He shook his head. ‘I didn’t mean you were a tart. I was talking about Clarissa.’ 

			Honestly, did he think she was completely thick? 

			‘I know, but I still can’t have dinner with you. I’m doing something else tonight.’ 

			‘Oh.’ Dev looked as if he didn’t believe her. ‘OK. Maybe some other time.’ 

			Daisy flashed her professional don’t-bank-on-it smile. ‘Maybe.’ 

			***

			‘That man thinks he’s so irresistible,’ Tara scoffed that evening when Daisy told her about the dinner invitation. She had her own reasons for not liking Dev Tyzack. ‘He really thinks he’s God’s gift to women. Well, I’m glad you turned him down. Jolly well serves him right. When did this bottle get empty? Daisy, this bottle’s empty, quick, emergency, dial nine-nine-nine.’ 

			‘OK, OK, don’t panic.’ Daisy, back from the fridge with a fresh bottle, uncorked it and sloshed more wine into their glasses. This was nice, being holed up in her apartment with Tara, the two of them just drinking and relaxing and generally getting everything off their respective chests. ‘I mean, I’m happy with Josh. You know how happy I am with Josh.’ 

			‘I do. I do know that.’ Tara nodded vigorously, clonking her glass against her teeth. ‘Josh is brilliant.’ Even if he did have a big mouth. 

			‘And I don’t fancy Dev Tyzack one bit,’ Daisy lied, ‘but the thing is, he seems to think I do fancy him, which is really annoying, especially now that he’s going to be here for the next God knows how many weeks. And I have to be polite to him because he’s a guest, but he just seems to think this proves how much I secretly like him and I honestly don’t… Am I rambling?’ 

			‘No, no, no… well, yes.’ Beaming, Tara dangled her bare feet over the arm of the sofa and waggled her toes along to Coldplay on the CD player. ‘But that’s OK, because you let me ramble on about Dominic. ’S only fair. Did I tell you about the dream I had the other night?’ 

			‘Twice,’ said Daisy. ‘Did I tell you he’s not going to leave his wife?’ 

			‘About fifty times.’ Tara was no longer letting it bother her. ‘So many times you wouldn’t believe it. But I don’t care, because you think you’re right and I know you’re wrong… oops, spilt a bit, lucky it’s not red. Anyway, how’s Hector getting on with Ms Nip’n’Tuck?’ 

			‘Oh, he’s enjoying himself.’ Daisy wrinkled her nose. ‘She’s a bit of a townie. You won’t sleep with him, will you?’ 

			More wine sloshed down Tara’s chin. ‘Hector?’ 

			‘Dominic!’ 

			Phew. 

			‘I’ve already said I won’t.’ Tara made it sound like a grumble but inwardly she was hugging her latest idea to herself. She wasn’t agreeing for Daisy’s sake, but for her own. It had come to her in a flash that afternoon. If she and Dominic were secretly seeing each other and sleeping together, where was the incentive for him to leave Annabel? If, on the other hand, she refused to have sex with him until he had left his wife—well, wasn’t that more likely to propel him in the right direction? Tara-wards? 

			‘And keep your options open.’ Daisy wagged a finger at her. ‘If you meet someone nice in the meantime—someone single and nice—don’t refuse to consider them because of Dominic. Give them a chance. You never know, they might be just what you’re looking for.’ 

			‘My shoes, that’s what I’m looking for.’ It was eleven o’clock, time to make her way home. Peering over the edge of the sofa, Tara just managed to stop herself rolling onto the floor. ‘Damn, head’s gone spinny. Time to go home.’ 

			‘You can stay.’ Daisy, feeling pretty spinny herself, waved an arm in the general direction of the spare bedroom. 

			‘No, no. Thanks, but I’d rather… you know.’ Tara managed to grab her shoes. Dominic might phone and she couldn’t bear to miss him. 

			Jumping up, Daisy careered towards the door. ‘I’ll walk with you.’ 

			‘I’m fine.’ 

			‘I want to,’ Daisy insisted. ‘It’s slippery out there. You can’t go on your own.’ 

			‘But if you walk me back, you’ll have to walk home on your own.’ Tara frowned. It was like one of those brain-teasing puzzles with the fox, the chicken, and the cabbage having to pair up in a rowing boat to reach the island. Even sober, it had never been something she could work out. 

			‘Got it! I’ll walk with you as far as the hotel gates. Then you can go home and I’ll come back here and that’ll be completely fair.’ 

			Tara was lost in admiration. Daisy had always been so intelligent. Even if she was currently sitting on the floor struggling to put her wellies on the wrong feet. 

			‘God, these things are uncomfortable.’ Daisy waddled like a duck over to the door, then turned and put a finger unsteadily to her lips. ‘Now sshh, no giggling. And we’ll sneak out the back way—don’t want any of the guests thinking we’re pissed.’ 

			‘Your feet are on the wrong way round,’ sniggered Tara. 

			‘What?’ Daisy peered down at them. ‘Nope. Toes at the front, ankles at the back. My feet have always been like that.’ 

		


		
			Chapter 40 

			Oh yes, fresh air, that was better! Lovely cold fresh air, just what she needed to clear her spinning head. Having hugged Tara goodnight—by some miracle neither of them had fallen over—Daisy watched her make her way down the High Street before turning and heading back up the drive. Well, wavering back up the drive. 

			The thaw was still in full flow. Entranced by the sound of snow plopping from the trees, Daisy veered to the right—God, had these wellies shrunk or something? They were playing havoc with her toes—and lifted her face up to the falling dollops of snow. 

			Plop. 

			‘Plop,’ Daisy echoed. 

			Plop… plop. 

			‘Plop… plop.’ She felt gloriously at one with nature. She was actually having a conversation with the snow. 

			Plop. 

			‘Plop,’ Daisy solemnly replied. Crikey, never mind Dennis the Dachshund, this was like starring in Bill And Ben the Flowerpot Men. 

			Plop, plop, plop, plop… 

			‘Flobalobalobalob,’ Daisy conversed—quite authentically, she felt—until it dawned on her that the plops had become more rhythmic. And crunchy. In fact less like snow falling from branches and more like… feet trudging through melting snow. 

			A voice behind her said, ‘Daisy, is that you?’ 

			Oh, fuck. 

			Mortified, Daisy swung round. Her tone accusing, she said, ‘What are you doing out here?’ Oh God, please don’t let him have overheard her talking to the snow. 

			‘Walking Clarissa.’ Dev—dammit—was sounding faintly amused. ‘Didn’t want her weeing in my room.’ 

			‘Where is she?’ 

			He pointed. ‘Over there. Investigating your snowman.’ 

			‘That’s no snowman, that’s my dad.’ Through the darkness, Daisy was just about able to make out the melting outline of Hector, by this time minus his kilt. As his waist had decreased in girth it had dropped to the ground, though the champagne bottle—typically—was still clutched to his chest. 

			Now, as she paid more attention, she detected a small, four-legged figure snuffling around the incredible shrinking snowman. 

			But Daisy had other, more important things on her mind. 

			‘Those tights did cost ten pounds,’ she blurted out. ‘I wasn’t trying to rip off your secretary.’ 

			Well, it had been bothering her. 

			‘OK, fine, I believe you.’ Was Dev Tyzack laughing at her? ‘Your feet look funny, by the way.’ 

			‘For heaven’s sake, why does everyone keep going on about my feet?’ 

			‘Probably because you’ve got your wellies on the wrong way round.’ He moved closer, putting out an arm to steady Daisy as she lifted one leg into the air to examine it. ‘Come on, I’ll walk you back. What are you doing out here anyway?’ 

			‘Making sure Tara got home safely. We had a couple of drinks.’ 

			‘More than a couple, by the look of you.’ 

			He was holding her as if she were some doddery old lady who needed help crossing the road. Irritably shaking him off, Daisy said, ‘I can manage,’ and promptly crashed into a tree trunk. 

			‘Don’t be so obstinate.’ Clearly entertained, Dev hauled her back on track. ‘Is Tara as bad as you?’ 

			‘Bad? Me? What did I ever do wrong? Tara’s badder than I am, she’s lots badder than me. Even though it isn’t her fault.’ Daisy wagged an accusing finger at him. 

			‘Really?’ He nodded, humoring her. ‘So whose fault would it be?’ 

			‘Dominic Cross-Calvert. Your oh-so-wonderful friend. He’s big trouble.’ As she said it, Daisy dimly wondered whether she should be telling him this. Then again, Dev wasn’t really such a great friend of Dominic’s, was he? And why shouldn’t he know what he’d been up to? 

			‘Trouble in what way?’ 

			‘He’s pestering Tara. He comes over to see her all the time. For crying out loud, he’s only been married a couple of months and he won’t leave her alone!’ 

			Their footsteps crunched through the melting snow as they made their way up the drive. 

			Dev, tilting his head to one side, said, ‘Why doesn’t Tara tell him she doesn’t want to see him?’ 

			God, and this was a supposedly intelligent man. 

			‘Because she does want to!’ Daisy spread her arms in despair. ‘Look, Tara’s been through a rough patch lately. She completely lost confidence in herself. And then Dominic came along, laying on the charm, telling her how much he loves her and that he should never have married Annabel… and she’s flattered! She believes him!’ 

			‘Oh, please. How old is this girl? Tara’s not sixteen anymore, she’s hardly Little Miss Innocent. We both know she isn’t innocent.’ Dev shook his head pityingly at Daisy. ‘Let’s face it, your friend Tara is the original good-time girl. I bet she’s loving every minute of it.’ 

			‘He’s leading her on!’ Outraged, Daisy stopped dead in her tracks and yanked her arm free of Dev’s grasp. ‘I don’t believe this. He’s a complete bastard, and you’re still blaming Tara!’ 

			They were only forty feet away from the hotel entrance now, and Dev lowered his voice. 

			‘Maybe she’s a complete bitch. Have you even stopped to consider that?’ 

			‘How dare you!’ Daisy was too furious to care about how loud she was being. ‘You have a bloody nerve.’ 

			‘OK, tell me something. If you met a man who’d only been married a few weeks, would you jump into bed with him?’ 

			‘Of course I wouldn’t!’ 

			‘Sure about that?’ 

			‘I just wouldn’t. But it’s not the same thing.’ 

			‘It’s exactly the same thing. Your friend is a tart and you’re trying to excuse her,’ Dev shot back. ‘You’re blaming everyone else—’ 

			‘Not everyone else.’ 

			‘Oh yes you are. You’re even trying to blame me, and I can’t for the life of me understand why.’ 

			Daisy’s eyes blazed. She longed to punch him. It wasn’t fair, trying to argue with someone when you were drunk and they were stone-cold sober. And when they were disturbingly attractive and you had your wellies on the wrong feet. 

			‘So why don’t you tell me?’ Dev persisted. ‘Explain why you think it’s anything to do with me. And while we’re at it, tell me why you made it so obvious earlier that you didn’t want me staying here at your hotel.’ 

			Shit. Shit. Shit, shit. 

			‘You’re a man. You’re Dominic’s friend. If you got married, you probably wouldn’t think twice about cheating on your wife.’ Gesturing wildly, Daisy began to sway. ‘You think Tara’s a tart but you don’t actually think Dominic’s done anything wrong—’ Whoops, she’d nearly gone over again. Dev’s arms shot out in the nick of time, grabbing her none too gently by the elbows and pulling her towards him. 

			‘I still don’t understand. Are you saying you don’t want me here because I’m a friend of Dominic’s? Or because I make you feel uncomfortable?’ 

			Daisy could feel his warm breath on her face. He was teasing her, but not in a friendly way. 

			‘I… I…’ Pathetically, she couldn’t think of a smart reply. 

			‘Is that it?’ Dev’s dark eyes bored into hers as if he could see right through to her useless empty brain. ‘Are you bothered about me being here because you feel I’m a threat?’ 

			Daisy swallowed. God, this was awful. ‘A threat to who? Tara?’ She felt herself begin to tremble. 

			‘I’m not talking about Tara and you know it.’ The corners of Dev’s mouth curled upwards and she prayed he couldn’t hear the frantic galloping of her heart. ‘I meant you and this new boyfriend of yours. I could kiss you right now.’ He paused, his gaze never wavering from her face. ‘So. Do you want me to?’ 

			Silence. Utter silence. Apart from her stupid heart, of course, still carrying on like a herd of stampeding wildebeest. 

			‘No thanks,’ Daisy managed to blurt out. 

			Dev smiled. ‘Are you sure?’ 

			God, he was so convinced he was irresistible! 

			‘Quite sure.’ Daisy freed her arms and took a step back. ‘In fact, I’m this sure.’ Raising her right hand, she slapped him hard across the face. ‘So thanks for the offer, but I’m really not interested. To be honest, I’d prefer it if you’d just leave me alone.’ 

			Barney raced down the steps and across the drive. Right, that was it, he’d seen and heard enough. 

			‘Hey, you, you heard her! Leave her alone,’ he bellowed at the dark-haired man whose face Daisy had just slapped. For the last few minutes he’d been watching the two of them through the glass-paneled entrance door. Now he rushed up to Daisy—who was clearly in a state of shock—and said urgently, ‘It’s OK, you’re safe. Just get inside, I’ll deal with this.’ 

			‘Barney, it’s—’ Daisy began, but he wasn’t going to let her try to play the matter down—he’d seen the slap and heard the louder parts of their heated argument. Pumped up with adrenaline, Barney swung her round and pushed her firmly in the direction of the main doors. As she obediently set off, he noticed a small dog racing across the grass to join her. When Daisy bent to greet the dog, Barney also noticed that her feet were looking distinctly odd. Then he turned back to glare at the dark-haired stranger from whose clutches he had rescued Daisy. 

			‘This is private property. If you don’t go, I’ll call the police.’ For a wild moment, he wondered if he would have to punch him. 

			The stranger smiled and raised his hands. ‘Look, I didn’t jump out of a hedge and attack her. Daisy and I do know each other.’ 

			‘You were holding her against her will. She didn’t seem very happy in your company,’ Barney persisted, though his heart sank a fraction. ‘I think the best thing you can do is just leave.’ 

			‘The trouble is, I’m a guest here. My name’s Dev Tyzack,’ said the man. ‘I’m staying in Room Six.’ 

			This time Barney’s heart plummeted. This was his first week of night shifts and he’d never seen the man before. But then why should that make any difference? 

			‘I don’t care if you’re a guest. You were upsetting Daisy and I won’t let that happen.’ Barney’s voice began to tremble with emotion. 

			‘Very commendable. I’m sure she’ll be impressed by your loyalty. Who knows,’ Dev Tyzack’s tone was light, almost teasing, ‘this could mean promotion.’ 

			‘Do you seriously think that’s why I came out here?’ A fresh wave of irritation bubbled up inside Barney. How dare this man make fun of him? ‘I’d do anything in the world for Daisy,’ he went on defiantly. ‘I don’t want promotion, that has nothing to do with it. She’s a wonderful person and she saved my life.’ 

			Dev smiled slightly at this overblown announcement, made with such passion and sincerity. It was touching, in a way, that Daisy was able to inspire such devotion in her staff. The young porter standing before him in his white shirt, dark blue waistcoat, and smartly pressed trousers looked too fresh and wholesome to even know what drugs were, but Dev guessed that this was what the boy was talking about. Either drink or drugs had blighted his life, until Daisy had helped him through it, given him a second chance. 

			Curious, Dev said, ‘How did she do that?’ 

			Barney hesitated, shivering in the cold night air. Then he told him. 

		


		
			Chapter 41 

			Oooh, headache. Daisy, at her desk the next morning, scrabbled in the back of the drawers until she found a half-empty packet of aspirin. Washing a couple down with water, she massaged her temples. The pain was self-inflicted and she was just going to have to ignore it. Vince was off on leave and she had a job to be getting on with, a hotel to run. 

			Not to mention last night’s embarrassing altercation to put behind her. God, that had been awful, she couldn’t believe she’d got herself into such a mess. And short of murdering Dev Tyzack in his bed—or preferably hiring a friendly hit man to do the honors—she didn’t have a clue how she was going to get herself out of it. 

			Oh well, it could have been worse. At least she hadn’t kissed him. 

			Ten minutes later there was a knock at the door. Daisy hastily hid the bacon sandwich she hadn’t been able to face eating in her desk drawer, in case it was Brenda returning to take away her empty plate. Brenda could nag for England on the importance of eating a good breakfast. 

			‘Who is it?’ Daisy hurriedly switched on her computer in order to look busy and prayed it wouldn’t be Dev. 

			The door swung open a couple of inches, then stopped. Daisy sat and stared at it. She heard something crackle, followed by the sound of determined scratching. As she watched, a small hairy paw slid through the gap, nudging the door open by another inch or two. 

			More crackling at floor level, then Clarissa’s nose appeared. An enthusiastic waggle of her body and she made it through the door, a cellophane-wrapped bouquet of deep pink roses clamped between her teeth. 

			Having dragged the bouquet halfway across the carpet, Clarissa promptly abandoned the flowers and jumped up onto Daisy’s lap. Scooping the dog into her arms, Daisy went to retrieve them. With her free hand, she ripped open the envelope stapled to the cellophane. 

			It said: My owner is very, very sorry. He’s waiting outside the door, if you want to see him. If you don’t want to, he’ll leave the hotel. I know he’s an idiot, but I’d be grateful if you’d speak to him. I like it here. Love, Clarissa. 

			Impressed, Daisy looked at Clarissa. ‘Your handwriting is excellent.’ 

			‘Woof.’ Clearly in agreement, Clarissa licked her ear. 

			‘I want you to know, I’m only doing this for you.’ 

			Clarissa wagged her stumpy tail in appreciation. 

			‘Better come in then,’ said Daisy, loudly enough to be heard outside the office. 

			Well, she hated awkward situations. At least this way they could get it over with. They were both adults, after all. And he had said sorry first. 

			God, hope he doesn’t have a bright red hand-shaped slap mark on his face. 

			Dev walked into the office and at the sight of him Daisy’s stomach promptly launched into a Mexican wave. He was wearing a pale grey cashmere sweater, faded jeans, and snow-encrusted Timberlands. His dark hair flopped over his forehead and his face was… well, his face. He was definitely far too handsome. Nobody, Daisy thought, should be allowed to be that attractive. More to the point, nobody should be silly enough to get involved with someone that attractive. 

			‘I really am sorry.’ Dev came straight to the point. ‘I should never have said what I said last night.’ 

			‘And I suppose I shouldn’t have slapped you.’ To Daisy’s relief, there was no bright red slap mark. 

			‘It was justified.’ He shook his head, clearly intent on taking all the blame—which was fine by her. ‘I was out of order.’ 

			‘Where did you get the flowers?’ Daisy was intrigued despite herself. It was only nine thirty and this definitely wasn’t the kind of bouquet you picked up at the nearest petrol station for a fiver. 

			‘They were delivered this morning for Paula Penhaligon. I intercepted them, decided you deserved them more than she did.’ 

			‘Oh my God, you didn’t!’ 

			‘Of course not.’ Dev smiled at the look of horror on her face. ‘If you must know, I drove into Bath at eight o’clock this morning.’ 

			Daisy was delighted by this gesture—all the way into Bath just for flowers!—until she realized he’d probably had to check on his house anyway. 

			‘By the way, just to get something straight.’ She felt compelled to say it. ‘Tara didn’t jump into bed with Dominic. She hasn’t slept with him, and she isn’t going to.’ Fingers crossed. 

			‘Fine. Whatever. I don’t want any more arguments.’ Dev held up his hands. ‘I especially don’t want to argue about Tara and Dominic. Your porter,’ he went on, changing the subject, ‘the one who came to your rescue last night. It’s good to have someone like that working for you.’ 

			‘His name’s Barney.’ 

			Dev nodded. ‘He did well. For a moment there I thought he was going to punch me.’ 

			Daisy, who had been perched on the edge of her desk holding Clarissa, began to relax. Bending down, she put Clarissa on the floor. 

			‘Barney’s great. All the guests love him.’ 

			‘He told me about your husband,’ said Dev. 

			Oh. 

			Not that it was a secret or anything, but Daisy still tensed. 

			‘And?’ As she said it, she felt the heat rushing to her cheeks. Clarissa, meanwhile, was snuffling feverishly, desperate to get at whatever was inside the desk drawer. 

			‘I’m so sorry. I didn’t know.’ Dev shook his head. ‘I had no idea.’ 

			‘Why should you?’ Daisy hated it when this happened. The sympathy thing. She felt such a fraud. 

			‘You might have mentioned it.’ 

			‘Why?’ She raised her eyebrows. ‘Does it make a difference? Would you have been nicer to me?’ 

			‘I suppose I would.’ He smiled slightly at this admission. 

			‘Don’t worry about it.’ Daisy heaved a sigh. ‘We were only technically married. I’d already asked Steven for a divorce when he was killed. So I’m not the grieving tragic widow, if that’s what you were thinking. But Barney doesn’t know, I didn’t want to dash his illusions.’ She grimaced. ‘It didn’t seem right to tell him that the man whose kidney he got was actually a lying, no-good tosspot.’ 

			Bacon sandwich, it smelt like a bacon sandwich. Clarissa frantically pawed at the desk drawer. 

			Daisy bent down, slid the drawer open, took out the bacon sandwich and gave it to Clarissa. 

			‘Got any mushrooms and fried tomatoes in there?’ Amused, Dev peered over the desk at the opened drawer. Then more seriously, said, ‘What was he like?’ 

			‘Steven? Very confident, totally sure of himself, extremely good-looking. Out for whatever he could get,’ Daisy went on, wondering if the description was ringing any bells with Dev. ‘Charming. Deceitful. Oh, and he was unfaithful too.’ 

			‘Why—’ 

			‘Because he was a bastard!’ 

			‘I meant why did you marry him?’ said Dev. 

			‘Oh well, that’s simple. I fell for it, didn’t I? The charm, the looks, the whole package. He was very persuasive.’ Daisy twisted her fingers together. ‘I even believed him when he told me he had a rare kind of cancer that could only be treated in America. He said he needed twenty thousand pounds to pay for it and I still believed him, but there you go, that’s what it’s like being married to a con artist.’ She spread her hands in disgust. ‘It never even occurred to me that the real reason he wanted twenty grand was so he could take his new girlfriend off to America for a really nice holiday.’ 

			Daisy stopped. That was quite a little outburst. Why hadn’t she just let Dev carry on thinking she’d been happily married? 

			But she hadn’t been able to do that. For some reason she needed him to know the truth. Even if it did make her look stupid. 

			‘Well, I’m sorry. Either way, you’ve been through a lot. And I’m also sorry about last night.’ Dev waited, then said, ‘Look, I’d like to do something to make up for that. I’ve been sent a couple of tickets…’ Pulling them from his back pocket, he handed them over. 

			‘For Saturday. At Twickenham. The Six Nations Cup,’ Daisy read aloud. ‘VIP seats.’ 

			‘England are going for the Grand Slam,’ Dev explained. ‘And there’s a big dinner afterwards, I’ve been invited to that too. Should be good fun. So what d’you think? Could you take the day off?’ He was smiling, looking pleased with himself. 

			Daisy knew exactly what she thought. Rugby. Played outside, in the bitter cold. Lots of mud-covered men grunting and hurling themselves at each other, chasing an oval ball that couldn’t even bounce in a straight line. And frozen feet, she reminded herself. Sitting on a hard plastic seat surrounded by roaring supporters all singing and swaying out of time with each other. 

			For heaven’s sake, was Dev Tyzack mad? She’d rather drill out her own wisdom teeth with a Black & Decker. 

			‘Thanks.’ Daisy smiled, to spare his feelings. ‘But I don’t think so. Josh might not be very happy—’ 

			‘It’s a friendly invitation, that’s all. Josh doesn’t have to worry about my motives. I just thought you might enjoy it.’ 

			Oh yes, about as much as being forced to eat sheep’s eyeballs. 

			‘I may have to work anyway,’ lied Daisy. ‘You’d better take someone else. But thanks for the flowers.’ 

			Clarissa, sensing that it was time to leave, barked twice and trotted over to Dev. 

			He nodded. ‘And Clarissa says thanks for the bacon sandwich.’ 

			***

			Daisy had been right about one thing. When Josh phoned and she told him about Dev’s invitation, he wasn’t happy. In fact, she’d never known him so furious. 

			‘He invited you where?’ Josh bawled down the phone from Kitzbühel. ‘Bloody hell, I don’t believe this! To the Six Nations Cup and to the official dinner afterwards? What did you say to him?’ 

			‘I turned him down.’ Pleased with herself, Daisy thought how lovely it was to have a clear conscience. Smugly she added, ‘I said I didn’t think you’d be very happy about it.’ 

			‘Damn right I’m not happy,’ roared Josh. ‘Good grief, are you out of your mind? Those VIP tickets are like gold dust, you’re missing out on the chance of a lifetime. I can’t believe you were stupid enough to turn him down. Go and find Dev Tyzack this minute,’ he ordered, ‘and tell him you’ve changed your mind.’ 

			‘I will not,’ Daisy said crossly. ‘I’m not interested in a boring old rugby game. Anyway, I told him he’d have to invite someone else.’ 

			‘On Saturday? We’ll be back by then.’ Josh brightened. ‘If I dress up in a long wig and a short skirt and promise to have sex with him, d’you think he’d take me?’ 

		


		
			Chapter 42 

			Liza, the new young waitress, gave Tara a nudge. ‘That chap over by the bar keeps looking over.’ 

			Liza and Tara, having finished their shifts, had called into the Hollybush Inn for an after-work drink. Since Liza was pretty, Tara said, ‘He probably fancies you.’ 

			‘It’s not me he’s looking at.’ 

			As Tara glanced over her shoulder, the boy up at the bar gave her a friendly grin. He was in his mid-twenties, drinking Guinness and wearing a suit that looked as if it didn’t get out much. 

			‘I saw him earlier, up at the hotel. He’s with the wedding anniversary party.’ 

			‘He’s nice. And he’s definitely interested in you.’ Liza giggled and drained her half of lager. ‘Go on, finish yours and look thirsty. With a bit of luck he’ll buy us a drink.’ 

			With a meaningful smirk in the direction of the bar, Liza made a strategic withdrawal to the loo, leaving Tara sitting alone at the table by the window feeling stupid. She was twenty-seven, far too old to be playing these ridiculous games. Anyway, the only male she was interested in was Dominic—who had phoned this morning to tell her he wouldn’t be able to see her before Thursday at the earliest. 

			The boy levered himself off the bar and came over, indicating the spare chair at their table with a twinkle in his eyes. 

			‘Hi. Mind if I join you? I saw you up at the hotel. Andy,’ he introduced himself as he pulled out the chair and sat down. 

			‘Tara,’ said Tara, smiling despite herself at his confidence. ‘I saw you too. And you’re still supposed to be at the hotel with the rest of your party. You’re playing truant.’ 

			He pulled a conspiratorial face and offered her a cigarette. ‘You noticed. I had to get out of there. My mother re-married a year ago. This is their first wedding anniversary. I’m surrounded by fifty of my stepfather’s boring friends and relatives. I tell you, it’s a fate worse than death. Not my idea of fun. I didn’t think they’d miss me if I absconded for an hour. Can I get you a drink? And your friend, of course…’ 

			***

			Liza had been gone for ages. Tara wondered what she was doing in the loo. Filing and re-painting her nails, perhaps. Tidying her handbag. Knitting herself a nice sweater. 

			Nevertheless, Tara was grateful. She had found herself warming to Andy, who was funny and friendly and actually rather attractive in a subversive, naughty-boy-dressed-up-in-a-smartsuit kind of way. 

			For the first time in a long time, there was a squirrelly feeling in her stomach that hadn’t been put there by Dominic. 

			‘You’ve been ages,’ said Tara, when Liza finally returned from the loo. 

			‘And now I’m off. You’ll be OK here, won’t you? Ooh, is this for me? Thanks.’ Beaming at Andy, she knocked back the half of lager he’d bought her in one impressive go. ‘Have fun.’ 

			‘I think she was being discreet,’ Andy confided when Liza had jauntily exited the pub. ‘Leaving us alone together, giving us time to get to know each other better.’ He paused. ‘Not that I need it. I already know I like you.’ 

			It was an awfully long time too, since anyone other than Dominic had said that to her. Tara attempted to look nonchalant, as if she heard it at least fifty times a day. 

			‘Only because being here is better than being stuck at your mother’s boring party.’ 

			‘Speaking of which, I suppose I should be heading back.’ Andy regretfully checked his watch. ‘They’ll have my guts for garters if I miss the speeches. Look, are you doing anything later?’ 

			‘Um, not really. Why?’ Tara made it sound as though she had no idea why he’d be asking such a question. 

			‘Another couple of hours at the hotel, then I’m out of there. I thought maybe we could go somewhere. If you’d like to,’ he added with a teasing grin. ‘Just dinner or something. Of course you might not want to at all. Don’t worry, you can turn me down. I’m used to rejection, I can handle it.’ 

			Not a drink. Dinner, Tara thought joyfully. And he was clearly lying about the rejection; she doubted he’d ever been turned down in his life. 

			‘Sounds fun.’ She smiled at him, thinking that it would be fun. What the hell, it was better than sitting at home knowing Dominic wasn’t going to ring. And Daisy would be overjoyed. 

			‘Great. Meet me back here at six o’clock.’ Andy finished his Guinness and rose to his feet. ‘I think I can cope now, knowing I’ve got something to look forward to. And get yourself dressed up,’ he added with a flirtatious grin. ‘We’ll be going somewhere decent to eat.’ 

			***

			Daisy, heading across reception, was stopped by a pretty girl in a fuchsia-pink dress. 

			‘I’m sorry, I know I’m horribly late but could you point me in the direction of the Grenfells’ party?’ 

			‘Down the corridor, second door on the left. It started at one o’clock,’ Daisy added, because it was now almost five. 

			‘I was held up at work. Harry Grenfell’s my godfather,’ the girl explained. ‘But I missed his wedding last year so I had to promise I’d get down here today, so he could introduce me to his wife and her family. I’ve got some serious catching up to do.’ 

			‘Oh well, you’ll have plenty of time for that.’ Daisy’s tone was reassuring. ‘The party’s expected to carry on all evening.’ As the girl started along the corridor, she called after her, ‘Have fun!’ 

			***

			‘Just thought you might like to know,’ said Tara, sounding incredibly smug, ‘that you told me to keep my options open, and I am. I’ve been asked out by someone really, really nice and I’m seeing him tonight.’ 

			Daisy, answering the phone out in reception where she was covering for Pam during her coffee break, breathed an inward sigh of relief. Someone really, really nice? So not Dominic then. This was just the kind of lucky break Tara so badly needed. 

			‘What’s his name?’ 

			‘Andy. I met him in the Hollybush this afternoon. He’s taking me out to dinner,’ Tara boasted. ‘Somewhere smart. And he’s not married.’ 

			‘I like him already.’ As she idly wound the curly telephone flex around her fingers, a flash of fuchsia-pink caught Daisy’s eye. Looking up, she saw Harry Grenfell’s pretty goddaughter slip out of the ballroom with one of the other party guests, a lithe boy of around her own age wearing a dark grey suit. 

			As Daisy watched, they headed on up the corridor. The boy veered left into the gents’ loo, leaving the girl outside. Moments later, having ascertained that the coast was clear, his arm shot out like an ant-eater’s tongue and pulled the girl inside. 

			‘I’m going to wear my red dress,’ Tara said happily, ‘and my red shoes with the silver bits on the sides.’ 

			‘Perfect,’ said Daisy. ‘You’ll have a brilliant time. Look, I’ve got to go.’ 

			It wasn’t the first time this had happened. Bursting into the gents, she found the girl in the pink dress locked in a passionate embrace with her fellow guest. Luckily not too passionate—they hadn’t had time to get that far. 

			‘Ahem,’ coughed Daisy, shaking her head in mock disapproval as they guiltily sprang apart. 

			‘God, sorry!’ The girl stifled a giggle. ‘We just got a bit, you know…’ 

			‘Carried away.’ Daisy nodded to show she understood. ‘I know. But maybe not here. We don’t want to go giving our older guests heart attacks.’ 

			‘Sorry.’ The boy’s eyes twinkled at her. 

			‘No harm done.’ Holding the door open for them, Daisy winked at the girl. ‘Nice to see you’re getting on so well with your godfather’s relatives.’ 

			The girl replied with a grin, ‘Oh yes, we’re really hitting it off.’ 

			***

			‘What are your plans for the evening? Tara coming over again?’ Hector hoped Daisy wasn’t working too hard; when he’d knocked at the door and walked into her office, she’d looked jumpy and on edge for a split second before realizing it was only him. 

			‘No. I’m going to have a long bath and an alcohol-free night.’ Daisy sat back in her revolving chair and stretched her aching back. ‘Complete rest, just me and the TV and a packet of chocolate Hobnobs. Anyway, Tara’s otherwise engaged this evening, off out on a hot date with some new man. And she’s wearing her red shoes with the silver bits on the sides, so he must be pretty special.’ 

			Leaving Daisy to it, Hector made his way through to the bar. Paula was upstairs in her suite preparing for dinner with her visiting agent. Since her arrival at the hotel, the suddenness and intensity of the relationship between them had caught Hector by surprise, but it was evidently par for the course with Paula. She was in show business, and this was the way things happened in show business circles. You met someone, you slept with them, you declared that you were in love with them… it was a whirlwind of exaggeration and high drama that bore little relation to real life. Paula hadn’t mentioned marriage yet, but he suspected it was already on her mind. Which was ridiculous, of course, but flattering. 

			Hector, famously easygoing, was taking none of it too seriously. Paula was an enchanting lady and he enjoyed her company a lot, but he wasn’t about to be rushed into anything legally binding. Equally, spending so much time together—both in bed and out of it—was fine, but a bit of breathing space was equally welcome. The news that she would be spending the evening with her agent had actually come as something of a relief. He’d planned to head over to the golf club to catch up with all the golfing news he’d missed out on since Paula’s arrival at the hotel. Then again… 

			‘Hello?’ Behind the bar, Rocky waved a hand in front of Hector’s face. ‘Can you hear me? D’you want a drink? Hector, you’re miles away. Blink once for coffee, twice for Scotch.’ 

			Hector blinked—accidentally—and saw Rocky reaching for the cafetière. It was no good, he’d been doing his best to put Daisy’s words out of his mind, but they were still there. Like an ex-smoker catching a waft of unexpectedly delicious just-lit cigarette smoke or a dieter rummaging in the glove compartment and discovering a Snickers Bar they hadn’t known was there. 

			Tara had a hot date tonight. Tara had a hot date tonight. 

			Which meant the coast would be clear at Maggie’s cottage. Tara was out of the way. If he wanted to see Maggie, he could. 

			And now that he had finally allowed himself to think about it, Hector discovered that he did want to see Maggie again. Very much indeed. 

			A cup of coffee was pushed in front of him. He frowned at it. 

			‘Who’s that for?’ 

			‘You,’ said Rocky. 

			‘I didn’t ask for it.’ 

			‘Yes you did.’ But Rocky moved the coffee away with a sigh. ‘So you want a Scotch instead.’ 

			‘Bloody stupid question,’ said Hector, checking his watch. ‘Of course I want a Scotch.’ 

		


		
			Chapter 43 

			Tara couldn’t believe it. Six forty-five and still no sign of Andy. For the last fifty minutes she’d been stuck here in the Hollybush and he hadn’t turned up. 

			It wasn’t just unbelievable—he’d seemed so keen earlier—it was unbelievably, toe-curlingly humiliating. She knew practically everyone in the pub and they in turn all knew exactly what she was doing there, done up to the nines in her scarlet satin dress and looking as out of place amongst the casual jeans and sweaters as a Fabergé egg in a chicken shed. 

			‘Another one?’ Gerry, the landlord, indicated her empty Coke glass with a sympathetic smile. At least the smile was sympathetic now, but Tara just knew he and all the other regulars would be having a jolly good laugh at her expense the moment she was out of earshot. 

			Nearly ten to seven. The excuses she’d been conjuring up on Andy’s behalf were beginning to sound increasingly feeble. OK, so he was stuck at a family party, the speeches could be dragging on longer than he’d expected. Or he might have been cornered by some ancient old relative reminiscing endlessly about the war. Or his mother had begged—literally begged—him to stay longer, just until seven o’clock… 

			Oh God, Gerry was still waiting for her to say something. ‘No thanks.’ Tara shook her head; the three Cokes she’d already drunk were straining against her rib cage and it wouldn’t do to start burping like a navvy. ‘I’ll just give it five more minutes, then—’ 

			‘Call it a day.’ Gerry nodded wisely. ‘Poor old thing, you don’t have much luck with men, do you?’ 

			Tara forced a tight smile. Kind of you to point it out, Gerry. Swiveling round in her chair she glanced out of the window—for about the five hundredth time—and conjured up a fantasy of Andy screeching to a halt in his car, rushing into the pub, and shouting with relief: ‘Oh, thank God you’re still here! My family wouldn’t let me leave, I was going frantic, I was so scared you wouldn’t wait for me…’ 

			In fact there was a car emerging from the hotel car park and making its way towards them now. Craning forward, fingernails curling into the palms of her hands, Tara mentally willed the dark blue Renault to slow down as it reached the pub. 

			Outside, dusk was falling but it was still possible to see who was driving the car as it raced past without stopping. It was also possible to see the person in the passenger seat. 

			There was Andy, laughing and smoking, with a pretty girl in a pink dress sitting next to him, her right hand affectionately splayed across his left thigh. 

			He didn’t so much as glance in the direction of the pub. The next moment the car was out of sight. 

			Tara wondered if it was physically possible to feel more snubbed than this. 

			Gerry, his eyes lighting up with recognition, exclaimed, ‘Bloody hell! That was him, wasn’t it?’ 

			Loudly enough to inform the rest of the pub and anyone who may have been loitering in the toilets. 

			‘Thank you for that,’ sighed Tara, reaching for her bag. 

			‘Looks like he’s had a better offer.’ Gerry gave her shoulder a clumsy, consoling pat. ‘Oh well, that’s life, isn’t it, love? Another one bites the dust.’ 

			***

			How long had it been since he’d last seen Maggie? Quite a while, Hector thought as he threaded his way along the overgrown path to the right of the churchyard that led from the hotel’s grounds to the cottages bordering the High Street. Since he’d seen her properly, at least. Not sprawled in an ungainly heap on the pavement outside her house. That didn’t count. 

			God, it was disgusting out here in the woods. Cold and wet and with snow dripping gently from the branches overhead. And so dark. If he tripped over a tree root, he could break a hip and be left lying out here all night. 

			What was he doing anyway? He hadn’t even phoned first to check that she was there. He knew Tara was out for the evening, but Maggie might be too. And why was he suddenly so desperate to see her? It wasn’t the prospect of sex that was propelling him through the dank icy blackness. He didn’t want to sleep with Maggie, he just needed, for some reason, to talk to her. Then again, maybe it was his conscience that was troubling him. She slept with him and in return he paid her, albeit discreetly, in cash. He knew she needed the money. 

			As he neared the cottage, Hector heaved a sigh of relief. Through the trees, he could see that the lights were on. Maggie was at home. Alone. He hadn’t come all this way in sodden shoes and with snow dripping down the back of his neck for nothing. 

			With an ease borne of long practice, his hands deftly lifted the latch on the back gate. Soundlessly, he made his way along the narrow path bisecting her back garden. The blue and white gingham kitchen curtains were closed but the light shone through them, and he was able to make out the shadowy movement of Maggie in her kitchen. 

			Should he be feeling guilty? Was he in some way being unfaithful to Paula? 

			Too bad. 

			Experiencing a frisson of pleasure, Hector raised his cold hand and knocked gently on the back door. 

			Silence. Abrupt cessation of movement within the kitchen. 

			It occurred to him that Maggie might be terrified he was a burglar. 

			Finally he heard her voice, taut with fear. 

			‘Who is it? Who’s there?’ 

			Smiling to himself, he said reassuringly, ‘Maggie, it’s OK, it’s me.’ Then, just in case it had been so long she’d forgotten him completely, he added, ‘Hector.’ 

			This time there was no hesitation. He heard the sound of the key being turned in the lock, then the back door was flung open. 

			Tara stood there, her hands caked in dough and with flour in her hair. 

			‘Hector, this is so weird, we were just talking about you! But what on earth are you doing here?’ 

			Never mind me, thought Hector. What are you doing here? 

			Thinking on his feet, he turned and gestured into the darkness. ‘I was just taking a walk and I came across a family of badgers. Five of them, playing in the clearing back there. I didn’t even realize there was a sett in the woods. It was such a fantastic sight I just had to share it with somebody, and then I saw the lights on in your cottage.’ 

			‘Badgers,’ Tara exclaimed, her eyes lighting up as she reached for a tea towel and wiped her doughy hands. ‘I love badgers! Maggie, did you hear that? We must see them!’ 

			Hector could barely bring himself to look at Maggie, who was hovering behind Tara wearing a stunned expression and a pair of oven mitts. Plus jeans and an old sweater, of course. On automatic pilot, she turned and opened the oven door, removing a baking tray of oddly shaped scones. 

			‘Come on, let’s go!’ Tara was eagerly tugging on the boots she’d dragged out of the coat cupboard. ‘We don’t want to miss this!’ 

			They were unable to find the family of badgers. Frustratingly, Tara refused to give up. For twenty minutes the three of them trudged around the clearing, investigated the overgrown paths leading off it and searched for the nonexistent sett. 

			Sorry, Hector mouthed at Maggie as Tara forged intrepidly ahead. 

			Maggie shrugged, then abruptly stopped in her tracks. 

			‘Tara, this is hopeless, you’re crashing around like a baby elephant. The badgers are probably terrified and my feet are frozen solid. Hector and I are going back inside.’ 

			‘Feeble,’ Tara shouted over her shoulder. ‘I’m not giving up yet.’ 

			***

			Inside, the kitchen was blissfully warm. The baked scones smelt wonderful. 

			‘I’m sorry.’ Hector shook his head. ‘I should have phoned first. Daisy told me Tara was out.’ 

			‘She came back.’ Keeping her voice low, Maggie peeled off her parka and ruffled snow out of her hair. Since Tara could be back at any second, she came straight to the point. ‘I’m free tomorrow. Would one o’clock suit you?’ 

			Hector immediately felt tawdry. What kind of a situation had he got himself into here? Maggie was assuming he was visiting her purely for the sex. Then again, maybe she was desperate for money. God, it was all such a mess. 

			‘I didn’t… I just called round because I wanted to… um, no, sorry.’ Hector shook his head. ‘I can’t manage that. Maybe the day after. Look, can I give you a ring?’ 

			‘Fine.’ Maggie abruptly turned away, busying herself with the tray of cooling scones, and he had a sudden overwhelming urge to put his arms round her waist and kiss the back of her neck. 

			Luckily he didn’t. 

			‘Brrrrr, you’re right, it’s bloody cold out there.’ Tara burst into the kitchen stamping her feet and rubbing her hands together. Kicking the back door shut, she dragged off her coat and boots and grinned at Hector. ‘OK, now brace yourself, because I never thought I’d hear myself saying these words…’ 

			Hector braced himself with foreboding; he had no idea what this was likely to be about. 

			‘Hector.’ Tara assumed an air of importance. ‘Would you care to try one of my homemade scones?’ 

			Hector, his tone grave, replied, ‘Tara, I’d love to. But Daisy mentioned something about you having a date tonight. Shouldn’t you be getting yourself, um, ready?’ 

			Smart move. This way, it didn’t look as if he’d called round thinking that Tara would be out of the house. 

			‘My date stood me up.’ Unaware that she still had flour in her hair, Tara struck an aren’t-I-irresistible pose. ‘Can you believe it? The whole of the Hollybush knows, there’s no point trying to pretend it didn’t happen. So that’s it,’ she went on, pushing up the sleeves of her khaki sweatshirt and indicating the debris of rolling pin, mixing bowls, spatulas, wooden spoons, and bags of flour strewn across the work surfaces. ‘I decided it was high time I did something more constructive with my life.’ 

			‘She came home,’ Maggie interjected with a dry smile, ‘and announced that seeing as her life was a disaster and all men are pigs, she may as well learn how to make scones.’ 

			Tara gazed with almost maternal pride at the baking tray upon which they sat, peculiarly shaped but lovable nonetheless. 

			‘Maggie showed me how. They’ve even got raisins in. I’m going to do a Victoria sponge next.’ 

			Hector ate the scone she offered him, remembering to praise it with as much enthusiasm as he recalled being obliged to praise the rock-solid jam tarts Daisy had brought home from her first cookery lesson at the age of ten. 

			‘Fantastic. Perfect. The best scone I’ve ever had.’ Even if it was shaped like Africa. ‘So what were you saying about me before I knocked on your door?’ 

			‘Oh that! I was just telling Maggie about you and Paula Penhaligon, how well it’s going between the two of you.’ Tara beamed up at him. ‘It’s so exciting, we’re all thrilled to bits about it.’ 

			Hector resisted the urge to clamp his hand over her big blabbery mouth. ‘Well, I’m not—’ 

			‘Oh, don’t go all coy on us now! You aren’t fooling anyone,’ Tara blithely chattered on. ‘In fact, I probably shouldn’t tell you this, but the kitchen staff are taking bets that by Christmas we’ll have ourselves a new Lady of the Manor.’ 

		


		
			Chapter 44 

			‘Poor old Tara, getting stood up last night.’ Christopher tut-tutted over the shop counter as he took Daisy’s money. 

			‘Not just stood up,’ Colin eagerly chimed in. ‘There she was waiting to meet him in the pub and he drove straight past, woomph, just like that, with another girl in his car.’ 

			News traveled super-fast in Colworth. Daisy had already heard about the no-show from Hector, who had—bizarrely—persuaded Tara and Maggie to join him on a badger hunt last night. The next moment, as the shop door clanged open behind her, she was struck by a horrible thought. 

			‘The girl in the car with him. Um, what was she like?’ 

			‘Not the foggiest.’ Colin shrugged and nodded a greeting at Barney, who had just come into the shop. ‘Barney might know.’ 

			‘I might know what?’ Barney, in turn, smiled hello at Daisy. 

			‘The fellow who was supposed to be seeing Tara yesterday until he found himself a better offer. Daisy wants to know what the girl looked like.’ 

			‘Liza was talking about it in the staff room last night.’ Barney frowned, trying to remember. ‘Long blonde hair, I think. And she was wearing a pink dress. Why?’ 

			Oops. The frisky couple she’d turfed out of the gents’ loo. 

			‘Oh, no reason.’ Hastily Daisy changed the subject. ‘So how’s the cottage?’ 

			Barney had moved out of the hotel two days earlier. At the mention of it, his eyes lit up with pleasure. ‘Brilliant. We’re just so happy with it.’ 

			‘His girlfriend moved in yesterday,’ Christopher announced. ‘So sweet. Love’s young dream.’ Playfully he nudged Colin. ‘Remember when we used to be like that?’ 

			‘I’d love you to meet her.’ Eagerly, Barney turned to Daisy. ‘If you’re not doing anything, you could come over now.’ 

			With Vince back from Scotland, Daisy was taking a few hours off. She had come out in her jeans and one of Josh’s rugby shirts to stock up on Rolos and Smarties and glossy magazines. 

			‘I’m free. That sounds great,’ she told Barney because it clearly meant so much to him. 

			Beaming, Barney paid for his milk and sliced loaf. ‘Fantastic. You’ll be our first proper guest!’ 

			***

			Maggie was making cushions when Hector rang. 

			‘Maggie, just to say I won’t be able to make it tomorrow after all. Paula’s arranged for some friends to come over for the day. I thought I’d let you know, so you aren’t left waiting.’ 

			‘That’s thoughtful of you. Thanks,’ Maggie said hurriedly before he could start apologizing. ‘And it’s fine, don’t worry about it, I’ve got a million cushions to make anyway.’ 

			God, how many times recently had she told him it was fine and he wasn’t to worry about it. 

			In the beginning she’d accepted the situation on the basis that half a loaf was better than none. But the loaf had dwindled dramatically of late; let’s face it, she was down to half a slice. 

			‘I do feel I’m letting you down.’ Hector hesitated, sounding awkward. ‘Look, would you at least let me send you some money?’ 

			‘No.’ Maggie winced with pain as the needle she’d been using jabbed into the palm of her hand. ‘No, Hector, I really don’t want your money and you have to stop letting this bother you. We had a private arrangement, that’s all. Now that you’ve met someone else, well, you no longer need my… services.’ Closing her eyes, she forced herself to say the shameful word. 

			‘But—’ 

			‘Hector, let’s be honest, we both knew something like this would happen sooner or later. You’ve got Paula now. Why don’t we just leave it at that?’ 

			Long silence. Maggie realized she was trembling violently. Still, it had needed to be done. It was the hardest thing she’d ever had to say. She might not have said it very well but at least she’d got the essential message across. 

			The sewing needle had sunk into her hand. Blood was now welling out like a miniature balloon. As she gazed down at it, tears simultaneously welled up in Maggie’s aching eyes. 

			This was it; she’d just tipped away the last few dried-up crumbs of the loaf. 

			‘I know what you’re saying.’ To his credit, Hector at least had the grace to sound disappointed. ‘I suppose it makes sense, I just can’t help—’ 

			‘Have to go. Someone’s at the door,’ Maggie lied. ‘Anyway, see you around, best of luck to you and Paula.’ She slammed the phone down. There, done it. Dilemma solved. 

			It hurt to breathe and she felt more miserable than she could ever remember feeling before, but it was done. Their affair—business arrangement—was over and Hector had no idea how she felt about him. Which was a good thing, Maggie decided as the tears burned their way down her cheeks. 

			It might not be much but at least she’d escaped with her dignity intact. 

			Just so long as no one happened to be peering in at her through the window, wondering what a pathetic middle-aged woman was doing on her knees in the middle of the living room surrounded by cushions and bawling her eyes out like a child. 

			***

			Freddie was playing contentedly with an assortment of colored plastic IKEA bowls on the kitchen floor. Mel, finishing the washing-up and remembering that she’d left her coffee mug and his feeding cup on the windowsill in the living room, shook the suds from her hands, wiped them briefly on a tea towel, and made her way through to fetch them. 

			It was when she glanced through the small leaded living-room window to see if Barney was on his way back from the shop yet that her stomach plummeted like a plane hitting an air pocket. 

			Barney was heading up the lane towards the cottage. And he had Steven’s wife with him. 

			Oh shit, not now, not yet. Backing away from the window in dismay, Mel cursed the cruel timing and briefly considered locking herself in the bathroom and refusing to come out. She had been planning to tell Barney everything tonight. Then, once he’d had a day or two to get used to the idea—and forgive her, of course—she’d decided he would go and see Daisy MacLean and explain the situation to her himself in his own gentle, apologetic way. Daisy clearly liked him, so it would be better coming from Barney. And then the deed would be done, all the awkwardness would be out of the way. 

			Well, that had been her brilliant plan. 

			There was no time to do anything. As the wooden gate clicked open, Mel tucked her hair behind her ears and braced herself. Anyway, she’d moved in now. She lived here. And Barney loved her. None of this was her fault, she hadn’t done it on purpose. 

			Her heart racing, Mel heard the two of them crunching up the snowy front path. 

			‘Barney, this is amazing, even the outside looks a hundred times better,’ Daisy was exclaiming with delight, evidently admiring the freshly painted front door and window frames. ‘I can’t wait to see what you’ve done inside—I’m expecting Blenheim Palace at the very least!’ 

			They were both laughing as Barney opened the front door. Three, two, one, thought Mel. Here we go… 

			***

			Daisy stopped laughing first. She stared at the brown-haired girl with wary grey eyes, recognizing her at once. 

			But how could she be here? 

			Barney, closing the door behind them, said cheerfully, ‘I’ve got the milk, and guess who I bumped into in the shop? Mel, this is Daisy!’ Eagerly grabbing Mel’s arm and propelling her forwards he added with pride, ‘Daisy, I want you to meet my girlfriend, Mel.’ 

			Stunned, Daisy nodded and said, ‘Hi.’ Not what she wanted to say, but it was clear that Barney was oblivious of the connection between them. 

			Mel, nodding back and mustering a passable imitation of a smile, said, ‘Nice to meet you.’ 

			‘I wanted to show Daisy what we’ve done to the cottage.’ Barney gestured around the living room, now carpeted and repainted and simply but comfortably furnished with, among other things, the old sofa Daisy had donated from the hotel. 

			‘It’s great.’ Daisy numbly looked where he was telling her to look. ‘You’ve worked really hard.’ 

			‘You haven’t seen anything yet.’ His eyes dancing like an excited child’s, Barney said, ‘I’m just going to put the kettle on. We’ll have some tea, then I’ll show you the rest. Won’t be a minute.’ 

			The moment he was out of the room, Daisy murmured, ‘I don’t know what’s going on here, but you certainly have some explaining to do. What is this, some kind of joke?’ 

			Mel shook her head, twisting the swirly silver ring on the thumb of her left hand. ‘I swear, I didn’t know who he was. When I found out, I was as shocked as you are. And I was going to tell you, I had it all planned,’ she rattled on defensively. ‘I was going to come and see you tonight, to explain everything so you wouldn’t be shocked.’ 

			‘Does Barney know?’ Daisy got straight to the point; after all, how long did it take to make three mugs of tea? 

			‘Not yet.’ The girl sighed. ‘I was going to tell him tonight too.’ 

			‘Why didn’t you do it before?’ As if she couldn’t guess. 

			‘I was scared. I don’t want to upset him. I don’t want him to hate me. I kept putting it off… then when he asked me to move in with him here, I knew it was all going to come out… I’ve been gearing myself up to telling him.’ Mel raised her chin and gazed into Daisy’s eyes. ‘I do love him. He’s made my life worth living again. And Barney loves me.’ 

			Slowly Daisy nodded. The initial shock was beginning to wear off. She could understand why Mel had been worried about telling Barney. And time was running out. 

			‘OK, look, I won’t say anything now. You can tell Barney when I’ve gone, sort it out with him in your own way.’ There. Daisy gave the girl an encouraging nod, feeling she was being more than fair. What more could Mel expect, for heaven’s sake? And why was she not looking happier about it? Honestly, talk about ungrateful. 

			‘Here we are!’ The kitchen door swung open and Barney reappeared, beaming all over his face and clutching not three mugs of tea, as Daisy had been expecting, but a small child with china-blue eyes and silky white-blond hair. 

			The previous shock simply didn’t compare with this one. Daisy felt as if the new carpet had been, literally, wrenched from beneath her feet. 

			One incredulous glance at Melanie Blake told her all she needed to know. The boy, brandishing a yellow plastic bowl, was a Bonsai version of Steven. 

			‘Couldn’t carry everything out in one go,’ said Barney with a grin. Swinging the boy round to face Daisy and waggling his tiny hand at her, he added, ‘This is Mel’s son, Freddie.’ 

			Daisy no longer cared about being nice. Look where being reasonable and kind and fair had got her. Niceness promptly sailed out of the window. 

			‘I have to go.’ She couldn’t bring herself to look at the boy; she was having trouble breathing. 

			Barney looked dismayed. ‘Go? Why?’ 

			‘Ask your girlfriend why.’ Mel’s face was stricken. Good. ‘And while you’re at it,’ Daisy hissed as she marched past him, ‘why don’t you ask her to tell you the name of her ex-boyfriend?’ 

			‘Ex-boyfriend?’ Bewildered, Barney said, ‘What ex-boyfriend?’ 

			Daisy knew she was upsetting Barney, who was completely innocent. None of this was his fault. But he had to know the truth. 

			‘My husband.’ For a moment she experienced a flicker of satisfaction as Mel visibly flinched. ‘The one who gave her that baby.’ 

			Slamming the front door behind her, Daisy left them to it. 

			Her face felt rigid as if she’d left a face pack on all night. She marched back down Brocket’s Lane, provoking a volley of barking from Bert Connelly’s excitable dogs as she passed his cottage. Kicking at the snow, she pictured the toddler’s face again and experienced a jolt of anguish so acute it took her breath away. Don’t think about it, concentrate on something else, just get back home, get back home… 

		


		
			Chapter 45 

			‘Daisy, my fax machine’s playing up. OK if I borrow yours for— Jesus, are you all right?’ 

			Oh brilliant, brilliant, of all the people to bump into at a time like this. Just what she needed. 

			‘I’m fine. Yes, no problem, use my fax.’ She attempted, slightly desperately, to dodge past Dev Tyzack and head on up the staircase but he hadn’t captained the England rugby team for nothing. Every time she moved to the left or right, he was there blocking her. Unable to meet his gaze Daisy said tightly, ‘I’m melting snow into the carpet. Look, I said you can use the—’ 

			‘Forget the fax. What’s wrong?’ Moving closer, Dev forced her to look at him. ‘Tell me.’ 

			The fact that he was being kind only caused her mouth to start trembling. ‘Nothing. I just want to go—’ 

			‘Has something happened to Josh? Skiing accident?’ 

			‘No, no…’ God, couldn’t he leave her alone? 

			‘Daisy. Tell me what it is,’ ordered Dev, and this time her shoulders started to shake. 

			‘S-something h-h-horrible.’ She shook her head and sagged against the banister rail. The next moment, Dev’s hand was pressing into the small of her back, propelling her up the staircase. 

			‘OK, come on. Let’s get you out of here.’ 

			Daisy allowed him to lead her up to her flat. She no longer had the energy to argue, and half of her was desperate to talk to someone. Anyone. Even if it was Dev. 

			He didn’t bother with faffing around in the kitchen making the obligatory tea or coffee, just sat her down on the sofa and said, ‘I can stay or I can go. It’s up to you.’ 

			Quite suddenly Daisy didn’t want him to go. Wearily, she sank back against the cushions. 

			‘You must be busy.’ 

			‘I don’t have to be. It’s not a problem. And you don’t have to tell me what’s upset you,’ Dev assured her. ‘Not if you don’t want to. It’s none of my business.’ 

			This was like uncorking a champagne bottle. Daisy blurted out, ‘Barney’s just introduced me to his girlfriend. And it turns out she used to be my husband’s girlfriend too.’ 

			Dev frowned. ‘You mean…?’ 

			‘Oh yes, I do mean. The one he was seeing behind my back. She’s moved into the village with Barney, and you’ll never guess what else she’s brought along with her.’ As she said it, Daisy’s voice began to quaver. ‘Her one-year-old son. Steven’s son. Who looks exactly—and I mean exactly—like Steven.’ 

			It shouldn’t have been easy, crying in front of someone you really didn’t want to cry in front of, but somehow it was. Not normally the blubbing kind, Daisy simply gave up and let go, howling into her hands, trumpeting through a succession of tissues, and sobbing unrestrainedly against the front of Dev’s denim shirt, while he held her and stroked her hair and patiently rubbed her back until the worst of the grief was out of her system. 

			Much later, Daisy gave her eyes one last wipe—they were by this time so swollen it was actually painful—and said, ‘Well, I must look gorgeous. Bet you’re glad you came up here now.’ 

			Dev smiled. ‘I can handle it.’ 

			‘Still, it must make a nice change.’ She paused to blow her nose, honking like a goose into a fresh tissue. ‘I bet when girls normally blubber all over you, it’s because you’ve just finished with them.’ 

			‘You have such a low opinion of me.’ Sounding amused, he added, ‘When I finish with a girl, I prefer to do it by fax.’ 

			‘So that’s what you wanted it for. Oh well, at least I wasn’t wearing mascara.’ Daisy dabbed apologetically at the damp patches on the front of his shirt. 

			‘Anyway. What are you going to do?’ 

			‘Wash my face, I suppose. See if I can find any eye drops.’ 

			‘About this girl,’ said Dev. 

			‘Oh. Her.’ Mel, thought Daisy, gazing at the black suede boots she hadn’t got round to removing yet. Bending over, she yanked them off her feet and hurled them one after the other at the living room door. They thudded satisfyingly against the wood and clattered to the floor. 

			‘That’s what I’d like to do to her. Knock her flying. Oh hell, I don’t know, I just don’t know.’ A fresh wave of misery rose up in Daisy’s throat. ‘You know what? I met her at the hospital after the accident. She wasn’t allowed into the intensive care unit but I persuaded the nurse to let her in to see Steven. Which, quite frankly, I felt was pretty decent of me under the circumstances. And then a year later I saw her here when she came to visit his grave, and I didn’t scream or shout or call her horrible names, I was perfectly polite again. But this time… God, this time I just lost it.’ Daisy shook her head. ‘I mean, a baby. She gave birth to Steven’s baby and now she’s brought it back to live here in our village… I was nice to her and in return she does this to me! It makes me feel sick. Steven didn’t even like babies,’ she exclaimed bitterly. ‘He made damn sure I kept taking my pills… he used to check how many were left in the packet.’ 

			‘I thought you said your marriage was a disaster.’ Dev frowned. ‘Why would you want a baby if it was that bad?’ 

			‘I didn’t,’ Daisy said crossly. ‘After the wedding I just said I’d like to have children one day—well, most people do, don’t they?—and Steven was horrified. Kids weren’t his idea of fun and they didn’t fit into his lifestyle. Ironic, isn’t it? There he was, counting my pills like Scrooge counting money, and at the same time getting his girlfriend pregnant. God.’ 

			‘What?’ said Dev. 

			‘If he was still alive, I’d punch him.’ 

			‘If he were alive,’ Dev pointed out, ‘you’d be divorced by now. And the chances are he wouldn’t still be with this other girl either. He’d have dumped her and left her holding the baby, because that’s what men like him do.’ 

			Men like him? Daisy wondered skeptically whether he meant ‘men like us.’ 

			‘Has it ever happened to you?’ 

			He shrugged. ‘A couple of times.’ 

			What? Daisy’s heart began to thump unpleasantly in her chest. ‘You’ve got two children?’ 

			Dev broke into a grin. ‘Sorry, meant to be a joke. Oh dear, you really don’t have a very high opinion of me, do you?’ 

			No. 

			‘I was gullible once.’ Defensively, she picked a bit of fluff from her pushed-up sleeve. ‘When you’ve been married to someone like Steven… well, it teaches you a lesson.’ 

			‘Never to trust any man again?’ He sounded amused. ‘Daisy, you can’t do that. It’s no way to live.’ 

			‘And it’s not what I’m doing,’ she shot back. ‘I’m just a lot choosier these days about who I trust.’ 

			‘So you won’t get hurt again.’ Dev nodded thoughtfully. ‘Take no risks, go for the safe option, don’t aim too high—that kind of thing?’ 

			‘How dare you!’ Furiously, Daisy rounded on him. ‘That’s a terrible thing to say—and that’s not what I’m doing with Josh!’ 

			Dev raised an eyebrow. ‘Keep your hair on, I didn’t say it was. I wasn’t talking about Josh. I don’t even know him.’ 

			Oh. Right. But then again… The skin at the back of Daisy’s neck prickled with guilt at the realization that he might not have been talking about Josh but she had been. 

			And it hadn’t escaped Dev’s notice. 

			There was a knock at the door. Oh God, what now? 

			Without moving and without enthusiasm, Daisy said, ‘Who is it?’ 

			‘Me. Um, Barney.’ He sounded very subdued. 

			‘Do you want to see him?’ said Dev. 

			Poor Barney. Her heart went out to him. This had come as much of a shock to him as it had to her. 

			Daisy nodded, hoping her eyes didn’t look too froggy, and watched Dev kick her suede boots to one side before opening the door. 

			Dev showed Barney into the living room and let himself out. For a couple of seconds Daisy and Barney stared at each other without speaking. If there was a Kennel Club award for most anguished puppy, Barney would surely win it hands down. 

			‘I’m sorry,’ he blurted out, his face the picture of misery. ‘I’m so sorry. I swear I didn’t know.’ 

			Daisy sighed and patted the sofa cushions next to her, still warm from where Dev had been sitting. 

			‘Of course you didn’t know. This isn’t your fault. Look, come and sit down.’ 

			Barney hesitated, his hands shoved into the pockets of his jeans, then obediently sat. 

			‘I just can’t believe it.’ He sighed and shook his head. ‘An hour ago I was happier than I’ve ever been before in my life. Then something like this happens… and I just don’t know what to think anymore. I can’t believe I’ve done this to you,’ he went on. ‘I feel terrible. I bet you wish you’d never met me now.’ 

			He was desolate, awash with remorse, his wounded-puppy eyes avoiding hers. 

			‘Don’t be stupid.’ Discovering that he was taking this harder than she was made Daisy, in an odd way, feel better. All she had to deal with was the shock, whereas Barney was saddled with the additional burden of guilt. 

			‘I mean it.’ Barney pressed his hands to his forehead. ‘If I’d known who Mel was when I first met her, I’d never have got involved.’ 

			Glancing across the room at her black suede boots, Daisy briefly considered offering them to Barney to hurl against the door. 

			‘But you did. Get involved, I mean. So how do you feel about her now?’ 

			For a moment Barney was unable to speak. Watching him bite his lower lip, Daisy prayed he wasn’t about to cry. She’d used up all the tissues in the box. 

			Finally he whispered, ‘I hate her.’ 

			Daisy waited. 

			‘I love her.’ Barney closed his eyes, then opened them again. ‘I’m sorry, but I do. I love her and I love Freddie, I can’t help it. But now this has happened, I just don’t know what to do…’ 

			‘OK, listen to me.’ Daisy couldn’t bear to see him so torn. ‘Mel wasn’t straight with you, but neither was I. You assumed Steven and I were happily married and I let you carry on thinking that, basically because I didn’t want to upset you. But we weren’t happy,’ she said slowly. ‘Not happy at all. I didn’t know he was having an affair but I still wanted a divorce. Barney, he was only interested in my money. He lied, he cheated… he even tried emotional blackmail on me before he died. Steven wasn’t a very nice person. Obviously Mel wouldn’t agree, but he lied to her too, and he was very good at it. What did she have to say after I left the cottage this morning?’ 

			Barney shifted uncomfortably on the sofa. ‘Um, that Steven wanted to divorce you but you wouldn’t let him go.’ 

			Daisy nodded, unsurprised. After all, why would Mel believe her rather than Steven? He had always been dazzlingly persuasive. 

			‘And what did you say to her?’ 

			‘That I was coming here to see you.’ 

			‘And now you’ve seen me what are you going to do?’ 

			‘I don’t know.’ Barney exhaled helplessly and pushed his fingers through his floppy hair. ‘Leave, I suppose.’ 

		


		
			Chapter 46 

			‘Tara? Oh, there you are! Phone call for you.’ Pam burst into the ladies’ loo looking harassed. ‘I really shouldn’t have to chase around the hotel like this,’ she went on crossly. ‘I told him personal calls were frowned on but he insisted it was an emergency.’ 

			Tara immediately stopped polishing the gilt-framed oval mirror she had been admiring herself in. It was perfectly true that personal calls were frowned on, but only by Pam. Who, incidentally, regarded her as a bit of a trollop. 

			Huh, chance would be a fine thing. 

			But who on earth could be phoning her here at the hotel? Even more thrillingly, who had phoned and actually managed to persuade pompous Pam to get off her fat bottom for once and come and find her? 

			Good grief, it couldn’t be Andy, could it? Overcome with remorse and ringing to tell her he’d made the most terrible mistake and if she could possibly forgive him he’d spend the rest of his life making it up to her? 

			Maybe not. Let’s face it, it was far more likely to be her fire-breathing bank manager. 

			Yuk, she wasn’t so sure she wanted to take the call now. 

			‘Did he sound nice?’ Tara said warily. ‘Or mean?’ 

			Pam huffed and flicked back her heavily lacquered hair—which wasn’t going anywhere—with irritation. 

			‘It took me long enough to find you.’ You hussy, Tara mentally inserted at this point. ‘Why don’t you go and find out for yourself?’ 

			Reaching the reception desk, Tara took the phone Pam was holding out to her like a nun handing over a vibrator. 

			‘If he hasn’t hung up by now,’ Pam commented, not so sotto voce and clearly hoping he had. 

			‘Hello?’ said Tara. 

			‘About bloody time too,’ crackled a voice that made her heart lollop in a rabbity fashion. 

			‘Oh! It’s you!’ Her fingers convulsively tightened around the receiver. Dominic! 

			He sounded amused. ‘Who were you expecting, the Inland Revenue?’ 

			‘Much worse.’ Tara heaved a gusty sigh of relief. ‘My bank manager.’ 

			This time he laughed, and she realized that when you were married to a multimillionairess it wasn’t a scenario you were likely to be familiar with. Crikey, in Dominic’s position your bank manager probably sent you expensive Christmas cards. And signed them with love and kisses. 

			‘Look, sorry to ring you at work, but I’ve had an idea.’ He paused for effect. ‘How d’you fancy booking into a hotel for the night and being spoiled rotten? Romantic dinner, candlelight, champagne, the works.’ 

			The rabbit in her chest was running a marathon. Breathlessly, Tara said, ‘Sounds… interesting. Who with?’ 

			He was smiling, she could tell. ‘Me. But only if you want to.’ 

			The whole night together. Spoiled rotten. The works…

			‘What about, um…?’ 

			‘Annabel’s away visiting an old schoolfriend. She’s staying in London, coming back tomorrow afternoon. So,’—Dominic’s tone was playful—‘how about it?’ 

			There was no contest, even if Pam hadn’t been there emitting chilly waves of disapproval and visibly willing her to get off the phone. 

			‘OK,’ whispered Tara. 

			‘That’s my girl. I’ll pick you up at six, usual place. Better go now,’ Dominic said cheerfully. ‘Bye, sweetheart.’ 

			‘Bye.’ Tara put the phone down, her thoughts darting helplessly in all directions. This was it, then. The one thing Daisy had warned her not to do. It was going to happen… how could it not happen? Oh my Lord, a night in a hotel! Just like a real couple— 

			‘Oh, there you are, Mr Tyzack,’ Pam exclaimed, sending a shiver down Tara’s spine. ‘That parcel you were waiting for just arrived ten minutes ago!’ 

			Dev crossed the hall and smiled briefly at Tara. As he reached for the package Pam was holding out to him, he said, ‘Have you seen Daisy this morning?’ 

			Tara shook her head. She didn’t want to see Daisy either. God, she’d do her best to talk her out of meeting Dominic tonight. And as for Dev, what would he say if he knew? 

			‘You look a bit flushed,’ he commented. 

			The trick, she decided, was not to appear guilty. She was tarty Tara, flirty but essentially harmless. 

			‘Probably just the excitement,’ she smiled sunnily back at him, ‘of standing next to you.’ 

			***

			When Barney pushed open the front door of the cottage, he saw the cases in the middle of the living-room floor. Moments later, Mel struggled down the stairs clutching a couple of stuffed carrier bags in one hand and Freddie in the other. 

			‘What are you doing?’ said Barney. 

			‘What does it look like? Saving you the trouble of telling me to leave.’ White-faced but determined, Mel added the carriers to the pile and lowered Freddie gently to the floor next to them. Straightening up, she said, ‘This is what you want, isn’t it? Us, out of your life. You’re ashamed of me, disgusted by what I did, and you don’t want anything more to do with us. Well, Barney, that’s fine, that’s absolutely fine by me, and you don’t have to worry about me doing anything embarrassing like begging you to change your mind, because I wouldn’t dream of it. I’ve just got to pack the rest of Freddie’s things and we’ll be off. If you want to ring a taxi now, that’ll save a bit of time. We can be out of here in twenty minutes.’ 

			‘Mel—’ 

			‘One more thing,’ she cut in, her eyes diamond-bright. ‘Just let me say this. I’m sorry I hurt you and I’m sorry if I upset Daisy. But don’t ever, ever expect me to be sorry I had Freddie.’ 

			Helplessly, Barney shook his head. ‘I don’t expect you to do that. Of course you aren’t sorry about Freddie.’ 

			‘Good. Thank you. I’m glad we’ve got that straight.’ Mel gazed for several seconds down at her son, who was playing happily with a disposable nappy from one of the carrier bags. Freddie flashed them both a naughty, gappy grin and plonked the nappy bonnet-style on his head. 

			‘Just as well it’s a clean one,’ said Barney. 

			‘I’ll just get the rest of his things.’ Mel turned to head back up the stairs. 

			‘Don’t.’ He put out his arm to stop her. 

			‘Why not?’ 

			‘I don’t want you to go. You don’t have to go.’ His Adam’s apple bobbed in his throat. ‘Daisy says it’s OK, you can stay.’ 

			‘I don’t believe you. Daisy hates me. She doesn’t want me here.’ 

			Barney hesitated, because this was certainly true. ‘Well, she might not want you here, but she isn’t going to drive you out of the village. She says she’ll cope with it, as long as you… well, keep out of her way.’ 

			‘Jump into a hedge, you mean, if I see her coming down the road towards me?’ 

			‘Just be discreet, that’s what she means. Don’t expect to be invited to any parties up at the hotel. That’s fair enough, isn’t it?’ Barney pleaded, because Mel was looking truculent. ‘I think it’s brilliant of her. We can cope with that, can’t we?’ 

			Mel looked at him, torn. Half of her accepted that it was a decent offer, but the other half violently resented his attitude. 

			‘Oh yes, it’s fantastic, Daisy’s so wonderful, she says I’m allowed to stay in the village—even though it isn’t actually her village—but what about you?’ she demanded bluntly. ‘Barney, she doesn’t own you. If she’d said I had to go, that would have been it for us. I’d leave with Freddie, you’d stay here, and you’d never have seen us again. I don’t want us to still be together because Daisy MacLean says we can be, and I’m sure as hell not going to spend the rest of my life being grateful to her.’ 

			‘Sshh.’ Barney smiled and shook his head. ‘You’ve got it all wrong. I told Daisy we were leaving Colworth. I said I couldn’t give you up. And I meant it. I wouldn’t stay here without you and Freddie. And Daisy knew I was serious. That’s when she said it seemed a shame to leave the cottage after I’d worked so hard to do it up.’ 

			‘Oh.’ Mel relaxed, relief washing over her. ‘Well, that’s true.’ 

			‘So we aren’t going anywhere,’ said Barney. ‘We’re staying right here.’ 

			‘OK.’ As he wrapped his arms round her, she could hear the frantic thudding of his heart against her cheek. 

			‘I love you,’ Barney murmured. 

			The crisis was over. She hadn’t lost him after all. 

			‘I love you too,’ whispered Mel. 

			***

			Tara’s stomach was in knots. She was ridiculously excited. This was brilliant. The hotel, small but romantic, was in Clevedon because Dominic didn’t know anyone who either lived or worked in Clevedon. He had gone in ahead of her and given the place a quick once-over while she waited in the car, just to be on the safe side. 

			And—hooray—it had been safe. For once, nothing was going to go wrong. And about time too, Tara thought joyfully as they were shown up to their room. 

			‘At last,’ Dominic echoed this sentiment when the porter had gone, leaving them alone together. With a whoop of triumph, he scooped Tara up into his arms, twirled her round the room and deposited her, with a thud, on the huge bed. Jumping on top of her, he covered her face and neck with kisses, scrabbled at the buttons on her shirt, and slavered lasciviously at the sight of her beautiful turquoise bra. 

			‘You pillock,’ Tara giggled, pushing him off. ‘You’re going to have to be much more romantic than that. I want to be wined and dined and made a huge fuss of, before we get down to any hanky-panky.’ 

			‘Of course you do.’ Dominic gave her a soulful look. ‘And of course I will.’ Pause, followed by a grin. ‘But how about a quickie first, just to whet our appetites?’ 

			Letting out a shriek as he lunged at the waistband of her skirt, she rolled out of reach and scrambled into a kneeling position. 

			‘I’m too hungry. I’m starving.’ Tara patted her empty stomach, which obligingly growled. ‘I rushed home from work, had a bath, got ready, and threw some clothes into a bag. I haven’t eaten a thing since lunchtime. We have to have dinner first,’ she insisted. ‘Otherwise I’ll just faint.’ 

			In response. Dominic kissed her very gently on the mouth, caressing her lower lip with his tongue before pulling away with regret. 

			‘You’re absolutely right,’ he said. ‘Whatever you want.’ 

			Tara was filled with triumph and delight. There, she wasn’t a pushover! 

			If Daisy could see her now, she’d be so proud. 

		


		
			Chapter 47 

			Apart from stiffening slightly whenever anyone new entered the dining room—which was only natural, Tara felt, under the circumstances—Dominic had kept his word. There was excellent wine and plenty of it, there was food, ornately presented on hexagonal silver-rimmed plates, and there was candlelight. The mood was romantic, the staff efficient but unobtrusive. Tara was in heaven. The only shame was her loss of appetite; having been absolutely ravenous earlier, she was now so keyed up she could barely eat a thing. 

			Luckily Dominic wasn’t offended. He took it as a compliment. 

			‘Did you manage to get off work tomorrow?’ 

			Tara smiled and nodded. She’d persuaded one of the other girls to switch shifts, which meant they didn’t have to check out of the hotel at some unearthly hour. 

			‘You’ve gone quiet,’ Dominic observed. 

			‘I’m fine.’ Reaching over, she gave his hand a squeeze. ‘It’s just…’ 

			‘Don’t tell me, that conscience of yours. Sweetheart, you know how I feel about you. I married the wrong girl.’ Dominic kept his voice low, though the tables in the restaurant were widely spaced. ‘I made a mistake. We’ll sort it out, I promise you.’ 

			Tara had been about to tell him she couldn’t manage any more wine, but never mind. It was only right that they should discuss his marriage. 

			‘How’s it been with Annabel in the last week?’ 

			Soberly, Dominic shook his head. ‘No change. Like sharing the house with a stranger. I do my best, but she just won’t… well, help herself.’ 

			‘Still no…?’ 

			‘Sex? You must be joking.’ He shrugged. ‘Annabel’s not interested.’ 

			It was no way for a man to live. Tara felt desperately sorry for Dominic, but it was sad for Annabel too. 

			‘What about counseling? There are these sex therapy people. Couldn’t you persuade her to see someone about it?’ Oh my, listen to me, discussing my lover’s wife’s sexual problems. This definitely makes me a generous, caring person. 

			‘She wouldn’t do that.’ Dominic grimaced at the thought. ‘Annabel? No way in the world. She’d refuse outright.’ 

			Tara was secretly relieved. Making helpful grown-up suggestions was all very well, but she’d be miffed if Dominic were to ring her up next week yelling excitedly, ‘It worked, it bloody worked! Since she came back from the sex therapist she hasn’t been able to keep her hands off me—sweetheart, I’m telling you, she’s dynamite!’ 

			God, imagine. That would be downright unfair. 

			‘Oh, Dominic, what are you going to do?’ It was such a hopeless situation. Tara gave his hand a sympathetic squeeze. 

			‘Stick it out for a few more months.’ Dominic looked resigned. ‘For appearance’s sake. If it was up to me I’d leave tomorrow, but that wouldn’t be fair on Annabel. She’d never get over the humiliation.’ 

			He was so kind-hearted, that was what she loved about him. How many men would be that thoughtful? 

			‘Sorry.’ Tara smiled up at the waitress who had arrived to clear their plates. ‘The food’s great—I’m just not hungry.’ 

			‘What about pudding?’ To tempt her, Dominic nodded at an adjacent table. ‘They’ve got chocolate mousse.’ 

			Chocolate mousse was Tara’s great weakness, but her stomach was still all of a squiggle. Nerves were getting the better of her. Regretfully she shook her head. ‘I don’t think I could.’ 

			Pushing back his chair, Dominic stood up and took Tara’s hand. As they made their way out of the dining room he whispered in her ear, ‘We’ve got something far better to look forward to than chocolate mousse.’ 

			Tara, leaning against him, experienced a hot wave of something that felt almost like… 

			***

			Nausea. It was nausea, and no matter how hard she tried, Tara couldn’t make it go away. Back in their room, Dominic had started to kiss her and she’d done her best to join in with enthusiasm, but the smell of his aftershave, which she normally loved, was making her feel sicker by the minute. She was hot too. Breaking out into a sweat in a way that wasn’t pleasant. 

			‘God, you’re beautiful,’ Dominic murmured, unzipping her dress in one smooth movement and sliding the straps from her shoulders. Tara instantly felt cold and clammy, and was forced to take deep breaths to lessen the sick feeling in her stomach. Assuming that the heavy breathing was a sign of rapture, Dominic steered her over to the bed. 

			He stood back and gazed in admiration at Tara in her peacock-blue bra and (naturally) matching knickers. Instinctively pulling in her stomach, she winced as a jagged pain like a knife being waggled shot through her intestines. 

			In an instant Tara realized what was about to happen. Oh no, oh please, God, nooo…

			‘So beautiful, so sexy,’ Dominic whispered, reaching out and tracing his fingers over the lacy plunging cups of her bra. ‘I’ve waited so long for this.’ 

			The knotted stomach and inability to eat hadn’t been nerves. The almost-but-not-quite-feeling-sick sensation hadn’t been due to guilt. Tara closed her eyes and the room began to spin around her, tilting crazily like some sadistic fairground ride. 

			‘Mmmph,’ she spluttered as Dominic’s mouth landed on hers while his hands simultaneously moved to unfasten her bra. The nausea rose up like a whirling dervish and she yanked herself free, covering her mouth and racing past an astonished Dominic to the bathroom. 

			The next five minutes were the very, very worst of Tara’s life. She retched and vomited, noisily and messily, until there was nothing left to bring up. 

			Finally, she heard Dominic call through the locked bathroom door: ‘Tara? Are you OK?’ 

			Oh, I’m fine, darling, never felt better. What I really fancy now is a chocolate fudge milkshake and a ride on Nemesis! 

			Tara didn’t say this, she was too busy dying of embarrassment. If there was anything less sexy and alluring than the sound of a woman being sick, she didn’t know what it was. 

			Within thirty seconds she found out. The knife-like pains in her stomach intensified, her bowels turned to water and she only just made it onto the loo in time. 

			After goodness knows how long—twenty minutes probably—Tara regained sufficient control of her bodily functions to stumble over to the sink and look in the mirror. Not a pretty sight. She was wearing her bra and knickers. Her eyes were swollen, her face blotchy and her hair stringy with sweat. Ridiculously, she still had her red stilettos on her feet. 

			Her legs trembling and weak, Tara cleaned her teeth, washed her face, and wrapped a bath towel round her shoulders because she couldn’t stop shivering. The ominous cramping in her stomach was still there. The loo must feel as exhausted as she did from being flushed so many times. Oh God, how was she ever going to be able to face Dominic again? 

			Through the bathroom door—the flimsy bathroom door—she could hear the murmur of voices. Hopefully the TV, rather than an impromptu gathering waiting for her to emerge before popping a dozen champagne corks and yelling ‘Surprise!’ 

			Oh well, she could hardly spend the night sleeping in the bath. Taking a deep breath, Tara unlocked the door and stepped out. 

			Dominic was lying on the bed, fully dressed and watching television. He turned his head to look at her. 

			‘Better now?’ 

			Miserably, Tara nodded. Her stomach was still sore. Her eyelids were so swollen she could hardly see. She had never felt less desirable in her life. 

			Which was just as well, really, seeing as Dominic wasn’t looking exactly inflamed with desire himself. 

			Her green satin dressing gown was in her suitcase. Dragging it out, Tara kicked off the incongruous stilettos and pulled the dressing gown on. Not knowing what to do next, she hesitantly approached the bed. 

			Maybe if you’d been married to someone for a hundred years, they’d be able to take the situation in their stride. Perhaps even crack a joke about it, laugh it off, and give you the kind of reassuring hug that told you they understood and still loved you anyway. 

			Dominic turned his attention back to the TV, picked up the remote, and changed stations. 

			‘I’m sorry.’ As Tara sank down on the edge of the bed, she could have sworn he shrank away. So this was how it felt to have leprosy. 

			After a long pause, Dominic said, ‘What caused it?’ 

			Sadly, Tara had already worked this one out for herself. 

			‘I had a tuna sandwich for lunch. I thought it tasted a bit funny, but I hadn’t brought anything else into work and I was hungry so I just ate it. I made it last night at home,’ she admitted miserably, ‘and forgot to put it in the fridge.’ 

			‘Jesus,’ Dominic muttered, indicating that he thought she was stupid beyond belief. 

			‘I thought it’d be OK. The cottage was quite cold.’ Tara was defensive because last night for the first time in ages Maggie hadn’t had every radiator going full blast in a frantic attempt to dry a ton of washing. 

			Bloody washing. 

			‘Well, it obviously wasn’t.’ Dominic was sounding seriously pissed off, and Tara couldn’t blame him. ‘So what do we do now?’ he went on tetchily. ‘Because I’m not really in the mood for—’ 

			‘Nor me,’ Tara hurriedly cut in, before he could tell her how physically revolted he was by her traitorous body. 

			‘Shall we just go home, then?’ 

			It was what she wanted more than anything, but to Tara’s dismay her stomach was starting to churn ominously once more. Even at this time of night, the drive back to Colworth would take an hour and the prospect of an in-car accident was too terrible to contemplate. 

			‘I’m still not feeling… I don’t know if I could… well, cope with the journey.’ 

			Dominic nodded and picked up the bedside phone. He spoke to the receptionist downstairs about booking a second room. 

			‘The hotel’s full,’ he announced shortly, hanging up. ‘Every room’s taken.’ 

			This was a nightmare. 

			‘You could go home,’ Tara whispered, because it was clearly what he longed to do. ‘I’ll stay here.’ 

			‘Maybe that’d be best.’ Dominic looked faintly exasperated as her shoulders began to shake. ‘Oh Christ, don’t start crying. What’s wrong now?’ 

			What’s wrong now? 

			Hot tears streamed down Tara’s face and dripped off her chin. ‘It’s all s-spoiled! I’m sorry I’ve messed everything up but I d-didn’t do it on purpose… and I feel so rotten,’ she wailed, wiping her eyes with the slippery sleeve of her dressing gown. ‘I really feel ill and I don’t w-want to b-be on my own!’ 

			Pathetic, utterly pathetic, but true. If she was at home, Maggie would be making a huge fuss of her now, tucking her up in bed, sponging her forehead, and being generally caring and wonderful. 

			Keeping his distance, Dominic gingerly patted her heaving shoulder. 

			‘OK,’ he sighed. ‘I won’t go.’ 

			Tara didn’t dare turn round and hug him. She sniffed noisily. ‘Th-thanks.’ 

			***

			They checked out at eight o’clock the next morning. Tara had never felt emptier in her life. If she weighed herself, she’d probably find she’d lost five stone. Her whole body was as hollow as a cheap Easter egg. She’d spent the night dozing fitfully, then waking up and hurtling to the bathroom. Dominic, needless to say, hadn’t got much sleep either. 

			But at least she felt safe enough to risk the journey home. Dominic seemed relieved too. She’d never known it was possible before for two people to lie that far apart from each other in a double bed. 

			It had been a night neither of them would ever forget. 

			They drove back to Colworth in silence. When Dominic dropped her off at the bottom of the High Street, he didn’t kiss her. Tara was convinced she still smelled of sick, despite having brushed her teeth so hard she’d splayed all the bristles on her toothbrush. 

			‘I’ll give you a ring.’ He glanced at his watch as he spoke, indicating that he was in a hurry to get away. 

			‘OK.’ Tara wondered if he meant it. Had she put him off her for good, or would the hideousness of last night fade in time, like childbirth? For about the hundredth time she mumbled, ‘Sorry.’ 

			Nodding, Dominic managed his first smile of the day. Just a flicker of one. He said, ‘So am I.’ 

		


		
			Chapter 48 

			‘Now, you’re sure you’re OK?’ Maggie bustled into the living room with a fresh bottle of Perrier from the fridge. She stroked Tara’s hair, rattled her car keys, and said, ‘Poor darling, you still look dreadful. I’ll bring home some little treats for when you get your appetite back. D’you want me to pick up a couple of magazines?’ 

			Tara nodded and felt cared-for. It was three in the afternoon and she’d reached the fragile-but-recovering stage. Every muscle in her body still ached, but she had managed to drink, and keep down, two whole glasses of water. Best of all, she no longer felt sick or as though she might have to dash to the loo at a millisecond’s notice. 

			‘I’ll be back by five,’ said Maggie, who was off to the supermarket for a big shop. ‘You just take it easy, watch a bit of telly, have a good rest.’ 

			Oh, it was nice to be cosseted. And Maggie had recorded Rain Man for her last night. Snuggling up under the duvet on the sofa, Tara waved the remote at the video and determinedly didn’t think about Dominic. A couple of hours in the company of Dustin Hoffman and Tom Cruise was just what she needed to cheer her up. 

			The doorbell rang an hour later. 

			‘Jeopardy,’ said Dustin Hoffman on the television. 

			Wrestling her way out of the duvet, Tara hurriedly ran her hands over her sticking-up hair. It might be Dominic, come back to apologize and tell her he still loved her. 

			Well, it might be. 

			Though whether he’d still love her in her Madonna T-shirt and baggy jogging bottoms was another matter. She opened the door anyway. 

			‘Hello,’ said Annabel Cross-Calvert. Oh God. Tara prayed she’d fallen asleep on the sofa and was in fact having a horrible dream. This really couldn’t be happening, could it? ‘Probably best if you invite me in,’ Annabel suggested. ‘We need to talk.’ 

			Oh, buggering hell. This was real. Fighting down panic, Tara wondered if she’d be allowed a phone call to her solicitor. If only she had one. 

			Dry-mouthed and with her heart pummeling her rib cage, she stepped to one side. Annabel swept past her in a mist of Chanel No. 19. She paused to survey the crumpled duvet, the drawn curtains, and the flickering TV screen. 

			‘Uh-oh,’ Dustin Hoffman bluntly announced. ‘Fart.’ 

			‘Sorry, I’ll turn it off.’ Frantically, Tara reached for the remote control, shoveled the duvet out of sight behind the sofa, cleared a mound of Maggie’s cushion-making paraphernalia from the armchair, and gestured for Annabel to sit down. ‘Um… cup of tea?’ 

			‘No thanks.’ Annabel shook her head and remained standing. She was wearing an expensive-looking grey suede coat, a crisp pink shirt, and pale grey trousers. 

			Not knowing what to do with herself, Tara rubbed her perspiring hands together and said in desperation, ‘Coffee?’ 

			‘No.’ Annabel took a deep breath and looked her straight in the eye. ‘You’re having an affair with my husband.’ 

			‘I’m not.’ Vigorously Tara shook her own head. ‘I’m not, I promise. I haven’t slept with him.’ 

			‘Don’t bother trying to deny it. You spent last night with him at that hotel in Clevedon. He drove you back here this morning. I know all about it.’ 

			Would this be a good moment to faint? Tara, feeling pretty wobbly anyway, sank down with a bump on the sofa. 

			‘Who told you? Dominic?’ 

			Annabel’s upper lip curled with derision. ‘Of course not. I’ve been having him tailed.’ 

			‘Tailed? You mean followed?’ Tara felt sweat break out all over her body. ‘By a…?’ 

			‘Private detective. That’s right.’ 

			‘But, but… he came to pick me up last night. We didn’t see anyone following us.’ OK, it was an admission of guilt but Annabel was clearly in possession of the facts. Well, most of them. 

			‘That’s because he’s good at his job,’ Annabel patiently replied. ‘And he didn’t need to drive bumper to bumper behind you all the way to Clevedon. He’d already planted a tracking device in Dominic’s car. The wonders of modern technology,’ she went on dryly. ‘Where would we be without them?’ 

			An awful lot safer, Tara thought, that was for sure. Less caught out. She’d never liked modern technology and now she knew why. 

			She liked it even less when Annabel clicked open her handbag and took out a tiny cassette tape. 

			‘You had dinner together in the hotel restaurant. Remember the middle-aged man sitting on his own at the table next to yours?’ 

			‘No.’ 

			‘See?’ Annabel sounded almost pleased. ‘That’s another reason why he’s such a good private detective. Nobody ever notices him. But he noticed you.’ She paused. ‘He also recorded every word you said.’ 

			Well, that was it, the game was well and truly up. In fact it couldn’t get more up if it tried. 

			‘You were in too much of a hurry to stay for pudding, it seems. Apparently you missed a treat,’ Annabel went on. ‘He told me the chocolate mousse was out of this world.’ She pulled a funny little face and added, ‘Who knows, it might even have been better than sex.’ 

			Tara was suddenly struck by a thought at once both horrifying and welcome. If their room had been bugged as well, it meant Annabel knew that nothing physical had gone on between Dominic and herself. Which could only be good news. 

			On the other hand, it would mean she’d listened to a tape full of violent retching and throwing up. 

			Fearfully, Tara said, ‘Was there a listening thingy planted in our room?’ 

			Annabel moved her shoulders almost imperceptibly, as if to say, ‘Might be, might not.’ ‘You’ve been seeing my husband.’ Her voice was cold. ‘Why don’t you just tell me what happened and then I’ll tell you whether or not there was.’ 

			Tara rubbed her face hard with both hands, no longer caring how sweaty and disheveled she must look. ‘OK, OK. But I can’t do it with you standing there like that. You’ll have to sit down.’ 

			***

			‘So that’s it,’ she concluded fifteen minutes later. ‘The whole truth. Well, if the room was bugged, you’ll already know it’s the truth.’ 

			‘The room wasn’t bugged,’ said Annabel. 

			Tara didn’t know whether to be relieved or dismayed. ‘It’s still what happened,’ she said wearily. 

			‘But the fact remains, you would have slept with Dominic if you hadn’t been ill.’ 

			‘I suppose so.’ Miserably, Tara nodded. She wasn’t proud of herself. 

			‘You wanted to have sex with him,’ Annabel persisted. 

			‘And Dominic wanted to have sex with me!’ Tara blurted out. ‘Look, I’m sorry, I know that what we did was wrong… well, almost did… but it’s not all Dominic’s fault, is it? You can’t marry a man and refuse him any kind of sex life and seriously expect him to just put up with it! That isn’t fair on him. It’s no way to treat anyone,’ Tara rushed on passionately, ‘and it’s just plain selfish not to even consider getting some kind of counseling—’ 

			‘Yes, yes, I’ve already heard this on the tape.’ Annabel gestured impatiently with her hand. ‘I thought it was sweet of you to be so concerned. Something to do with easing your own guilty conscience, I imagine, plus making Dominic think what a thoroughly lovely person you are.’ 

			Tara flushed. ‘But you should see a counselor.’ 

			‘Actually, can I change my mind?’ Coolly, Annabel raised an eyebrow. ‘I think I will have that cup of tea now.’ 

			It was probably what she announced to Dominic whenever he dared suggest going to bed together, Tara thought as she made her way through to the kitchen to put the kettle on. 

			She was pouring the boiling water onto the tea bags when Annabel appeared behind her in the doorway. 

			‘Shall I tell you why I haven’t been to a counselor?’ she inquired. 

			Because you’re frigid, thought Tara, and terrified that you might be forced to discuss body parts with a complete stranger—heavens, he might even start using revolting words like intercourse and, ugh, penis. ‘The reason I haven’t been to a counselor,’ Annabel went on, ‘is because there’s absolutely nothing wrong with our sex life.’ Tara splashed too much milk into her own cup. Oh well, didn’t matter, she wasn’t up to drinking it anyway. 

			Was Annabel serious? 

			‘But—’ 

			‘We have a fabulous time in—and out—of bed,’ said Annabel. ‘Great sex and plenty of it. What’s the matter, do you think I’m making this up?’ 

			Tara went cold all over. She turned round to look at her. ‘I don’t know.’ 

			‘I believed you just now,’ said Annabel, ‘when you told me what happened last night. Now it’s your turn to believe me.’ 

			‘But why would he say it if it wasn’t true?’ In her heart of hearts, even as her mouth formed the words, Tara knew exactly why. 

			‘Because Dominic’s a liar. And he’s greedy. Face facts,’ Annabel went on with a shrug. ‘Everywhere you look, there are men cheating on their wives and telling their mistresses how miserable they are at home. They do it for fun, because two women are better than one. It’s a hobby. Is that one mine? Thanks. And of course he’s a very good liar, you already know that. Well, we both do.’ 

			Tara watched her standing there sipping her tea. Annabel was taking this remarkably calmly, considering. 

			‘I didn’t know,’ she protested. 

			‘Oh, come on. What about my wedding day?’ 

			Tara flushed and prodded the tea bag still bobbing around in her own cup. ‘Tell me the truth,’ said Annabel. ‘You were covering up for him, weren’t you? That big confession of yours was to save Dominic’s skin. He was the one making all the moves and you ended up taking the blame.’ 

			Oh hell. 

			‘I didn’t just do it for him. I didn’t want to mess up your big day.’ 

			‘See? You’re not all bad.’ Annabel smiled briefly. 

			‘So what are you going to do now? I mean, you’ve listened to the tape,’ said Tara. ‘You heard what Dominic said. He wants to leave you.’ 

			‘Actually, I’m quite peckish. Got any biscuits? Of course he doesn’t want to leave me,’ Annabel went on, as Tara pointed numbly at the black and white biscuit tin next to the kettle. Helping herself to a couple of Bourbon creams, she leaned against the worktop. ‘I’m rich, aren’t I? Dominic loves being married to me and my millions. He can’t wait for me to get pregnant.’ 

			This was becoming frankly bizarre. 

			‘And you don’t mind that he cheats on you and tells people you’re frigid?’ 

			‘Oh, don’t be so stupid, of course I mind,’ Annabel exclaimed through a mouthful of biscuit. Swallowing and shaking her head in apology, she patted her mouth neatly with the back of her hand. ‘Sorry, my old etiquette teacher would have a fit if she could see me now. I mean, Dominic was never what you might call the faithful type, but he swore he’d change once we were married. I wasn’t so sure, but he turned on the famous charm and… Well, you know how charming Dominic can be when he puts his mind to it. He persuaded me to marry him, and my mum thought he was wonderful. In the end I just got caught up in all the preparations, more to keep my mother happy than anything else. But I did think it was a bit much, him getting off with someone else on the morning of our wedding.’ 

			Tara stared at her in disbelief. ‘So you knew it wasn’t my fault all along?’ 

			‘Oh, come on, you weren’t completely innocent. You have to take some of the blame,’ Annabel declared with a touch of scorn. 

			‘But you were going to call off the wedding until I came up to see you. If you knew I was covering up for Dominic, why did you pretend to believe me?’ 

			‘I couldn’t do it to my mother. She’d have had a nervous collapse or a heart attack or something. All the guests were arriving, she’d been planning the wedding for months. She’d never have been able to live with the shame. This is what didn’t occur to my big-mouthed sister when she saw you and Dominic disappearing into the summerhouse,’ Annabel said dryly. ‘If it had been me, I’d have kept it to myself.’ 

			‘OK. Right. So what happens now?’ Tara was confused by Annabel’s relaxed, almost jovial manner. ‘Are you going to divorce him?’ 

			‘I’m not sure. Haven’t decided yet. As I said, we do still have good times together. I just don’t want to be married to someone who’s unfaithful to me.’ 

			‘Technically,’ Tara hesitated, ‘he hasn’t been unfaithful.’ 

			‘You’ve been seeing him for weeks!’ 

			‘No sex though.’ 

			Annabel snorted with laughter. ‘Thanks to a dodgy tuna sandwich. OK, I trust you now. Are you going to see Dominic again?’ 

			‘No. No way.’ Vehemently Tara shook her head. As far as Dominic was concerned, she had well and truly come to her senses. Every word he’d uttered had been a lie. 

			‘Sure? Even when he rings you up and does his charm bit?’ 

			‘Definitely sure.’ Tara shuddered. ‘Although to be honest I can’t see him ringing anyway. After last night’s performance, I don’t think I’ll be seeing him again for dust.’ She pulled a face. ‘If you do end up having a baby, don’t expect Dominic to be great at coping with puking and nappies. Something tells me it isn’t his strong point.’ 

			Annabel knocked back the rest of her tea, then checked her watch. ‘Time I made a move. Dominic’s expecting me back from London at five. Thanks for the tea and biscuits, and the chat. You look after yourself,’ she added as they reached the front door. 

			‘Thanks. And I am sorry.’ Tara meant it. ‘About… well, everything.’ 

			‘Don’t worry. By the way, Dominic’s the one who’s desperate for me to have that baby.’ With a glint of amusement in her eyes, Annabel said, ‘He doesn’t know I’m on the Pill.’ 

		


		
			Chapter 49 

			At the hotel, a school reunion was in riotous progress in the bar. Two hours after dinner in the restaurant, overexcited forty-somethings were still greeting each other like teenagers, shrieking at the tops of their voices as they recognized someone else they hadn’t seen for twenty-five years, and exclaiming that they hadn’t changed a bit. 

			Which was, obviously, a huge lie. 

			Escaping from the smoky overheated bar, Daisy headed for the front steps. As she breathed in lungfuls of cold clean air, a familiar sound behind her made her turn round. 

			Clarissa was making her way jauntily through reception as if she owned the place, her claws clickety-clacking against the flagstones. Still descending the staircase was Dev, wearing an old Barbour over a black sweater and jeans. As she watched, Daisy saw him pause briefly to chat with Barney, who was covering the night shift this week. Determined not to be left out on the socializing front, Clarissa greeted Daisy with joy, winding her body like a hairy scarf around Daisy’s legs. 

			‘How’s it going?’ Dev joined them on the steps. 

			‘Lovely.’ Bending to ruffle Clarissa’s ears, Daisy said, ‘She’s keeping my ankles warm.’ 

			‘I meant how are you coping?’ Dev gave her a be-serious look. 

			‘OK.’ Daisy shrugged. ‘I’ll live.’ 

			‘I’m taking Clarissa for a walk. Fancy coming along?’ 

			At that moment a fresh chorus of high-pitched shrieks and whoops spilled out of the bar. Daisy, whose ears were starting to ache from the sheer volume of noise—blimey, she must be getting old—decided that she did. 

			‘Give me two minutes to change out of these stupid shoes.’ 

			Upstairs in her flat, the phone began to ring as she was peeling off her skirt and wriggling into a pair of jeans. Hopping clumsily over to the phone, Daisy saw Josh’s mobile number on caller display and left it. Josh would be surrounded by friends, phoning from some noisy bar to tell her about the wild time they were having. Instead, breathing in and zipping up, she pulled on a pair of flat boots, grabbed her purple fleece, and was out of the flat before the call even had a chance to switch to answerphone. 

			Well, mustn’t keep Clarissa waiting. 

			They set off together down the drive, breathing clouds of condensation into the night air. It wasn’t as cold as it had been; a thaw had set in during the day and the snow was now almost melted. Daisy took deep breaths, enjoying the rhythmic sound of their feet crunching over the gravel as Clarissa bounced around, goat-like, on the grass. 

			‘She thinks she lives here now,’ Dev observed. ‘She’s going to be gutted when we leave.’ 

			Glad he wasn’t pursuing the subject of how she felt about Mel and Freddie, Daisy said, ‘How’s your house?’ 

			‘Like a bomb site. Well, not quite that bad.’ Dev steered her round a puddle as they reached the end of the drive. ‘The roof’s been patched up and the plumbing’s more or less sorted. When I went over this afternoon the decorators were making a start on the bedrooms. You’re stuck with me for another couple of weeks yet.’ 

			Clarissa raced ahead of them, investigating potential lampposts for wee-ability as they made their way down the High Street. Since it was too complicated to work out whether she would be glad or sorry when they moved out, Daisy shoved her hands into her fleece pockets and said, ‘It smells like autumn.’ 

			‘No, here, girl, this way.’ Dev whistled at Clarissa, who was now turning right into Brocket’s Lane. As Clarissa blithely ignored him and he shouted, ‘No, come on, back,’ Daisy realized with amusement that he was still too embarrassed to call her by name. 

			‘You have a go,’ said Dev. ‘She might take more notice of you.’ 

			‘She’s your dog.’ Daisy shrugged. ‘It’s your job.’ 

			Dev whistled again. ‘Dammit.’ He raked his fingers despairingly through his dark hair. ‘She’s doing it on purpose.’ 

			‘Her name’s Clarissa.’ Daisy gave him an innocent look. ‘You could always try using it.’ 

			‘Look, I was trying to spare your feelings.’ Swinging round, Dev caught her laughing at him. ‘I thought you’d prefer to give Brocket’s Lane a miss.’ 

			‘Because it’s where Barney lives with my late husband’s mistress and my late husband’s baby? That’s deeply considerate of you,’ Daisy patted his arm, ‘but I think I can handle it.’ Keeping a straight face she added meaningfully, ‘I’m not a wimp.’ 

			Unlike some people around here… 

			‘I know you’re not a wimp.’ Dev ignored the implied slur. ‘I just don’t want you breaking their windows.’ 

			‘I promise not to break any windows. Come on.’ Daisy gave him a playful push in the direction of the lane. ‘Follow that dog.’ 

			As they passed Bert Connelly’s cottage, Daisy sniffed the air again. 

			‘Someone’s had a bonfire. That’s why it smelled like autumn before. I said it smelled like autumn, didn’t I? What a weird time of year to be having a bonfire.’ 

			Clarissa barked and skittered on up the lane. Following her, Dev frowned. ‘I can smell it too. It’s getting stronger… oh shit.’ 

			He had rounded the bend six feet ahead of Daisy. Catching up, she saw what he’d just seen. Smoke was curling from the downstairs windows of Brock Cottage. The whole place was in darkness, apart from a dull orange glow coming from the living room. As Daisy stared, momentarily rooted to the spot, she heard the faint crackle of flames inside the house. 

			Oh Jesus, oh no. 

			‘Fire brigade.’ Dev was speaking urgently into the mobile phone he’d already pulled from his pocket. ‘Brock Cottage, Brocket’s Lane, Colworth, the place is on fire… what? Yes, an ambulance too. I don’t know, I think so.’ As he spoke, he and Daisy raced the last twenty or so yards to the cottage. She knew what was going through his mind—if the place was in absolute darkness, it could be empty. Did this mean Mel and Barney had had a huge row? Had Mel packed her bags, taken Freddie, and left? Had she been so distraught and hellbent on revenge that she’d set fire to the place on her way out? Oh God, surely not—yet in one way it was infinitely preferable to the alternative. 

			‘Mel!’ bellowed Daisy, racing up the path and hammering frantically on the locked front door. ‘Mel, are you there?’ 

			There was silence for several seconds, broken only by the crackle of flames and Daisy’s coughing as the smoke seeping through the letter box made its way into her lungs. The next moment her blood ran cold as they heard a shriek of alarm and a child’s piteous wail. Mel and Freddie were in there, upstairs, with a fire raging below. It would be fifteen minutes before any fire engines reached the village. 

			Above them the front bedroom window was flung open, billowing out smoke like ectoplasm. Stepping back, they saw Mel’s face appear, white with terror. 

			‘Mel, it’s OK, you’re going to be fine,’ shouted Dev. ‘Just throw the baby down to us and I’ll catch him, then we’ll get you out.’ 

			Despite her terror, Daisy experienced a rush of relief. Far better that Dev—international rugby hero and all-round sporty ball-handling type—did the catching. 

			‘Help me! Help me! Freddie’s in the back bedroom,’ screamed Mel, beside herself. ‘The door’s buckled and I can’t get to him.’ 

			Oh fuck. Daisy’s adrenaline was sky-high. Dev was already racing to the back of the cottage. 

			‘Mel, it’s OK, Dev’s here, he’s coming to get you, you’ll be fine, I promise!’ 

			‘Help! Help!’ Mel bellowed. 

			‘Can you jump out of the window?’ Daisy yelled up at her. 

			‘I can’t leave Freddie!’ 

			‘OK, just stay by the window. I’m going to find Dev.’ Tearing round the side of the cottage, Daisy found him barging the back door which stubbornly refused to give. There was less smoke here. Picking up a brick, she smashed the small kitchen window, unfastened the latch and began to scramble up onto the ledge. Dimly she recalled Dev warning her about breaking windows… 

			‘You’re not going in,’ Dev shouted, ‘I won’t let you.’ 

			‘And you won’t fit.’ Her heart hammering, Daisy squeezed herself head first through the narrow twelve-inch gap, wriggled down the other side, brushed broken glass from her hands and unlocked the back door for Dev. 

			‘Good girl, now get out. Go and let Mel know I’m on my way.’ 

			Coughing and spluttering, Daisy did as he ordered. Dev disappeared into the cottage and she heard his feet racing up the stairs. Moments later a bedroom door slammed and he yelled, ‘I’ve got him.’ Then there was a sharp cracking noise and a whoosh of flame visible deep inside the house. 

			‘AAARRGH,’ screamed Mel as another almighty crack convinced her that the whole place was about to explode. 

			‘It’s OK,’ Daisy shouted, sick with fear. 

			‘I’m in.’ Dev’s face appeared at the window above her. The cracking sound had been the bedroom door splintering as he battered it open. ‘Right, now stand back and hold out your arms. No, over there on the grass.’ He pointed and Daisy saw that he had Freddie in his arms. Freddie looked as petrified as she felt and was howling at the top of his lungs. 

			‘She won’t catch him,’ shrieked Mel, completely hysterical by now. ‘She’ll drop him, I won’t let you do it!’ 

			‘Stop it. She won’t drop him, I promise.’ 

			Daisy only wished she had Dev’s confidence. She might not drop Freddie, but what if she missed him completely? 

			‘Daisy, tell her,’ ordered Dev, his voice hoarse with smoke. 

			‘I’ll catch him,’ she shouted up obediently. ‘He’ll be fine.’ Oh God, let him be fine, please let me catch him. 

			‘Nooo!’ screeched Mel. 

			‘One… two… three,’ counted Dev, and threw Freddie out of the window. 

			Daisy caught him. She hadn’t even needed to move her feet, so accurate had been Dev’s aim. Freddie, having flown through the air in appalled silence, found himself clutched in Daisy’s trembling arms and promptly let out an ear-splitting wail. Daisy, tightening her grip on him and still panting, felt her own eyes fill with tears. She kissed Freddie’s blond head, hard, until he flailed his fists at her in protest. 

			‘Ouch, my ear,’ whispered Daisy. 

			‘WAAAAHH,’ Freddie bawled, whacking her again. 

			‘OK, now move out of the way,’ Dev shouted. ‘We’re coming down.’ 

			Daisy could hardly bear to watch. It was a twelve-foot drop—what if he was killed? 

			But Dev wasn’t risking leaving Mel up there refusing to jump. He helped her onto the narrow window ledge and shouted like a parachuting instructor, ‘Three-two-one… go.’ Mel jumped and hit the ground with a sickening thud. 

		


		
			Chapter 50 

			‘It’s OK, you’re all right, you’re all right.’ Daisy rushed over to Mel, praying she hadn’t broken her back. Crouching over her, she said anxiously, ‘Are you all right?’ 

			‘I think so.’ Gritting her teeth, Mel levered herself upright on legs that were shaky but thankfully unfractured. Then, taking Freddie in her arms and hugging him, she burst into tears. 

			‘Bloody hell,’ puffed Bert Connelly, arriving on the scene with one of his sons. ‘We heard shouting. Christ Almighty, love, are you OK? Is the little ’un all right?’ 

			Great billows of pungent black smoke were shooting from the upstairs window as Dev jumped. This time Daisy really couldn’t watch. 

			‘Nice landing.’ Bert nodded his approval. ‘Keeps himself fit, that one. I rang the fire brigade, by the way, when I realized what was goin’ on.’ 

			‘So did we.’ Weak with relief that everyone was safely out, Daisy began to shiver. 

			‘And the hotel. Told Barney to get himself up here, pronto.’ 

			God, poor Barney, his beloved cottage ruined. 

			The next moment Hector’s Land Rover came screeching up the lane. Barney, white-faced, leapt out of the back before it had even reached a standstill. 

			‘Everyone’s fine,’ Dev said quickly as Barney raced to embrace Mel and Freddie. Hector, wearing a dinner jacket, swung himself down and said, ‘Paula and I had just got back when Barney came pelting out of the hotel. I’ve phoned nine-nine-nine. God, what a thing to happen… sweetheart, look at your face.’ 

			Daisy’s eyes were streaming from the smoke. Putting up a hand to wipe them, she realized her face was streaked with black. Dev’s was even blacker; he looked like a commando. 

			‘I threw Freddie out of the window,’ Dev told Hector. ‘Daisy caught him.’ 

			Despite the horror of the occasion, Hector chuckled. ‘Daisy did? Good grief, I saw her trying to play basketball once at school. Awful. Well done, darling. This has to be a miracle.’ 

			‘Hector,’ announced Paula, her tone faintly querulous as she shivered in a pale yellow dress and spindly heels. ‘Give me your jacket, darling. I’m cold.’ 

			Two fire engines arrived minutes later, closely followed by an ambulance and assorted villagers. Clarissa, who had quailed beneath a blackcurrant bush while the urgent people-saving business had been going on, sensed that the scary bit was over and began greeting people she knew like an It girl at a party. 

			‘I don’t know how it happened,’ Mel repeated numbly, trembling as the paramedics led her into the ambulance. ‘Oh Barney, look at the cottage, we’ve lost everything.’ 

			‘Don’t be stupid. I’ve still got you and Freddie.’ Barney was shaking too. They could both have been killed in there. It didn’t bear thinking about. Gazing out of the back of the ambulance, he saw Paula Penhaligon leaning, arms folded, against the Land Rover with Hector’s dinner jacket draped around her shoulders. As he watched, Clarissa danced up to her and sniffed one of her elegant ankles. With a look of irritation Paula kicked her, hard enough to send Clarissa scuttling backwards. Barney, who at any other time would have been outraged, was distracted by a piercing scream in his left ear. Freddie was objecting to being prodded with an ice-cold stethoscope. 

			‘We don’t need to go to the hospital,’ Mel protested. ‘We’re all right.’ 

			‘Well, his lungs sound healthy enough.’ The paramedic winced as Freddie’s protests, abruptly doubling in volume, blasted down the rubber tubing of the stethoscope. ‘But we’d better have you both checked over properly, just to be on the safe side.’ 

			Climbing out of the ambulance, Barney found Dev. 

			‘Thanks for everything.’ The words were woefully inadequate, but what else could he say? ‘I’m just going with them in the ambulance, but the paramedic’s pretty sure they won’t be kept in.’ 

			‘And what happens after that?’ As Dev wiped his smoke-blackened forehead, Barney realized with a jolt what he meant. They no longer had anywhere to live. 

			‘The ambulancemen are waiting for you.’ Daisy joined them, Hector close behind her. Wondering why he was looking so dumbstruck, she said, ‘What’s wrong?’ 

			Barney hastily shook his head. ‘Nothing.’ 

			‘He’s wondering where he’s going to go once the doctors have given them the all-clear,’ said Dev. 

			Daisy looked at him, her heart sinking like a stone. 

			‘Oh, for crying out loud, I’ve never heard anything so ridiculous in my life.’ Clapping his hand on Barney’s shoulder, Hector boomed, ‘You’re practically family, lad. You’ll stay with us.’ 

			Barney hesitated, looking as if he might cry. 

			‘What about… ?’ His head turned towards the back of the ambulance. 

			‘I meant all three of you,’ Hector declared. ‘No problem! Bloody hell, what did you imagine we’d do—lend you a tent?’ 

			Barney was now gazing at Daisy, who forced herself to smile. Hector, of course, hadn’t the faintest idea that there was rather more of a family connection than he thought. 

			‘Daisy? Are you sure that’s OK?’ 

			What could she say to Barney? Not on your bloody life? 

			‘Of course it’s OK.’ 

			In the darkness, she felt Dev squeeze her hand. Touched by his support, Daisy wondered what the next stage would be. Mel had moved into the village with Steven’s child. Now, just days later, she was moving into the hotel. At this rate, by next weekend she’d be taking over her bed. 

			The ambulance disappeared down the lane. The fire crew were making headway with the blaze. It was midnight and more villagers, alerted by the unaccustomed activity, were turning up to find out what all the excitement was about. 

			Tara, wearing Maggie’s parka and wellies over her pajamas, arrived as Hector and Paula were leaving. By the time she found Daisy, she’d heard the whole story of what had happened from Bert Connelly. 

			Well, not quite the whole story. 

			‘Poor Barney,’ Tara breathed, stunned by the sight of the blackened, smoldering cottage. ‘Poor all of them. Blimey, his girlfriend’s only just moved in and now this. Did you really catch the baby or was that just Bert getting carried away?’ 

			‘Come on, let’s get out of here.’ Daisy took Tara’s arm and pulled her towards the lane before she could start drooling over the firemen. (Those hats! Those hoses!) ‘Wait till you hear whose baby I caught.’ 

			***

			‘I don’t believe it! Her. What a bitch! What a nerve,’ raged Tara, stomping around her living room in disgust. ‘You should have punched her, that’s what I’d have done.’ 

			‘What, for having an affair with a married man?’ It was nice that Tara was being so indignant but the words two-faced and floozy did rather spring to mind. Holding her wine glass out for a refill—desperate to get the acrid taste of smoke and ashes out of her mouth—Daisy said mischievously, ‘Couldn’t be like that yourself, then?’ 

			It was just as well Maggie had gone upstairs to bed—some conversations simply weren’t suitable for chaste, spinsterly ears. 

			‘That’s different. I didn’t sleep with Dominic and I didn’t get pregnant by him and if I had—oops, sorry,’ Tara splashed in too much wine, ‘I certainly wouldn’t move into the same village and flaunt our baby under his wife’s nose.’ 

			‘You don’t know that,’ Daisy pointed out. ‘You might.’ In fact it sounded just the kind of thing Tara would end up doing. 

			‘Anyway, it’s over. I’m not seeing Dominic anymore.’ 

			‘Right.’ Daisy rolled her eyes. 

			‘Seriously. I never want to speak to him again.’ Looking pleased with herself, Tara said, ‘He’s a waste of space and I deserve better.’ 

			‘Blimey. What brought this on?’ Had Tara been given a talking-to by one of those TV therapists? 

			‘Well, his wife came to see me.’ 

			‘What?’ 

			‘You remember Annabel. She’d been having him followed by a private detective. Actually, she’s OK,’ said Tara. ‘We had a really good chat.’ 

			Daisy glugged her wine. This was the thing about not bumping into your best friend for a day or two, you could end up with an awful lot to catch up on. 

			Over the rest of the wine, they caught up. 

			Finally, when the bottle was empty, Daisy said, ‘I’d better go. They’ll be back from the hospital soon. I have to decide which room to put them in.’ 

			‘I don’t know how you can bear to look at her.’ Tara shuddered. ‘Or speak to her.’ 

			‘Not much choice. It’s something I’m going to have to get used to. If they settle in the village they could be here for years. What?’ said Daisy, because Tara was giving her an odd look. 

			‘They might be here for years,’ Tara agreed. ‘But if you’re not, it won’t matter, will it?’ 

			Daisy was zipping up her smoke-infested fleece. She paused in mid-zip. 

			‘Why wouldn’t I be here? Where would I go?’ 

			‘Um… well, Miami.’ 

			‘Um… well, why?’ mimicked Daisy, mystified. 

			Tara prayed she wasn’t putting her foot in it. ‘Josh said you might go. When he starts his new job, he’d take you with him. I was a bit shocked myself,’ she added hastily, ‘but the way he said it, it kind of makes sense. I mean, if you two are a couple, it definitely helps if you’re on the same continent.’ 

			‘He wants me to give up the hotel and move to Florida with him?’ Daisy was stunned. 

			‘Look, I’m sorry, I thought he’d have mentioned it. I mean, it’s not that far away now.’ 

			‘It’s thousands of miles away!’ 

			‘I meant when Josh leaves. He’s only here for a few more weeks.’ Tara frowned. ‘I can’t believe you haven’t talked about it.’ 

			Me neither, thought Daisy. 

			***

			Josh arrived back at the hotel early on Saturday morning, swooshing into reception on imaginary skis and wearing a daft three-cornered hat to match his daft grin. 

			Tara, who was busy attacking the higher reaches of the oak-paneled walls with her feather duster, said, ‘You look such a berk in that hat.’ 

			‘Looking pretty berkish yourself, feather-dusting away with your skirt hooked up in your knickers. Ha, got you,’ said Josh triumphantly as she let out a little shriek and clapped her hands to her bottom. 

			Tara recovered herself. ‘Good holiday?’ 

			‘The best. You seem pretty pleased with yourself too.’ Pulling off his hat, he aimed it with a flourish at the newel post and missed. 

			‘The date for my driving test came through this morning.’ Bursting with pride, Tara whipped the envelope from its resting place, tucked into her flamingo-pink bra. Since arriving at work she’d waved it—the envelope, not her bra—at everyone she’d clapped eyes on, whether they were interested or not. Actually, so far nobody at all had been interested, but she wasn’t going to let that spoil her excitement. Just wait until she passed her test and they were desperate for a lift home from a party at four o’clock in the morning—ha! 

			But Josh seemed genuinely delighted. ‘Sweetheart, that’s fantastic. When?’ 

			‘Two weeks.’ She showed him the precious slip of paper with the date on and waggled her eyebrows in mock alarm. 

			‘Right, no problem. Intensive instruction. What time d’you finish today?’ 

			‘Three.’ 

			Briskly Josh rubbed his hands together. ‘We’ll get a couple of hours in. Three till five suit you?’ 

			He really was brilliant. Daisy was so lucky to have him. 

			Guiltily, Tara wondered if she should warn him about her brief foot-in-mouth incident regarding Miami. Then again, she didn’t want Josh to be cross with her and cancel the driving lesson. 

			‘Ten past three,’ Tara told him with a grateful smile. ‘Give me time to get home and change.’ 

		


		
			Chapter 51 

			Upstairs, Daisy was in the bath when she heard the key turn in the lock, signaling that Josh was back. Hurriedly she sloshed more bubble bath into the water and spun the taps with her toes. Sometimes you wanted just that extra bit of coverage. 

			The bathroom door swung open and Josh stood framed in the doorway with bottles of duty-free clinking in his arms and a giant bar of Toblerone clamped between his teeth. 

			‘Chocolate and booze, what more could any girl want?’ The words came out muffled; it wasn’t easy to speak with a bar of Toblerone clamped in his jaws. Letting it drop onto a pile of towels, Josh said with pride, ‘Be honest, am I irresistible or am I irresistible?’ 

			Daisy smiled. How could she not smile at Josh? 

			‘Well, you are irresistible, but—’ 

			‘Although I have to say I’m disappointed. And hurt. I thought you might have tied a few yellow ribbons round the old oak tree. As I came up the drive I thought she’s bound to have done that.’ Josh crossed to the bathroom window and peered out. ‘But no, not a yellow ribbon in sight.’ 

			‘Josh, you haven’t been gone for ten long years,’ Daisy patiently explained. ‘It’s been six days.’ 

			‘You’re joking! Seemed like ten long years to me.’ Bending over the bath, he kissed her on the mouth. ‘Blimey, got enough bubbles in there? You look like a decapitated head floating in a sea of foam. Are you sure there’s a body under all that?’ 

			‘Josh, we have to talk.’ Daisy hadn’t meant it to come out quite this abruptly, but he was trailing an investigative hand through the water. Wriggling out of reach—no mean feat in an average-sized bathtub—she looked up at him and repeated slowly, ‘We have to talk.’ 

			Josh’s expression changed. The laughter lines around his greeny-brown eyes faded. Then, with a brief nod, he turned off the gushing taps and perched on the side of the bath. 

			‘OK.’ 

			‘It’s not working.’ Daisy exhaled slowly, lifting the sponge in her left hand and squeezing it. She watched the water pour out, making a well in the foam. 

			Almost imperceptibly, Josh nodded. ‘I know.’ 

			At least it was out in the open. Light-headed with relief, Daisy babbled on, ‘I thought we’d be fine. I mean, I suppose in a way we are fine. We get on really well, so it’s not as if we don’t like each other… oh shit, how can I say this?’ 

			‘You don’t have to say it. We both knew it wasn’t going to last.’ 

			‘But I didn’t know that! I thought it would last,’ Daisy protested. ‘God, I so wanted it to last.’ 

			‘Because I was safe,’ Josh interjected with a crooked smile. He sounded remarkably calm. ‘Because you wanted someone to protect you from the kind of man who isn’t safe at all. Like that husband of yours.’ 

			Steven’s wasn’t the face that had flashed most immediately into Daisy’s mind. But that was beside the point. The principle of avoiding getting involved with anyone who would only end up hurting you was one she still thoroughly believed in. 

			All that the past few weeks with Josh had taught her was that making do with someone simply because they were good and kind and unthreatening wasn’t a viable alternative. 

			Depressing, but out of her control. 

			‘And now here I am, finishing with you all over again.’ With her index finger, Daisy stroked the springy blond hairs on his left wrist, just below his watchstrap. ‘Are you mad at me?’ 

			‘We’ve had fun. We’ve had great sex. And we’re still friends.’ Playfully, Josh picked up her wet hand and kissed it. ‘What’s to be mad about?’ After a pause he added, ‘Unless this means you’re kicking me out.’ 

			‘Don’t be daft, of course you can stay.’ Daisy let out a shriek as he pretended to bite her fingers, and splashed water in his face. ‘You have to get Tara through her driving test before you go anywhere. And it’s only a few weeks before you go back to the States.’ 

			‘Ah, but are you sure I won’t be in your way? Not got anyone else lined up to take my place in that big old bed of yours?’ Josh raised a teasing eyebrow. ‘I wouldn’t want to cramp your style.’ 

			‘Nobody else lined up.’ Daisy was firm. Absolutely no one else. 

			Josh winked and hauled himself to his feet. 

			‘I’ll believe you, thousands wouldn’t. Fancy some breakfast?’ 

			Daisy’s heart did a double backflip. He was so nice, and he seemed to be taking all this so effortlessly in his stride. But there was still a niggle of doubt in the back of her mind. 

			‘Just a cup of tea.’ She hesitated. ‘Josh? Did you really think I’d give up the hotel and come with you to Miami?’ 

			His mouth twitched as he gazed fondly down at her. ‘Not for one single solitary moment.’ 

			‘So why did you tell Tara I might?’ 

			‘Oh, that. Just to see the look on her face.’ Josh chuckled and shook his head. ‘And let me tell you, it was an absolute picture.’ 

			‘You mustn’t be mean to Tara,’ Daisy protested. 

			‘I’m not mean to Tara. She just doesn’t realize what a rut she’s got herself into. She’s twenty-seven years old.’ Josh gestured in disbelief. ‘She has a hell of a lot going for her and she doesn’t even realize it. She’s lost her sense of adventure. At the rate Tara’s going, she’ll end up spending the next fifty years in this village. She lives with her aunt, she works here in the hotel as a chambermaid, you’re her best friend… When I suggested you might not be here forever she practically had a panic attack! Tara needs to realize there’s more to life than Colworth.’ 

			Blimey. It was all true, Daisy marveled. And she’d never even noticed it until now. Oh well, maybe with Dominic out of the way…

			‘Sure you just want tea?’ Reaching the bathroom door, Josh chucked her a towel. By unspoken common consent, she realized, from this moment he would only see her with her clothes on. 

			That was it, they were back to being friends. No awkwardness, no hard feelings, just a smidgen of sadness and a monumental sense of relief. 

			‘Seeing as you lugged it all the way back from Austria,’ Daisy said loyally, ‘I’ll have tea and Toblerone.’ 

			Josh pulled a face. ‘How about if I picked it up at Bristol airport?’ 

			***

			The weather had taken a miraculous turn for the better over the last couple of days. The temperature outside was up, the sky was spring blue, and the sun blazed down. Daisy, her spirits lifting, stood on the steps of the hotel enjoying the scene; now that the snow had disappeared, there were far more tourists around, even at nine thirty on a Saturday morning. Spring was here at last, the cherry trees were fuzzy with pink and white blossom, and the lawns were studded with clumps of daffodils. Across the river, the chestnut trees were putting out lime-green candle buds and the woody undergrowth was thick with primroses. Several brave guests were even sitting out optimistically in short-sleeved shirts. 

			Being England, of course, it was likely to be bitterly cold and pouring with rain by eleven o’clock, and everyone would come scuttling back for their thick coats and umbrellas. 

			Hearing footsteps on the staircase, Daisy glanced over her shoulder and saw Dev making his way downstairs. Busy inspecting his phone, he didn’t spot her as he headed across reception and veered to the right. Moments later he reappeared behind the French windows at the far end of the bar. Daisy, watching him through the glass as he pressed out a number and began to speak, realized that he was standing exactly where Josh must have been standing when he’d first spied on Dev and herself on the front steps. 

			Except this time she was spying on Dev. Well, not spying, of course. Observing, that was a nicer way of putting it. Taking note of the black leather jacket and smart-looking trousers and the way his dark hair kept falling onto his forehead as he nodded into the phone. Acknowledging that he had an unfairly perfect profile for an ex-rugby player. Wondering who he was talking to and where he might be heading. 

			The rugby, that was it! It all came back to Daisy in a flash. The final of the Six Nations Cup thingy at—where was it? Oh yes, Twickenham. Stuck out in the freezing cold being jostled and shoved about by thousands of fanatical beer-swilling rugby fans. 

			Except it wasn’t freezing cold, it was sunny and warm. And when she’d told Josh about it he’d actually painted quite a different picture. 

			Then again, he was a man. 

			Then again, Daisy wavered, Josh had made it sound like the not-to-be-missed experience of a lifetime. And there was always the chance that Dev hadn’t invited someone else along. 

			Stop it. This is a stupid, stupid idea. 

			But Daisy, her heart beginning to beat faster, found herself unable to leave it alone. 

			She wasn’t working today. Josh, having been up all night traveling back from Kitzbühel, had finally given in to red-eyed exhaustion and gone to bed for a few hours. When he woke up, he would be taking Tara out for her driving lesson. 

			Retail therapy was an option, Daisy acknowledged, but she couldn’t think of a single thing she wanted to buy. 

			Rugby might actually be quite interesting when you put your mind to it. 

			Heaven forbid that she should become boring, never try anything new, and end up stuck in a rut like Tara. 

			Dev still hadn’t spotted her. Daisy watched him end the phone call and turn away from the window. Right, easy-peasy, all she had to do was bump into him in reception and chat brightly about the weather for a few seconds before suddenly remembering that today was the day of the Six Nations thingy—no, not thingy, tournament. Then, with a bit of luck, Dev would flash her a rueful smile and say, ‘You really would enjoy it, you know. Sure I can’t persuade you to change your mind?’ 

			And guess what? He could! 

			***

			The next two minutes were mortifying. Daisy already had her smile liberally plastered across her face when she bumped into Dev. 

			And his female companion. 

			‘Oh! Hello,’ Daisy exclaimed far, far too brightly as shock reverberated all the way down to her toes. The girl had been in the bar all along, waiting for Dev to finish making his call. 

			‘Daisy.’ Acknowledging her with a relaxed nod and a smile, Dev turned to the girl at his side. ‘This is Daisy MacLean, she runs the hotel. Daisy, this is Kate.’ 

			Kate dimpled. To add insult to injury she was tiny, practically pocket-sized, and extremely pretty with huge green eyes and short curly black hair. She was also, ominously, carrying a caramel leather holdall that might or might not be an overnight case. 

			‘We’re off to Twickenham,’ Kate said happily. 

			‘Oh, right. The rugby thing.’ Daisy nodded, then pulled a face. ‘Rather you than me.’ 

			‘Not Daisy’s idea of a good time,’ Dev sounded amused. 

			‘Oh, I love rugby,’ Kate exclaimed, her dinky black curls bouncing with enthusiasm. ‘I’m a huge fan!’ 

			Huge fan indeed. She didn’t weigh more than seven stone. 

			‘Anyway, we’d better be off,’ said Dev. 

			‘Have fun!’ The effort of smiling in such a cheery, carefree fashion was starting to make Daisy’s teeth ache. 

			‘We will,’ trilled Kate. 

			As they left the hotel, Daisy turned back to the reception desk. She hoped it rained at Twickenham. Really hard. 

			Who was Kate, anyway? 

			‘Problem?’ Pam glanced up from the bookings diary. 

			‘Um, that girl who just left with Dev.’ Daisy frowned, doing her best to sound efficient and businesslike, rather than like a jealous teenager. ‘Did you see her arrive this morning?’ 

			‘The one with the dark curly hair? No.’ Unlike Kate’s, Pam’s curls didn’t jiggle fetchingly when she shook her head—they were sprayed rigidly into place. ‘Why?’ 

			‘I just wondered if she stayed here last night.’ Swiveling the diary round on the polished desk, Daisy scanned the list of entries. ‘See? Nothing down here. But if she was here with Dev, we really should have her name. I mean, if there was a fire…’ 

			‘Maybe she didn’t stay,’ Pam put in helpfully. ‘She could have turned up this morning while I was in the office—oh look, here comes Clarissa!’ 

			Clarissa skittered down the staircase, her tail rotating like a propeller. In her wake puffed Adam, the overweight teenage son of the Australian family booked into the Bellingham Suite. 

			‘We’re off for a run,’ Adam announced with pride. 

			Daisy was privately amazed he knew what a run was. All she’d seen him do so far was play intermittently with his Nintendo DS and guzzle mountains of cakes. 

			‘You’re looking after Clarissa?’ 

			‘For the whole day. While Mr Tyzack’s away.’ Smugly Adam added, ‘He’s paying me.’ 

			Now Daisy really was miffed. She could have looked after Clarissa today. Why hadn’t Dev asked her? 

			‘But you might have had other things to do.’ She frowned at Pam. ‘I don’t think that’s very fair of Mr Tyzack—he shouldn’t impose on our guests.’ 

			‘He didn’t impose.’ Adam was eager to exonerate Dev. ‘I offered. Clarissa’s ace—me and her get on really well.’ 

			Wrong, Daisy thought jealously, me and Clarissa get on really well. I found her. For heaven’s sake, I’m practically her adoptive mother! 

			‘Here, girl, c’mon, off we go.’ Adam rattled Clarissa’s lead and she was off in an instant, bouncing adoringly out of the front door at Adam’s heels without so much as a backward glance at Daisy. 

			Cheers, Clarissa. 

			‘So,’ Pam said cozily, ‘what are you up to today?’ 

			Having run out of alternatives, Daisy realized there was nothing else for it. She suppressed a sigh. 

			‘Shopping.’ 

		


		
			Chapter 52 

			Tara was having a great time. She hadn’t forgotten how to drive (hooray!), Josh had pronounced her reversing-round-a-corner maneuver faultless, and she was even remembering not to cross her arms over each other—heinous crime—when turning the steering wheel. Plus, the sun was still blazing down and from his jacket pocket Josh had produced a bag of strawberry sherbets, the irresistible kind that made the inside of your mouth shrivel up—but not enough to stop you having another one. 

			‘Did Daisy tell you?’ Tara was touched by his thoughtfulness. 

			‘Tell me what?’ 

			‘That strawberry sherbets are my all-time favorite sweets.’ 

			‘No.’ Josh shook his head. ‘I bought them because they’re my all-time favorite sweets.’ 

			‘Really?’ Tara was delighted. 

			‘Well, joint favorites. I’m mad about those liquorice Catherine wheels,’ Josh admitted. 

			‘And liquorice comfits. When I was little I used to wet the red ones and use them as lipstick,’ Tara happily reminisced. ‘I thought I looked so great. God, even at seven I was a tart.’ 

			‘Don’t put yourself down. And check your mirror before you signal,’ added Josh as they reached a junction. 

			‘So what happened to your friend after he broke his leg?’ Tara was dying to hear the rest of the story—going on holiday with Josh was evidently a perilous business. 

			‘Baz? He hung up his skis and took up tobogganing instead. Then three days later we all went out to this nightclub and guess what happened?’ 

			‘He broke his other leg?’ 

			‘Wrong. Far too predictable,’ Josh scoffed. ‘In fact he bumped into this girl—literally—on his way to the loo. She’d broken her leg as well and their crutches got into a complete tangle. So of course Baz being Baz, he bought her a drink. They spent an hour comparing fractures and boasting about how they’d got them, and the next thing we knew, they’d gone.’ 

			‘Gone where?’ 

			‘Hobbled back to her chalet together. God knows what they managed to get up to, but we hardly saw Baz for the rest of the week. He reckons it’s the best holiday he’s ever had.’ 

			Tara giggled. ‘That’s so sweet. Oh, speaking of sweets…’ She opened her mouth to show that the strawberry sherbet was gone and waited for Josh to unwrap another one. 

			‘It’s like feeding a baby bird.’ He popped it into her mouth. ‘Now, take the next left and we’ll do a few three-point turns.’ 

			Mirror, signal, maneuver. Tara turned left into a cul-de-sac and pulled up—brilliantly—at the side of the road. 

			‘By the way, I hope you didn’t pick up any girls out there.’ She gave him a stern look. 

			Josh grinned. ‘Of course I didn’t.’ 

			Standard male answer. 

			‘But you could just be saying that,’ Tara argued. ‘How would we know?’ 

			‘It’s the truth. That’s not why I go away on holiday. I’m not interested in getting up to no good with other girls.’ 

			Tara relented. That was the thing about Josh, you could actually believe him. He wasn’t a cheating scumbag like some men she could think of. 

			Most men, in fact. 

			‘Well, glad to hear it. Right.’ She took a couple of noisy deep breaths and waggled her hands like an Olympic athlete going for gold. ‘Three-point turn. Silence please, ladies and gentlemen, as Tara Donovan of Great Britain heroically attempts the near-impossible in a very narrow cul-de-sac.’ 

			‘Daisy hasn’t told you, has she?’ said Josh. A statement rather than a question. 

			‘Told me what? I haven’t seen Daisy today.’ Tara wished he wouldn’t interrupt when she was on the brink of something this momentous; couldn’t he see she was trying to concentrate? 

			‘We’ve called it a day.’ 

			Called it a day? She paused, puzzling over the expression. Surely he meant that they’d named the day? 

			‘What?’ 

			‘It’s over,’ Josh patiently repeated. ‘It wasn’t working out. We’re no longer a couple.’ 

			Tara’s left foot jerked and slid off the clutch. The car, already in gear, kangarooed forwards and abruptly stalled. 

			‘Handbrake,’ Josh said automatically. 

			‘You mean you finished with Daisy?’ Tara’s mouth dropped open. 

			‘Technically, Daisy finished with me. But it was basically a mutual decision. We both knew it couldn’t go on. You’re still in gear,’ he added. ‘Put it into neutral.’ 

			‘But I thought you were so happy together,’ Tara wailed. ‘You get on so well.’ 

			‘And we’ll carry on getting on well. Probably until we’re eighty.’ 

			‘I don’t believe this. Aren’t you upset?’ 

			Josh flashed her a smile. ‘Relieved. Well, relieved that Daisy said it first. That way I didn’t have to feel guilty.’ 

			Tara’s heart began to pound. ‘You mean there’s someone else?’ 

			He shrugged. ‘Kind of.’ 

			‘Who?’ Her voice rose. 

			Josh shook his head. Finally he sighed and said, ‘Bloody hell, Tara, who d’you think?’ 

			And then he kissed her. 

			His mouth tasted of warm strawberries. Tara couldn’t believe this was happening. But all the tumblers were clicking into place now. The secret code had been cracked. It had never occurred to her before to fancy Josh, because he was her best friend’s boyfriend. It simply wasn’t something you even considered. In your mind, they were mentally neutered, Tara realized. Best friend’s boyfriends just weren’t an option. 

			Yet all this time, buried deep inside her, had been the subconscious acknowledgement that if Josh hadn’t been involved with Daisy, she might find him very attractive indeed. 

			And now she was allowed to find him attractive, she found that she did. Giving herself up to the kiss, Tara decided that his mouth actually tasted better than strawberries. As for his hair—his mad, tousled, red-gold tufty hair—she simply couldn’t stop running her fingers through it. And his face, with those baggy eyes and that broken nose and those faint golden freckles scattered across his cheekbones—how could she never have realized how perfect he was before now? 

			Finally, reluctantly, Josh pulled away. Just an inch. ‘This is the moment,’ he murmured, ‘when we find out.’ 

			Tara blinked in confusion. ‘Find out what?’ 

			‘Whether you’re about to slap my face.’ 

			Oh. Phew. She managed a shaky smile. ‘No.’ 

			Josh’s eyes twinkled with relief. ‘Good job I’m not a real driving instructor. I’d probably get struck off for this.’ 

			Wonderingly, Tara murmured, ‘I never knew, I never knew.’ 

			‘I know you didn’t.’ His smile was rueful. ‘That’s why doing that just now was so scary.’ 

			‘I thought we just got on really well.’ Tara shook her head in bewilderment. 

			‘So did I. Well, to begin with,’ Josh amended. ‘And then it started to creep up on me.’ 

			‘When?’ She was trembling all over with delight. ‘When did it start to creep up on you?’ 

			‘A couple of weeks ago. We were doing hill starts in Tetbury. You were telling me about your acting auditions.’ 

			Tara winced; she’d only bared her soul to Josh because he was so completely off limits. It wasn’t the kind of stuff you’d ever want to confide to a potential boyfriend. 

			‘The sleazy ones? Where the casting directors wanted more than just an audition?’ 

			‘And you told them to take a running jump,’ said Josh. 

			‘Oh.’ She squirmed guiltily. There were times when it had been a close-run thing. 

			‘When you told me,’ he went on, ‘I wanted to punch them.’ 

			‘Really?’ Tara was absurdly touched. 

			‘I wanted to kill them,’ Josh declared. Clumsily, he kissed the tip of her nose. ‘That was when I realized what was happening.’ 

			‘But you didn’t drop any hints,’ Tara marveled. ‘I mean, none.’ And let’s face it, she was the world’s expert when it came to picking up hints. 

			‘I was with Daisy.’ He shrugged. 

			Daisy. Tara was instantly awash with guilt. ‘I feel terrible.’ So terrible she could barely bring herself to think about it. ‘What’s she going to say?’ Worst of all, she knew that from this day forward until the day she died, she would associate the taste of strawberries with kissing Josh. 

			‘Don’t worry about Daisy. She’s fine about it.’ 

			Slack-jawed, Tara turned her face up to his. ‘You mean… she knows?’ 

			‘I told her before she left to go shopping. Well, I told her how I felt about you,’ Josh amended. ‘I didn’t know if you’d feel the same way, of course. You might have told me to take a running jump. But it seemed only fair to let Daisy know. So I did.’ He broke into a huge grin. ‘She was delighted.’ 

			‘Really?’ Tara was desperate for reassurance—lots of reassurance. ‘Not mad at all? You’re sure she doesn’t mind?’ 

			‘She truly doesn’t mind. I told you, we weren’t a real couple,’ said Josh. ‘We were pretending to each other that everything was great, but we both knew it wasn’t. When I went to Austria, you were the one I missed,’ he explained. ‘And when I got back this morning, you were the one I couldn’t wait to see. There’s one thing we do have to sort out though,’ Josh went on seriously. ‘You have to promise me you won’t have any more to do with Dominic Cross-Calvert.’ 

			Oh, the relief! 

			‘I promise.’ Tara nodded vigorously. ‘There is no chance of that happening. It’s all over between me and Dominic, I never want to see him again.’ 

			‘That’s what you told Daisy.’ 

			‘It’s the truth!’ 

			‘You might change your mind,’ said Josh. 

			‘Oh, give me a break.’ Tears of happiness sprang into Tara’s eyes as she wound her arms round his neck. Her voice cracking, she whispered, ‘Why would I want to when I’ve got you?’ 

		


		
			Chapter 53 

			‘…the party’s carrying on,’ Dev shouted down the phone above a babble of background noise, ‘and Kate doesn’t want to leave, so we’re going to book into a hotel up here for the night.’ 

			Daisy gazed across the living room at her mini mountain of shopping bags and thought sourly, I’ll bet Kate doesn’t want to leave. Tart. 

			You knew your attempt at retail therapy hadn’t had the desired mood-lifting effect when every single thing you’d bought was still sitting unopened in glossy carriers at eleven o’clock at night. 

			‘This is all very interesting, but why are you telling me? You’re over eighteen,’ she reminded Dev. ‘You don’t need my permission to stay out.’ 

			‘It’s Clarissa. I told Adam we’d be home around midnight. Look, I’m sorry, but I’ve just rung his room and there’s no reply. Could you find Adam, have a word with him, and see if he wouldn’t mind keeping an eye on her until tomorrow afternoon?’ 

			While you gallivant in London? 

			‘Don’t you think you’re being the tiniest bit selfish here?’ Outraged, Daisy said spikily, ‘Adam was planning to go to Longleat tomorrow. Now I suppose he’s expected to cancel his plans, just because you can’t be bothered to—’ 

			‘OK, stop, I didn’t know about Longleat,’ Dev cut in. 

			Not too surprisingly, seeing as even Adam didn’t know about Longleat. 

			‘So what are you going to do?’ If she got caught out later, Daisy hastily decided, she’d claim to have misheard what Adam had said. With his gruff adolescent Aussie twang, that was feasible, surely? (‘Oh, you meant you were going to be lonely on Sunday! Silly me, I thought you said you were going to be at Longleat!’) 

			‘Looks like I’m stuck.’ Dev paused. ‘Unless you could look after Clarissa.’ 

			Yes! 

			‘Me? I can’t do it, I’m busy.’ Daisy’s voice rose. ‘Dev, you can’t expect me to drop everything, just to—’ 

			‘OK, OK,’ Dev said hurriedly. ‘It was just a thought. Right then, I’ll sort something else out.’ 

			‘What does that mean? Phone round everyone you know until you find someone willing to take her?’ 

			‘I don’t—’ 

			‘Someone who’s never even met Clarissa? Oh, for heaven’s sake.’ Daisy heaved a hurricane-force sigh. ‘I’ll look after her.’ 

			‘No. Absolutely not. I’ll drive back,’ Dev said firmly. 

			‘Don’t be stupid. I’ll do it.’ 

			‘But you’re busy.’ 

			‘I know I’m busy, but somebody has to take care of Clarissa.’ 

			‘Now I feel terrible,’ said Dev. 

			‘Good.’ Triumphantly, Daisy hung up. 

			***

			She found Adam and Clarissa downstairs in the bar, listening to Hector murder ‘Mac The Knife.’ Well, listening to Hector and half a dozen guests from Chicago all singing ‘Mac The Knife.’ 

			Very badly indeed. It was clearly going to be one of those noisy Saturday nights. 

			In response to Daisy’s beckoning, Adam tipped Clarissa off his knee and they both ambled over. 

			‘Dev’s been held up. He’s staying overnight in London,’ Daisy explained, ‘so I’ll take over looking after Clarissa.’ 

			Adam’s face fell. ‘I don’t mind. We’ve had such a great time. She can stay with me.’ 

			‘Yes, but Dev won’t be back until tomorrow… night,’ Daisy improvised. 

			Eagerly Adam said, ‘I’m not doing anything tomorrow either. Honestly, I’d be happy to keep her for another day.’ 

			‘That’s very sweet of you, but I told Dev I’d look after Clarissa.’ She gave him her most businesslike look, the one that signaled: I’m the manager of this hotel and I get the dog. 

			‘Oh. Well, OK.’ Adam took a slurp of Coke and gave Clarissa a regretful pat on the head. ‘See ya then, girl. Be good now.’ 

			Clarissa wagged her tail then licked his hand. It was all very Disney. 

			‘Come on, sweetheart, it’s past your bedtime.’ Daisy felt like Cruella de Vil, luring Clarissa away under false pretences. Although obviously she wasn’t planning to turn her into a coat. 

			Thankfully Clarissa didn’t whimper and wrap her paws round Adam’s ankle. She trotted happily after Daisy as together they left the bar. 

			Paula Penhaligon was in reception, sticking stamps onto letters and posting them into the wooden collection box. Despite Hector’s urging, he had never persuaded her to join in with his impromptu sing-along sessions. She claimed to be resting her voice but Daisy suspected she felt it was beneath her. Crikey, one quick chorus of ‘Roll Out The Barrel’—how much damage could that do? Paula just didn’t want to perform for free. 

			Still, she was Hector’s lady friend. Be polite. 

			‘Hi, Paula… oops.’ As she called out the friendly greeting, Clarissa darted between her legs. Ears flattened, she cowered at Daisy’s feet. 

			‘Oh. Hello.’ Paula Penhaligon smiled briefly back at Daisy. 

			But how weird. Why was Clarissa trembling? 

			‘Dad’s in full flow in there.’ Daisy indicated the bar. ‘Are you joining him?’ 

			‘Oh no, I don’t think so. Those awful Americans keep pestering me to have my photograph taken with them.’ Paula pulled a genteel face. ‘I wouldn’t mind, but they keep telling me about their last trip to Graceland. As far as they’re concerned, the only music worth listening to is fifties rock’n’roll.’ 

			Daisy heard low-pitched growling coming from around her feet. How completely embarrassing—Clarissa was actually baring her teeth at Paula Penhaligon! Appalled, she swept the dog up and said, ‘Sssh, what do you think you’re doing?’ 

			‘Hrrrrrrrhr,’ Clarissa growled ominously, quivering in her arms. 

			‘God, I’m really sorry.’ Mortified, Daisy shook her head at Paula. ‘She’s never done anything like this before.’ 

			‘That’s the trouble with animals. They’re unpredictable. You can’t let a dangerous dog just run around the hotel,’ said Paula. ‘You really should put it on a lead.’ 

			***

			‘What made you do that?’ Daisy chided when they were safely inside her apartment. ‘Of all the people to get funny with.’ 

			‘Woof,’ agreed Clarissa, leaping unrepentantly onto the bed. 

			‘That woman could end up being my stepmother, you know. And that’s your bed over there,’ Daisy added, pointing to the basket she had taken from Dev’s room. ‘Your basket, your blanket, your lovely squeaky ball… oh well, never mind. Come here.’ Collapsing onto the bed, she let Clarissa jump onto her lap and gave her a cuddle. ‘Oh, it’s so lovely to have you here. Shall we get ourselves some biscuits and watch a video?’ 

			Clarissa wriggled ecstatically and thumped her tail. 

			As she flicked on the TV, Daisy said, ‘I wonder what Dev’s doing now.’ Then she stopped, because she didn’t want to wonder what Dev might be up to. ‘Anyway, never mind him. What d’you fancy, custard creams or chocolate biscuits?’ 

			Clarissa yapped and lovingly nuzzled her neck. 

			‘Fabulous idea.’ Daisy nodded with approval. ‘Let’s have both.’ 

			***

			It had knocked her for six at the time, but the idea that Freddie was actually Steven’s son was one that Daisy was getting used to. 

			Now, on Sunday morning, she and Clarissa watched from her bedroom window as Mel, kneeling on the hotel lawn with her arms outstretched, encouraged Freddie to take a few tottering steps towards her. 

			Three tottering steps, in fact, before he lost his balance and landed with a bump on the grass. 

			He really was an angelic-looking boy. It wasn’t his fault Steven was his father. 

			Leaping down from the window seat, Clarissa raced across to the door and whimpered in a ladylike fashion. 

			‘OK, OK.’ Hastily dragging a brush through her hair, Daisy followed her. Clarissa had her legs metaphorically crossed and was desperate to relieve herself. ‘We’ll go out the back way.’ 

			But if Clarissa understood, she chose to ignore this instruction. As far as she was concerned the front staircase was quicker. Suppressing a sigh, Daisy followed her. Oh well, she couldn’t spend the next goodness knows how long avoiding Mel and pretending she didn’t exist. 

			Clarissa decorously emptied her bladder behind a yew tree before speeding across the grass like a bullet to join Mel and Freddie. Belatedly remembering why she’d brought the lead downstairs with her, Daisy yelled, ‘Clarissa, stop, come here.’ 

			Nightmare newspaper headlines flashed before her eyes: small mongrel with ridiculous name mauls angelic toddler. But all Clarissa did was greet Mel like an old friend and nuzzle joyfully up to Freddie before turning and sauntering back, her tail still wagging like a metronome. 

			Daisy clipped the lead to her collar with relief. 

			Scooping Freddie up, Mel made her way over. 

			‘I haven’t had a chance yet to thank you properly.’ With her free hand, she pushed her bangs out of her eyes. ‘For saving Freddie… letting us stay here… well, everything.’ Another pause. ‘I know it’s feeble, but what else can I say? Thank you.’ 

			Didn’t have a lot of choice, thought Daisy. When someone was throwing a baby out of a burning house you felt morally obliged to catch it. Otherwise people were going to call you a butterfingers for the rest of your life. 

			Awkwardly she muttered, ‘That’s OK.’ 

			‘I never meant to hurt you,’ Mel went on bluntly. ‘I swear I didn’t. If I hadn’t met Barney, you’d never have found out about Freddie.’ 

			‘I know.’ Daisy had already worked this out for herself. Plus, of course, if she hadn’t given Barney a job he’d never have got involved with Mel. This whole mess was practically her own fault. 

			‘Sometimes these things just happen,’ said Mel. ‘I’m really not a horrible person. And I do love Barney.’ 

			‘Everyone loves Barney. Where is he, by the way?’ 

			‘Up at the cottage. We’re off to see him now. The accident investigators have confirmed it was an electrical fault. All that ancient wiring,’ Mel shuddered. ‘It doesn’t bear thinking about.’ 

			Daisy shook her head, guiltily recalling the moment when she’d thought Mel might have started the fire herself. 

			‘But you’re insured?’ 

			‘Yes, thank God. The claims man came out yesterday. We’ll be able to get the place fixed up. Why are you keeping her on that thing?’ Changing the subject, Mel gestured at Clarissa. ‘I’ve never seen her on a lead before.’ 

			‘Oh. One of the guests wasn’t too happy about her running around.’ 

			‘But Clarissa isn’t dangerous!’ 

			‘She growled at someone,’ Daisy admitted. ‘It’s not like her at all, but better safe than sorry.’ 

			‘And you’re looking after her while Dev’s away. You know, I did wonder…’ 

			‘Wonder what?’ prompted Daisy when Mel’s voice trailed away. 

			‘Well, the other night when you found the cottage on fire. You and Dev were together—’ 

			‘There’s nothing going on between us, if that’s what you think,’ Daisy interrupted. ‘Nothing at all.’ She felt herself getting hot. ‘God, he’s the last person I’d want to be involved with.’ 

			‘Why on earth not?’ Mel raised her eyebrows in disbelief. ‘He’s attractive, he’s successful—and brave. Now that’s what I call a catch.’ 

			‘He’s what I call a womanizer,’ Daisy shot back, because the last thing she needed, frankly, was a lecture from Mel on the subject of bedworthy men. ‘And I’ve already been married to one of those, thanks very much.’ 

			Mel ignored the jibe. ‘I just asked,’ she said calmly. 

			‘So you did. And now I’ve told you.’ 

			‘I just don’t think you should let it mess up the rest of your life.’ 

		


		
			Chapter 54 

			Daisy was draped across the sofa watching The Great Escape when there was a knock at the door. 

			Clarissa, lying on her stomach equally engrossed in the film, pricked up her shabby ears and looked inquiringly at Daisy. 

			It was six o’clock. Not having bothered to get dressed again after her bath, Daisy tightened the belt of her dressing gown and called out, ‘Who is it?’ 

			‘Me.’ 

			Clarissa slithered off her like an eel and bounded over to the door. 

			Double-checking that she was decent, Daisy followed her and opened it. It would have been nice, at this point, if Clarissa could have retained some dignity and played it cool. Some chance. Whimpering with delight, she hurled herself besottedly into Dev’s arms. Like an over-eager girl welcoming back the love-rat boyfriend who endlessly dumps her for other women. 

			‘Thanks for looking after her,’ Dev said with a grin, as Clarissa frantically licked his hands. ‘I owe you one.’ 

			Daisy stuck her hands into her dressing-gown pockets. ‘She thought you’d abandoned her for good.’ 

			‘Sweetheart!’ Dev held the dog’s face up to his. ‘I’d never do that to you.’ 

			‘Woof!’ Clarissa agreed, her back legs cycling ecstatically against the crook of his arm. 

			‘Has she behaved herself?’ 

			‘She snarled at Paula Penhaligon. I had to keep her on a lead today.’ 

			‘Snarled?’ Dev was taken aback. ‘Are you sure?’ 

			‘I was there. I know a snarl when I see one.’ Daisy was tempted to give him a demonstration—she felt quite like snarling herself. 

			‘Maybe I should take her to the vet, get her checked out. Anyway, thanks again for looking after her. Shall I take her basket with me?’ He indicated Clarissa’s un-slept in basket on the floor by the window. 

			As she handed it over, Daisy once again felt bereft, the foster mother returning her much-loved charge to its real family. She had to force herself not to kiss Clarissa goodbye. 

			‘We’re down in the bar,’ Dev offered, ‘if you’d like to join us.’ 

			Us? As in Kate and me? That kind of us? 

			‘I’m not dressed.’ 

			He raised a playful eyebrow. ‘You could always try—oh, I don’t know, putting some clothes on?’ 

			Daisy shook her head. ‘No thanks.’ 

			‘Are you OK?’ Dev gave her one of his you-can-trust-me looks. 

			‘Fine. Never better.’ She definitely wasn’t going to tell him it was all over between her and Josh. ‘Just tired.’ 

			***

			Smiling to herself, Daisy observed the difference in Josh when he arrived back at ten o’clock. He was deliriously happy, but doing his level best to hide it in case she was offended. 

			‘I can’t believe I never realized before how well-matched you two are.’ 

			‘I know.’ He grinned, relieved to be able to talk about Tara and ruffling his hair in disbelief. ‘We just seem to get on so brilliantly, and the weird thing is, we have nothing in common! She hates all the films I love. I can’t stand her taste in music. She’s refusing to learn to play golf, and she thinks Roger Moore was a better James Bond than Sean Connery. I mean, let’s face it, how tragic is that?’ 

			Daisy hugged her knees with delight, as thrilled as if she’d engineered the entire situation herself. Upon meeting some potential new boyfriend, Tara had always automatically turned herself into the kind of girl she thought he’d like her to be. Out went her own views and opinions, and in came an ‘Ooh, me too!’ version of his. If she was involved with a man who was mad about motocross, Tara was instantly mad about it too. If she met one who played in a heavy metal band, she’d buy a heap of heavy metal CDs and actually convince herself that she loved them. Despite the fact that her favorite singer was Mariah Carey. 

			‘And she told me she didn’t like my shirt.’ Josh was shaking his head, clearly appalled by her lack of taste. To be fair, the shirt was yellow and patterned with swirly purple squid. He’d picked it up in Hawaii. Daisy was with Tara on this one. 

			‘You might wear dodgy shirts,’ she said soothingly, ‘but at least you don’t have a secret stash of Starsky and Hutch videos hidden under your bed.’ 

			Oh yes, Tara was a closet Paul Michael Glaser fan. She’d kill her for this. 

			But Josh let out a whoop and exclaimed, ‘I’m mad about Starsky and Hutch, they’re the best!’ 

			‘So that’s one thing you have in common. You sad, sad couple.’ 

			Except they weren’t, of course. Tara and Josh were a happy, happy couple. Apart from one slight awkward dilemma… 

			She waited until he’d brought her a cup of coffee and the biscuit tin before broaching it. 

			‘Josh?’ 

			He pulled a face. ‘What? You hate my shirt too?’ 

			‘Your shirt is great,’ Daisy assured him. ‘Especially for cleaning windows.’ 

			He pinched her elbow. ‘What did I ever see in you?’ 

			‘I’m lovely, just an all-round kind and caring person. Which is why I’m concerned about your sex life.’ 

			Josh choked on his Garabaldi. ‘What sex life?’ 

			‘Exactly my point!’ Daisy spread her hands in despair. ‘It’s been bothering me all day. You’re staying in my flat, Tara’s living down the road with Maggie… it strikes me you have a bit of a privacy problem.’ 

			‘God, Daisy, do we have to talk about this?’ He gave her a pained look; for the first time since she’d known him, Josh was embarrassed. ‘It’s not your concern.’ 

			‘Well, I know that, but I’m just asking.’ Relaxed though she was about her two best friends getting together, Daisy knew that Josh wouldn’t dream of bringing Tara back to his room here. With the best will in the world, it would be too awkward. For all three of them. 

			‘You mean you’re nosy,’ said Josh. 

			‘I prefer curious.’ Daisy helped herself to another biscuit. 

			‘OK.’ He sighed, because she clearly wasn’t going to give up without a fight. ‘You don’t have to worry because it isn’t a problem. Tara doesn’t want to sleep with me anyway.’ 

			This time it was Daisy’s turn to splutter and spray crumbs across the coffee table. 

			‘Are you serious?’ 

			‘Absolutely. No sex. Not for a while at least,’ Josh added. Hopefully. 

			‘But why?’ Daisy was appalled. Tara had never done anything like this before. 

			‘When I started giving her driving lessons, we talked. For hours,’ said Josh. ‘About anything and everything. I heard all about her disastrous love life and how she’d slept with too many men for all the wrong reasons. She was able to tell me about it because we were just friends then,’ he explained. ‘Now, of course, she’s mortified and determined to prove she’s not some tarty trollop who’ll jump into bed with just any old bloke.’ 

			Daisy snorted with laughter; she couldn’t help it. ‘This is great. Good for Tara.’ 

			‘I know, I know.’ Ruefully, Josh rubbed his stubbly chin. ‘In theory it’s all very well. Commendable, in fact. But it’s bloody frustrating when “any old bloke” turns out to be you.’ 

			***

			Tuesday was warm and sunny, another beautiful spring day. Inside her cottage, Maggie diligently sewed zips into a pile of completed cushion covers and did her best to ignore the sense of excitement bubbling in the pit of her stomach. 

			It was idiotic, but she couldn’t help it. She felt like a woman previously jilted half a dozen times at the altar, convinced that this time her bridegroom was actually going to show. 

			Except instead of a bridegroom, she was waiting for her washing machine repair man. Which was almost more thrilling. For not only had Dino—that was his name—promised faithfully to be here by two o’clock, he’d assured her that he’d have with him exactly the right replacement part to fix her machine. 

			He’d sounded so confident that Maggie had forgotten to be skeptical. Her long ordeal was finally over, she was convinced of it. As from today she would be able to effortlessly wash and tumble-dry once more. 

			In the distance, the church clock chimed twice and Maggie experienced a qualm of doubt. The next moment she heard the blissful squeak of brakes outside and leapt to her feet, scattering pins and cotton reels in her eagerness to check that—yes, hallelujah, it was Dino, he was here! 

			Crikey, not bad either. They’d actually sent a half-decent one for a change. Not that it made a bit of difference. The important thing was whether he could fit replacement parts. 

			‘You must be Maggie,’ Dino cheerfully announced when she flung open the door to greet him. 

			Oh dear, she’d spent so long ranting and raving on the phone to his company that they were already on first-name terms. The entire workforce probably referred to her behind her back as Mad Maggie. 

			‘Come in. I’m so glad to see you.’ Maggie vowed to show him she was a nice person really, not always a screeching harridan. ‘Tea or coffee?’ 

			‘Tea, please.’ He grinned at her. ‘Black, no sugar.’ 

			No sugar? How completely extraordinary. Maggie had always assumed that every repairman had to take three sugars at the very least. 

			Terrified that he might be an imposter, she said, ‘Have you brought the part?’ 

			‘Didn’t I tell you I would?’ In the kitchen, Dino opened his case and held up the polythene bag containing the precious part. Light-brown eyes twinkling, he pretended to tut-tut at her. ‘Oh ye of little faith.’ 

			‘Don’t make fun of me,’ protested Maggie. ‘I’ve been disappointed before.’ 

			‘No more disappointment. I’m here now. OK, let’s get started.’ With a commendable lack of grunting he slid the washing machine out from under the worktop and immediately got busy with his screwdriver. Reassured, Maggie put the kettle on and reached for the cups. It was ten past two. By two thirty she could be joyfully bundling armfuls of washing into the machine, pressing the button and watching her clothes sloshing around. 

			As a special treat she left Dino a Penguin biscuit to have with his tea. 

			At two twenty, he appeared in the living-room doorway. With an expression on his face reminiscent of the one doctors on TV use when they’re about to tell you it’s malignant. 

			‘Bit of a hitch.’ Dino wiped his forehead with the back of his hand. 

			Maggie, still sewing zips into cushions, slowly looked up at him. ‘What kind of hitch?’ 

			‘The part we thought was causing the problem… well, it wasn’t.’ 

			This was not what Maggie wanted to hear. She felt her jaw tighten. ‘And?’ 

			‘I’m really sorry. We need to order another part.’ 

			He was clearly mortified. Maggie didn’t care. ‘And how long will that take?’ It was a rhetorical question; she already knew the answer. ‘Another two weeks?’ 

			‘Maybe ten days. I’d mark it urgent. Look, I know you’re disappointed—’ 

			‘Disappointed?’ Maggie heard her voice unwittingly go soprano. ‘Disappointed doesn’t even begin to describe how I feel. You promised you’d have it fixed this afternoon!’ 

			‘I know I did, but all I had to go on was what the last engineer told me. He thought he’d located the fault, but he hadn’t.’ 

			‘Right. Well, in that case, we’ll just have to sort it out some other way.’ Rising to her feet, Maggie wiped her sweating hands on her jeans before snatching up the phone. ‘So what you’re going to do is ring your boss this minute and tell him I’ve had enough. I want a new machine, one that actually works. He can arrange to put one into a van and have it delivered here this afternoon. Then you can plumb it in for me before taking away the broken one. Does that sound reasonable to you?’ 

			Dino shrugged. ‘Sounds reasonable to me, but I don’t know if they’ll go along with it. You see, it’s not company policy to—’ 

			‘Just do it,’ Maggie interrupted, shoving the phone into his hand. 

			And to give Dino his due, he gave it his best shot. She stood in front of him and watched him doing his utmost to persuade someone called Mr Ellison that after all she’d been through, it was surely the least they could do for her. 

			It soon became apparent, however, that Mr Ellison had no intention of fostering customer relations and was determined not to give in. 

			Something snapped inside Maggie. For a split second she wondered if steam was actually gushing from her ears. About to wrench the phone from Dino and give Mr Ellison a coruscating piece of her mind, she recalled how effective it had been in the past—basically, not effective at all—and marched to the front door instead. 

			A desperate situation called for desperate measures. Without even pausing to consider whether what she was doing was wise—or if it would even work—Maggie locked the door from the inside. Having dropped the key into her bra, she moved to the windows and locked them too. 

			‘What are you doing?’ hissed Dino, covering the phone. 

			‘Just keep talking,’ Maggie ordered. ‘Tell him I’ll speak to him in a minute.’ 

			She locked the kitchen door and secured the window in there as well. By this time her bra was jangling with keys. 

			‘Right,’ Maggie announced, snatching the phone from Dino and deliberately not meeting his eye. ‘Mr Ellison? Hello, how are you, this is Maggie Donovan here. I just wondered if you had my replacement washing machine loaded into the van yet? No? Oh dear, I’m so sorry to hear that. Well, just to let you know, I have your repairman here and he’s not leaving until my new washing machine arrives. Yes, absolutely serious. I’m holding him as a hostage, Mr Ellison. He can’t escape, I’ve made quite sure of that. I’m sorry? You’re asking me to be reasonable?’ Sorrowfully, Maggie shook her head. ‘Mr Ellison, I’ve spent the last two months being reasonable and it really hasn’t got me very far. Yes, fine, you go ahead and call the police. I’m just about to phone the news desk at BBC Bristol. Tell you what, why don’t we have a wager and see which of them gets here first?’ 

		


		
			Chapter 55 

			Clink-clank went the keys in Maggie’s bra as she replaced the phone on the coffee table. 

			‘Imagine that. He hung up on me.’ When she looked over at Dino, he was smiling. 

			‘Are you serious about this?’ 

			‘Absolutely.’ 

			‘You’re kidnapping me?’ 

			‘Yes. Well, taking you hostage.’ Maggie pulled a face. ‘Sorry.’ 

			‘It’s just that my wife’s nine months pregnant,’ said Dino. ‘She was due to give birth yesterday. What if she goes into labor?’ 

			Horrified, Maggie squawked, ‘Are you serious?’ 

			Damn, damn, damn. 

			‘No.’ He broke into a grin. ‘I’m not married.’ 

			‘Oh, for heaven’s sake!’ She clutched her chest in relief. ‘For a minute there I believed you.’ 

			‘Don’t worry. No babies on the way.’ He paused, his dark head tilted to one side. ‘I do have a squash court booked for this evening, but I suppose I could cancel it.’ 

			‘Are you sure?’ Maggie wavered. ‘I mean, you really don’t mind?’ 

			‘Being held hostage? Not at all.’ Cheerfully, Dino said, ‘Fine by me.’ 

			She was lost for words. It hadn’t occurred to her for a moment that he’d actually be happy to go along with her mad plan. 

			‘Well, thanks,’ Maggie managed finally. 

			‘No problem. I think you deserve a new washing machine. So, how about another cup of tea?’ 

			‘Oh yes, of course. I’ll just—’ 

			‘Whoa, calm down.’ Dino put out his arm to stop her bustling past him. ‘Why don’t I make it? And you can phone the BBC.’ 

			***

			It had evidently been a slow news day. The BBC news desk, very, very interested in her story, promised to send a reporter out to Colworth within the hour. Emboldened by such enthusiasm on their part, Maggie followed up the call with another to the Bristol Evening Post. She drank the tea Dino had made and peered out of the window for a while, listening out for police sirens and wondering whether anyone would actually turn up. 

			‘Maybe you should do your hair,’ Dino helpfully suggested. 

			‘What?’ 

			‘It’s looking a bit…’ His messed-up gestures indicated that it could do with a brush. In her agitation, Maggie had been pushing her hands through her hair like Ken Dodd. ‘If they bring TV cameras, you’ll want to look your best.’ 

			This made sense. She went upstairs, restored order to her fine blonde hair, and inexpertly slicked on a bit of lipstick. Returning to the living room, she found her hostage stretched on the sofa flicking through the TV channels. 

			‘Nothing much on,’ Dino reported. ‘Not until Countdown at four thirty.’ He glanced up at Maggie, who was looking preoccupied. ‘Problem?’ 

			‘I’m just wondering how long this is likely to last. You’ll be hungry soon and I don’t have much in the house.’ He was taking this incredibly well, and Maggie felt the least she could do was provide a decent meal. 

			‘Don’t fuss. Let’s have a look.’ Switching off the TV, Dino headed through to the kitchen. The next thing she knew, he was exploring the contents of the larder, handing her a bag of flour and a carton of eggs. 

			‘Pasta,’ he announced with authority. 

			‘Oh… um, I think I’ve got half a packet of spaghetti…’ 

			‘I’m talking about fresh pasta. Haven’t you ever made it?’ 

			‘Well, no.’ Maggie was stung; surely only Jamie Oliver and people in glossy magazines actually made their own pasta? 

			‘It’s easy. I’ll show you. Got a rolling pin?’ As he spoke, Dino was already pushing up his sleeves and washing his hands at the sink. 

			Maggie began to chuckle. 

			‘What?’ said Dino. 

			‘If nothing else comes of this afternoon, at least I’ll have learned to make pasta.’ 

			They chatted easily while they worked. Dino Marinelli was thirty-seven and amicably divorced. He lived in a flat in north Bristol and kept himself fit by playing squash and running marathons. His Italian father had taught him to cook from an early age and he had inherited a pretty good singing voice from his English mother. Enthralled, Maggie learned that Dino had sung in various bands around Bristol until a few years ago. He had even appeared on Stars in Their Eyes as a Frank Sinatra sound-alike. 

			‘But that’s brilliant! Did you win?’ 

			He rolled his eyes in disgust. ‘Nah, got beaten by Bonnie Langford. Now, we want a gutsy sauce to go with this. D’you like olives?’ 

			‘I do like olives,’ said Maggie, ‘but I don’t have any.’ 

			‘Didn’t I pass a shop further up the High Street?’ Dino shook flour onto the rolled-out sheet of pasta and deftly flipped it over. ‘I’ll pop up and get some.’ 

			‘You can’t go to the shop to buy olives!’ For heaven’s sake, was he stupid? ‘You’re supposed to be a hostage.’ 

			Dino broke into a grin. ‘Sorry. Forgot.’ 

			Maggie was beginning to wonder if everyone else had forgotten too. It was three o’clock and so far nobody at all had turned up. At this rate her siege was in danger of turning into an embarrassing damp squib. 

			The next moment she almost jumped out of her skin as the doorbell rang. 

			‘Oh!’ Help. 

			‘Here we go.’ Dino gave her an encouraging nod. ‘Could be Dermot Murnaghan, reporting for News at Ten. Or the SAS come to rescue me—don’t let them throw smoke bombs through the letter box. By the way, you’ve got flour on your nose,’ he called after Maggie as she went to see who it really was. 

			A police car was parked outside the cottage. The muscles in Maggie’s neck relaxed when she saw that it was only Barry Foster, their local policeman. She wasn’t frightened of Barry—in fact, he was probably far more scared of her. 

			Fishing in her bra, she unlocked the window and opened it a few inches. 

			‘Hello there, Maggie. We’ve had a call from a Mr Ellison at Carver’s Electricals in Bristol. Now then, what’s all this about?’ 

			The voice was bluff but he was clearly ill-at-ease. Last year, Barry’s wife Yvonne had commissioned her to make two white satin pillowcases with the words ‘Snugglebum’ and ‘Wiggly Wabbit’ embroidered across them in pink, as a Valentine’s surprise for her husband. Heroically, Maggie had kept this information to herself, but Barry had had trouble looking her in the eye ever since. Now that he was being forced to do so, his cheeks glowed with embarrassment. 

			‘I’m sure Mr Ellison gave you the gist of it.’ Maggie remained calm. ‘The repairman doesn’t leave until I get a new washing machine.’ 

			‘Maggie, you can’t do this.’ 

			‘I am doing it.’ 

			‘But it won’t work. You’ll end up making a fool of yourself.’ 

			‘Oh well, we all make fools of ourselves at some stage, don’t we?’ Not quite under her breath Maggie murmured, ‘Snugglebum.’ 

			Barney’s neck turned brick-red. ‘I’m not Snugglebum.’ 

			So now she knew. She’d always wondered. Barry’s pet name was Wiggly Wabbit and Snugglebum was Yvonne. 

			‘Sorry. I won’t say it again.’ Maggie felt mean. ‘But the repairman stays here.’ 

			Barry frowned. ‘Have you got him tied up?’ 

			‘No, I’m being perfectly nice to him. He’s fine.’ 

			‘Could I just have a word with him, Maggie?’ 

			‘Actually, he’s busy right now.’ 

			‘Please.’ 

			Over her shoulder, Maggie called, ‘Dino? The policeman would like to speak to you.’ 

			‘I’m cutting the pappardelle.’ 

			‘He says please.’ 

			Dino joined her at the window, floury-handed and clutching a knife. 

			‘Look, sir, couldn’t we just put a stop to this?’ said Barry. 

			‘She’s got all the keys.’ Gravely, Dino added, ‘In her bra.’ 

			‘You could climb out through this window,’ Barry pleaded. 

			‘This window?’ Dino cast a horrified glance at the narrow frame, less than twelve inches wide. ‘Who d’you think I am, Kylie Minogue?’ 

			‘Here comes the BBC,’ said Maggie, adrenaline beginning to swoosh through her veins as she spotted the distinctive van trundling down the High Street towards them with two more cars in its wake. 

			‘Phone,’ prompted Dino, because the telephone was trilling behind them. 

			‘Maggie Donovan?’ said the voice at the other end when she picked up the receiver. ‘Hi, this is Tammie Houston, I’m calling from Radio 5 Live…’ 

			***

			Pam, who was devoted to gossip, intercepted Daisy as she emerged from a meeting at four o’clock. 

			‘Have you heard about what’s going on in the High Street? Some of the guests have just told me there are reporters and TV vans outside one of the cottages. And the police are there.’ 

			Any mention of police brought the memory of Steven’s accident flooding back. Daisy shivered. ‘Did they say what it was about?’ 

			Tara, coming off duty and sauntering through reception with her denim jacket slung over one shoulder, said jauntily, ‘What’s what about?’ 

			‘Something about someone being held hostage.’ Pam looked important. ‘Imagine, right here in the High Street!’ 

			‘Which cottage?’ Daisy found it hard to believe. This was Colworth after all, not the Bronx. 

			‘They didn’t say. Just that it had a blue front door.’ 

			Daisy and Tara looked at each other. Pam didn’t live in the village. The only blue front door in the High Street was Maggie’s. 

			‘Come on.’ Daisy’s heart was thumping. ‘Let’s go.’ 

			‘I don’t believe it,’ Tara groaned. ‘God, this is so embarrassing. My own aunt…’ 

			Quite a crowd had gathered by this time, milling around in the street along with the assembled press. Maggie, it transpired, was currently on the phone conducting a live radio interview. A TV crew was waiting for her to finish so they could film her for the six o’clock news. Meanwhile, Christopher and Colin from the shop—in matching technicolor waistcoats—were telling a reporter about the months of hassle she’d endured at the hands of the company that had failed to fix her washing machine. 

			‘It’s not embarrassing,’ Daisy exclaimed, ‘it’s completely brilliant! Ooh, look, here she is now.’ 

			Maggie appeared at the bedroom window, bright-eyed and confident, facing the cameras like a pro. 

			‘Maggie! Any word yet from Carver’s? Are they sending another washing machine?’ 

			‘I’ve just heard from them,’ Maggie called down to the journalist from the Bath Echo. ‘They’re consulting their solicitors.’ Her mouth twitching, she added, ‘I’m sooo scared.’ 

			‘Good on ya, girl!’ hooted an American tourist, clapping and whistling his approval. ‘Way to go!’ 

			‘Maggie, could we have a picture of the two of you?’ 

			Tara was still mortified. This simply wasn’t the kind of behavior you expected of a sedate, middle-class, cushion-making aunt. The next moment, Maggie was joined at the upstairs window by her hostage and the cameras began to flash. 

			‘Blimey,’ said Daisy, impressed. 

			Hector, on his way back from the bank, pulled up in his Land Rover and buzzed down the window. 

			‘What’s happening?’ 

			‘Maggie’s kidnapped her repairman. She’s not letting him go until she gets a new washing machine.’ Daisy was loving every minute of this. ‘That’s him up there with her now. Isn’t it fantastic?’ 

			Hector, looking up at the window, wasn’t so sure. Of course he admired Maggie for taking a stand, but the way she and the repairman were laughing together was making him feel distinctly uneasy. 

			One of the TV crews was currently roaming the street in search of a fresh voice to interview. Since it was the kind of thing Hector was great at, Daisy said, ‘Go on, Dad, you speak to them. Tell them we’re all behind Maggie.’ 

			‘I don’t know…’ Hector hesitated as one of the reporters shouted up. 

			‘Hey, Dino, how’s she treating you?’ 

			‘Dino,’ Tara murmured in appreciation. ‘Italian. That explains the eyes.’ 

			‘She’s treating me very well. Couldn’t have been kidnapped by a nicer woman.’ Dino’s smile broadened to reveal even white teeth. ‘No complaints at all.’ 

			Hector’s hands tightened convulsively on the steering wheel. 

			‘Tara!’ exclaimed Maggie, spotting them for the first time. ‘Darling, so sorry about this. You don’t mind if I don’t let you in, do you?’ 

			Tara was taken aback. ‘But—’ 

			‘You can stay with Daisy until this is sorted out, can’t she, Daisy?’ 

			‘No problem. You’re doing a great job there, Maggie,’ Daisy replied cheerfully. 

			‘In fact, you could do us a huge favor.’ Digging in the pocket of her jeans, Maggie unearthed a crumpled twenty-pound note. Beckoning Daisy forward, she dropped it down to her. ‘There’s just a couple of things you could get us from the shop. A jar of green olives, one of those little tins of anchovies, and a bottle of wine.’ She turned to Dino. ‘Red or white?’ 

			‘Red,’ said Dino. 

			‘In fact, make it two bottles.’ Maggie winked at Daisy. ‘After all, we may be here for some time.’ 

			Hector had heard enough. He rammed the Land Rover into gear. ‘I have to get back. Paula’s waiting for me.’ 

			‘But how long is this going to last?’ Tara was bewildered. ‘I need a change of clothes. I mean, she’ll have her new machine by tonight, won’t she?’ 

			‘That’s up to the company,’ one of the journalists explained. ‘If they refuse to give in, this could carry on for days. Not that he seems too bothered,’ he went on, jerking his thumb in Dino’s direction. ‘Then again, if I was being held hostage by a woman like that, I’d make the most of it too.’ 

			Stunned, Tara exclaimed, ‘That’s my aunt you’re talking about!’ 

			‘So?’ The journalist glanced up at Maggie in admiration. ‘I’m telling you, he’s a lucky bloke.’ 

			Slamming his foot down on the accelerator, Hector roared off. 

			Doesn’t want to keep Paula waiting, thought Daisy with a touch of annoyance. Since the incident with Clarissa, she had gone right off Paula. She was also disappointed that Hector hadn’t stayed to voice his support for Maggie. Oh well. 

			‘We’ve got shopping to get.’ She waved the twenty-pound note at Tara, then shouted up, ‘What kind of red? Merlot? Claret?’ 

			Without hesitation, Dino called back, ‘Montepulciano.’ 

			Tara raised an eyebrow. Montepulciano was Maggie’s favorite. 

		


		
			Chapter 56 

			‘You’re a star,’ said Maggie, keeping the safety chain on while Tara fed the olives, the anchovies, and the two bottles of wine one by one through the four-inch opening in the door. Having taken possession of everything, she returned the favor by squeezing a supermarket carrier through the gap. 

			Tara opened the bag. As well as a pair of jeans and a sweatshirt, it contained her toothbrush, Robbie Williams T-shirt-cum-nightie, battered pink terry cloth slippers (so uncool), and makeup bag. 

			‘So he’s staying the night.’ She still couldn’t believe Maggie was actually doing this. 

			‘Looks like he’ll have to.’ Maggie shrugged. ‘No sign so far of my new washing machine.’ 

			Tara noted with disapproval that she wasn’t exactly sounding distraught. 

			‘Never mind her,’ said Daisy, indicating Tara’s pursed mouth. ‘Are you having fun?’ 

			Maggie grinned, instantly looking ten years younger. ‘Daisy, the most fun I’ve had in my life.’ 

			***

			‘Daisy. Can I have a quick word?’ 

			Daisy’s heart sank as Mel approached her in reception. She had another meeting lined up. She could handle being civil to Mel but she really didn’t want to be her friend. 

			‘I’m a bit busy.’ 

			‘Sorry, I know. It won’t take long.’ Mel was clearly determined to have her say. ‘Barney’s just told me something I think you should know.’ 

			Barney. Brilliant. Had he had an affair with Steven too? 

			‘What?’ Daisy glanced at her watch. 

			‘The night of the fire. He saw Paula Penhaligon kicking Clarissa.’ 

			Now Mel had her undivided attention. 

			‘What?’ 

			‘He was too embarrassed to tell you. I mean, she is pretty famous, isn’t she? But I said you’d want to know. That night, she turned up with Hector in her high heels. Barney saw Clarissa dancing around her and Paula just kicked her away. Really hard, according to Barney.’ 

			Daisy didn’t know whether to feel sickened or elated. 

			‘Really hard?’ 

			Mel nodded. 

			‘Like a football.’ 

			Well. 

			‘Thanks,’ said Daisy. 

			***

			She couldn’t bring herself to admit it to Dino—too embarrassing for words—but Maggie had never eaten homemade fresh pasta before. The difference between homemade fresh and supermarket dried was unbelievable. The two bottles of Montepulciano had been jolly nice too. 

			‘That was delicious,’ Maggie sighed, pushing her empty plate away. 

			The great thing about the word delicious was that you could be a bit tipsy and still pronounce it. 

			‘It was.’ Dino nodded in agreement, his elbows resting comfortably on the table. His dark eyes bright with mischief, he said, ‘Are they still outside?’ 

			Maggie raised herself slightly unsteadily from her seat, just enough to see through the living-room window. 

			‘Some of them. I wonder what they’re thinking.’ 

			‘Doesn’t take a tabloid journalist to work it out.’ Dino grinned at her. ‘You can’t really blame them. It’s a nice little angle.’ He paused, then said gently, ‘We could, you know, if you wanted to. I’ve really enjoyed this evening. I think you’re great.’ 

			Gosh. Maggie was flattered but taken aback. It just went to show how hopelessly out of practice she was. These days, clearly, if a man found you attractive and fancied sleeping with you—well, he just came right out and said it. No shilly-shallying around. 

			‘We’re both adults,’ Dino went on easily. Moving their wine glasses out of the way, he reached for her hand. ‘So, what d’you think?’ 

			Maggie was lost for words. Talk about upfront. Then again, why shouldn’t he be? 

			Flushing slightly, she realized she was tempted. Why not? After the misery of the last few weeks, didn’t she deserve a bit of cheering up? 

			‘Decisions decisions,’ Dino teased. Crossing over to the window he waved to the loitering journalists, flashed them a cheeky grin, and drew the curtains. 

			A ragged cheer went up outside. 

			Under the table, Maggie felt her knees begin to knock. 

			‘No pressure,’ Dino promised, drawing her to her feet. Then he put his arms round her and kissed her. 

			It was a really nice kiss. Warm and skillful and just the right pressure, not too hard and not too soft. All in all, as kisses went, practically perfect. 

			Sadly, it came from the wrong mouth. 

			The moment his lips brushed against hers, Maggie knew she couldn’t go through with it. Dino was attractive and single and thoroughly good company, all the things you could ask for in a man, but he simply wasn’t Hector. 

			Gently, she extricated herself and gave him a rueful smile. ‘I’m sorry. I can’t.’ 

			‘Are you sure?’ 

			Maggie nodded. 

			‘Damn,’ said Dino good-naturedly. ‘I hate it when that happens.’ 

			Maggie laughed; she couldn’t imagine it happened often. ‘Shall I make some coffee?’ 

			He nodded. ‘Coffee would be great.’ 

			While she was boiling the kettle, the phone began to ring in the living room. Dino, who was nearest, answered it. 

			‘Who was that?’ said Maggie when he appeared in the kitchen doorway. 

			He shrugged. ‘No one. The line just went dead.’ 

			Two minutes later, the phone rang again. This time Maggie picked it up. 

			‘Jealous lover?’ Dino whispered as he put her cup of coffee on the table in front of her. 

			Some hope. 

			Maggie briefly covered the receiver. ‘Not quite. Sky News.’ 

			***

			‘Where have you been?’ demanded Paula when Hector came downstairs. 

			‘Fixing up a round of golf for tomorrow.’ 

			‘I’ve been waiting down here for ages,’ she complained. ‘They’re expecting us in the restaurant at ten o’clock, so we’ve time for a drink in the bar before going through.’ 

			The hotel bar was full of press, but Paula no longer minded. The last faint signs of bruising had faded from her face and neck. That plastic surgeon had certainly known what he was doing. Modesty aside, she knew she looked great. 

			That was the funny thing about the press—you complained about them when they pestered you nonstop, but after a few weeks without them you found you kind of missed having them around. 

			Hector glanced in the direction of the smoky bar and shook his head. The hotel was buzzing with talk of Maggie and her handsome hostage; everywhere he went, people were discussing them and speculating on the likely outcome. 

			‘It’s too noisy in there. Anyway, I’d rather eat out tonight.’ 

			‘Dad! Can I talk to you?’ Daisy shot out of the bar to the accompaniment of several wolf whistles, the journalists noisily demonstrating their appreciation of her black-stockinged legs and above-the-knee leather skirt. 

			‘Sorry, we’re running late.’ Hector, who just wanted to get out of the hotel, abruptly took Paula’s arm. ‘Some other time.’ 

			‘Oh bum,’ said Daisy, when they’d gone. 

			‘That’s a coincidence.’ One of the journalists winked at her. ‘We were just remarking on yours.’ 

			***

			Maggie was woken the next morning by the sound of tapping on her door. Her first thought was: bleeugh, red wine hangover. The second was to be fervently grateful that she hadn’t slept with Dino last night. 

			‘Are you decent?’ called Dino through the door. 

			‘Yes.’ Completely decent. Hooray! 

			He came in, carrying a mug of tea and a newspaper. ‘Thought you might like to see this.’ 

			Wriggling into a sitting position, Maggie thirstily gulped down the hot tea and opened the paper. Unbelievably, there they were, on page 14 of the Daily Mail. A surprisingly flattering photograph of her leaning out of the bedroom window with Dino beside her. The tone of the accompanying piece—the consumer strikes back—was upbeat and supportive, and for good measure there was a second smaller photo of Dino dressed as Frank Sinatra for his appearance in Stars In Their Eyes. 

			I could have slept with Frank Sinatra last night, thought Maggie with a smile. 

			The irony that this was Hector’s all-time favorite singer didn’t escape her. 

			‘I’ve put some toast in downstairs. And we’ll have to switch the phone back on,’ said Dino, sounding efficient. Tossing Maggie’s dressing gown over to her, he went to pull back the curtains. 

			‘Don’t!’ squeaked Maggie, but it was too late. Sunlight poured into the room. 

			‘Look at that. They’re outside waiting for us,’ Dino marveled. 

			‘And now they’ve seen you opening my bedroom curtains! What are they going to think?’ 

			Battling frantically to get into her dressing gown, she stopped to listen to herself. ‘Oh sod it, who cares? We already know what they think.’ 

			Joining Dino at the window, Maggie exclaimed with delight at the sight of the reporters gathered outside, and flung open the window to hear what they were shouting up at her. 

			‘Morning, Maggie! Did you have a good night?’ 

			‘Marvelous, thanks.’ She broke into a broad grin. ‘I’m feeling very… rested.’ 

			‘Are you letting him go?’ 

			‘Not until I get my new washing machine.’ 

			‘Any word yet from Carver’s?’ 

			‘Nothing so far. Then again, we’ve still got the phone switched off.’ 

			‘Any chance of a cup of tea?’ one of the reporters shouted up hopefully. 

			‘What?’ Maggie was distracted by the sight of Hector at the back of the group. Until that moment she hadn’t realized he was there. 

			‘Cup of tea?’ The reporter blew on his hands and rubbed them together; the sun might be shining but it was still nippy outside. 

			‘Of course. I’ll put the kettle on,’ Maggie promised. 

			Dino placed a reassuring hand on her shoulder. ‘You get yourself dressed. I’ll make the tea.’ 

			The reporters chuckled. 

			‘Reckon you’ll miss him when he’s gone, Maggie. You’ve struck gold there!’ 

			Hector, not chuckling, turned and headed back up the road. 

		


		
			Chapter 57 

			The phone rang less than a minute after Maggie had switched it back on. 

			‘Oh! Mr Ellison!’ Hurriedly swallowing her mouthful of toast, she waggled her eyebrows at Dino, who was busy piling sugar into an assortment of mugs. 

			‘Ms Donovan, you’ve caused more than enough trouble for Carver’s.’ Gilbert Ellison, his tone distinctly frosty, didn’t add that his company chairman, having been shown this morning’s papers, had given him a right bollocking for not getting the matter sorted out before now. ‘I’m ringing to inform you that a replacement machine will be delivered to you by eleven o’clock this morning.’ 

			‘And fitted,’ Maggie prompted. ‘Free of charge. And it has to be a washer-dryer,’ she reminded him. 

			‘One of our most exclusive models.’ Gilbert Ellison sounded as if he hated her. ‘Naturally. As a gesture of goodwill from Carver’s.’ 

			‘Well, thanks. That’s very sweet of you,’ lied Maggie. 

			When she’d hung up the phone she looked at Dino, then punched the air in most un-Maggie-like fashion and said, ‘Yesss!’ 

			***

			The van duly arrived at ten to eleven. A roar of approval went up from the assembled crowd as the top-of-the-range machine was ceremoniously unloaded and carried into the cottage. Gilbert Ellison had turned up too, clearly determined to prove to the press that Carver’s were good sports really. Posing for the cameras, he flashed an oily smile and presented Maggie with a bottle of cheap champagne. Addressing the journalists, he explained how much Carver’s valued their customers and how sorry he was that on this occasion, despite their very best efforts, Maggie had been let down. 

			By eleven thirty the new machine had been installed by Dino and was whirling happily away, washing the first of many grubby loads. 

			Gilbert maintained a perma-grin for the benefit of the assembled press but spoke through gritted teeth. 

			‘You’ve caused us so much trouble,’ he hissed at Maggie. ‘We could still sue, you know. Or have you arrested and charged with false imprisonment.’ 

			‘Except Dino wasn’t held here against his will.’ Maggie smiled blandly at him. 

			‘I enjoyed every minute,’ Dino put in cheerfully. 

			Maggie hoped he wouldn’t find himself sacked by midday. 

			‘Never try anything like this again,’ Gilbert muttered as he swept past her out of the cottage. ‘Right, let’s get out of here. Back to civilization.’ 

			The girl from Radio Bristol touched Maggie’s arm. ‘Are you ready?’ 

			A car was waiting to whisk her away to the BBC studios for the first in a series of live link-ups. 

			‘Just a second.’ Maggie paused, then turned and gave Dino a hug. ‘Thanks for everything.’ 

			His eyes crinkling, he murmured, ‘Thanks for almost everything. Maybe I’ll bump into you again some time.’ 

			‘Who knows?’ Maggie smiled and wiped a streak of sticky pink from his cheek. She’d never get used to wearing lipstick. 

			‘I install dishwashers as well,’ said Dino. 

			‘Now that’s a coincidence,’ Maggie said gravely, ‘because I was thinking of getting myself one of those.’ 

			***

			Brenda, Daisy’s secretary, brought a pile of correspondence into the office for signing. 

			‘I’ve just been talking to Pam, out on reception.’ She frowned as she put the letters on Daisy’s desk. ‘And she said the oddest thing.’ 

			‘Hmm?’ Daisy had just remembered she hadn’t yet told Hector about the Clarissa-kicking incident. Absently, she looked up. As far as she was aware, Pam quite often said odd things. 

			‘I bumped into Mr Tyzack this morning,’ Brenda explained. ‘And I asked him how the decorators were getting on with his house. He said they’d nearly finished and that they were doing a great job.’ 

			‘And?’ Daisy was yet to be enthralled. 

			‘Well, my daughter’s looking for a decorator to do her dining room, so I asked Mr Tyzack which company he was using, and he didn’t know! I mean, he said he couldn’t remember the name offhand, but don’t you think that’s a bit strange?’ Brenda looked perplexed. ‘A man like him, you’d think he’d know who was decorating his house.’ 

			Daisy nodded cautiously, wondering where this was heading. ‘So then what?’ 

			‘Well, his phone rang and he had to rush off. But when I mentioned it just now to Pam, she came up with this strange idea. She said maybe Mr Tyzack couldn’t think of the name of the decorators because there are no decorators!’ 

			Daisy rubbed her forehead; she had spent the last three hours embroiled in paperwork. ‘I don’t get it. You mean Dev’s doing up the house himself?’ 

			Brenda shook her head vigorously. ‘No, no, goodness me no!’ Clearly this was a preposterous suggestion. ‘Pam reckons there isn’t anything needing to be done to the house because it was never flooded in the first place. She thinks he just used that as an excuse to move in here for a few weeks. D’you think that could really be true?’ 

			Daisy thought it was the maddest idea she’d ever heard. Having read far too many spy thrillers under the reception desk, Pam evidently now fancied herself as Miss Moneypenny. 

			Aloud she said, ‘Why would he want to do that?’ 

			‘Well, Pam thinks it’s because he’s after something. Or someone. And I bet you could find out, if you asked him nicely.’ Brenda gave her a significant look, the kind that was practically a nudge and a wink and a dig in the ribs. ‘Pam and I’ve both noticed.’ 

			‘Noticed what?’ Daisy’s throat was suddenly dry. 

			‘Dev Tyzack,’ Brenda twinkled. ‘Don’t tell me you hadn’t noticed. He’s definitely got a soft spot for you.’ 

			***

			Lust, great foaming waves of the stuff, had Tara in its grip. Her hormones were being driven wild. It was all very well boldly declaring that no, you weren’t going to have sex with someone, but not so easy to follow through when you found yourself subjected to this degree of provocation. 

			Two hours of hill starts, reversing round corners, and adrenaline-pumping emergency stops had resulted in something of a biological emergency of her own. It was entirely Josh’s fault—she’d never realized before now that being given a driving lesson could be so erotic. The husky way he said ‘Easy on the throttle now’ had become an incredible turn-on. The rip in the knee of his jeans was provoking her too; blonde hairs were poking outrageously through the frayed gap and his leg was only inches from her left hand. Oh God, she so badly wanted to tear off those jeans and— 

			‘Hey, look who’s on the radio!’ Josh, who had been fiddling with the dial, stopped as he recognized Maggie’s voice. 

			‘…all I can say is, it worked for me!’ 

			‘And I have to tell our listeners, you’re looking wonderful for it,’ Maggie’s interviewer said warmly. ‘This is Penny Macey, on Radio Bristol, and we have Maggie Donovan, positively glowing with triumph, here in our studios.’ 

			‘Next right,’ ordered Josh as they approached a junction. ‘We’ll head into Chippenham. Why’s Maggie sounding so posh all of a sudden?’ 

			‘It’s her telephone voice. She always does that when she’s nervous.’ 

			‘She doesn’t sound nervous—hey, I said right.’ 

			‘I know you did.’ Smiling to herself, Tara turned left. 

			***

			The High Street was noticeably quieter now than when they’d left it. 

			‘Everyone’s gone,’ Tara observed as she drove slowly past her home. Leaving Josh’s car in the hotel car park, they walked back down to the cottage. 

			In the kitchen, the new washing machine had ended its cycle. 

			‘I don’t know why we’re here,’ said Josh. ‘We could have got an extra couple of hours’ practice in.’ 

			‘I’ve done enough driving.’ Tara was feeling deliciously wanton and subversive. ‘I want to practice something else now.’ 

			‘Like what? Golf?’ 

			‘Something much more fun than golf.’ Her eyes danced as she moved towards him. 

			‘Wash your mouth out. There aren’t many things more fun than golf. In fact,’ Josh hesitated, pretending to concentrate, ‘I can only think of one.’ 

			‘What a coincidence. That’s the very same one I’m thinking of.’ 

			‘Skiing?’ Josh raised his eyebrows. ‘I say, excuse me, what do you think you’re doing?’ 

			‘It’s a complicated technical maneuver. Called unbuttoning your jeans.’ 

			‘But—’ 

			‘We’re all alone,’ said Tara. ‘Maggie’s out of the way, broadcasting live from Radio Bristol.’ She paused. ‘And we’re going upstairs.’ 

			‘Now steady on. I thought you were meant to be proving to me that you weren’t a trollopy, knicker-dropping tart.’ 

			As he spoke, Josh was lightly outlining the white star on the front of her pink top. Tara quivered with longing; who was seducing who here? 

			Or was it whom? 

			‘Let’s face it, we both know I’m a big trollopy tart. I’ve told you all about my dodgy past and it hasn’t put you off me. So basically, I think we’ve waited long enough.’ 

			‘Phew, hooray for that.’ With a wicked grin, Josh hooked his thumbs through the belt loops of her white jeans and pulled her against him. ‘I think I like this idea a lot.’ 

			Tara gave a little wiggle against his hips. ‘Guess what? I can tell.’ 

			‘I’m very much looking forward to seeing your room.’ 

			‘I can’t wait to show it to you.’ 

			Josh exhaled slowly. ‘How long, d’you think, before Maggie gets back?’ 

			As she kissed him, Tara skillfully unfastened the final button on his jeans—oh yes, there were definite advantages to being a trollop. 

			‘Don’t worry about Maggie. She’ll be gone for hours.’ 

		


		
			Chapter 58 

			Hector had been loitering at the far end of the High Street for some time. The moment the taxi came into view, he knew it was Maggie and his shoulders involuntarily straightened. Right, this was it. The moment of truth. He was either about to make the most monumental pillock of himself or… 

			Never mind that. She was back and he had to see her. The taxi pulled up outside the cottage, Maggie stepped out and Hector’s heart turned over. If he was honest, he’d spent the last two years being a pillock—it had just taken him until now to figure it out. 

			‘Maggie,’ he shouted as she searched in her bag for the front door key. The taxi drove off and she looked up at him, sunglasses perched on her head keeping her tousled blonde hair off her face. Not tousled as in artfully-arranged-for-a-glossy-magazine. Maggie’s hair was naturally tousled because she never remembered to brush it. 

			‘Hector.’ Her manner was guarded; she was wondering why he was rushing over like this, accosting her in broad daylight in the street. 

			‘I need to see you.’ Hector ground to a halt six feet away from her. ‘I’ve been waiting for you to get back. We have to talk.’ 

			‘About what?’ 

			Unable to stop himself, Hector blurted out, ‘Did you sleep with him?’ 

			Silence. Maggie stared at him, then at the small gaggle of camera-wielding tourists making their way past on the opposite side of the street. 

			‘Why?’ she managed at last. ‘What’s it got to do with you?’ 

			‘It’s got everything to do with me! It matters.’ 

			‘Sshh. Will you keep your voice down?’ 

			‘I will not,’ Hector practically bawled. ‘I don’t care if the whole village hears me.’ 

			Startled, Maggie turned and jammed her key into the front door. Hector might not care, but she certainly did. And how dare he insinuate that while it was fine for him to sleep with someone else, she shouldn’t be allowed to do the same? 

			‘You’d better come in.’ Pointedly she added, ‘Where’s Paula?’ 

			‘I don’t know. Getting her nails done… I don’t care.’ Hector waved a dismissive arm in the direction of the hotel. When he’d last seen her, Paula had been awaiting a visit from some manicurist. As far as she was concerned, he was playing golf this afternoon. ‘Where are you going?’ he demanded now. ‘I said we need to talk.’ 

			‘Just checking the machine.’ Maggie had headed on through to the kitchen. He watched as she opened the front of the washer-dryer, pulled out a white lamb’s wool sweater, and lovingly ran her hands over its pristine softness. 

			‘Look at that,’ she marveled. 

			‘Put it down.’ Hector was on the verge of losing his patience. ‘None of this would ever have happened if you’d let me buy you a new machine when I offered.’ 

			Maggie carefully hung the sweater over the back of a chair. ‘Why are you being like this?’ 

			‘Because I love you,’ Hector bellowed in exasperation. ‘I love you, and I can’t stand to think of you being with that man!’ 

			Maggie stared at him. ‘Is this a joke?’ 

			‘Do I look as if I’m joking? Maggie, you have to know the truth. For some time now, this arrangement of ours… God, I’ve hated it. Not the sex,’ Hector hastily amended. ‘Of course I didn’t hate the sex. But paying for it… well, it just made me feel…’ 

			‘Hector—’ 

			‘No, let me finish. I wanted more,’ he said urgently. ‘I realized I had feelings for you, but I also knew you were only doing it for the money. If I didn’t pay you, you wouldn’t sleep with me anymore. And I couldn’t give you up, I just couldn’t.’ Hector shook his head. ‘I looked forward to seeing you more than you’ll ever know. I used to count the hours—’ 

			‘Until Paula came along,’ Maggie said unsteadily. Had he really counted the hours? 

			‘I wanted a proper relationship, one that was open and above board. Is that too much to ask?’ Hector’s eyes registered despair. ‘It’s no good, though. I realize that now. Paula isn’t the one for me. She’s not my kind of woman.’ He waited, then said flatly, ‘You are.’ 

			‘Is this really happening?’ Maggie was in a daze. 

			‘It’s really happening. I’m telling you how I feel,’ said Hector. ‘Of course the rest’s up to you. I’m putting myself well and truly on the line here. All I know is that you like me enough to sleep with me for money. But I don’t want to be your… client anymore. I want to see you properly. So, do you think you could handle that, or am I making a complete idiot of myself here?’ He shuddered and straightened his shirt collar. ‘If I am, just tell me. I can handle it.’ 

			‘Oh!’ For the first time in a long time, Maggie was lost for words. She knew she should be interrupting by now, putting him out of his misery, but she couldn’t quite bring herself to do it. What if she’d somehow misunderstood him? What if her brain was sneakily willing her to believe he was saying what she thought he’d just said? 

			‘Right,’ Hector announced, quite masterfully under the circumstances. ‘I’ve said my piece. Now it’s your turn.’ 

			‘I-I…’ God, I’m hopeless. 

			‘Yes? Or no?’ His tone was terse. 

			Panicked, Maggie squeaked, ‘Yes!’ before he could walk out on her. Then, clutching her sunglasses, she stammered, ‘Wh-what have I just agreed to?’ 

			‘You and me.’ Hector risked a half-smile. ‘Giving it a go. Without money changing hands. Are you sure you’re OK with that?’ 

			Maggie swallowed. ‘Yes.’ It came out less frantically this time. 

			Encouraged, Hector took a step towards her. ‘Really?’ 

			‘Yes.’ 

			‘And I’m finishing with Paula tonight. Is that OK with you?’ 

			What a question. 

			‘Yes,’ whispered Maggie. 

			‘I’ve already told you I love you. But this thing with whatsisname, the repairman. Will you promise me you won’t see him again?’ 

			‘There is no thing. There never was any thing.’ Unbelievably touched by the fact that he had been jealous, Maggie had to clear her throat at this point. Reaching out to him she reiterated, ‘Nothing happened. He slept on the sofa.’ 

			Relief was etched on Hector’s lined face as clearly as if she’d scribbled all over it with felt-tip. 

			‘Honestly?’ 

			‘Honestly.’ 

			‘I bet he wanted to.’ 

			Maggie surveyed him with amusement. ‘Oh well, goes without saying, of course he wanted to.’ Under the circumstances, she felt a trace of smugness was allowed. 

			‘Who wouldn’t?’ Hector’s voice softened, his hand moving up to stroke her hair. ‘You’re a beautiful woman.’ 

			‘But I turned him down,’ said Maggie. 

			‘Why?’ 

			‘Because he wasn’t you.’ 

			Hector’s arms folded round her. His kiss felt like coming home. Finally Maggie pulled away, just a fraction. 

			‘I never wanted your money.’ She blinked back tears of joy. ‘I only took it so you’d carry on coming to see me.’ 

			Hector kissed her again, hard. Gruffly he said, ‘We’ve been a couple of idiots.’ 

			‘Look on the bright side.’ Maggie broke into a smile. ‘We’ve got some catching up to do.’ 

			‘Excellent thought. And no time like the present,’ murmured Hector. 

			‘But what about Tara? She could be back any time now.’ 

			Hector shook his head and grinned at her. ‘Who cares?’ 

			***

			‘Oh shit,’ Tara hissed, torn between horror and delight. ‘They’re coming upstairs!’ 

			‘This is fantastic,’ whispered Josh, behind her in the bedroom doorway. ‘It’s going to be like This Is Your Life.’ 

			He was shaking with silent laughter. Typical man. Tara turned and gave him a thump. In return, he shoved her out onto the tiny landing. 

			‘Oof,’ gasped Tara, bouncing off the opposite wall. 

			‘Oh, good grief,’ she heard Maggie shriek from halfway up the stairs. ‘What was that?’ 

			Ah well, here goes… 

			‘Don’t panic,’ Tara hastily assured them. ‘It’s only me. Well,’ she amended, grabbing Josh’s arm and yanking him out onto the landing with her, ‘it’s only us.’ 

			The next moment Maggie, closely followed by Hector, came into view. 

			‘I don’t believe this.’ Maggie’s hands flew to her mouth in horror. ‘Have you two been up here all this time?’ 

			‘Well, I’m not Peter Pan.’ Tara gave her a pitying look. ‘I didn’t fly in through the bedroom window.’ 

			‘And I’m not Tinkerbell,’ added Josh. 

			Maggie was cyclamen-pink. Mortified, she gasped, ‘Were you… um, listening to us?’ 

			‘I wasn’t,’ said Josh. ‘I had my fingers in my ears. But Tara was,’ he went on helpfully, wincing as she whacked him again. 

			‘We weren’t trying to listen,’ Tara protested. ‘It was impossible not to. You weren’t exactly keeping your voices down.’ 

			Maggie said faintly, ‘So you heard everything.’ 

			‘Pretty much.’ Tara was still having a hard time believing what they had heard. She was stunned. Imagine, Maggie and Hector…

			Maggie and Hector, for crying out loud! 

			But amazingly, whereas the thought of Maggie and Dino spending last night together and getting intimate had outraged her, this even more astounding scenario wasn’t unsettling her at all. Despite the fact that she was obviously still in shock, Tara realized she could handle this quite easily. There was even a touch of admiration in there somewhere. 

			Looking helpless, Maggie said, ‘I’m sorry.’ 

			‘Bloody hell, what is going on here?’ Hector exploded. ‘You are not sorry, OK? Neither of us is sorry. In fact we’re very, very happy, and nothing you or anyone else says is going to change that.’ 

			All this time, Tara marveled. Honestly, it just went to show you couldn’t trust anyone, not even a spinsterish middle-aged cushion-making aunt. 

			‘How long did you say this has been going on?’ Maggie hadn’t said it at all, but Tara was longing to know. 

			Proudly, Hector put his arm round Maggie’s shoulders. ‘Two years. Over two years.’ 

			Maggie had finally stopped blushing; even her throat was back to its normal color. Hector’s confidence was catching. 

			‘Two years and four months,’ she told Tara. 

			‘By the way,’ Hector counter-attacked, ‘what were you two doing upstairs?’ 

			‘Tara was telling me she’s thinking of redecorating her room.’ Innocently Josh indicated his lime-green sweater. ‘She wanted to see how this color would look on the walls.’ 

			Biting her lip hard, Tara struggled to keep a straight face. 

			‘Two years and four months. And all this time he was paying you? Actually paying you?’ 

			‘Let me tell you, she was worth every penny.’ Lovingly, Hector squeezed Maggie’s arm. 

			‘I hope you’re not going to give me a lecture,’ Maggie said bravely. 

			‘Bugger the lecture, I think it’s a fantastic idea! In fact,’ Tara gave Josh a nudge, ‘I think I might give it a go myself.’ 

			***

			‘Dad, I need to see you.’ Daisy darted out of her office, catching Hector as he was heading up to his apartment. 

			Hector, giving up with good grace, turned and said, ‘Thought you might.’ 

			Daisy wished his eyes didn’t have to be so twinkly. She really wasn’t looking forward to doing this. What if he thought she was embroidering the truth simply because she didn’t like Paula? 

			And she wasn’t, she honestly wasn’t. More than anything else in the world she wanted Hector to be happy. 

			‘So Tara rang you,’ he announced as she closed the office door behind him. 

			‘Tara? Why would Tara ring me?’ Oh, stop it, stop looking so cheerful. 

			‘Never mind,’ said Hector. ‘Now, what’s this about?’ 

			Here we go, thought Daisy. Whatever Hector decided, she wasn’t going to argue with him. He just deserved to know he was involved with the kind of woman who would kick a small dog like a football. 

			Feeling terrible, she told him about the night of the fire and Clarissa’s run-in with Paula. 

			Hector listened patiently. When she had finished, he said, ‘You never did like her much, did you?’ 

			Daisy squirmed. ‘Well, no. But that’s not why I’m telling you.’ 

			‘I know.’ He nodded, looking thoughtful for a moment. ‘D’you like Maggie?’ 

			‘Who?’ Completely wrong-footed, Daisy said in bewilderment, ‘You mean Tara’s Maggie?’ 

			‘That’s the one.’ 

			What in heaven’s name was he on about? What kind of question was that? Indignantly Daisy said, ‘Of course I like Maggie!’ 

			Rising from his seat to leave, Hector replied with a smile of satisfaction, ‘Good.’ 

		


		
			Chapter 59 

			‘Excuse me, what did you just say?’ 

			Paula stared at Hector in disbelief. One minute she’d been happily chatting on the phone to her agent whilst admiring her just-manicured apricot-pink fingernails. Then, in the space of less than thirty seconds, Hector had burst into her suite and announced that their relationship was over. 

			For a few moments she’d actually waited for him to deliver the punch line and start laughing, so convinced was she that it was a joke. 

			But Hector was showing no sign of amusement, and there didn’t appear to be a punch line in sight. 

			‘No hard feelings,’ Hector said calmly. ‘It was fun while it lasted.’ Although, now he came to think about it, this wasn’t altogether true. Paula never had been much of a one for fun. Still, it sounded good. 

			‘You’re finishing with me?’ Paula’s mouth narrowed to a hard line. This had never happened to her before. Throughout her life, she had always been the one who did the finishing. For Christ’s sake, she was Paula Penhaligon! 

			‘I think it’s run its course, don’t you?’ Hector’s hands were in his trouser pockets, his stance casual. As if they were discussing a restaurant that had turned out to be a bit of a disappointment. 

			‘This is outrageous,’ Paula exploded. ‘You must be out of your mind!’ 

			‘You kicked Clarissa.’ 

			‘What?’ 

			‘Dev Tyzack’s dog. The night of the fire.’ 

			Now she knew he was deranged. ‘You’re saying it’s over between us because I kicked a dog?’ 

			Hector said, ‘Isn’t that reason enough?’ Then he hesitated. The sooner this was over, the better for all concerned. ‘OK, it’s not the main reason. There is someone else.’ 

			‘You’re lying.’ Paula’s glossy apricot nails dug into her palms. ‘How can there be someone else? We’re always together—you haven’t had time to see someone else!’ 

			Hector shook his head. ‘She’s someone I’ve known for a long time. A lovely lady. She lives here in the village.’ 

			‘I don’t believe this.’ He was actually finishing with her for some other woman? The nerve of it! Her eyes like shards of steel, Paula hissed, ‘Who is she?’ 

			Relax. No more secrets. Everything out in the open. 

			‘Her name’s Maggie. She’s Tara’s aunt.’ 

			Oh no, no, this was too much. Not half an hour ago Paula had been flicking through the newspaper, reading the story of the repairman held hostage and studying the accompanying photograph. It was, she’d discovered, the same woman whom she’d last seen bedraggled and sprawled on all fours in the snow with a smashed bottle of wine at her feet. 

			‘She wears a parka!’ 

			‘So do I,’ said Hector. 

			Enraged, Paula picked up a glass ashtray and hurled it at him. Even more infuriatingly, it missed and bounced off the wall. ‘You bastard,’ she screeched at Hector. ‘Just fucking get out.’ 

			***

			Almost there, almost there. Feeling like a private detective, Daisy double-checked the name of the road and took a deep breath. Yesterday, looking up the address on the computer in her office, she had jumped a mile when the door had been flung open by Pam. Prickling with guilt and convinced she’d been found out, Daisy had sent the mouse scooting across her desk and yelped, ‘What d’you want?’ 

			Of course that had been Pam’s cue to exclaim, ‘You’ll never guess what’s just happened. Paula Penhaligon’s gone!’ 

			Which had been a double relief. 

			Paula, it transpired, had called Barney up to her suite to collect her packed bags. She had then stormed out of the hotel and into a waiting car without so much as a goodbye. Nor had she left Barney a tip. 

			Daisy was just glad Pam hadn’t come bursting into the office to accuse her of looking up Dev’s address because she fancied him rotten. 

			But like a song you hear on the radio and can’t get out of your head, Daisy had been haunted by Pam and Brenda’s remarks. If Dev was only pretending that his house had been wrecked in order to move into the hotel, could it be possible that he was doing it because he did have, as Brenda put it, a soft spot for her? It sounded completely mad, but Daisy couldn’t rest until she knew. She also knew she couldn’t ask Dev. 

			Which was why she was here now, turning into Garrick Avenue. And since it was a simple enough mission, there was absolutely no need to be nervous. Dev lived at number 15, further down on the left. All she had to do was drive past the house and see if there were any decorators’ vans parked outside. Painters and decorators invariably used vans advertising their company name. One little van, that was all she needed to put Brenda’s ridiculously far-fetched theory out of her mind for good. 

			Slowly Daisy drove the entire length of the broad, tree-lined street. 

			She turned at the end and drove back again. 

			Apart from a smart green and white one delivering food from a delicatessen to number 38, there were no vans. 

			Oh shit. Daisy’s mouth was dry, her stomach squirming like a nest of snakes. She’d kind of guessed, of course, that Dev found her attractive—he’d never made an effort to hide it. But for an apparently normal man to lie through his teeth and move into a hotel that quite frankly wasn’t cheap, purely in order to be near someone he liked—well, wasn’t that the tiniest bit sinister? Dev didn’t seem like an obsessed stalker but he might just be brilliant at hiding it. 

			Unsettled by this creepy thought, Daisy stopped the car. It was only four o’clock; the decorators should still be here. She’d been so sure she’d find a van in the road. 

			OK, be sensible now. Maybe Dev was using a decorator who for some reason didn’t own a van. She’d come this far, she may as well take a closer look. If she wandered casually past the house she might catch a glimpse of a strange man in paint-splashed overalls through one of the windows. Since she’d left Dev back at the hotel it would even be safe to ring the doorbell and see if a painter type answered it. 

			And then? Well, pretend to be a Jehovah’s Witness, obviously, and pray he’d slam the door in her face. 

			But when she rang the bell, there was no response. Nobody, painterly or otherwise, came to answer the door. Daisy tried again. 

			Still nothing. 

			She moved to one of the front windows. With the sun bouncing off the glass it was hard to see inside, but there certainly didn’t appear to be any stepladders and paint pots cluttering the place up. By cupping her hands around her eyes and pressing her nose to the window she was able to make out a Georgian dining table and chairs in the center of the room, a rather grand marble fireplace and several nicely framed paintings hung on walls papered with— 

			‘Daisy?’ 

			So engrossed in the act of snooping that she hadn’t even heard the car pulling up, Daisy banged her nose painfully against the glass and jack-knifed round. 

			Bottle-green, that was the color of Dev’s dining room wallpaper. 

			Feeling pretty white-with-a-hint-of-green herself, Daisy waved feebly at Dev in the driver’s seat. 

			This was, officially, An Embarrassing Moment. 

			‘Um… hi.’ 

			He raised an eyebrow. ‘What are you doing here?’ 

			Daisy winced. She’d been so hoping he wouldn’t ask that question. Her brain, scrambling hamster-style for some kind of answer, was spectacularly failing to come up with one. Unless she could manage to convince Dev that in her spare time she actually was a door-knocking Jehovah’s Witness. 

			While she dithered, Dev reversed into a tight space. Annoyingly, he did it in about two seconds flat without even hitting the curb or the car behind. 

			‘Well?’ he said, when he reached Daisy. 

			Mentally she psyched herself up. Sometimes, when you couldn’t think of a single convincing lie, you just had to resort to the truth. 

			OK, Mr Expert-Reverser, let’s see you get out of this one. 

			‘I wondered how your decorating was coming along.’ 

			‘You asked me that the other day.’ Dev waited. ‘I told you, it’s almost finished.’ 

			Despite the fact that he clearly didn’t believe her, Daisy persisted brightly, ‘Can I see the house?’ 

			‘Why?’ 

			Oh sod it, may as well come clean. ‘Because someone recently told me that they didn’t think your house was being redecorated. In fact, they thought there’d probably never been any burst pipes and flooding in the first place.’ 

			‘Really?’ The corners of his mouth flickered for a moment. ‘And am I allowed to ask what made them think that?’ 

			Not wanting to implicate Pam and Brenda, Daisy waved an arm at the parked cars lining the street. ‘Where are your decorators?’ 

			‘Finished early today,’ said Dev. ‘They’re off to some bachelor party in Cheltenham.’ 

			Was this a lie? 

			‘So can I see what they’ve been doing?’ 

			He hesitated. 

			He was lying! 

			‘OK,’ Dev said at last. ‘If it’ll make you happy.’ 

			Daisy watched him fit the key into the lock. Her heart began to beat faster. 

			As the front door swung open she was instantly struck by… 

		


		
			Chapter 60 

			…the smell of fresh paint. 

			Slowly, very slowly, Daisy breathed out again. Fresh paint and lots of it. And newly replastered ceilings. Following Dev through to the kitchen she saw rolls of wallpaper stacked up in readiness against the wall. Pots of eggshell emulsion were piled neatly in one corner along with folded-up dust sheets, a pasting table and an assortment of brushes. 

			‘This is the last room,’ said Dev. ‘They’ve finished the rest of the house. Unless you think all this stuff’s only here to impress visitors.’ Dryly he added, ‘Maybe you’d like to speak to them yourself, just to prove they exist.’ 

			‘No thanks.’ Daisy shook her head vigorously as he took out his mobile and punched in a number. She backed away in alarm as Dev tried to make her take the phone. 

			Grinning, he said, ‘Jeff, hi, it’s Dev Tyzack. Yes, I’ve just arrived. Now listen, I’m up in London tomorrow so I’ll leave the money here for you to pick up in the morning, is that OK? Good. And you’ll be finished by Friday? Brilliant. Jeff, before I go, could you just do me a favor and have a word with a friend of mine? Thanks.’ 

			Refusing to be intimidated any longer, Daisy grasped the nettle. Well, the phone. 

			‘Hi, Jeff, I understand you’re a painter and decorator. Could you tell me the name of your firm please?’ 

			At the other end of the phone, a bewildered-sounding Jeff said, ‘Um, Phoenix Services.’ 

			‘Thanks very much.’ Daisy nodded efficiently. ‘Goodbye.’ 

			‘Happy now?’ inquired Dev. 

			‘Phoenix Services.’ 

			‘Right.’ 

			Since there was no longer any need to protect her staff, Daisy said, ‘When my secretary asked you what they were called, you didn’t know.’ 

			‘Ah, I see.’ Dev nodded, understanding at last. ‘Well, that’s because until recently Jeff was trading as JR Services. His surname’s Richardson,’ he explained, as if Daisy had learning difficulties. ‘But a couple of weeks ago, a man called John Rowlands contacted him. He’s another decorator from Melksham and guess what his company name is?’ 

			Irritably, Daisy said, ‘OK, OK, I’m not six.’ 

			‘You were the one who wanted to know this,’ Dev pointed out. ‘So anyway, John Rowlands is branching out, moving to Bath, and he offered Jeff money to change the name of his business. When your secretary asked me what it was called, I couldn’t remember offhand what they’d decided on.’ 

			‘Well, that’s that sorted out.’ Daisy wanted him to stop now; she had the nasty feeling he was laughing at her. 

			‘Oh, come on, cheer up.’ Dev flashed her a dazzling smile. ‘Seeing as you’ve come all this way, you may as well have a look at what’s been done.’ 

			She let him give her the guided tour. It was a stunning house. Jeff had done a good job. Daisy dutifully admired the decor in every room and wondered how soon she could decently leave. 

			Dev waited until they were back in the kitchen before asking the killer question; the one she’d spent the last twenty minutes dreading. 

			‘What I don’t understand is, why would anyone pretend their house was wrecked if it wasn’t?’ He shook his head at Daisy, seemingly perplexed. ‘More to the point, why on earth would they want to move into a hotel when they already had a perfectly good home?’ 

			Oh help, mustn’t go red, mustn’t go red… 

			‘Well, quite.’ Daisy looked equally puzzled. ‘That’s exactly what I was wondering! I mean, it doesn’t make any sense at all, but when Brenda said—’ 

			‘But what I really, really don’t understand,’ Dev interrupted, ‘is why, if you were that mystified, you didn’t do the obvious thing and just ask me.’ 

			His gaze was impenetrable. Bugger. The ferocious blush Daisy had been so heroically keeping at bay was suddenly rampaging out of control. She felt it swoosh up her neck, all the way to her hairline. In fact the top of her head was probably blushing too. 

			‘I don’t know. I didn’t want to… um, embarrass you.’ 

			Dev smiled. ‘Actually, I think I’ve got it. You thought I’d made up the flood story and moved into the hotel because I liked you so much I was prepared to do anything to be near you. Am I right?’ 

			‘Oh, for heaven’s sake!’ Daisy forced out a laugh that bordered on the hysterical. ‘What a thing to suggest! Of course I didn’t think that!’ 

			Bloody Brenda, this was all her fault. She definitely deserved the sack. 

			‘Sure?’ murmured Dev. 

			‘Absolutely! God, that’s the most ridiculous thing I ever heard!’ 

			‘Only you’re blushing.’ He moved towards her. ‘Quite a lot, in fact.’ 

			That was the really annoying thing about paper bags: they were never around when you needed them. 

			‘I have to go,’ Daisy blustered, trying to get past him. Thank God he was moving out of the hotel the day after tomorrow. 

			‘Not yet.’ Putting out an arm, Dev said, ‘Actually, you were half right.’ 

			Confused, Daisy stopped struggling. ‘Half right about what?’ 

			‘I liked you a lot. Maybe not enough to run up to the loft and drill holes in the water tank,’ Dev amended, ‘but enough to choose to move into your hotel rather than any of the others.’ 

			Daisy’s heart was beating very fast now; she could feel it leaping in her throat. Hadn’t she always known this, really? And why was it having such a paralyzing effect now? 

			But it was all very well knowing it in theory. It wasn’t quite so easy to stay calm when the person in question was standing right in front of you, calmly telling you how they felt. 

			‘I’ve said this before,’ Dev went on, ‘and I know you don’t like it, but you and Josh aren’t right for each other. You’re with him because he makes you feel safe.’ He paused. ‘And that isn’t good enough. It’s a shitty way to live—it’s such a waste. You deserve more than that. I saw you talking to Josh yesterday and it’s obvious you don’t love him. It was like watching two friends.’ 

			Daisy realized she was holding her breath. He didn’t know that she and Josh were no longer a couple. He didn’t know about Josh and Tara… 

			‘I don’t want to talk about Josh,’ she whispered. 

			‘I tried to kiss you once before.’ Dev’s dark eyes never wavered from hers. ‘And you slapped my face.’ 

			He knew. 

			The corners of Daisy’s mouth pulled up, just slightly. ‘Well, you could always try again.’ 

			The doors were locked. Clarissa was back at the hotel being looked after by Rocky. They were all alone in the house. Daisy wondered when, subconsciously, she had made up her mind to do this. Just once, to satisfy her curiosity and see what Dev Tyzack was really like. 

			He didn’t disappoint. In slow motion, she found herself being led back up the stairs. They barely made it to the top. Magical kissing was followed by frenzied removal of clothes. Daisy, running her hands greedily over Dev’s hard athlete’s body, could scarcely bring herself to tear her mouth from his in order to breathe. She wanted him so badly she could have made love right then and there on the staircase. It was only thanks to Dev exerting a little self-control that they managed to reach the bedroom. Leaving behind a trail of abandoned clothes, they finally made it to the king-sized bed. 

			***

			‘What are you thinking?’ Dev, leaning up on one elbow, pushed a tangle of hair out of her half-closed eyes. 

			Daisy lay on her back, one hand flung above her head, listening to her breathing slowly return to normal. 

			‘Just wondering how many other women have looked up at this ceiling.’ 

			‘You’re the first.’ 

			‘Of course I am.’ 

			‘You are,’ Dev insisted, before breaking into a grin. ‘This ceiling was only replastered last week.’ 

			Daisy smiled. ‘You certainly know how to make a girl feel special.’ 

			‘You are special.’ 

			‘Oh, please!’ 

			‘I mean it,’ said Dev, suddenly serious. ‘I’ve waited a long time for this.’ 

			He sounded so convincing, Daisy marveled. As if he truly meant it. 

			Then again, this was undoubtedly how he bowled over his numerous conquests in the first place. An expert like Dev knew just how to flatter a girl, how to make her feel important and desirable. It was an elemental part of his seduction technique, one he would have used countless times. 

			The only difference with her, of course, was that she hadn’t jumped into bed with him months ago; she had done the unthinkable and actually kept him waiting. But the wait was over now. He’d got what he wanted. All that remained was for Dev to see her a few more times, make her fall head over heels in love with him, get bored with her in true serial seducer fashion, and finally dump her, just as he had dumped all the rest. Pausing only to add her poor broken heart to a pile the size of a coal tip. 

			Oh yes, Daisy thought. That was exactly the way it would happen. 

			‘This is it,’ said Dev, his fingertips trailing down her arm. ‘You don’t know how much you mean to me.’ 

			Yeah, yeah, heard it all before. From Steven, actually. 

			But it wasn’t so easy to ignore the physical sensations he was arousing with those philanderer’s fingers of his. Trembling with renewed longing, Daisy arched towards him. An hour ago she’d told herself, just this once. 

			Oh well, what the heck. Just once more. 

			***

			‘Six o’clock,’ Daisy lazily observed, having reached for Dev’s arm and glanced at his watch. Their second lovemaking session had been slower, less frenetic and more sensuous than the first. Dev was indeed proving himself an expert. It had been glorious. 

			‘You don’t really have to get back, do you?’ He kissed her neck, his warm tongue teasing her hypersensitive skin. 

			‘Oh, I do.’ God, I definitely do. If I don’t leave now… 

			‘I’ll come back with you,’ said Dev. ‘You have to tell Josh.’ 

			Daisy closed her eyes. ‘Tell Josh what?’ 

			‘You know. That it’s over. This is it now.’ Beneath the tangled duvet, he ran a warm hand over her stomach. ‘You’re with me.’ 

			Listen to him, just listen to him. As far as Dev was concerned, it was a foregone conclusion. It simply hadn’t crossed his mind that she might not want her heart broken and tossed onto the coal tip along with all the rest. 

			‘No I’m not.’ Daisy removed his wandering hand and slid out of bed. ‘This is just something that happened this afternoon. You kept dropping hints that I was missing out on a treat—and I admit it, I was curious.’ She shrugged casually as she reached for her bra and—where were they? Oh yes, dangling from the door handle—knickers. ‘But just because we’ve been to bed doesn’t turn us into an instant couple. I’m still with Josh and I’m going to stay with him.’ 

			Dev’s face was expressionless, almost mask-like. ‘Are you joking?’ 

			‘Never been more serious.’ Bra fastened, knickers on, Daisy opened the bedroom door and saw her skirt and shoes strewn across the landing. ‘Now I don’t need to be curious anymore.’ 

			‘But—’ 

			‘This is never ever going to happen again,’ Daisy went on. ‘And Josh is never ever going to find out. You’re leaving the hotel, you and I will never see each other again, and we’ll all live happily ever after.’ 

			Dev lay there, very still, propped up on one elbow. ‘Is that what you want?’ 

			‘Absolutely.’ She flashed him a bright, must-dash smile. ‘And it’s what I’m going to get.’ 

		


		
			Chapter 61 

			So much had happened in the past fortnight. First Paula Penhaligon had left the hotel, then Dev and Clarissa had abruptly departed. Within days, Maggie had pretty much moved in with Hector. Next, the rewiring and repairs having been completed, Barney and Mel had moved out of the hotel and back into Brock Cottage. 

			Tara smiled to herself, having saved until last the most important move of all. Josh was, needless to say, now staying with her at Maggie’s cottage. As Josh had remarked in bed only this morning, it was like a complicated game of musical chairs. 

			And now this. 

			The man sitting next to her finished writing on his clipboard and turned to speak. 

			Tara braced herself. 

			‘Congratulations, Miss Donovan,’ said the examiner who’d looked so scary earlier. ‘I’m delighted to tell you that you have passed your test.’ 

			Tara promptly burst into tears. 

			***

			‘I thought you’d blown it.’ Josh enveloped her in a bear hug. ‘When I saw you crying I thought you’d failed.’ 

			‘I was just so happy. That poor man looked so confused. God, I can’t believe it!’ Doing a little jig for joy on the pavement, she grabbed Josh’s hand and dragged him across the road. ‘I’m not a learner anymore! He said I did really well! You’ll have to drive us home by the way.’ 

			‘Why?’ 

			Tara pushed him through the swing doors of the wine bar opposite the test center. 

			‘Because, you wally, I’m going to celebrate with a great big drink.’ 

			At the bar, Tara was so busy feeling fantastic, she missed the first part of the sentence. All she managed to catch was ‘…with me.’ 

			‘What was that? Whoo, sorry.’ She rubbed spilled Frascati into the denim stretched across Josh’s gorgeous thigh, then waggled her finger playfully through the frayed bit on his knee. ‘Did you know you have the most feelable knees I’ve ever seen?’ 

			‘You’re not paying attention,’ said Josh. 

			Tara beamed. The alcohol—on an empty stomach because she’d been too nervous to eat breakfast this morning—was fizzing like sherbet through her veins. She was feeling fantastic, fabulous, and… frisky. 

			‘I don’t just like your knees, you know. There are other bits I’m very fond of too.’ Tipping forward at a precarious angle on her bar stool she whispered lasciviously, ‘I really love your… tummy button.’ 

			‘Never mind my adorable body parts.’ Josh rolled his eyes. ‘I’m trying to talk about Miami.’ 

			‘Oh.’ That was a coincidence; she’d spent the last couple of weeks trying not to talk about Miami. Or to even think about it. 

			‘I want you to come with me,’ said Josh. 

			Oh. 

			‘With you where?’ To the airport, did he mean? To wave him off? 

			‘To Miami. I love you.’ Josh’s big hands closed round hers. ‘It’s a great place, you’d have the time of your life. And we’d be together.’ He paused, his eyes searching her face. ‘So, what d’you think?’ 

			Tara thought it was a good job he was holding her hands. Otherwise she was in danger of toppling off her stool. 

			Moving to America. With a man who adored her. What an offer. 

			The old Tara would have leapt at the chance. Riddled with insecurity, the most casual boyfriend could have suggested practically anything—living with him in a wooden hut in Siberia, setting up home in a manky tent on the hard shoulder of the M25—and she’d have been there like a shot, not caring how horrible it might be, just pathetically grateful that someone actually wanted her to wash their socks for them. 

			But the last few weeks had been a revelation, a truly exhilarating experience. Like a scratchy old sweater introduced for the first time to the joys of fabric softener, she felt silky and cared-for, desirable and re-born… And confident enough to say no if she wanted to. 

			‘You’re going to turn me down, aren’t you?’ The hope faded from Josh’s speckled greeny-brown eyes. 

			‘I love you.’ As she wrapped her arms round his neck and kissed him, Tara thought how much she owed him for having made her feel this good about herself. Josh was her very own human fabric conditioner. 

			‘You love me but,’ he prompted. 

			‘I love you and I’ll come out to Miami.’ 

			‘I can still hear that but.’ 

			Tara kissed him again, then smiled. ‘But not straightaway.’ 

			***

			‘It’s all over. I’ve left him. Well, that’s not true—I kicked him out.’ 

			‘No! Oh my God. How do you feel?’ 

			‘Truthfully? Fantastic.’ 

			Tara had been wary at first when Annabel had rung up and asked to see her. But Annabel had stressed that everything was fine, she just wanted to update her on the Dominic situation. She’d sounded so cheerful that privately Tara had guessed she was going to hear that Annabel was pregnant, Dominic had vowed to turn over a new leaf, and the two of them were going to put the past behind them and embrace parenthood with a vengeance. She’d even pictured them, hand in hand, attending prenatal classes together. 

			Just as well she’d never been tempted to set up in business as a clairvoyant. 

			‘Tell me what happened,’ Tara urged. ‘I want to hear everything.’ 

			It was a sunny Sunday afternoon, warm enough to sit outside. Josh had tactfully removed himself from the cottage and was playing a round of golf with Hector. There were, appropriately, birds and bees darting around the back garden, and even a few butterflies investigating the lush delights of the flowering magnolias. 

			‘I came to my senses, basically.’ Annabel, sipping her tea, seemed remarkably sanguine. ‘Dominic’s a liar and he’ll always be a liar. When I confronted him, he tried to persuade me I’d made a huge mistake. When I showed him the photos the private detective had taken, he instantly switched to grovel mode and swore he’d never ever look at another woman. Well, that’s like—’ 

			‘A fox promising not to eat a chicken,’ said Tara. ‘So, let me guess. You caught him out again?’ 

			Vigorously, Annabel shook her head. ‘Not at all. Oh no, Dominic was on his very best behavior. It was me. I just realized I’d never be able to trust him again. All of a sudden I knew I couldn’t spend the rest of my life being married to someone like that. So I told him to go.’ She pushed up the sleeves of her pale blue sweater and rested her elbows on the arms of the wrought-iron garden chair, her manicured fingers loosely laced together. ‘Dominic didn’t take it well. He begged me to change my mind. When that didn’t work, he shouted and called me a fat cow. I told him to leave and he called me a lot more names. Then he left. That was two weeks ago. I haven’t seen him since, but I know where he is.’ 

			Riveted, Tara said, ‘Living in a cardboard box somewhere?’ 

			Annabel giggled. ‘Oh, please. This is Dominic we’re talking about. Can you seriously see him roughing it?’ 

			Fair point. 

			‘OK, a mink-lined cardboard box with en suite bathrooms and jacuzzi.’ 

			‘Getting warmer. Jeannie does have two en suites and a jacuzzi.’ 

			Jeannie? Who was Jeannie? Belatedly, Tara’s eyes widened in recognition. ‘Your sister? She’s letting him stay with her?’ Heavens, that was a bit much—surely everyone had the right to expect a show of solidarity from their own sister! 

			Annabel smiled at the look of indignation on her face. ‘He’s doing more than just staying with her. It turns out Jeannie’s had a massive crush on him for years.’ 

			‘Nooo! You can’t mean it!’ But since Annabel clearly did, Tara shrieked, ‘That is bizarre.’ 

			Annabel’s blue eyes twinkled. ‘Not really. After all, she inherited just as much money as I did.’ 

			‘But how can she do that to you! My God, she was mad as a snake when she caught me and Dominic in the summerhouse, she went mental.’ 

			‘Exactly,’ said Annabel. ‘Of course we all thought she was going mental on my behalf. But it turns out she was just furiously jealous of you.’ 

			‘And now he’s moved on to her.’ Tara shook her head in disbelief. ‘Doesn’t that make you mad?’ 

			Annabel smiled. ‘She’s my little sister. She always used to want to play with my toys when we were kids. If I fell for Dominic’s lies, how can I blame Jeannie for doing the same? Anyway, I don’t suppose it’ll last long. She’ll see through him in the end.’ 

			Crikey, talk about tolerant. 

			‘You’re taking it so well,’ Tara marveled. ‘You’re so calm.’ 

			Annabel shrugged. ‘I’ve stopped kidding myself. I made a mistake and now I’ve sorted it out. To be honest, it’s a relief. I feel great. My mother keeps telling me I’ll meet someone else one day, but I’m really not interested. I just want to enjoy myself for a while, do all the stuff I’ve always wanted to do.’ As she flipped back her blonde hair, Tara noted the confidently ringless left hand. ‘Anyway, enough about me. How have you been?’ 

			Oh dear. Tara hesitated for a moment; was this going to be like telling a bankrupt you’d just won the National Lottery? Still, at least Annabel appeared to be a cheerful bankrupt. 

			‘Well, I have met someone else.’ She couldn’t not tell her; in her smitten state it was so hard not to talk about Josh. ‘And I’ve never been happier in my life. He’s everything I’ve ever wanted.’ 

			‘Married?’ Annabel grinned to show she was joking. 

			‘Not even married. It’s like a miracle. I love him to bits. And he loves me.’ 

			‘Good grief, this sounds serious. Can I be bridesmaid?’ 

			‘He’s off to Florida in a fortnight to start a new job.’ 

			Annabel’s fair eyebrows shot up. ‘And you’re going with him?’ 

			‘He wants me to, but I said no.’ As she spoke, Tara swelled with pride. Thanks to Josh, she now had the confidence not to scurry after him, petrified that the moment she was out of his sight he’d be up to no good with any number of bronzed blonde beach babes. He was the one who had made her feel secure enough, for the first time in her life, to turn him down. 

			‘But Florida—wouldn’t that be a great place to live?’ Annabel was clearly confused. ‘Are you saying you’d really rather stay here and carry on working in the hotel?’ 

			More pride welled up in Tara’s chest. Any minute now she’d pop like a helium balloon. ‘I’ve handed in my notice. Florida’s fantastic, but so are loads of other places in America. Ever since I was little, I’ve wanted to see New York, California, the Grand Canyon—do the whole sightseeing bit. I knew I’d never really see them because I’ve never had the guts to actually do anything about it.’ 

			Cottoning on, Annabel said, ‘Until now?’ 

			‘Until now.’ Tara hugged her knees with delight. ‘I just realized there was nothing to stop me. I’d been saving up for a car, but now I’m going to buy a ticket for a Greyhound bus instead and see as much of the country as I can. Wyoming,’ she said dreamily. ‘Seattle. Boston. Los Angeles. And when I’ve done all that, well, then I’ll go to Miami.’ 

			‘Where your wonderful man will be waiting for you.’ Annabel looked thoughtful. 

			Tara instantly felt mean and tactless. ‘I’m sorry, this isn’t what you need to hear.’ 

			‘Don’t be daft, it’s brilliant. I was just thinking how much I envy you.’ Twirling a strand of long blonde hair meditatively around her finger, Annabel said, ‘In fact, if you fancied some company on the trip, I’d be there like a shot.’ 

			Tara’s mouth dropped open. ‘Are you serious?’ 

			‘Why not? I could do with a change of scenery. It sounds fantastic. Two girls traveling together is safer than one. And I wouldn’t throw myself into your boyfriend’s arms when we reached Miami,’ Annabel promised with a grin. ‘You can do that bit.’ 

			‘Are you seriously serious?’ 

			‘I’d love to come with you. By the time I got back, Dominic will have been dumped by Jeannie. A couple of months out of the country is just what I need… My God, if we’re going to Wyoming, I could meet a cowboy out there…’ 

			‘Not for any kind of meaningful relationship,’ Tara put in sternly. ‘Just sex.’ 

			‘Oh, goes without saying. Definitely just sex. So,’—Annabel leaned forward, her eyes dancing—‘what d’you think?’ 

			Blimey. Tara glanced at their empty cups, then over at Annabel, who was looking eager and excited. 

			‘I think it’s time we opened a bottle of wine. I definitely need a drink.’ 

		


		
			Chapter 62 

			Since he wasn’t one of life’s great readers, it was ironic that it was Rocky who’d spotted the item in the newspaper one of the guests had left lying in the bar. 

			Now, turning to the gossip column, he showed it to Daisy. 

			‘Don’t let Hector see.’ Rocky lowered his voice as Daisy started to laugh. ‘He’ll go bananas.’ 

			‘Don’t let Hector see what?’ Hector demanded, breezing into the bar and making Rocky jump. 

			Daisy grinned and patted his arm. ‘A day without a faux pas is a day wasted. Go on, Rocky, show him.’ 

			Maggie joined them and read the piece over Hector’s shoulder. 

			‘Paula Penhaligon, star of the London stage, is back with a bang from her sojourn in the sticks with Dennis the Dachshund creator Hector MacLean,’ Maggie read aloud. ‘Of her dalliance with the flamboyant hotel owner, she said, “It was pleasant enough, but I have a low boredom threshold. As I frequently told Hector, it was never going to last.” The new man in Paula’s life is rumored to be billionaire financier Alfred Swick who blah blah blah…’ 

			‘The bloody cheek of that woman,’ Hector exclaimed in outrage. ‘Making out she was the one who ended it! I’ve a good mind to ring and let them know what really happened.’ 

			‘You will not.’ Maggie crumpled up the paper and lobbed it smartly into the bin. ‘Because that would be undignified. Anyway, it doesn’t matter anymore. So what if she’s got herself a billionaire financier?’ She planted a teasing kiss on Hector’s cheek. ‘You’ve got yourself a cushion-maker.’ 

			‘What more could any man want?’ Hector agreed, sliding his arm round her waist. 

			‘And Alfred Swick’s bald,’ Daisy put in helpfully. ‘At least Maggie has hair.’ 

			‘Damn right she does. She’s perfect in every way! In fact…’ Hector banged his fist on the bar. ‘Rocky, fetch me my accordion. I feel a serenade coming on!’ 

			***

			Spot the odd one out, thought Daisy a couple of hours later as she watched Josh drop to his knees in front of Tara, spread his arms wide, and launch into a boisterous, off-key version of ‘If You Were the Only Girl in the World.’ Tara blew him extravagant kisses and the assembled guests cheered. Tonight was Tara and Josh’s leaving party. Tomorrow they were meeting up with Annabel Cross-Calvert at Heathrow. At midday, Tara and Annabel would wave Josh off on his flight to Miami before setting off themselves for New York on the first leg of their own big adventure. 

			It was going to be strange without them. 

			Josh and Tara. 

			Hector and the radiant Maggie. 

			Even Barney and Mel were here, at Tara’s insistence. 

			All the couples, Daisy thought with a brief pang. And me. 

			Oh dear, mustn’t get maudlin. 

			Turning back to the bar, she caught Rocky’s eye. 

			‘Another vodka.’ Daisy winked at him. ‘And will you marry me?’ 

			Rocky sloshed vodka into her glass and gave the proposal some thought. 

			‘I’d like to,’ he said at last, ‘but I just couldn’t.’ 

			‘Spoilsport,’ said Daisy. 

			Hector, banging a heavy ashtray on one of the tables, called the room to attention. 

			‘Ladies and gentlemen,’ he announced when everyone was finally listening. ‘We’re here this evening to say goodbye to Tara and Josh. Now Josh, as most of you know, originally came here to renew his acquaintance with my darling daughter Daisy. While Tara, who by the way wears jolly nice bras and frequently flashes them to all and sundry, was having a fairly diabolical time on the man front…’ 

			‘See?’ Rocky shrugged at Daisy as the rest of the room rocked with laughter. ‘There’s your problem. I mean, you’re really pretty and nice and everything, but imagine having Hector as a father-in-law.’ 

			The shudder said it all. It said that Hector was a liability and Rocky a prize wimp. 

			Just as well she hadn’t wanted to marry him anyway. 

			‘I see what you mean.’ Knocking back her vodka in one, Daisy licked her lips. ‘Ah well, better get another.’ 

			***

			Barney and Mel were walking through Victoria Park in Bath when Freddie, riding on Barney’s shoulders, began to jiggle and yell excitedly, ‘Car! Car!’ 

			Barney swelled with pride and gave Freddie’s ankles a squeeze. The road running alongside the park was choked with traffic. 

			‘Good boy, that’s right, lots of cars.’ 

			‘Car! Car! Car!’ bellowed Freddie, clutching handfuls of Barney’s hair as he bounced up and down. 

			‘He’s a genius.’ Barney grinned at Mel. 

			‘Actually, he isn’t,’ said Mel. ‘Motor cars are brrm-brmms. Car was his name for Clarissa.’ 

			But Freddie was right. Having in turn spotted him from afar, Clarissa now raced across the grass to greet Freddie. Lowering him to the ground, Barney watched them clumsily hugging each other. If Freddie had owned a tail, it would be wagging every bit as frantically as Clarissa’s. 

			It was like one of those reunion programs on television. 

			Dev, wearing an ancient navy polo shirt and jeans, strolled over to join them. He took off his sunglasses and smiled at the sight of Freddie and Clarissa rolling joyfully together on the grass. 

			‘Look at them. You’d think they hadn’t seen each other for years.’ 

			‘We’re taking Freddie to the children’s playground,’ said Barney, every inch the proud father. ‘He loves the slide.’ 

			‘He’s grown.’ Dev nodded at Freddie, with his shock of white-blond hair and dazzling blue eyes. It had been a month since he’d moved out of the hotel. ‘You’re back in the cottage now?’ 

			‘Oh, for ages,’ said Mel. ‘Since just after you left. Everything’s great,’ she added. ‘Thanks to you.’ 

			Dev shoved his hands in his back pockets; he didn’t want to get into another round of we’re so gratefuls. If he was honest, he wished he hadn’t bumped into Barney and Mel today. The last few weeks had been hard enough without this. But now that they were here, he may as well ask the question that had been occupying practically his every waking thought for the past month. 

			‘So, how is everyone? Busy at the hotel?’ 

			Actually, that wasn’t the question. He was being subtle, leading up to it. 

			‘Really busy.’ Barney nodded vigorously. ‘You wouldn’t believe it. Five major functions in the last week alone. Every room’s booked. We’re rushed off our feet.’ 

			‘Daisy must be pleased.’ Dev took an imperceptible breath and said, ‘How are they, by the way? Daisy and Josh?’ 

			That was the question. 

			Barney looked puzzled for a moment, then light dawned. 

			‘I’d forgotten, you left before it all happened. Josh has gone. He and Tara left a fortnight ago.’ 

			Now it was Dev’s turn to frown. ‘Josh and Tara? Where have they gone?’ 

			‘America. Together. Well, not exactly together. After Josh and Daisy split up, he and Tara hooked up. It was around the time Maggie was holding the washing machine man hostage. Then when Josh had to leave to start his new job in Florida, he wanted Tara to go with him,’ Barney explained. ‘But she’s decided to travel around the States for a few months first, with some friend of hers called Arabella.’ 

			‘Annabel,’ Mel corrected. ‘Her name’s Annabel Cross-Calvert. But after their trip, Tara’s going to join Josh.’ 

			This was too much information in too short a space of time. Dev was still struggling to take in something Barney had said earlier. 

			‘Hang on, I’m not with you. Are you telling me Josh and Daisy had split up before Maggie kidnapped the washing machine man?’ 

			Barney turned to Mel. ‘That’s right, isn’t it? Or have I made a mistake?’ 

			‘No, you’re right.’ Mel nodded, more interested in the expression on Dev’s face. She wasn’t sure quite what, but something was definitely going on here. 

			‘And you’ll never guess what else,’ exclaimed Barney, his eyes bright. ‘Tara passed her driving test! Isn’t that fantastic?’ 

			Dev echoed vaguely, ‘Fantastic.’ 

			‘No, darling, Clarissa can’t come with us.’ Mel grabbed Freddie back by his dungaree straps as the two of them attempted to slope off down the hill. ‘Dogs aren’t allowed in the playground.’ 

			‘I mean, none of us thought she’d do it,’ Barney chattered on. 

			Dev looked up, alarmed. ‘Do what?’ 

			‘Pass her test!’ 

			‘Oh, right.’ For a moment there he’d thought Barney was telling him Daisy had done something extraordinary. 

			Except she already had. 

		


		
			Chapter 63 

			Daisy checked her watch; five minutes before her next appointment. 

			Makeup, maybe that would help. 

			Delving into her desk drawer, she pulled out a small mirror, a worn down Guerlain lipstick in matte pink, and her trusty powder compact. She could almost slap it on without resorting to a mirror—and the moment she glimpsed her reflection, she wished she had. 

			Weeugh, what a sight. Carry on like this and she’d end up giving Olive from On The Buses a run for her money. To amuse herself, Daisy pulled an Edvard Munch scream-face at her reflection, but it was actually too true to be funny. She’d lost weight, especially from her face, and it didn’t suit her. The sparkle she’d always taken for granted had gone from her eyes. She was looking tired and drawn and no amount of matte-pink lipstick was going to help. Even her hair looked droopy and depressed, as if it could simply no longer be bothered. 

			Heaving a sigh, Daisy went through the slapping-it-on routine anyway, then dragged a comb through her hair for politeness’ sake. Her three o’clock appointment—a late booking penciled in yesterday by Pam—was with a Mr Smith, who would doubtless turn out to be as thrilling as he sounded. 

			Oh dear, she definitely needed to drum up more enthusiasm than this. But how, when she just felt so dead inside? 

			There was a knock at the door as Daisy checked the box under her desk. Hastily she swept her beautifying agents—ha!—back into the open drawer. Rising to her feet in order to greet Mr Smith, she called out, ‘Come in.’ 

			The next moment all the breath was knocked out of her lungs. 

			It was Dev. 

			Oh no, this isn’t fair, this really isn’t fair… 

			‘What are you doing here?’ Shock had the unfortunate effect of making her voice wobbly. ‘You should have phoned, I’ve got an appointment with—’ 

			‘Mr Smith. I know.’ Gravely, Dev said, ‘I changed my name by deed poll.’ 

			Daisy discovered she no longer had blood in her veins, she had treacle. It wasn’t moving round her body properly and her heart was banging like a drum. 

			‘Dev. What’s going on?’ 

			He shrugged. ‘We weren’t exactly on the best of terms when I left. I didn’t want you refusing to see me.’ 

			‘Sit down.’ Waving at the chair on the other side of the desk, Daisy sat too. Rather suddenly. Why, oh why hadn’t she washed her hair this morning? What on earth had possessed her to put on a grey cardigan? 

			Dev stayed standing, which put her at even more of a disadvantage. He was wearing a dark suit and a deep-blue shirt and there were certainly no bags under his eyes. Basically, he’d never looked more desirable in his life. 

			‘I’d like to book one of the function rooms.’ He paused. ‘If that’s all right with you.’ 

			Daisy exhaled slowly. So it wasn’t a social visit after all. Well, she could be businesslike. 

			‘Another conference?’ 

			‘Wedding reception.’ 

			Bonnggg. Oh God. Her hands began to tremble. All the color drained from her face like milk through a sieve. 

			‘You’re getting married?’ The words somehow stumbled out. If he’d told her he was about to have a sex change she couldn’t have been more shocked. 

			‘When you arrange a wedding reception, that’s the general idea.’ Dev waited, his dark eyes never leaving her face. ‘Aren’t you going to congratulate me?’ 

			Daisy felt sick. It just went to show what an idiot she was. While she’d spent the last month not eating and pining miserably for him, Dev had been out enjoying himself so much with some gorgeous young thing that he’d realized he wanted to marry her. 

			Well, let’s face it, she was hardly likely to be some ugly old thing. 

			‘Congratulations.’ It was hard to get the word out. Why did it have to be so long? 

			‘Thanks. How’s Josh, by the way?’ 

			Small talk, how civilized. Just what she needed right now. 

			‘He’s great.’ Daisy forced a smile. By chance, she’d had a postcard from Josh this morning telling her just how great everything was. The newly built golf complex was, apparently, out of this world. 

			‘Where is he?’ 

			‘Playing golf.’ A guess, but undeniably a good guess. 

			Dev nodded. Finally he said, ‘You forgot to mention he’s in Florida.’ 

			Oh shit. 

			Daisy clicked and unclicked the ballpoint pen she was twisting between her fingers. Click. Unclick. Click. 

			‘I bumped into Barney and Mel yesterday, in Bath,’ Dev went on. 

			Terrific. 

			‘Really.’ 

			‘Why didn’t you tell me it was all over between you and Josh?’ 

			It was horribly reminiscent of being asked by the head teacher why you hadn’t done your homework. Attempting to stare past him—and feeling like a caught-out fourteen-year-old—Daisy muttered, ‘I just didn’t.’ 

			‘You lied to me.’ Dev shook his head. ‘You used Josh as an excuse not to see me again. Since Barney told me, I’ve been trying to figure it out.’ He paused. ‘And now I think I have.’ 

			Not liking the sound of this at all, Daisy resorted to flippancy. ‘Maybe you’re just a lousy lay.’ 

			The look he gave her made her stomach squirm with lust. 

			‘Except we both know that isn’t true.’ 

			Getting desperate now, Daisy blurted out, ‘So who are you marrying?’ 

			‘You idiot.’ A flicker of amusement crossed Dev’s face. ‘I’m not getting married.’ 

			Not getting married. Daisy was beginning to feel light-headed. 

			‘No? So why are you here?’ 

			‘I told you.’ He moved closer to the desk. ‘I’ve finally worked it out.’ 

			‘And?’ 

			His voice softened. ‘Daisy, listen to me. I’m not Steven.’ 

			Her heart was by this time leaping erratically, like a dancer with absolutely no sense of rhythm. 

			‘What’s that supposed to mean?’ 

			‘Come on. You know. What happened between us the other week wasn’t a casual fling. It meant as much to you as it did to me. And it scared you witless,’ Dev carried on remorselessly, ‘because you’d made some kind of pact with yourself never to get involved with anyone who could end up hurting you. Like Steven did.’ 

			All true. He was so right. Helplessly, Daisy shrugged. ‘Doesn’t that make sense?’ 

			‘Sense? It’s been driving me bloody insane! You’ve been driving me insane,’ Dev exclaimed, ‘ever since the first day I met you. Can you even begin to understand how frustrating it’s been, having to stand back and do nothing, knowing you were with someone who didn’t make you as happy as I knew I could?’ 

			Daisy bit her lip, unable to speak. She’d certainly learned her lesson there. Having deluded herself that she and Josh could be happy together, she now knew better. Relationships—proper relationships—didn’t work like that. It had to be all or nothing. Dev was all, and that was scary. But nothing was utterly pointless. 

			‘I’ve never felt like this about anyone in my life.’ A muscle flickered in Dev’s jaw. ‘I love you, and I’ve never said that to anyone before. This last month has been… well, I can’t tell you how bad. Not seeing you has been worse than seeing you with Josh.’ He pulled a face. ‘Which is saying something.’ 

			Silence. Finally Daisy whispered, ‘Me too.’ 

			He looked down at her. ‘Me too what?’ 

			‘All of it. Everything you just said. Me too.’ Daisy couldn’t believe she was doing this. She couldn’t help it. Unsteadily, she pushed back her chair. 

			Dev’s arms came round her and she clung to him, hot tears of relief threatening to spill over. Because basically, if not being with Dev had made her this miserable, what did she have to lose? 

			She may as well take the plunge and risk it. Heavens, she might even end up happy! 

			And he really was… mmm… an exceedingly good kisser. 

			It was some time before he pulled away. 

			‘So is that a yes?’ murmured Dev. ‘We’ll give it a go?’ 

			Daisy smiled and wiped her eyes. ‘What the hell. Why not?’ 

			He really wasn’t Steven. 

			‘You won’t regret this.’ Dev sounded relieved. ‘You have no idea how scary it was, coming here today.’ 

			Scared? Dev? 

			‘But you said you’d worked it out!’ 

			‘In theory, yes. But it wasn’t until I mentioned the wedding reception that I knew for sure.’ Clearly entertained, he said, ‘You should have seen your face.’ 

			‘Very clever. Anyway,’ Daisy retaliated, ‘I didn’t believe you for a second.’ 

			‘I tell you what. You don’t lie to me anymore and I won’t lie to you.’ 

			Belatedly remembering something else she had to tell him, Daisy said, ‘How’s Clarissa?’ 

			Dev looked amused. ‘Just the same. Bossy as ever. I left her in the car, in case you paid more attention to her than you did me.’ He waited. ‘She’s missed you terribly, you know.’ 

			‘I’ve missed her. Still, she’ll have someone else to boss around now.’ As she spoke, Daisy was reaching beneath the desk, sliding out the cardboard box she had checked on earlier. 

			‘Someone else? Don’t tell me you’re pregnant—oh my God.’ Dev’s expression changed as she folded back a corner of blue and white striped blanket. 

			A pair of coal-black eyes blinked bemusedly up at him. Beneath the rest of the blanket, a tail cautiously began to wag. 

			Daisy, scooping the little dog into her arms, kissed the top of his head before proudly presenting him to Dev. 

			‘This is how much I missed Clarissa. I found him at the same rescue center. His name’s Clive.’ 

			Having been woken up, Clive squirmed and licked Dev’s hand with enthusiasm. With his sleek black coat and chunky wriggling body, he resembled a fat baby seal. 

			‘Any particular breed?’ Dev only said it to be polite; the puppy was clearly a hybrid through and through. Although the length of the body suggested a touch of dachshund. 

			‘He’s just Clive.’ Lovingly, Daisy kissed the dog’s funny pointy nose. ‘He’s unique.’ 

			‘And you keep him in a cardboard box,’ Dev observed. ‘A battered Ambrosia Creamed Rice box at that. Classy.’ 

			‘I bought him a proper basket, but he won’t stay in it. He likes this one best.’ 

			‘Clive and Clarissa,’ Dev mused, then turned as they both heard frantic scratching on the other side of the office door. 

			When he opened it, Clarissa catapulted into the room. Pam, looking flustered and wringing her plump hands, said, ‘I’m sorry, she just came charging through reception…’ 

			‘I left the car window open. She must have squeezed through. No problem,’ said Dev. 

			Quivering with interest, Pam peered past him at Daisy. ‘Everything OK in here?’ 

			‘Absolutely fine.’ Dev smiled and firmly closed the door. 

			Spotting the alien creature in Daisy’s arms, Clarissa briskly shot into reverse. 

			‘I bet everyone’s taking bets out in reception,’ Dev remarked dryly, ‘wondering how we’re getting on.’ 

			‘Never mind us. How are these two going to get along?’ 

			With a joyous bark, Clive thumped his tail and wriggled to get down. Quivering with alarm, Clarissa flattened herself against the far wall. ‘She’s not sure yet,’ said Daisy with a grin. ‘She thinks she likes him, but she hasn’t quite made up her mind.’ 

			‘Woof,’ barked Clive, desperate to win Clarissa over. 

			‘She just needs a bit of time,’ Daisy explained. 

			‘Woof woof woof.’ Clive writhed frantically in her arms. 

			‘It’s OK, sweetheart,’ Daisy spoke in soothing tones as Clarissa eyed him warily, ‘he’s not going to hurt you.’ 

			‘Now who do they remind me of?’ said Dev. 
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Chapter 1

The view from where they were sitting was spectacular, but Millie Brady couldn’t help wondering why Neil had driven her up here today to Tresanter Point. He wasn’t normally the scenery-admiring type.

Next to her, in the driver’s seat of his lovingly restored emerald green MG, Neil cleared his throat.

‘Right, well, I’ve had a bit of a think about this, and we’ve been together for quite a while now.’ Clasping her hand suddenly in his, Neil began to stroke it as if it were a nervous puppy.

All of a sudden Millie began to have an inkling as to what this might actually be about. Oh blimey, oh heavens, surely not… surely he wasn’t gearing himself up to ask her to marry him…

‘Not that long,’ she put in hastily, ‘not really. Only three months.’

‘Still, we get on well, don’t we? And the landlord’s been dead funny about renewing the lease on our place. I think he wants us out of there.’

Since this was the flat Neil shared with four of his friends, Millie wasn’t a bit surprised. The place was an indescribable pit.

‘So what I thought was, what with the two of us being pretty much an item these days—Millie, hello, are you listening to me?’

‘Mm? Oh, sorry.’ Millie forced herself to pay attention; she had been distracted for a moment by the arrival at the cliff-top beauty spot of a gleaming burnt orange Mercedes. As it had screeched to a halt, Millie couldn’t help noticing that the driver—a woman in dark glasses—had long, riotously curly hair the exact same shade of burnt orange as her car.

She was smoking a cigarette at a rate of knots. And not looking at all happy, Millie observed as the woman removed her dark glasses and began arranging a row of white rectangles along the dashboard, as if she were dealing out playing cards.

Pay attention now. Come on, concentrate. Millie gave herself an admonitory mental shake. If someone’s asking you to marry them the very least you can do is listen; it’s only polite.

‘Okay, so how about if you jack in your place and we get somewhere of our own?’

Neil gazed at her in triumph, his hideous ordeal over. There, he’d done it. Said what he’d come here to say. Now all Millie had to do was swoon with happiness and say yes.

So he wasn’t asking her to marry him, Millie realized with a rush of relief. There wasn’t going to be any of that romantic down-on-one-knee business, followed by the production of a little velvet jeweler’s box containing an engagement ring. No church, no honeymoon, no solemn vows, none of that sloppy malarkey, oh no. Neil was plumping for the cheaper, more down-to-earth option, basically because he was about to be evicted from his current abode and because he’d rather stick red-hot pins in his eyes than iron a shirt or have to do a spot of washing-up.

I’m only twenty-five. There has to be more to life.

Anyway, what were those white rectangles on the dashboard of the Mercedes? And shouldn’t the woman with the chestnut hair— now out of the car—take a bit more care where she was going? The way she was wandering so close to the edge of the cliff was downright reckless, Millie tut-tutted; didn’t she realize that if she slipped and fell on to the rocks two hundred feet below she could be killed ?

‘You’re not saying anything,’ Neil complained. ‘I thought you’d be over the moon. No more having to share that poky little house with Hester—’

‘It’s not a poky little house,’ Millie replied absently. ‘And I like sharing with Hester.’

‘But we’d be living together. That means I’m serious about you. We’d be, like, a proper couple.’

The wind was blowing the woman’s red-gold curls around her face but when she put up a hand to sweep her hair out of her eyes, Millie saw that she was crying. She also thought there was something familiar about the woman, but from this distance it was impossible to be sure.

Except something wasn’t quite right here. The woman was still pacing up and down, smoking furiously, and pausing every now and again to peer over the edge of the cliff. Normally at a beauty spot you sat back on one of the benches thoughtfully supplied for the purpose and admired the stupendous view. This woman, Millie couldn’t help thinking, was acting more like an Olympic high-jumper psyching herself up to make her third and final attempt at the world record…

‘Okay, fine, if you don’t want us to live together, that’s up to you,’ snapped Neil, abruptly letting her hand drop. ‘Any normal girl would’ve been thrilled, but not you, oh no, I might have guessed you’d have to play hard to get. I mean, what d’you expect me to do? Beg?’

Oh good grief, she was psyching herself up to jump.

Only not upwards, Millie thought with a surge of horror. Belatedly she remembered that Tresanter Point wasn’t just a renowned beauty spot. It also had something of a reputation as a lover’s leap.

A haunt for would-be suicides.

This woman was planning on jumping down.

‘Any normal girl would be flattered,’ Neil was carrying on huffily. ‘Any normal girl would have been chuffed to bits, I can tell you. Honestly, I can’t believe you’re being so ungrateful, what I don’t think you realize is what a catch I am—hey! Where are you going? What d’you think you’re playing at now?’

Millie was already out of the car, pelting hell for leather across the rough grass. The woman was currently standing with her back to her, engrossed in trying to light a second cigarette from the butt of the first. Her long indigo cotton dress flapped wildly around her legs, which were pale and bare. Her long copper hair, whipped by the brisk breeze, streamed behind her like a banner.

Screeching to a halt next to the Mercedes, Millie saw that she had been right. The white rectangles propped up on the dashboard were indeed envelopes, each one bearing a different name.

Either the woman was sending out invitations to a party or they were suicide notes.

Right, okay, mustn’t panic, thought Millie. Panicking.

Now what?

BEEEP!

Startled, the woman at the edge of the cliff twisted round. So did Millie.

‘What the hell do you think you’re doing?’ Neil yelled bad-temperedly at her from the MG.

‘It’s okay! I’m just, um, asking for a… light.’

Millie said the first words that sprang into her head. As Neil thumped the MG’s steering wheel in exasperation, she turned her back on him and for the first time came face to face with the woman who was about to End It All.

Some instinct told Millie that if she stopped to wonder exactly what she should say, and whether whatever she was saying was right or wrong, she’d end up completely tongue-tied and too scared to say anything at all.

The only way to go, therefore, was to plunge right in.

‘Well?’ Millie gazed steadily into the other woman’s puffy, sea green eyes. ‘Have you?’

The puffy sea green eyes surveyed her as if she were mad.

‘Have I what?’

‘Got a light?’

‘Of course I’ve got a light.’ The woman inhaled irritably on her Marlboro and blew out a stream of smoke that was whipped into oblivion by the wind.

‘So? Could I have a light?’ Millie persisted.

‘You could. But you don’t appear to have a cigarette.’

‘You have, though. Okay, so could I have a light and a cigarette?’ Millie didn’t dare wonder if she was sounding as completely ridiculous as she suspected she did.

The other woman sighed and flicked the Marlboro casually over the edge of the cliff. It sailed through the air, executing lazy somersaults as it went. Millie imagined a body doing likewise before crashing hideously on to the black, wave-lashed rocks below.

Oh help, she felt sick just thinking about it.

‘Look, I know what you’re trying to do here,’ the woman sighed, ‘and I appreciate the gesture, darling, really I do, but there’s absolutely no need.’ As she spoke, her green eyes filled with fresh tears. Her trembling fingers scrabbled with the flip-top lid of the Marlboro packet, and as she clumsily extracted another cigarette, the rest slithered out, bouncing to the ground around her feet like spillikins.

Millie helped her pick them up. The puffy eyelids and lack of make-up had effectively disguised the woman at first, but she recognized her now. Masses of red-gold hair, greeny-gold eyes, the Cartier watch, and that distinctive breathy voice… She was Orla Hart, one of the country’s best-selling novelists. Now in her late thirties, she had been successfully churning out popular fiction of the glitzy kind for the last fifteen years, and earning herself a fortune in the process.

Click, went the lighter as Orla lit her third cigarette in seven minutes. Now probably wasn’t the time, Millie tactfully decided, to warn her that smoking could seriously damage your health and cause those unattractive little vertical wrinkles above your upper lip.

‘Look,’ Orla gestured in despair over her shoulder, ‘I was standing here, minding my own business, waiting for you and your husband to drive off. Couldn’t you just go now?’ she asked hopefully. ‘I’d be grateful, really I would.’

‘Oh brilliant,’ said Millie, ‘and where do you suppose that would leave me? In psychiatric care for the rest of my life, that’s where. I mean, how would you feel if you left me here to jump off the edge of this cliff?’ She raised her eyebrows inquiringly at Orla Hart.

Anguished, Orla shook her head.

‘It’s no good. You don’t understand.’

‘Okay, so you may as well tell me. Because I’m not going anywhere until you do.’ Sinking to the ground cross-legged, Millie gave the grass next to her an encouraging pat. As she did so, they both heard the sound of an engine being started up and bad-temperedly revved behind them. Next moment, the MG had reversed sharply, turned back on to the road in an explosion of gravel, and roared off.

‘God, I’m so sorry,’ Orla groaned.

‘Now I’m definitely not going anywhere.’ Millie shrugged and patted the grass again.

‘I feel dreadful.’

‘Don’t. He isn’t my husband anyway. Just my boyfriend. Well,’ Millie amended, ‘probably ex-boyfriend by now.’

‘And it’s all my fault. Here, have a cigarette.’

Mortified, Orla knelt down next to her, opened the crumpled packet, and all but thrust a handful of Marlboros into her mouth.

‘No thanks, I don’t smoke. And I don’t mind about him being an ex.’ Realizing she couldn’t let Orla Hart shoulder the burden of responsibility for what had happened, Millie smiled. ‘Actually, you’ve done me a favor. It’s quite a relief.’

‘Lucky you. Not minding.’ Orla pressed her lips together, her chin beginning to wobble.

Feeling suddenly brave—and prepared to rugby-tackle her to the ground if all of a sudden she tried to launch herself over the cliff edge—Millie said, ‘So that’s what this is all about, is it? Some man?’

‘Some man,’ Orla agreed wearily. ‘Huh, that just about describes him. Oh Lord, what must I look like? I don’t suppose you’ve got such a thing as a hanky?’

By a complete fluke, Millie had a clean tissue in her jeans pocket. Feeling braver still as Orla took the tissue and noisily blew her nose, she said, ‘Husband?’

Orla had decimated the flimsy tissue in one go. Wiping her eyes on the hem of her indigo dress, she nodded.

‘Not being funny, darling, but do you know who I am?’

For a brief moment Millie considered shaking her head. She would have done if she hadn’t been the world’s most hopeless fibber.

‘Well, I didn’t recognize you at first,’ she admitted, ‘but I do now.’

Orla summoned up a sad little smile.

‘So you probably remember all that awful stuff in the press a few months ago about my husband having an affair.’

Cautiously, Millie said, ‘Well… kind of.’

‘With a younger woman, surprise, surprise. By the name of Martine Drew. She’s twenty-seven.’ Orla drew so hard on her cigarette she almost inhaled it whole. ‘But I love my husband so I forgave him. I did everything I could to save our marriage, including moving out of London and buying the house down here. And Giles was happy to move. He said it was just a silly blip and she didn’t mean a thing to him. He s-swore it w-was all over.’

‘And it isn’t,’ Millie guessed.

‘And it isn’t,’ Orla echoed, rubbing her pale, salt-stained cheeks. ‘I was chatting away on the phone this morning to one of my old London friends and she told me she’d heard that Martine was living in Cornwall now.’ The tears slid down Orla’s face as she bit the knuckle of her right forefinger like a child. ‘Well, that speaks for itself, doesn’t it? Giles never did stop seeing her. It’s obviously been going on the whole time. He’s brought her down here, set her up in some sweet little cottage.’ She spat the word out like a bullet. ‘Oh yes, and you can bet your bottom dollar he’s paying the rent with my money.’

Millie was so outraged on Orla’s behalf that for once in her life she was speechless.

Noticing this, Orla sniffed and gave her another crooked, tinged-with-bitterness smile.

‘I know, ironic, isn’t it? Orla Hart, queen of the romantic blockbuster. I spend my life creating glorious love affairs and fabulously happy endings, and all the time my own marriage is a complete pig’s b-b-bottom. Oh God, it’s no good, I can’t carry on any more. I’m so miserable I JUST WANT TO DIE.’

Yikes.

‘Right,’ said Millie, floundering a bit. ‘Well, I can see why. So, um, have you made a will?’

Orla stared at her.

‘What?’

‘A will. You know, I hereby bequeath my worldly goods to the local monkey sanctuary and fifty thousand a year to my pet gerbil.’

‘Of course I haven’t made a will.’ Orla shuddered. ‘They’re just morbid.’

‘Oh well, that’s handy then,’ said Millie. ‘So if you jump off this cliff now, your husband inherits all your money and your house, and he gets to keep his mistress in the lap of luxury for the rest of her life. I tell you what, why don’t you just run over there,’ she jerked her thumb over her shoulder, indicating the gleaming, burnt orange Mercedes, ‘and tie a big shiny gold ribbon round that expensive car of yours, because your husband’s girlfriend’s going to have her sweaty little hands on that steering wheel faster than you can say Rest in Peace. She’ll probably go with him to your funeral,’ Millie rattled on, picturing it all in her mind, ‘and the next thing you know, they’ll be getting married!’

‘Noooo!’ howled Orla Hart, clutching her stomach and rocking to and fro in despair. ‘He can’t marry her, he can’t.’

‘You won’t be around to stop him.’ Millie shrugged. ‘They’ll be able to do whatever they like, because you’ll be dead. And don’t look at me like that,’ she went on, ‘because all I’m doing is being honest, stating the facts. Personally, I wouldn’t kill myself, I wouldn’t give the pair of them the satisfaction. I’d stick around and concentrate on making their lives hell!’

Miserably, Orla shook her head.

‘You don’t understand. I love Giles more than anything. I don’t want to lose him.’

‘Well you will,’ said Millie, ‘if you’re dead.’

‘God, you’re brutal.’ Heaving a sigh, Orla closed her eyes.

‘Look, you’ve got a choice here. You can stay and fight for your marriage if that’s what you want.’ Privately, Millie thought she’d be mad to want to hang on to such a horrible-sounding man. ‘Or you can kick your husband out and find yourself another one—bigger, better, and nicer in every way. That would really be having the last laugh.’

‘Ho, ho,’ Orla mimicked with a spectacular lack of enthusiasm. ‘That is so likely to happen.’

‘But it might.’

‘You know what your trouble is? You’ve been reading too many trashy novels.’

‘Oh come on, your novels aren’t that trashy,’ Millie protested.

‘Thanks.’ Miraculously, Orla’s mouth began to twitch. ‘But I wasn’t actually talking about mine.’

Embarrassed, Millie flapped her hands in apology. The faux pas had always been a specialty of hers.

‘Okay, sorry, but let’s not change the subject. I still need you to promise that you aren’t going to kill yourself. And you really mustn’t, because all you’d be doing would be cutting off your nose to spite your face.’

Actually, if Orla were to throw herself off Tresanter Point on to the jagged rocks below, she’d be doing a lot more than cutting off her nose. There’ d be body parts and internal organs splattered in all directions, followed by greedy seagulls shrieking with delight, swooping down, and snatching up ribbons of flesh in their beaks.

Millie wondered if she should point this out to Orla. Would it help or might it prove to be the final straw?

Luckily she didn’t get the chance to find out.

‘Okay, you win,’ said Orla Hart. Drying her eyes on the hem of her dark blue dress, she shook back her hair and stood up. ‘You’re right. My marriage is worth fighting for. I won’t let that grasping little tart spoil everything.’

Phew. Well, good. Millie, feeling her stomach muscles slowly unclench themselves, said encouragingly, ‘You can do it, I know you can.’

When they reached the Mercedes—unlocked and with the keys still in the ignition—Orla scooped her hand along the row of envelopes propped up on the dashboard and shoveled them into the glove compartment. She looked across at Millie.

‘Where do you live?’

‘Newquay.’

‘That’s five miles away. How did that so-called boyfriend of yours imagine you were going to get home?’

Millie shrugged.

‘That’s why I had to make sure I changed your mind about chucking yourself off the cliff. So you’d be able to give me a lift.’


Chapter 2

Oh well, so much for that theory, Millie concluded as she lay back in the bath and twiddled the plug chain with her toes. So much for the program she had watched three months earlier advocating the joys of the arranged marriage.

At the time it had seemed such a great idea. Millie had listened, transfixed, to the reasoning of the pretty young Muslim girl happily explaining why an arranged marriage was the only way to go. After all, look at the divorce rate among Westerners, who married for love. Disaster, absolute disaster. It stood to reason that what everyone should be doing was getting themselves matched up, forgetting all about this sexual-chemistry malarkey, and gradually allowing love to grow.

Since her last dozen or so boyfriends had all been unmitigated disasters, Millie had found herself nodding vigorously at the TV screen and agreeing with every word. And when, a week later, Hester had offered to set her up on a blind date with a friend of a friend because, ‘I just know you two will get on,’ she had said yes at once.

Upon meeting Neil, Millie had realized—also at once—that she didn’t find him remotely fanciable. But that was all right, that was fine, because she wasn’t supposed to. Fanciability was forbidden, remember? This time her love was going to blossom sloooowly, like a flower. All the things Neil did that irritated her beyond belief would—in due course—stop being irritating and instead become lovable quirks.

Apart from slurping his coffee like an industrial vacuum cleaner, which—Millie had to be honest here—was never likely to become a lovable quirk.

But the experiment hadn’t worked. Three months down the line, Millie’s flower was in no danger of blossoming. In fact, she suspected she’d been dealt a dud seed.

A very dud seed indeed.

‘Tea and toast,’ sang Hester as the bathroom door crashed open. Triumphantly she added, ‘And I want to hear the whole story!’

‘What story?’ Millie surfaced and slicked her wet blonde hair away from her face, astounded by the sensitivity of her friend’s antennae. How could Hester possibly know that she had spent the afternoon talking famous writer Orla Hart out of hurling herself off Tresanter Point?

‘Don’t drop it in the bath this time.’ Dropping the lid of the loo seat down and settling herself cross-legged on it, Hester handed her the plate of Marmite on toast. ‘Didn’t you hear the doorbell just now?’

‘No.’ Millie guessed she’d been submerged at the time. Either that or singing in a loud and shamelessly off-key fashion. Gosh, she hoped it hadn’t been Orla Hart at the front door.

Except that wasn’t actually terribly likely, was it, seeing as Orla Hart didn’t know where she lived.

‘It was Neil. With your handbag.’

‘Oh.’ Millie nodded with relief. Her bag had still been in Neil’s car when he had screeched off, abandoning her on the cliff top with End-It-All Orla.

‘He practically threw it at me when I opened the door,’ Hester complained. ‘And he wasn’t looking thrilled, I can tell you.’

‘No. Well, I suppose he wouldn’t.’

‘Do you know what he said next?’ Hester leaned forward indignantly.

‘No.’ To be helpful, Millie said, ‘I was in the bath, remember?’

‘He said he was bringing back your bag, not that you deserved it, and that you’re a stuck-up spoiled bitch, a selfish cow who thinks you’re sooo great, but you’re not, okay?’

‘Okay,’ said Millie dutifully. ‘Gosh.’

‘Well, as you can imagine, I was shocked.’ Hester gave her a severe look. ‘I said, “Is this Millie Brady you’re talking about? Are you sure it’s Millie?”’

‘And he was sure,’ Millie guessed.

‘He certainly was. What’s more, it’s over, okay? All over. He never ever wants to see you again, you’re an ungrateful bitch, he wishes he’d never met you, you’ve got a bloody nerve thinking you’re better than anyone else… oh, and by the way, that thing on your leg isn’t attractive, in fact it’s a downright turnoff and didn’t you know only complete and utter floozies get themselves tattooed?’

‘Oh. Well, I certainly do now.’ Millie mustered a brave smile. She supposed she deserved it, jumping out of Neil’s car at the crucial moment like that, without so much as a thanks-but-no-thanks. His feelings were bound to be hurt.

But the final jibe, the bit about the tattoo, hit home. Millie instinctively sank lower in the water in an attempt to conceal the decoration on her right thigh beneath a mound of bubbles. Getting herself tattooed in a moment of recklessness had definitely been something she’d lived to regret.

It was bad enough knowing you had an embarrassing tattoo without having to hear that it made you look like an out-and-out floozy.

‘So just a wild guess,’ said Hester, ‘but would I be right in guessing you aren’t exactly flavor of the month with Neil?’

‘Not unless you count pickled-maggot flavor.’ Millie pulled a face.

‘Why?’

‘He asked me to move in with him.’

‘And you said no?’

‘I didn’t say anything. Just got out of the car and legged it.’

Hester pinched a triangle of Marmite on toast.

‘All over, then?’

‘All over.’

‘Tuh. Lucky escape if you ask me. I knew that Muslim thing was never going to work.’

Millie shrugged.

‘It was worth a try.’

‘Are you upset?’

Honestly, some people.

‘Of course I’m not upset! If I’d wanted to live with him I would have said yes.’

‘Still.’ Hester sipped her tea and tried to look sympathetic. ‘It leaves you at a bit of a loose end, doesn’t it? What you need is a distraction.’

‘What kind of distraction?’

‘The cheering-up kind. I know, we can throw a party! A house-warming party.’

Millie rolled her eyes.

‘Hess, we’ve lived here for two and a half years.’

‘Really? Gosh, time flies when you’re having fun. Okay, we’ll go out then, have a good old Friday-night binge.’ Hester leapt excitedly off the polished wood loo seat, splashing tea on the bath mat. ‘We’ll hit the town, celebrate you finishing with numb-brain Neil, chat up hundreds of gorgeous surfers, and have the best time ever… a night we’ll never forget!’

Well, that had been the plan anyway. But then that was the thing with nights out, Millie reminded herself several hours later as she took off her too-tight shoes and stuffed them into her bag. You never knew what kind you were going to end up with. It was a completely random thing. You could stop off at the wine bar for just-the-one in your awful office clothes and with your hair a disaster, yet miraculously end up having a truly fabulous time.

Then again, at the other end of the scale, you could spend four hours getting yourself tarted up, finally set out with adrenalin racing round your body and your hopes sky high… and what happened?

Precisely. Bugger all.

Which was, of course, exactly what had happened tonight. Oh, they’d had a good enough time, touring all the trendiest, most happening bars in Newquay and meeting up with loads of people they knew. But it had been, ultimately, a disappointment.

Like delving into your stocking on Christmas morning and discovering a year’s supply of ravishingly wrapped… socks.

The moral of the evening had definitely been that you could meet a good-looking surfer but you couldn’t make him think.

It had been, Millie ruefully acknowledged, an evening sorely lacking in brain cells.

‘Ouch, my toes.’ Hopping along the pavement, clutching a postbox for support en route, Hester massaged her own feet. She knew from bitter experience that if she took off her shoes she would hurl them into the nearest hedge. ‘Still, that guy with the dark curly hair in the Barclay Bar wasn’t bad, was he? Did you fancy him?’

The guy with the dark curly hair in the Barclay Bar had punctuated every sentence with, ‘Know what I mean, man, yeah?’

‘No,’ said Millie, ‘I didn’t. He was awful.’

‘I thought he was cute.’ Reaching a lamppost, Hester leaned against it and kicked off her four-inch heels. ‘Ooh, bliss, that is sooo much better.’

‘Don’t take them off.’

‘I have to, I have to.’

‘Don’t throw them,’ Millie begged, though why she was even bothering she didn’t know. Hester had done this a hundred times, chucking her shoes into the nearest hedge or garden rather than carry them home. Sometimes, the next day, she would retrace her steps in search of them. If the shoes were still there, she fell on them with delight and treated them like returning prodigal children. If they were nowhere to be found, she popped into the police station—where they knew her well—to see if any had been handed in. Not that they ever were, but Hester enjoyed flirting with whoever was on duty at the time. And the policemen always seemed to enjoy it.

And after that, of course, Hester had the perfect excuse to go out and buy herself a new pair.

‘You like those, they’re your favorites.’ Millie tried to stop her, but it was too late—Hester was already in mid-fling. The first red and black patent leather stiletto sailed into the air, gleaming in the light from the street lamp. As it somersaulted back to earth, Hester hurled the second stiletto, letting go of the heel too soon. It shot like a guided missile into the bush next to them and—

‘MIAAOOWWW.’

‘Oh God,’ Millie’s hands flew to her mouth in dismay, ‘you hit a cat!’

Hester, equally horrified, gasped, ‘I didn’t mean to! It was an accident—oh please don’t tell me I’ve killed it…’

Unable to look, she clamped her hands over her eyes as Millie crawled beneath the bush.

‘Is it dead? Is it dead?’ wailed Hester behind her. ‘I don’t believe this, I’ve murdered a cat, oh help, I feel sick…’

The next moment there was a rustle of leaves and a white cat snaked towards Millie, investigating her with elaborate caution before rubbing his head against her outstretched fingers and beginning to purr.

‘You’re okay, the cat’s here, he’s fine,’ Millie called out. No blood, no broken bones, no apparent concussion; the noise he had made appeared to have been nothing more than a yowl of alarm.

‘Phew, thank goodness for that.’ Hester breathed a huge sigh of relief. ‘I thought I’d murdered it.’

The cat was now busy licking Millie’s hand. He was definitely unhurt. Aware that she was kneeling on a damp, mulchy carpet of leaves, Millie began to wriggle out from under the bush bottom-first. As she did so, her left wrist brushed against something smooth.

‘White cotton knickers,’ Hester complained behind her, evidently having recovered from her shock. ‘You came out tonight wearing plain, white cotton knickers. Honestly, no wonder you didn’t meet anyone nice.’

Scrambling to her feet, Millie tugged her skirt down and shook damp leaves out of her hair.

‘I wasn’t actually planning on showing anyone my knickers.’

‘That’s not the point. It’s a state of mind. Wear sexy underwear and you automatically feel more attractive, so men will automatically find you more attractive, and before you know it you’ll have hordes of them panting at your heels—’

‘Unlike you, because you’ve just thrown your heels away,’ Millie pointed out. ‘Anyway, never mind my knickers. Look what I found under the hedge.’

As she held out the wallet she had knocked with her hand, Hester fell on it with a squeal of delight.

‘Wow! What if it’s stuffed with cash?’

‘Hester, no.’ Appalled, Millie wrenched the wallet back from her. ‘You can’t steal someone else’s money.’

‘Can’t we?’ Hester’s face fell. ‘Okay, I suppose not. Tuh, you and your scruples.’ She tugged invitingly at Millie’s arm. ‘Just think, there could be loads in there. Imagine if you opened it up and there was a hundred thousand pounds. And who would ever know we’d found it?’ She gestured around the dark, deserted street. ‘We could buy a Ferrari and still have plenty left over for new shoes.’

Millie pressed the wallet to her cheek. The soft, well-worn leather was cold and damp and smelt of leaf mold; the wallet had clearly been lying there for a while.

‘We’ll take it to the police station,’ she announced firmly.

‘No!’ Hester let out a groan; the police station was in the opposite direction. ‘My feet hurt… they’re on fire… oh please, I can’t bear it.’

A mental image of Hester crawling on her hands and knees all the way back through the town flashed through Millie’s mind. Not only crawling, but whingeing nonstop. Never mind the surfing championships; if Newquay ever decided to host the world whingeing championship, Hester would win it hands down.

Tucking the wallet into her bag, Millie said, ‘We’ll take it tomorrow.’


Chapter 3

By the time they arrived home it was midnight and Hester was still fantasizing happily about how she would spend the contents of a wallet if she were ever lucky enough to stumble across one containing a hundred grand.

Except by now she was going to need twenty times that amount.

‘And a holiday, of course, have to have a holiday, maybe Florida, I’ve always fancied a trip to Disneyland… ooh, and a ring!’ She clapped her hands together with delight at the idea. ‘One with a massive diamond the size of a ping-pong ball, so heavy I can hardly lift my arm.’ As she spoke, Hester was pulling a bottle of Chenin Blanc out of the fridge, miming the impossibility of lifting the bottle and wearing the world’s biggest diamond. ‘God, this is hard work, I don’t know how I’ll manage to drive my Ferrari, the weight of this ring’s going to keep dragging my hand right off the steering wheel…’

‘Oh dear. Bump,’ said Millie, who was leaning against the microwave.

‘What?’

‘You. Crashing back to earth.’ Having opened the wallet, she now waved it at Hester. ‘Fifteen pounds.’

‘Fifteen?’ Hester’s face fell several storeys. ‘Is that all? Are you sure?’

Millie wasn’t only sure, she was relieved. Hester could be horribly persuasive when she set her mind to it. And they were both deeply broke.

In the sitting room, over a tumbler each of white wine, they pored over the contents of the wallet.

‘Ha! And his name’s Hugh! Perfect for you!’ Hester exclaimed, wagging a delighted finger at Millie. Then, peering at the full name on the driving license, she tut-tutted in disgust. ‘Fifteen pounds. Hugh Emerson, I hope you know you’re nothing but a lousy cheapskate.’

‘But a kind-hearted lousy cheapskate,’ protested Millie, ignoring the dig and leaping to his defense. ‘Look, organ-donor card. Only nice people carry organ-donor cards. That makes up for him having no money.’

‘Speak for yourself. Nothing makes up for having no money.’

‘Petrol card, AmEx card, Barclaycard,’ chanted Millie, flinging them down like a poker hand. ‘Don’t get excited, he’ll have canceled them by now.’

‘Video card,’ Hester shuffled on through the pack, ‘railcard, receipt from Computerworld… Good grief, Hugh, you’re a total geek! Get yourself a life, man! You’re how old?’ She checked the driver’s license again. ‘Twenty-eight, for heaven’s sake. You should be carrying condoms, not railcards. What kind of twenty-eight-year-old doesn’t keep a condom tucked away in a corner of his wallet?’

‘Um, the married kind?’ Millie had found the photo tucked between two petrol receipts. She held it up for Hester to see.

‘Good grief.’

‘Hmm. So what’s the final verdict on wallet-man? Not quite so nerdy now?’

Together they peered more closely at the couple in the photograph. The girl, in her twenties, was startlingly beautiful. Her dark hair swung around her face as she laughed into the camera, her eyes sparkled with fun, and she had the figure of a model. She was wearing three things: a bikini, a scarlet hibiscus flower tucked behind one ear, and a ring on the third finger of her left hand. Her right hand, meanwhile, was busy making bunny ears behind the head of her companion. Hugh—it had to be Hugh—sported an emerald green beach towel slung around his hips, a pair of dark glasses concealing his eyes, and windswept, streaky blond hair. Unaware of the bunny ears poking up behind his head, he was grinning broadly and holding a tropical-looking drink up to the camera. His other hand was around the girl’s slender waist.

‘Yuk,’ Hester groaned. ‘The picture of happiness. Doesn’t it make you want to be sick?’

‘But you can’t call him a geek. You have to admit, he’s gorgeous.’

Phew. Realizing she was in danger of drooling, Millie sat back on the sofa. Hugh might be wearing dark glasses, but there was no disguising those looks.

‘Fancies himself,’ Hester snorted. ‘Those kind always do—think they’re God’s gift. I bet he sleeps around.’

‘You are such a cynic,’ Millie complained. ‘You don’t know, they could be the happiest couple in the world. They look as if they’re the happiest couple in the world.’

‘Men like that are never faithful. They don’t know the meaning of the word.’ Hester gave her a pitying shake of the head. ‘They cheat on their wives for the sheer hell of it, just because they can.’

‘In that case, why hasn’t he got any condoms tucked away in his wallet?’

‘Ha, probably just used the last one.’

Millie looked at the address on the driver’s license.

‘He’s from London. He must have lost his wallet while he was down here on holiday.’

‘Good,’ said Hester. ‘Serves him right for being unfaithful.’

Millie took another look at the photo; reluctantly, she decided that Hester was probably right. She had leapt instinctively to Hugh’s defense because she so wanted to believe he was devoted to his wife and utterly faithful.

But it was like wanting to believe in the Loch Ness monster. You could believe all you liked, but the chances were, such a thing didn’t exist.

As she knocked back the last of her wine, it occurred to Millie that she actually knew quite a bit about Hugh Emerson… the charming, cheating, silver-tongued bastard.

But still kind-hearted, she reminded herself. Otherwise he wouldn’t be prepared to pass on any useful secondhand organs in the event of his death.

‘Never trust a man with better legs than yours, that’s what I say,’ Hester declared. To listen to her, no one would ever think she had a perfectly good boyfriend of her own. Nat was lovely in all respects, his only drawback being the punishing restaurant hours he worked as a chef.

Plus, of course, the fact that the restaurant in which he worked happened to be five hundred or so miles away, in Glasgow.

Idly, Millie turned over one of Hugh Emerson’s business cards. There was his mobile phone number. And right here, by amazing coincidence, was their phone.

‘What are you doing?’ said Hester.

‘Seems polite to let him know we’ve found his wallet.’

‘So why are you trying so hard not to snigger?’

Millie gave her an innocent look.

‘No reason, is there, why we can’t have a bit of fun first?’

It was half past midnight but the phone was picked up on the second ring. Anyway, Millie reasoned, good-looking twenty-eight-year-old Lotharios were hardly likely to be tucked up in bed and fast asleep by twelve o’clock on a Friday night.

In bed maybe, but definitely not asleep.

‘Hello? Hello?’ she breathed when she heard a male voice at the other end of the line. ‘Hugh, is that you?’

‘It is. Who’s this?’ The voice was deep-pitched and undeniably attractive, betraying a hint of amusement. That was the thing about silver-tongued bastards; they always had seductive voices with which to charm the knickers off you.

So long as they weren’t sensible, white cotton knickers from Marks and Spencer, Millie silently amended. Even the most dedicated charmer might draw the line at that.

‘Oh Hugh, thank goodness I’ve tracked you down at last! It’s Millie here, remember? We met at that party in Fulham.’

‘Millie.’ As he repeated her name, she could practically hear him frowning. ‘Sorry, you’ve lost me. Whose party are you talking about?’

Ha, of course he couldn’t remember, he went to so very many parties. Probably three or four a night.

‘It was five months ago, just before Christmas. You must remember,’ Millie insisted. ‘I was the one in the red dress with sequins down the side. We chatted for a while, then you took me upstairs and we—’

‘I’m sorry,’ Hugh Emerson interrupted with a smile in his voice. ‘You’ve got the wrong man here.’

‘Hugh, please, don’t say that!’

‘I’m serious. I don’t know where you got this number, but it certainly wasn’t me.’

‘Your name’s Hugh Emerson and you live in Richmond Crescent. You’re twenty-eight years old,’ Millie recited, slightly hysterically, ‘and you have blond hair and great legs.’

‘But—’

‘And a birthmark on your stomach, just to the left of your belly button,’ Millie announced triumphantly as Hester pointed it out in the photograph.

Clearly startled, Hugh Emerson said, ‘Look, there’s definitely been some kind of mix-up here.’

‘Don’t try and deny this,’ Millie protested. ‘You can’t pretend it didn’t happen, Hugh, because it did. I was at the party with my friend Hester and you were there with your wife or girlfriend or whatever she is… pretty girl, long dark hair, I can’t remember her name…’

‘Now hang on a minute—’

‘No, Hugh, you listen to me.’ Millie hurried to get to the punchline before she burst out laughing. ‘You took me upstairs and seduced me, and I won’t let you try and wriggle out of it. I’m pregnant, Hugh, I’m expecting your baby.’

This information was greeted by a suitably stunned silence.

Finally, Hugh said, ‘Look, I really am sorry, but you’re not.’

‘Oh, I might have known you’d do this. You complete bastard,’ Millie wailed. ‘First you cheated on your wife, and now you’re doing the dirty on me! Tell me, does she know what you get up to when her back’s turned?’

Another pause.

Then, ‘Is this Louisa you’re talking about?’

‘That’s the one.’ Millie beamed at Hester in triumph. ‘Yep, that was her name, Louisa.’

Hugh Emerson’s voice changed in an instant. All the initial warmth had gone out of it. Now it was as if a freezer door had been blasted open.

‘Okay, I don’t know who the hell you are, or why you’re doing this. But for your information…’

‘I can’t hear,’ Hester whispered frantically as his voice dropped further still. Tugging at Millie’s elbow she hissed, ‘I can’t hear a thing. What’s going on?’

CLUNNKKK. Millie slammed down the receiver. White-faced and appalled, she stared at Hester.

‘What? What?’

Millie couldn’t speak, she was too busy cringing all over. Her skin was actually crawling with embarrassment.

‘Stop looking at me like that,’ Hester complained. ‘What did he say?’

Millie felt sick. She hung her head in shame.

‘He and Louisa haven’t been together for the last eight months.’

‘Ha, what did I tell you? They split up because he was unfaithful to her.’

‘Not quite,’ said Millie. ‘They split up because she died.’

Hester gave Millie a hug before she went on up to bed.

‘Oh come on, cheer up, you didn’t know she was dead.’

Millie shook her head.

‘I’m such an idiot.’

‘It was only meant to be a joke,’ Hester consoled her.

Oh yes, and what a great joke it had turned out to be.

‘I’m so ashamed. So ashamed.’

‘I’m just glad you had the sense to use Number Withheld,’ Hester said lightly. ‘At least he’s not going to be able to track us down and come after us with a shotgun.’

She went on up to bed but Millie stayed downstairs, hideously aware that she wouldn’t be able to sleep. She couldn’t stop thinking about the phone call. Every word was playing and replaying in her brain on an endless loop. The way Hugh Emerson’s manner had changed so abruptly—and who could blame him?—sent shudders of mortification down her spine.

Since there was no way in the world she could bring herself to hand the wallet in at the local police station, Millie scribbled a quick note on a blank (i.e. totally unincriminating) sheet of paper.

Dear Hugh,

A million apologies for the phone call. We found your wallet and attempted a joke that went horribly wrong.

Yours,

Bitterly Ashamed.

P.S. Sorry, sorry, sorry…

Before she could start agonizing over whether the note was sufficiently apologetic, Millie parcelled it up with the wallet and all its contents, wrote Hugh’s address on the front and plastered her entire emergency stamp supply across the top of the parcel.

At two o’clock in the morning, desperate to rid the house of evidence, she ran barefoot to the end of the road and shoveled the parcel into the postbox.


Chapter 4

A week later, Hester reeled home from work in a state of shock.

‘You’re not going to believe this.’

‘Richard Branson came into the market, saw your stall, and hired you on the spot,’ Millie hazarded. Hester, who sold earrings of the cheap, cheerful, and sometimes downright eccentric kind, was never going to be voted Businesswoman of the Year. ‘He wants you to head up his new jewelry empire, Virgin Baubles.’

‘Oh ha ha. Guess again.’ This time, helpfully, Hester clutched both hands to her chest, miming palpitations.

‘You’re going to clean the windows and shampoo the carpet and do my share of the washing-up.’

This was yet more merry banter; Millie didn’t seriously expect it to happen.

‘Pay attention, will you?’ Hester cried. ‘This is a swoon. A swoooon. See? Look at me.’ She rolled her eyes dramatically, like Rudolph Valentino. ‘I’m swooning here, like I’ve never swooned before.’

‘Okay. You just bumped into Jim Davidson in the street and he said, ‘“Ello there, ‘Ester my darlin,’ do us a favor wouldja, I’m covered from ’ead to toe in warm chocolate and I’d be ever so grateful if you’d just lick it all off.”’

Hester had an inexplicable crush on Jim Davidson. The Generation Game was the highlight of her TV viewing week.

‘Wrong,’ said Hester. But with the merest tinge of regret.

‘Okay then, I give up.’

‘He’s back.’

Who? Arnold Schwarzenegger as The Terminator?

The next moment, Millie guessed. The slight but unmistakable emphasis on the word He gave it away. She looked at Hester, who was all but jigging up and down on the spot.

‘Oh God.’ Millie’s heart sank; she couldn’t help it. ‘It’s Lucas, isn’t it? Lucas Kemp.’

When it came to serious crushes, Lucas left Jim Davidson in the shade. In the shade with a droopy mesh tank top on. During Hester’s hectically hormonal growing-up years, Lucas Kemp had been the big love of her life. Most of the time he had treated Hester with amused disinterest. But occasionally, when the mood took him and he was between girlfriends, he would pay her a bit of attention, dance with her at parties, walk her home afterwards, and snog her senseless, that kind of thing.

This, of course, had only made Hester love him more. The very fact that Lucas could treat her so casually proved beyond all doubt that he was better than she was and that she didn’t deserve to be with someone so fabulous.

Lucas Kemp was wild and charismatic, with laughing green eyes and a provocative tilt to his mouth. In those days he had worn his wavy dark hair long and his jeans tight. The aura of danger about him had been—as far as Hester was concerned—impossible to resist.

Then again, Millie thought, that had been a good while ago now. It was six years since Lucas had left Cornwall for the more glittery lights of London. He could be paunchy and thinning on top these days, he might work in a bank and play shuffleboard in his spare time, and possess all the charisma of a tub of Vaseline.

Well he might, thought Millie.

Although it was unlikely.

‘You are allowed to speak.’ Hester was sounding miffed. ‘Some kind of reaction would be nice.’

Fine.

Millie gave her a long look.

‘What about Nat?’

‘Oh!’ Hester exclaimed in disgust. ‘I might have known you’d say something like that. You just have to drag him into it, don’t you?’

Being sensible didn’t come naturally to Millie, but she knew she had to be the voice of reason here. Hester had plainly lost control of the reins.

‘Come on, sit down.’ She patted the battered sofa next to her. Hester, still jigging from one foot to the other like a toddler in need of the loo, wasn’t a restful sight. ‘Nat’s lovely, you know he is. You waited years for someone like him to come along. Don’t mess it up now.’

Hester stared at her.

‘Who says I’m going to?’

‘Hess, just look at the state of you.’

They had been friends for too long, that was the trouble. Millie knew her inside out. Hester, sitting down with a bump, sighed and said, ‘Okay, okay, I know it’s stupid, but I can’t help the way I feel.’

‘Nat’s so nice,’ Millie reminded her. ‘He’s good for you.’

‘Ha. You mean like salad and steamed chicken and a glass of fizzy mineral water? But you can’t live on that stuff, can you? Sometimes you just have to have something wicked and gorgeous like a bucket of crème brûlée.’

What with Nat working as a chef this was apt, even if it was also unfair. Then again, the fact that he was so ambitious didn’t help matters. Leaping at the chance to work as a commis chef at L’Amazon in Glasgow hadn’t exactly smoothed the path of true love.

In theory, Hester had understood why he’d needed to go, agreeing that it was necessary for Nat’s CV and a fabulous chance to gain experience working at one of Scotland’s finest restaurants with its two Michelin stars and dazzlingly arrogant head chef.

Oh yes, she’d been absolutely fine about it, really. In principle.

But Hester’s principles had begun to take a bit of a battering in the last couple of months. She missed Nat dreadfully. He was working ludicrous hours, six days a week. And, rather like God, on the seventh day, Nat crashed out and spent the day in bed fast asleep. Her last trip up there to see him had been an expensive and deeply frustrating waste of time.

Basically, Hester had discovered, you could love someone to bits but still want to hit them over the head with a heavy alarm clock when they were lying next to you at two o’clock on a Sunday afternoon snoring their head off.

Whereas Lucas was both here in Cornwall and awake.

‘You’re right, I know you’re right,’ Hester admitted. ‘I don’t want to lose Nat.’

She didn’t, she truly didn’t. Nat was funny, easygoing, loyal, and great in bed. When he wasn’t asleep.

Damn, why had Lucas had to come along now?

‘Okay,’ said Millie, ‘how much money can you really not afford to lose?’

‘Two pounds fifty.’

‘I’m serious.’

‘Twenty pounds.’

‘Not enough. Two hundred.’ Millie was firm.

‘Are you mad?’ Horrified, Hester cried, ‘I definitely can’t afford to lose two hundred pounds!’

‘Great, that’s the whole point. Better not lose our bet then.’

‘A bet? What kind of a bet?’

‘Between you and me.’ Millie was delighted with her spur-of-the-moment idea; since she was currently off men in a major way, this wasn’t a problem. ‘No sex in Cornwall. Whoever gives in first, loses the bet.’

‘That’s not fair!’ Hester let out a squeal of alarm. ‘What if Nat gets a weekend off?’

‘He’s not going to. You know that,’ Millie patiently reminded her. ‘But if you go up to Glasgow again, you’re allowed to sleep with him there,’ she added generously. ‘That’s why I said no sex in Cornwall. For either of us. And no zipping over the border into Devon either. If you do that, you still have to pay up.’

Hester giggled.

‘What are we going to call it, the Celibet?’

‘Call it whatever you like. But,’ Millie wagged a finger at her, I’m telling you now, I’ll hold you to it.’

‘Okay, deal.’ Maybe, Hester decided, this was the threat she needed, the impetus to keep her on the straight and narrow. Besides, if she and Lucas did do it, how would Millie ever find out?

Reaching for Millie’s hand, Hester gave it a firm, you-can-trust-me shake.

‘No sex in Cornwall.’

‘And don’t even think of trying to lie to me,’ Millie warned, ‘because I’m telling you now, I’ll always know.’

All this palaver and Hester hadn’t even clapped eyes on Lucas Kemp yet. The news that he was back in Cornwall had been relayed—as far as Millie was able to make out—via one of the girls who ran the market stall next to Hester’s, who had heard it from her hairdresser, who knew for certain that it was true because her brother’s friend’s girlfriend worked at one of the local property agencies as a letting consultant. And Lucas Kemp was currently leasing a pretty spectacular house somewhere in town, though nobody seemed to know quite where.

Since Lucas had been broke when he’d left Newquay six years ago, this was a promising development as far as Hester was concerned. He’d clearly done well for himself. She couldn’t wait to casually bump into him and see for herself if he was as gorgeous as she remembered.

***

‘That’s a staggering amount of make-up you’re wearing for a quiet Monday morning on the stall.’

Millie couldn’t resist pointing this out the next day when Hester made her appearance in the kitchen. As a rule, Hester favored the barefaced look teamed with jeans and the first T-shirt to fall out of the tumble dryer. Today, by way of contrast, she had chosen leather ankle boots, black velvet trousers, and a white lacy top. She also appeared to be wearing the contents of a small Rimmel factory on her face.

‘I just felt like dressing up for a change.’ Hester attempted nonchalance without much success.

Millie raised an eyebrow over the rim of her coffee cup.

‘In case Lucas Kemp happens to wander through the market in search of a pair of dangly sequinned earrings?’

‘Oh don’t be so mean,’ Hester cried. ‘I can want to look my best, can’t I? Just because I’m not going to have sex with him doesn’t mean I want him to see me looking a mess.’

Millie privately wondered if Lucas would want to see Hester looking like Dame Edna. She really was wearing an awful lot of mascara.

‘Coffee?’

‘I couldn’t. Too nervous.’

The letterbox rattled at that moment, making Hester jump.

‘Electricity bill,’ said Millie, returning from the hall.

‘Yuk, don’t open it.’

‘And a postcard from Nat.’

Millie thought it was a wonderfully romantic thing to do. By the time Nat finished his shifts at L’Amazon, it was the early hours of the morning, too late to ring Hester. So he’d taken to scribbling brief messages—affectionate or funny—on postcards and posting them to her instead.

This one had a picture on the front of a worried-looking cat clutching a tennis racquet. Underneath was written, ‘It Takes Guts.’ This appealed to Millie’s sense of humor but all Hester did was glance at it and sigh.

‘Lot of use a postcard is to me. What am I meant to do, stay in every night reading the stupid thing?’

‘Hess, be fair. It’s only for six months.’

‘Sometimes,’ Hester sounded fretful, ‘six months feels like an awfully long time to be abandoned.’

Feeling brave, Millie said, ‘Lucas Kemp abandoned you for six years.’

‘That’s hardly the same thing.’ Hester was indignant. ‘It’s not as if he asked me to wait for him.’

‘It’s not as if he sent you any postcards either, is it? Or birthday cards or Christmas cards? He just disappeared.’ He hadn’t even been Hester’s boyfriend, Millie was on the verge of pointing out, but at this rate she was going to end up being horribly late for work. She held up her hands instead, signaling a truce. ‘Look, this is mad, we’re arguing already, and there’s absolutely no point. Because you’re not going to be sleeping with Lucas Kemp.’

Hester opened her eyes wide, the picture of innocence.

‘Of course I’m not.’

Naturally she was lying through her extra-thoroughly-brushed teeth.

‘Besides,’ said Millie, ‘who says he’s still single? He could be settled down by now with a wife and a Labrador and four kids.’

‘Noooo!’ Hester let out a wail of dismay. This hadn’t so much as crossed her mind. Lucas couldn’t be married.

Millie shrugged and picked up her bag.

‘Just a thought. Not that it makes any difference to you either way.’

Hester summoned up some pride. ‘Of course not.’

‘Then again,’ Millie added mischievously, ‘he…’

‘What? What?’

‘He could be gay.’


Chapter 5

Fleetwood’s, the small independent travel agency where Millie had worked for the last year, was run by husband-and-wife team Tim and Sylvia Fleetwood. They needed another member of staff but that didn’t mean they had to be nice to them. On her first day, Millie had learned from the woman in the bakery next door that no one ever lasted there longer than a couple of months. Tim and Sylvia were the ultimate joined-at-the-hip couple. They wore matching coats, drove matching cars, and ordered identical meals whenever they ate out.

As far as Millie was able to figure out, they simply couldn’t bear the intrusion of having someone else present in the office with them. All they really wanted was to be alone together in their own private world so they could canoodle and talk baby-talk to each other without being interrupted. Millie, who loved her work—it was Tim and Sylvia who made her feel slightly nauseous—was happy for their wish to be granted. As soon as a vacancy cropped up in one of the other travel agencies in Newquay, she’d be out of there faster than you could say Eurostar.

In the meantime, however, a job was a job.

‘We’ll just have something light for dinner.’ Sylvia stroked the back of Tim’s neck as she spoke. ‘Steamed chicken and salad, that sounds nice, doesn’t it? Then when we’ve done the washing-up we’ll set off for our keep-fit class.’

Pretending not to be listening, Millie concentrated madly on her monitor.

‘Salad? Why don’t we have broad beans?’ Tim gave his wife’s waist a loving squeeze. ‘We like broad beans, don’t we?’

‘Ooh yes, we love broad beans. That sounds wonderful. And shall we have pudding afterwards or not?’

‘I think we’ll give pudding a miss. We could always have a peach yogurt later if we feel like it. Millie, could you put out the new Touring Cairo brochures? Can I make you a cup of tea, sweetheart, or would you prefer coffee?’

‘Darling, how kind, coffee would be great.’ Millie beamed at Tim. This was her little joke, her attempt to lighten the atmosphere by a degree or two.

Well, it was always worth a try.

‘Ha ha.’ Tim’s smile was perfunctory. ‘Just get on with the brochures, Millie. There’s a good girl.’

‘Tea, sweetheart, I think.’ Sylvia was gazing out of the window, smoothing the pleats of her navy gabardine skirt over her trim hips. ‘I say, guess who’s just pulled up outside? Tims, come and take a peek.’

Tims obediently went and took a peek. None the wiser, he said, ‘Nice car but I don’t recognize her.’

Sylvia looked pained; she hated it when they didn’t both know the same things.

‘You must, I’ve read all her books! It’s Orla Hart, the novelist. Don’t you remember, we read that article in the Guardian about her moving down to Cornwall? She’s the one with the husband who can’t keep his trousers zipped—oops, back to the desk, she’s coming in!’

The door clanged as it was pushed open. Back behind the desk in record time, Sylvia patted her sprayed-rigid hair—making sure it was still the texture of concrete—and plastered a welcoming smile across her face.

‘Orla Hart, what a treat, how marvelous to see you here! Welcome to Fleetwood’s, I’m Sylvia Fleetwood and this is my husband Tim, we’re both so thrilled to meet you.’

Millie, kneeling on the floor with the hideous navy knife-pleated skirt of her uniform spread out around her like a… well, like a hideous navy knife-pleated skirt, felt a sudden rush of understanding for Hester this morning in her knock-’em-dead outfit. Not that she had a thumping great crush on Orla Hart or anything like that, but she still wished she could be meeting her for the second time dressed in something that made her look a little less like the comedy version of a nineteen fifties middle-aged spinster.

Behind her, Millie heard yet more effusive greetings being exchanged. The tips of her ears began to burn with a mixture of embarrassment and amazement that Sylvia and Tim could behave in quite such a starstruck manner.

Then again, they didn’t exactly get much practice—their celebrity clientele to date consisted of a manic bearded fellow who was occasionally allowed to read the weather forecast on local TV and a giggly girl who had once been on Blind Date. When the boy on the other side of the screen had asked, ‘What gives you the edge over the other two girls?’ she had replied:

‘If you pick me, number three,

You’ll soon see it was meant to be

’Cos I’m a sexy blonde Aquarius born in Februareee

And I’m really good at poetry.’

The poor lad had turned pale with horror and promptly chosen number one instead.

‘I do a fair amount of traveling,’ Millie heard Orla explaining now. ‘Research, you understand, for my novels.’

‘Of course, of course,’ Sylvia murmured reverently. ‘We’d be delighted to help you with your travel plans. My husband and I have a wealth of experience which we’d be more than happy to put at your disposal!’

‘Marvelous.’ Orla sounded delighted. ‘Now perhaps we could—’

‘Excuse me,’ Tim murmured, cutting in and swiveling round in his chair. ‘Millie, off the floor if you don’t mind. Do something useful and make the coffee. Proper coffee,’ he added, drawing a chair up to the desk and patting it invitingly, gesturing for Orla to make herself comfortable. ‘I’m sure we’d all like a cup.’

A minute ago it had been tea, but tea evidently wasn’t glamorous enough for a mega-selling celebrity author. Thinking dark thoughts about Tim, because he was the one who had told her to get down on the floor in the first place, Millie stood up and began brushing wiry brown carpet fibers from her bare knees. It was that kind of nasty cheap carpet, and as usual, she’d ended up looking like a cavewoman with unshaven, deeply hairy legs.

‘Millie, good heavens, it’s you!’ Orla exclaimed, her eyes like saucers. ‘Oh, this is completely amazing, I thought I was never going to see you again…!’

Millie found herself being thoroughly hugged and kissed on both cheeks. If looks could kill, she’d have slumped back on to the carpet in a flash; rays of absolute fury were zapping like laser beams from Sylvia’s narrowed eyes.

She’s mine, her outraged expression told Millie. You just leave her alone.

If Orla was aware of the deadly hate-rays she blithely ignored them.

‘This is brilliant,’ she declared, her expression joyful. ‘You can deal with all my travel arrangements—from now on, you’ll be my very own personal organizer! Right, let’s get on with it, shall we? I’m interested in Sicily—oh, and did someone mention coffee just now?’ Beaming across at Sylvia she said, ‘I’d love one. White with no sugar, thanks. And how about you, Millie—will you have one as well?’

***

Orla finally left the shop forty minutes later, clutching an armful of glossy brochures. Thanking Millie effusively for all her help, she added over her shoulder to Tim and Sylvia, ‘Oh, and thanks so much for the coffee.’

‘You just had to be the center of attention, didn’t you?’ snarled Sylvia the moment the door had swung shut. ‘Oh yes, I bet you really enjoyed that, sucking up to her just because she’s famous, thinking you could lord it over us, treating us like minions, and acting as if this were your business!’

Minions? Startled, Millie took a step backwards.

‘But—’

‘How dare you treat us like that?’ The higher Sylvia’s voice rose, the more pronounced the tendons on her neck became. ‘This is our business, you hear? You won’t get away with this—’

‘Come on now, darling,’ Tim murmured in an attempt to placate her. Sylvia swung round to face him, her fists clenched at her sides. If he’d wanted to, Millie realized, he could have plucked her straining tendons like a harp.

‘Oh, don’t tell me she’s wormed her way around you too! What did she do, make sheep’s eyes at you, is that how she won you over?’

All this talk of worms and sheep’s eyes was putting Millie right off her lunch. She was also horrified by what Sylvia appeared to be implying here.

‘Oh yes, I’ve seen the way you look at her,’ Sylvia hissed as though Millie was no longer there. ‘Don’t think I haven’t noticed.’

‘Sylvia, stop it.’ Tim shook his head. ‘She means nothing to me.’

‘Look, this is stupid—’

‘Stupid? Is that what you think?’ Sylvia rounded on her in a flash. ‘First you steal my client, now you’re trying to steal my husband. Don’t you UNDERSTAND?’ she roared, her angry mouth inches from Millie’s face. ‘I CAN’T STAND YOU BEING HERE.’

Okay, enough was enough.

‘Well, that’s what I call a happy coincidence,’ said Millie.

‘Tourists tourists everywhere,’ Hester announced, slamming the front door behind her, ‘and not a sign of Lucas Kemp.’ Reaching the living room, she threw herself down on the sofa and kicked off the instruments of torture on her feet—otherwise known as four-inch spike heels. ‘Honestly, it’s like trying to track down some exotic rare species… you know he’s out there somewhere… other people keep telling you they’ve spotted him… but it doesn’t matter how hard you look, it just doesn’t happen.’

‘Could be the shoes,’ Millie suggested. ‘You don’t see David Attenborough in high heels.’

Ignoring this, Hester glanced at her watch. ‘Anyway, you’re home early. What’s up, are you ill?’

‘Nope.’ Millie beamed at her. ‘Actually, I’m ecstatic. I handed in my notice today—well, that’s the polite way of putting it.’ She spread her arms with relief. ‘Then I walked out. And I’m never ever going back.’

‘Really? Crikey. Well done, you.’ This stopped Hester dead in her tracks. ‘So what brought this on?’

‘I couldn’t stand working for them a minute longer.’

‘Not surprised.’ Hester was filled with admiration; much as she might long to, she knew she didn’t have the nerve to make such grand, dramatic, stick-your-lousy-job gestures.

Particularly since she was self-employed.

‘Plus,’ said Millie, ‘according to Sylvia, I’m just panting to have an affair with her gorgeous husband.’

Hester rocked with laughter.

‘Pass the sick-bucket. And are you?’

‘Well, of course, I’d jump at the chance, but I don’t think I could bear all that jogging in matching track suits.’

‘Imagine.’ Screwing her nose up in sympathy, Hester said, ‘The nerve of that woman, thinking you’d go for someone like him. He’s ancient, for crying out loud.’

‘In his forties,’ Millie agreed. ‘Almost as old as my parents. Last week a button came undone on Tim’s shirt,’ she continued, ‘and all these awful white chest hairs popped out.’

‘Eeeuugh. And he fancies you!’ Hester’s expression was triumphant. ‘You wicked little home wrecker you.’

‘He doesn’t fancy me though, that’s the thing! It’s just Sylvia having one of her freak-outs. Anyway, I’m glad I left.’ Millie shuddered with relief, ‘Life’s too short. You know, I honestly didn’t realize how much I hated working with those two until I stopped.’

‘You’ll have to find something else to do.’

‘No problem.’ Millie’s smile was bright, but this was undeniably the downside. Newquay in the summer season might be able to offer plenty of opportunities for employment but most of the jobs were awful.

Hard work and so poorly paid they made the wages of a Victorian chimney sweeper’s boy look good.

Still, it wasn’t the end of the world.

Millie ran herself a bath while Hester tried ringing Nat in Glasgow. Within seconds she was barging into the bathroom.

‘Hmm. According to his flatmate, Nat’s in the shower.’

Kicking off her knickers and wrapping a towel around herself, Millie said, ‘It’s this new-fangled thing called keeping clean. All the best people are doing it these days.’

‘Okay, but what if it isn’t true?’ Hester looked fretful. ‘What if I’m having a miserable time being faithful to Nat and in return he’s out shagging his way round every waitress in Glasgow? How do I know he isn’t making a fool of me?’

Exasperated, Millie poured half a bottle of Body Shop banana bath foam under the thundering taps.

‘Because Nat would never do that. He just wouldn’t, trust me.’

‘Trust you? Ha, that’s a good one. You’re the shameless trollop who spends her days making cow’s eyes at her ancient married boss.’

‘Sheep’s eyes,’ Millie corrected her, testing the water with one toe. ‘And stop getting your knickers in a twist about Nat. He’ll ring back in a minute and everything’ll be fine.’

‘You’ve got your agony-aunt voice on,’ Hester complained. ‘All melty and soothing like a New Berry Fruit. Anyway, that’s the other thing I came up to tell you. I’m just off out, so if Nat does bother to ring back, tell him I’ve gone to the gym.’

‘The gym?’ Millie, about to submerge herself in the bath, was astonished. ‘But you haven’t been to the gym for months!’

‘All the more reason to go now, tone myself up a bit.’ Hester patted her flat stomach with the faintly smug air of someone who knows she doesn’t need toning up. ‘Can’t let myself go to seed just because Nat isn’t here, can I?’

It didn’t take a genius to work out that this was excuse-speak for, ‘Can’t let myself go to seed now Lucas is back in town.’ Plus, Millie recalled, he’d always been a bit of a gym fiend himself. Hester was probably hoping to bump into him there, completely by chance of course, their eyes suddenly meeting across a ferocious-looking abdominal cruncher…

‘Right, don’t want to be late,’ Hester chirruped, before Millie had a chance to open her mouth. ‘See you when I get back!’

Nat phoned twenty minutes later. Millie, patting her wet hair with the towel slung around her neck, explained where Hester had gone.

‘This is the opposite of a dirty phone call,’ she told Nat. ‘I’ve just had a bath; we couldn’t be cleaner if we tried.’

‘I can’t believe she’s gone to the gym,’ Nat marveled. ‘I thought she’d given up on all that.’

‘Ah well, you haven’t seen the state of her. In the last three weeks she’s put on about six stone,’ said Millie. ‘Her boobs have dropped, her bum’s like a sack of turnips. It’s a horrible sight.’

‘But she looked like that before. Why else d’you suppose I left?’ Then Nat grew serious. ‘How is she really?’

‘Fine,’ Millie assured him. ‘Not fat at all.’

‘You know what I mean.’ Nat hesitated. ‘I miss her, Millie. Being apart from Hess is the hardest thing I’ve ever had to do.’ Another pause, then half laughing he said, ‘God, listen to me. Cue the violins. I suppose I’m just asking if Hester misses me too.’

Millie’s freakish ability to cross her toes had always caused howls of revulsion. Luckily there was no one around to witness the display as she crossed them now.

‘Of course she does. She never stops talking about you. You’re the best boyfriend she’s ever had.’

‘You always know the right thing to say.’ Nat sounded as if he were smiling. ‘Look, tell Hester I rang and give her my love, will you?’

‘In a non-physical way,’ Millie assured him as the doorbell rang. ‘Ooh, have to go, someone’s at the door.’

‘And I need to get back to work. I’ll try phoning again tomorrow night. Off you go,’ said Nat. ‘Speak to you again soon.’

‘Bye.’ Millie wondered if Hester realized how lucky she was. Why couldn’t everyone in the world be as lovely as Nat?


Chapter 6

Orla Hart was shivering on the doorstep in a hopelessly impractical pink lace shirt, long floaty skirt, and silver sandals. The weather had taken an abrupt turn for the worse and raindrops were spitting ill-temperedly from a slate grey sky.

Standing next to Orla on the step was a stone statue of a young girl clutching a bowl.

Temporarily lost for words, Millie said, ‘I didn’t even know it was raining.’

‘Well you do now. Okay if I come in?’

Millie stepped to one side and Orla staggered past her into the narrow hallway with the statue in her arms. Panting slightly, she lowered it to the ground, before turning to face Millie.

‘Okay. Now last time I gave you a lift back to Newquay, you wouldn’t tell me where you lived.’

‘That’s because you kept insisting you wanted to buy me something as a way of saying thank you,’ Millie reminded her.

‘But you saved my life!’

‘All I did was sit and talk to you for a bit. I didn’t want a reward.’

‘Well, too bad.’ Orla’s smile was unrepentant as she patted the carved stone head of the statue. ‘I saw her this afternoon and knew at once I had to buy her for you. Isn’t she heavenly? Think how gorgeous she’ll look in your garden!’

She probably would, thought Millie, if only we had one.

‘She’s great.’ Praying she could bluff her way through this— maybe by some miracle Orla Hart wouldn’t notice that all they possessed was a tiny backyard—Millie said, ‘But you didn’t need to do this.’

Orla shook her wet hair out of her greeny-gold eyes and fixed her with an earnest gaze.

‘Remember on that cliff top, you said you couldn’t walk away because your conscience wouldn’t let you? You told me you’d end up a basket case if you left me there to jump.’

‘Sort of.’ Tightening the belt of her dressing gown around her waist, Millie wondered if she had post-bath panda eyes from where her mascara had run. She hoped Orla wouldn’t think she’d been crying.

‘Well, now it’s my turn to have you on my conscience. Shall we go through?’ Tilting her head, Orla indicated the living room, which Millie knew for a fact was in a mess.

Luckily Orla didn’t appear to mind. Her bright eyes darted around the room, taking everything in. But in a nice rather than a critical way, Millie was relieved to note.

Unlike her own mother.

‘You’ve been sacked,’ Orla told Millie, perching on the arm of their old bottle green chesterfield sofa.

‘Actually, I resigned.’

‘Really?’ Orla didn’t sound convinced. ‘I went back there this afternoon and that owner-woman said they’d had to let you go.’

‘I definitely resigned,’ Millie assured her.

‘Oh. Well, good. I think.’ Orla paused, looked anguished for a few seconds, then blurted out, ‘Okay, but you have to be completely honest now, did it have anything to do with me?’

‘Nooo!’ Millie exclaimed, so dramatically that they both knew at once that it had. If you wanted to sound believable, Millie remembered—too late, as usual—you had to sound normal, verging on the deadpan. Never ever overdo it.

Except, of course, she always did.

‘It wasn’t really to do with you,’ Millie rushed to explain, ‘I promise. You just somehow ended up getting dragged into it.’

‘I knew it.’ Orla sounded distraught. ‘That awful woman with the huge wart on her nose. She was behaving really oddly with me.’

Millie frowned. ‘Sylvia? Sylvia doesn’t have a wart on her nose.’

‘She’s mean, like an old witch,’ Orla declared impatiently. ‘She looks as if she should have a wart on her nose. And I practically had to twist both her arms off before she’d give me your address. So go on then, why did you leave?’

Since Orla had now slid off the threadbare arm of the chesterfield and was making herself comfortable on the sofa itself, Millie fetched a bottle of red wine from the kitchen, unearthed two glasses that actually matched, and told her.

‘You’re allowed to smoke,’ she added, detecting the signals of nicotine deprivation as Orla fiddled frantically with her many bangles.

‘Are you sure? I could always go and stand in the garden.’

The clothes-airer was currently up in the yard, which meant there wouldn’t be room for Orla too. Lord, that carved stone statue was going to look as out of place there as Victoria Beckham in a betting shop.

Millie said generously, ‘It’s raining. Anyway, I don’t mind. Just flick your ash in that plant thingy behind you.’

Hugely relieved, Orla kicked off her flat silver sandals and lit up. Her toes actually curled with pleasure, Millie noticed, when she inhaled.

‘So the old witch thought you were after her husband,’ Orla marveled when she’d heard the whole sorry story. ‘She must be one of those super-jealous types who imagines every female under the age of eighty is panting to get their hands on her man. I hope you told her you’d rather have sex with Jabba the Hut. Actually, it would jolly well serve her right if you did have an affair with that awful husband of hers, or gosh, better still, I could have an affair with him! Ha, that’d teach her a lesson, wouldn’t it?’

Heavens alive, Millie goggled in alarm, was this what all novelists were like? One teeny germ of an idea and they were off and running with it like a relay baton, getting more and more carried away?

Not to say it wasn’t an entertaining idea in theory…

‘Except Tim would never have an affair with anyone,’ she told Orla gloomily. ‘He and Sylvia do everything together. He probably goes along to the bathroom with her when she wakes up in the night needing the loo.’

‘I can’t bear those kind of couply couples!’ Orla exclaimed with passion.

‘They wear matching sweaters.’

‘Well that kind of behavior is just laughable.’

‘And they go to the same aerobics class.’

‘Pathetic. People like that,’ Orla declared, ‘make me want to be sick.’

‘They were never friendly towards me anyway, so it’s not as if I enjoyed working for them.’ Millie gave her a reassuring look. ‘Actually, walking out on that job has quite cheered me up.’

‘Oh, but I still feel horribly guilty.’ Having smoked her way down her cigarette at a rate of knots, Orla swiveled round and stubbed it out in Hester’s neglected azalea plant. ‘And I forgot to ask you this morning how it turned out with your boyfriend after he stormed off last week.’ She looked hopeful. ‘Did he forgive you for jumping out of his car and saving my life?’

‘Um… actually, no. But it doesn’t matter,’ Millie went on hurriedly. ‘I told you before, I didn’t even want to be with him. Really, it was all for the best.’

‘Oh Lord, this is terrible,’ wailed Orla, ‘I’m a complete walking disaster. Here’s you, a lovely, kind girl who’s never done anyone any harm. And now, you’re left without a job and a boyfriend—for pity’s sake, one way or another I’ve managed to single-handedly destroy your life.’

‘Will you stop this?’ Millie’s eyebrows shot up in disbelief. ‘You’re doing it again, getting carried away, making a drama out of a… blip. For a start, Neil wasn’t the love of my life. Secondly, I can find myself another job.’

‘But—’

‘And I’m not always a lovely, kind person either,’ Millie assured her. ‘Sometimes I can be completely vile.’

‘Well I’m sorry, but I don’t believe that for one moment. I mean, look at you,’ Orla declared, spreading her hands, ‘with your ripply blonde hair and those great big eyes… you’re an absolute angel! Yes, that’s exactly what you look like, an angel…’

Millie had always yearned to be tall and angular with sticky-out cheekbones, poker-straight black hair, and a haughty manner. Her ideal woman was Lily Munster. Desperate to convince Orla, she said, ‘But that doesn’t make me a nice person!’

‘I bet you are.’ It was no good, Orla’s mind was made up. ‘I bet you’ve never done anything thoughtless or mean in your life.’

So Millie was compelled to prove it, mentioning no names of course, by skimming through the story of Hugh Emerson’s wallet, the ensuing phone call, and the stomach-churning moment when she realized she’d committed one of the all-time great faux pas.

‘So you see,’ Millie concluded five minutes later with just a smidgen of triumph, ‘I can be as awful as the next person.’

‘Except you didn’t know this chap’s wife was dead. Sorry,’ said Orla briskly, ‘but that doesn’t count at all. Anyway,’ she went on, ‘you’ve gone bright red just telling me about it, which only goes to prove what a sweetheart you are.’

It was hopeless. For a fraction of a second Millie was tempted to announce to Orla that one of her hobbies was pulling the wings off butterflies and that she was also partial to a spot of kitten-drowning in her spare time.

But what with being so lovely, of course, she couldn’t bring herself to do it.

Changing the subject instead, Millie said, ‘So how are things going with you and your husband?’

And promptly prayed that Orla wouldn’t burst into tears, rush up to the bathroom, and start glugging down the contents of a bottle of bleach.

She didn’t. Phew.

‘Giles? Oh, we’re fine, absolutely fine, it was all a mad, mad misunderstanding.’ Between lighting up another cigarette and dropping her heavy silver lighter back into her bag, Orla flashed her a dazzling smile. ‘I’m just so glad you were there on that cliff top to stop me killing myself.’

‘You wouldn’t have killed yourself,’ said Millie. ‘Not really.’

Orla shrugged.

‘I’ve wondered the same thing myself, lots of times. But I was pretty desperate.’ She paused, then added with a wry smile, ‘I’m still glad you happened to be around.’

‘What was the mad misunderstanding?’

Millie was amazed she dared ask such an outrageously personal question, but she had to know. Anyway, Orla had already dragged pretty much her entire life story out of her; a spot of counter-nosiness surely wouldn’t go amiss.

‘Oh, too silly for words! There was me thinking that Giles had installed Martine down here… and he didn’t have the faintest idea she was even in Cornwall! It was all her fault,’ Orla explained, wafting smoke in all directions. ‘Giles finished with her but she refused to accept it. Typical scorned-mistress scenario—she kept ringing him and begging him to take her back, but Giles was brilliant, he just kept saying no. So in the end, out of sheer desperation, the silly girl moved down to Cornwall and rented a little cottage completely off her own bat. Giles didn’t have anything to do with it. When I confronted him he was absolutely gobsmacked!’

‘Oh.’ Millie swallowed. ‘Well, um, good.’

‘So there we go, all that silly worrying for nothing,’ Orla declared. ‘Of course, we can’t physically evict her from the county, but she isn’t a problem anymore. She’s still there in her sad little cottage, but I can deal with that. I’ve got my husband back and I’m happy.’

Orla was telling the truth, Millie decided. She genuinely believed what she was saying. In which case…

‘That’s brilliant,’ she told Orla warmly. ‘I’m so pleased for you.’

‘Oh God,’ Orla let out a wail of dismay, ‘you really are. I’ve jack-booted my way into your life, crushed it to smithereens, and you’re still pleased for me!’

All this guilt, she had to be a Catholic.

‘I love that word,’ Millie sighed, tucking her bare legs under her and idly winding the belt of her dressing gown around one hand. ‘Actually, I really love it. Smithereens. I wonder if it’s Irish?’ Clutching an imaginary microphone, she announced with a flourish, ‘And now, ladies and gen’l’men, we are proud to present on stage here tonight… the Smithereens!’

‘Can you sing?’ asked Orla abruptly.

‘Er… not really.’

‘What does that mean?’

Here she goes, off again, thought Millie, asking a load of questions that make no sense at all.

‘I’m not great and I’m not bad.’ She decided to humor Orla. ‘Just average.’

‘Dance?’

‘I’ve got legs, haven’t I?’ Millie wiggled her toes. ‘Anyone with legs can dance. After a fashion.’

‘And you’re not shy,’ Orla went on, slopping red wine over her skirt as she delved into her bag. ‘I may have just the thing for you… hang on, I know it’s down here somewhere… ah, here we are.’ She pulled out a business card and waved it triumphantly at Millie. ‘This fellow could be right up your street.’

‘Oh God, don’t tell me,’ Millie groaned, ‘it’s Andrew Lloyd Webber and he’s going to pester me to star in his next West End musical.’

‘No, no, I’m serious. We met briefly at a party the other night and he’s looking for girls just like you.’

‘Brilliant,’ said Millie. ‘He’s a pimp, desperate to recruit new hookers to replace all the ones who’ve been carted off to the cells.’

‘Will you pay attention?’ Orla scolded good-naturedly. ‘This fellow has just set up a kissogram service here in Cornwall.’

Oh for heaven’s sake.

‘A what?’

‘No need to look so shocked, there’s nothing sleazy about it. The whole thing’s completely above board,’ declared Orla. ‘It’s just a bit of fun… you can book Chippendale-types for hen parties, Granny-grams, roller-skating gorillagrams—oh, that would be a big plus, if you can roller-skate—even juggling clowns on uni-cycles…’

‘I don’t think it’s really my kind of thing,’ said Millie, feeling a bit mean when Orla was so clearly filled with enthusiasm.

‘Okay, I know it’s not exactly your run-of-the-mill office job, but according to this chap the pay’s not bad. I mean, why work for eight hours pushing a load of paperclips about when you could earn almost as much money in one and a half hours?’

‘Roller-skating around in a gorilla suit?’

As it happened, Millie could skate. Rather well, in fact.

‘Just a thought,’ said Orla. ‘You don’t have to. Pretty dishy chap, though, running the company.’

She winked, gave Millie an encouraging nod and pressed the business card into her hand.

Millie turned it over and studied the blurb on the front.

‘Single too.’ Orla sounded pleased with herself. ‘I checked.’

‘Kemp’s,’ read Millie. ‘Kissograms to make your parties go with a scream. Prop: Lucas Kemp. Tel: 01637 blah blah blah.’

Oh, terrific.

Aloud she said faintly, ‘Well, thanks.’


Chapter 7

Typically, it took Hester no time at all to unearth the card.

‘What’s that awful statue doing in the bathroom?’ she demanded the following morning.

‘Orla Hart gave it to me. She blames herself for me being out of a job. It’s her way of making up for it,’ Millie explained.

‘Well, next time she feels guilty, tell her we’d prefer shoes. Bugger.’ Hester gazed down in frustration at her bare legs, which were decorated with strips of loo paper stuck on with blood. When she moved, the loo paper fluttered in the breeze.

‘Never shave your legs in a hurry.’

‘I wasn’t in a hurry, I was nervous. Today could be the day I bump into you-know-who. Oh, this is hopeless,’ Hester groaned as a trickle of blood slid down the back of her calf. ‘Why won’t it stop? I look like I’ve been attacked by a plague of rats.’

‘Wear jeans,’ Millie called over her shoulder as she disappeared into the bathroom.

When she emerged ten minutes later, Hester was standing in the middle of the living room with an odd look on her face.

‘What?’ demanded Millie. ‘Honestly, are you still waiting for your legs to stop gushing? You’re going to be so late for work.’

‘My jeans are in the washing basket,’ Hester announced.

Heavens, Orla Hart wasn’t the only drama queen around here. What was Hester hoping, that this would make the front page of the Cornwall Gazette!

‘So I thought I’d wear tights instead,’ she went on.

Phew, never mind the Cornwall Gazette, thought Millie, put me through this minute to the editor of the News of the World.

‘But I didn’t have any without holes in them,’ Hester continued, her tone conversational, ‘so I thought you wouldn’t mind if I borrowed a pair of yours instead.’

Oh.

Oh bum.

In fact, massive bum.

‘I’ve got some opaque black ones,’ Millie said hopefully. ‘They’d hide the cuts on your legs.’

‘And while I was going through your knicker drawer, I happened to come across… this.’ Hester held up the business card with Lucas Kemp’s name on it. ‘How could you do this to me? That’s what I don’t understand. I’ve spent the last three days in a complete tizz, wondering if I’m ever going to track him down, and all the time you knew exactly how I could do it, because you had this card with his number on it, HIDDEN IN YOUR FLAMING KNICKER DRAWER.’

It probably wasn’t the moment, Millie decided, to make a feeble joke about her inflammable knickers.

‘Okay, now listen, I haven’t had this card for days. Orla Hart gave it to me last night and I needed time to think. I was going to tell you this evening,’ she pleaded, ‘but you know what you’re like. The last thing you need is to go hurling yourself at Lucas Kemp, drooling all over him like a besotted bulldog, and letting him think you’re a complete pushover, there for the taking.’

Hester stepped back as if she’d been slapped across the face.

‘A besotted… bulldog? Is that what you’re saying I look like?’

She sounded so hurt. Guiltily Millie shook her head.

‘Of course not. I just couldn’t think of anything else that drooled.’

‘Labradors drool,’ Hester announced stiffly. ‘My auntie’s Labrador drools all the time. And St. Bernards drool. You really didn’t have to say bulldog.’

‘Sorry.’

‘Anyway, I wouldn’t throw myself at Lucas! I have no intention of letting him think I’m a pushover.’

‘Of course you wouldn’t. Sorry,’ Millie repeated, her tone humble. Even though she knew, just knew without a doubt, that Hester had already learned the phone number on the card by heart.

Mollified, Hester said, ‘Why did Orla Hart give you Lucas’s business card anyway?’

‘He’s looking for people to do the kissograms. Orla thought I might be interested. She was just trying to help because she feels so responsible for—’

‘Ohmigod!’ In an instant Hester forgot all about being stroppy. She clapped her hands like an excited child. ‘This is brilliant.’

‘But I told her it wasn’t my kind of thing.’

‘You could do it!’

‘I’m a travel agent,’ Millie protested.

Well, kind of.

‘An unemployed travel agent,’ Hester pointed out.

‘Yes, but singing telegrams! They’re so… so…’ Millie floundered; they were definitely so something, she just couldn’t explain what.

‘Would you have to take all your clothes off?’

‘No!’

‘Do it then,’ Hester ordered.

‘I don’t know if I want to.’

‘Excuse me, but is your name Victoria Beckham?’ Hester rolled her eyes. ‘No it isn’t, so you can’t exactly afford to be fussy, can you?’

‘I was thinking more of a bar job,’ said Millie.

‘Oh don’t be so mean,’ Hester pleaded. ‘At least ring him and fix up an interview.’

Millie feigned puzzlement.

‘Why?’

‘Because then you can meet up with him and have a lovely chat about the good old days, and that’ll give him the chance to ask you all about me and you’ll be able to tell him how gorgeous and popular I am, and before you know it he’ll be desperate to see me again and that’s when you’ll say, “Hey, why don’t the three of us meet up for a drink tonight?” and he’ll say, “Millie, that’s a fantastic idea,” and it’ll all happen in a really easy, natural way. Bingo. Not a besotted bulldog, not a ribbon of drool in sight!’

‘And no sex either,’ Millie reminded her.

Hester looked shocked.

‘Absolutely not.’

‘Good. Okay.’

This is what Orla means about me being nice, Millie realized. I hid the card from Hester for her own good, and she’s managed to make me feel so guilty I’ve ended up agreeing to do the one thing I really didn’t want to do.

Well now I’m going to be mean and it jolly well serves her right.

Smiling like a dutiful wife, she stood at the front door and waved a deliriously happy Hester off to work. Still minus any tights and with the long-forgotten strips of loo roll like tiny red and white banners flip-flapping around her legs.

Nobody picked up the phone when Millie rang the number on Lucas Kemp’s business card. Her conscience clear once more—ah well, at least she’d tried—she decided to make the most of her unexpected freedom and pay a visit to her father instead.

When Millie’s parents had split up five years earlier, it had been at the instigation of her mother. Adele Brady had yearned for more; she had her heart set on a glittering metropolitan lifestyle.

And in due course, a refined metropolitan husband to match.

‘Cornwall just isn’t me,’ Adele had told Millie at the time. ‘It’s sooo parochial. I need glamour, I need opera, I need… oh God… Harvey Nichols!’

‘See? She’s got her eye on some other fellow already.’ Millie’s father, Lloyd, had winked at Millie. ‘Mind you, I wouldn’t have thought he’d be her type… an overweight ex-showjumper famous for his two-fingered salute. Can’t imagine he’d be much of a one for the opera.’

Millie had grinned, because she knew her dad was teasing her mother.

‘Pathetic, completely pathetic,’ Adele had hissed back, not getting it at all. ‘I could do so much better than you.’

‘Jolly good.’ Lloyd wasn’t bothered; he was too used to his wife’s endless criticisms. At first, the fact that he and Adele were polar opposites had been a huge novelty. But after twenty years, it had well and truly worn off.

‘I’m going to be happy,’ Adele had declared with utter confidence.

‘What, with this Harvey Nichols chap?’ There was a mischievous twinkle in Lloyd’s eyes. ‘Quite sure about that, are you? Because you need to watch these horsey-types, you know. They’re known to have a bit of a thing about pointy spurs and a whip.’

‘A whole new life for myself.’ Adele had gazed at him with contempt. ‘A glorious new life and a glorious new man to share it with.’

‘Ah well, each to his own,’ Lloyd had said good-naturedly. ‘Women? I give up on them. From now on, it’s a bachelor’s life for me.’

Famous last words.

For Adele, as well as for Lloyd.

Adele had spent the last five years racketing around London in a state of increasing desperation. She was a fifty-five-year-old Bridget Jones in Burberry silk-knits, constantly complaining that there were no decent men anywhere and that the only males who enjoyed opera were all homosexuals. In cravats.

Lloyd, meanwhile, had settled quite happily into his newfound bachelor lifestyle for all of three and a half months. Then, quite by accident, he had met Judy.

At a petrol station on the outskirts of Padstow, of all the exotic locations imaginable.

Lloyd had been about to pay for his petrol at the till when a female voice behind him in the queue had declared, ‘Bugger!’

Lloyd, swiveling round to see who the Bugger belonged to, had smiled broadly at Judy.

Flapping her hand in half-hearted apology, Judy had pulled a face then grinned back.

And that, basically, had been that.

‘I’ve just stuck twenty quid’s worth of petrol in my car.’ Judy showed him the contents of her well-worn handbag: a Mars bar, several dog biscuits, one lipstick, and a wrinkled Dick Francis paperback that looked as if it had been read in the bath. ‘And I’ve come out without my sodding purse.’

A single lipstick. And no hairbrush. Lloyd was instantly enchanted.

‘No problem, I’ll lend you the money.’

He liked the way she didn’t launch into a flurry of Oh-no-I-couldn’t-possiblys.

‘I might be a con-artist.’

‘A con-artist,’ Lloyd gravely informed her, ‘would never say that.’

‘Okay, you’re on.’ Judy nodded, accepting his offer and jangling her car keys. ‘And I only live a mile down the road, so if you aren’t in a tearing hurry you can follow me home and I’ll pay you back.’

‘I might be an axe murderer.’

‘I’ve got my dogs at home,’ Judy confided. ‘Axe murderers don’t scare me.’

Without meaning it to happen, Lloyd realized before the afternoon was out that he’d met his soulmate, the woman with whom he wanted—no, not wanted, with whom he had—to spend the rest of his life.

Judy Forbes-Adams had been widowed three years earlier. At fifty-three and with her children grown up, she too was satisfied with her life just the way it was. She loved horses and dogs and the Cornish countryside with a passion. On special occasions, she dashed on a bit of Yardley lipstick and remembered to brush her hair. She wouldn’t have recognized a designer outfit if it leapt out at her screaming Chanel, although she had both the means and the figure to wear anything that took her fancy. And, best of all, she couldn’t be doing with opera. Judy’s idea of a good time involved listening to The Archers on Radio 4 while she planted out her pelargoniums.

It drove Adele insane that the good fairy had had the nerve to grant Lloyd the happy ending.

‘It’s so unfair,’ she complained. Frequently and extremely crossly.

‘You’ll find someone else,’ Millie tried to placate her. Frequently and with an increasingly weary edge to her voice.

‘How your father can be content with a woman who spends her life in denim jeans is beyond me,’ Adele sniped. ‘Jeans, I ask you, and she’s nearly sixty.’

‘Don’t ask me to say bitchy things about Judy. I like her.’

‘Ha. Next you’ll be telling me she’s a better cook than I am.’

Adele liked to spend hours preparing tremendously ornate meals that she painstakingly arranged on plates so they ended up looking like mini-scaffolding.

‘She’s nothing like you in the kitchen,’ Millie said truthfully. She was fairly sure Adele had never stood gossiping at the stove waving a cigarette in one hand and stirring gravy with the other. Judy was, in fact, a terrific cook but Millie had learned—for the good of her health—to be diplomatic. ‘She does shepherd’s pies, steak-and-kidney puddings, stuff like that.’

‘Great piles of stodge. No wonder your father’s happy. Peasant food,’ Adele snorted. ‘That kind of thing’s right up his street.’


Chapter 8

Peasant food was right up Millie’s street as well. Lunch with Judy and her father was always a treat.

Today it was sausage-and-onion casserole, rich and gloopy and piled over butter-drenched baked potatoes. Lloyd uncorked a bottle of Shiraz and Millie began to bring them up to date with all the gossip, kicking off with how she had come to be unemployed.

‘But that’s just appalling!’ Judy exclaimed. ‘Honestly, couples like that make me shudder. And now you’re jobless… well, we can give you some money if you’re desperate, just say the word.’

‘I’ll be fine.’ Millie was touched by the offer, but she shook her head. ‘Finding work isn’t a problem. In fact, there’s one job Hester’s really keen for me to go for.’ Pulling Lucas Kemp’s business card out of her back pocket, she showed it to them.

‘Darling, a strippogram!’ Judy clapped her hands in delight. ‘What a scream.’

‘If I stripped, people would definitely scream. Either that or complain loudly and demand their money back. I wouldn’t have to take my clothes off,’ Millie explained.

‘They want all sorts, like people who can sing, dance, and roller-skate. Anyway, it’s just an option. I’ll probably end up waitressing or working in a bar.’

‘You could juggle,’ Judy declared with enthusiasm. ‘That would be fabulous! Who could resist a singing, roller-skating jugglogram?’

‘Except I can’t juggle,’ Millie pointed out.

‘No, but I can.’ Jumping up from the table, Judy grabbed five satsumas from the fruit bowl on the dresser and began tossing them into the air. Deftly, she juggled them then caught them and executed a modest curtsey.

‘Five years,’ Lloyd marveled. ‘Five years we’ve been together and I never knew.’

‘Just one of my little secrets.’ Judy raised a playful eyebrow at him. ‘International woman of mystery, that’s me.’

‘Did you run away as a child and join the circus?’ Millie was enthralled.

‘What else can you do?’ said Lloyd. ‘Walk tightropes? Tame lions? Balance a ball on the end of your nose?’

‘When I was nineteen, I spent the summer traveling with a boyfriend. When we ran out of money we learned how to juggle. Then we busked our way around Europe.’ Judy shrugged as if it were the most normal thing in the world. ‘And once you know how to do it, you never forget. Like riding a bike. Now there’s a thought.’ Eyes alight, she turned to Millie. ‘You could be a unicycling, singing kissogram, that’d really stop the show!’

Millie burst out laughing at Judy, standing there before her in her loose white shirt, faded jeans, and espadrilles, with her messy shoulder-length fair hair and her hands full of satsumas.

‘Don’t tell me you know how to unicycle as well.’

‘Of course I don’t know how to unicycle. We could never have afforded a unicycle! Heavens, we were so broke we could barely afford the paraffin for our flaming clubs.’

When they had resumed eating, Lloyd frowned at the business card on the table.

‘Why does this fellow’s name sound familiar?’

‘He’s the one Hester spent her teenage years pining over,’ Millie reminded him. ‘The DJ, remember, who moved away to London?’ She pulled a face. ‘Now he’s back and Hester’s come over all hopeless and besotted. That’s why she’s so keen for me to take the job. Poor Nat. I just hope she doesn’t do something incredibly stupid and make an idiot of herself.’

‘I was keen on a girl once,’ Lloyd idly recollected. ‘I used to cycle past her house, peering up at her bedroom window. Then one day I saw her there, watching me. I was so excited I crashed my bike into her father’s car.’

Judy grinned and sloshed more wine into their glasses.

‘Oh well, if it’s embarrassing moments you’re after, I was once mad about this boy in St. Ives. One day a crowd of us went down to the beach for a swim and there he was. So we stripped off our clothes—we were all wearing our swimsuits underneath—and I decided to be really brave. I sauntered up to him in front of all his friends and asked him if he knew the time.’

‘And?’ Millie held her breath.

‘He said, “Yeah, darlin,’ about time you got your knickers off.” And when I looked down I realized I still had my awful pink underpants on over my swimsuit. It’s not funny!’ Judy protested. ‘Imagine the trauma. Took me years to live it down.’

Emboldened by the urge to compete—and by her third glass of red wine—Millie immediately launched into her own embarrassing story, the one about the Wallet and the Phone Call.

When she reached the hilarious punchline (‘For your information, my wife is dead’), Judy groaned and clapped her hands with a mixture of horror and delight.

‘I know, I know, I’m so ashamed.’ Millie shook her head and felt herself going bright red again; it happened every time she even thought about it.

Lloyd patted her arm and said cheerfully, ‘My daughter, the diplomat.’

‘Dad, I was mortified! I just hung up.’

‘Maybe it wasn’t true,’ Judy suggested. ‘My darling husband always had atrocious taste in sweaters, but as soon as anyone made fun of them, he’d look distraught and say, “This was the last thing my mother knitted for me before she died.”’

It was a nice thought, but Millie knew she couldn’t allow herself to hang on to it.

‘This chap wasn’t joking,’ she said sadly. ‘He really meant it. He was disgusted with me. Up until then he’d seemed so nice… he had this really warm voice.’

‘Oh well, that’s men for you.’ Judy waved a dismissive arm. ‘So what did you do with the wallet?’

‘Posted it off to him. I scribbled a quick note saying sorry, but the guilt won’t go away. You’d think it would have started to wear off by now but it hasn’t, in fact it’s got worse.’ Millie shuddered just thinking about it. ‘Whenever I remember that phone call I get these awful icy shivers whooshing down my spine. Sometimes it’s like standing under a waterfall—’

‘Darling, write him another letter!’ Judy exclaimed. ‘A proper one this time. Then you can grovel and apologize to your heart’s content.’

Millie wilted; she only wished she could.

‘I can’t remember his address. Too embarrassed, I expect. It’s wiped from my memory. Gone.’

‘Oh well then, put it out of your mind. Just forget it.’ Judy’s tone was consoling. ‘Life’s too short.’

‘Certainly was for that fellow’s wife.’ Lloyd winked at Millie across the table.

‘Dad! That’s a terrible thing to say!’

‘I know. Can’t think where I get it from,’ said Lloyd.

‘One, two… bum.’

‘One, two, three… bugger.’

‘One… oh fuck it!’

From the living-room doorway, Hester said, ‘I’d ask you what you thought you were doing, but it would be a dumb question.’

‘Oh, hi.’ Bending down, Millie retrieved the satsumas that had rolled under the table. She’d dropped them so many times they were now as soft and squishy as breast implants.

‘You’re juggling,’ Hester said accusingly.

‘I’m not, am I?’

‘No, actually, you’re not. You’re trying to juggle.’

‘I’ve spent the whole afternoon trying to juggle… one, two, three… damn. Judy’s been teaching me. She said it was easy,’ Millie wailed, ‘and it’s not, it’s bloody impossible!’

‘Stop, then. Don’t do it.’

‘Two, three, four… sod it. And no I won’t stop.’ Millie doggedly picked up the dropped satsuma. ‘I’m not going to let this beat me.’

‘You even left the post sitting on the mat,’ Hester complained, waving the sheaf of letters like a poker hand. ‘I stepped on them when I opened the door. Oh yuk,’ her lip curled up in disgust as she leafed through the unexciting collection, ‘now I know why you didn’t pick them up. Water rates, phone, scary bank statement, gas bill… nightmare.’

‘There’s a letter from Nat.’ Millie recognized the handwriting on the final envelope.

‘If it was stuffed with cash I might be excited,’ Hester said fretfully. ‘Did you phone Lucas?’

She really was a hopeless case.

‘No,’ said Millie. ‘Although I thought I might write to Nat, keep him up to date with… everything.’ Meaningfully, she waggled her eyebrows.

‘Honestly, you have no idea how unscary that is.’ Hester broke into a grin. ‘You know you’d never do that.’

‘I might,’ Millie protested. ‘Nat’s my friend too.’

‘And that makes no difference at all.’ Hester was smug. ‘Because I’m your best friend.’

‘I could always demote you.’

‘You never would though. You love me too much. Will you phone Lucas tomorrow?’

‘I might.’

‘Pleeease?’

‘I’ll think about it.’ Millie heaved a sigh. ‘And while I’m thinking about it, you might like to make me a cheese and Marmite toasted sandwich and a lovely big mug of tea.’

The penny suddenly dropped several hours later. Hester was out again, pounding the treadmill down at the gym and no doubt carefully patting her face with a hand towel every couple of minutes so her make-up wouldn’t run. Millie, having wallowed happily in the bath and caught up with the goings-on in EastEnders, wandered through to the kitchen in her dressing gown in search of biscuits. With no Hester around, it looked as if she was going to have to make her own tea.

Idly rolling the end of her dressing gown belt into a Catherine wheel, Millie ate a biscuit and waited for the kettle to boil. There were the bills that had arrived today, thrown down on the worktop waiting to be filed away.

In the bin, where all bills that didn’t have FINAL DEMAND printed in menacing red letters all over them were meticulously filed.

Steam began to billow from the spout of the kettle. Millie, counting under her breath, tried to guess the exact moment it would automatically switch itself off.

(The words Get a Life sprang to mind, but it was a harmless enough game and she enjoyed it.)

‘Three, two, one… now.’

Click, went the kettle.

And dinggg, went the penny as it suddenly, finally dropped.

‘Oh!’ Millie exclaimed aloud, her heart pounding away like Hester on her treadmill.

Scrabbling at the bundle of bills, it took her no time at all to find what she was looking for.

I am such a jerk, thought Millie. Why on earth didn’t I think of this before?

There, on the itemized phone bill, was the mobile phone number she had rung at half past midnight on the third of May.

Simple.

Four minutes and thirteen seconds, Millie noted. That was how long she and Hugh Emerson had spoken to each other. Funny how much chaos and damage you could inflict in four minutes and thirteen seconds. Not to mention pain and embarrassment and shame and bitter regret.


Chapter 9

Needing time to think, Millie helped herself to a handful of biscuits and made herself that cup of tea.

Okay. Right. Clearly she needed to phone the man and apologize properly, because the awful guilt wasn’t going to go away of its own accord.

Then again, she wasn’t exactly looking forward to hearing those disdainful, icy tones the moment she told Hugh Emerson who she was.

I want to be spoken to in that lovely warm voice, Millie thought sadly. It was strange, but she actually yearned to hear him talk to her in that easy, friendly way again.

Okay, granted, he’d only sounded friendly for about twenty-five seconds last time, but… well, those twenty-five seconds had made a lasting impression.

The next moment, Millie’s bare toes began to tingle and curl up with excitement as the germ of an idea crept into her mind.

Hugh Emerson would be far more likely to be nice if he didn’t know it was her he was speaking to.

It took another fifteen minutes of mulling over the possibilities, fine-honing her plan, and giving it a few trial runs before Millie plucked up the courage to dial the number.

Ring ring.

Ring ring.

Of course, he might not be there. He could be out—

‘Hello?’

Eek, it was him! Clamping the phone to her ear, hanging on to it for all she was worth, Millie took a huge breath and launched into the spiel she had, in true Blue Peter fashion, prepared earlier.

‘Joe? Och, thank goodness you’rre therre, ah’m having the worrrst time o’ it herre, you just hafty help me beforre ah goa arround the twist. Ah’m stuck on this terrible crossword, it’s drrivin’ me mental, now listen, it’s seven letterrrs—’

‘Hello, sorry,’ Hugh Emerson finally managed to get a word in edgewise, ‘I’m afraid you have the wrong person here.’

Millie feigned delight. ‘Och, Joe, dinna mess arround, ye canna fool me!’ Oops, accent beginning to slip a bit, have to keep it going. Think Scottish, think Sean Connery, think Billy Connolly. ‘Listen to me noo, here comes the firrst clue… seven letters… are you ready, Joe?’

‘I’m ready, but I’m still not Joe.’

Millie heard the amusement in his voice, knew he was shaking his head at her mistake. The delicious tingly feeling in her toes whooshed up to her knees.

‘Och no! Is that rreally not you, Joe?’ Indignantly she said, ‘So in that case who are you, and what are you doing answering Joe’s phone?’

Hugh laughed, then said nicely, ‘I think you must have dialed the wrong number.’

‘No! Have I? Och, I’m so sorrry!’ Millie laughed too, in what she hoped was a convincingly Scottish fashion. Think Local Hero, think Mel Gibson in Braveheart, think Taggart.

‘Not a problem,’ Hugh Emerson replied easily.

‘Och, you must think I’m a complete haggis, rrambling oan like that. Well, I suppose I’d better leave you in peace…’ Millie allowed her voice to trail away, signalling regret.

‘Look, you may as well ask me now you’re here,’ said Hugh Emerson. ‘Seven letters, did you say? What’s the clue?’

Yesss! Falling back on the sofa in ecstasy, Millie kicked her feet in the air like a beetle. That was the truly brilliant thing about crosswords, nobody could ever pass up the opportunity to show off.

‘Okay, it’s the title of a Humphrey Bogart film, The something Falcon.’’ Oops, accent alert; in her excitement she’d completely forgotten about being Scottish. To make amends Millie added hastily, ‘Och, it’s verra verra harrrd, I havnae a clue maself.’

‘Maltese,’ said Hugh Emerson.

Bugger, too easy. Clearly a man who knew his Bogart.

‘Fantastic!’ Millie exclaimed. ‘Now, eighteen across is two words, five and eight letters… och, I can’t take up your time like this, you must be busy, I really shouldna trrouble you.’

‘It’s okay. Fire away.’

Millie stiffened; now he sounded faintly patronizing, as if she was just a silly girlie who couldn’t be expected to know the answer to a simple question.

‘He wrote the nineteen fifty-four film The Seven Samurai… oh wait, hang on, that was… ooh, whats his name, Akira somebody… yes! Akira Kurosawa!’

‘That’s right. Well done.’ To Millie’s delight, he sounded surprised. Impressed, even. Ha, all of a sudden she wasn’t quite so thick after all!

More crucially still, she’d drawn level.

One all.

He was a man; she knew he wouldn’t be able to resist it.

His tone extra casual, Hugh Emerson said, ‘Any more?’

Oh, he sounded so lovely, so charming, so… nice.

‘If you’re sure,’ Millie said playfully.

‘Fire away.’

‘Okay. The actor who played Tonto in The Lone Ranger… ooh, actually I think I do know this one…’

‘Jay Silverheels,’ Hugh said promptly.

And with a hint of triumph.

‘Yes!’ Millie exclaimed, ‘It fits. Well done. Golly, you must be ancient if you can remember The Lone Ranger.’

He laughed. ‘Thanks a lot. Haven’t you ever heard of reruns?’

‘Oh, feeble excuse.’

‘Actually, I’m twenty-eight.’

I know, thought Millie, her whole body zinging and tingling, I know exactly how old you are. I even know your date of birth.

‘Oh well, if it’s reruns we’re talking about, I was more of a Munsters girl myself.’

‘And I bet you wished you could have long black hair like Lily Munster.’

‘I did! I did!’ shrieked Millie, beside herself with amazement and delight. ‘I used to spend hours practising her glidey walk and plastering my mouth with red felt-tip pen because my mum wouldn’t let me borrow her lipstick.’

‘Bet you can’t remember the theme tune.’

‘Ha, but I can,’ Millie retorted happily. ‘I love that music, it’s practically engraved on my heart!’

‘How’s the sickness by the way?’ said Hugh, before she had a chance to draw breath and launch herself with gusto into the theme tune.

‘Sickness? Let me tell you, there’s absolutely nothing wrong with being a Munsters fan! Now being a fan of Star Trek, I agree, is a bit weird—’

‘I meant morning sickness.’

Millie frowned. Was this a Munster joke she’d failed to get? For a couple of seconds she was stuck for a reply.

‘Are you not suffering from it?’ Hugh Emerson inquired. ‘I thought most pregnancies involved some degree of morning sickness.’ He paused, allowing the significance of what he was saying to sink in.

Millie, certainly feeling sick now, stammered, ‘I d-don’t… I d-don’t…’

His tone cool, he went on, ‘You are the girl who rang the other week, aren’t you? To tell me you’re expecting my child?’

That was the trouble with holes in the ground: they were never around when you most needed them.

Bugger, just when she’d been enjoying herself too.

Deep, deep, very deep breath.

‘I’m sorry, I’m more sorry than I can say. That’s why I was ringing you, I promise, to let you know how awful I still felt.’ Millie just blurted the words out, any-old-how. ‘I wanted to write but I didn’t keep your address, and then this morning our phone bill arrived and there was your number and I felt as if I’d been given a second chance… but I couldn’t bear to tell you who I was straight away, in case you yelled at me and slammed the phone down, and I was just so desperate to hear you sounding normal instead of like a bucket of ice cubes. I was going to confess,’ she concluded her breathless tumble of apology, ‘I swear I was, but then we started talking and you were being so lovely… I was just having such a nice time, I kept putting it off and off.’

‘There never was any crossword.’ Hugh Emerson spoke without emotion.

Millie heaved a sigh. ‘No.’

There was a lot to be said for embroidering the truth—gosh, in the past she’d been known to embroider whole tablecloths—but now she felt she owed it to him to be honest.

‘Akira Kurosawa,’ he said in disbelief. ‘How did you know that?’

‘It’s my dad’s favorite film,’ Millie confessed. ‘I bought him the video last Christmas.’

‘And the truly abysmal Scottish-Welsh-Irish accent. Where did you get that from?’

‘I’m sorry.’ Millie sagged back against the sofa cushions in defeat. ‘Accents have never really been my thing.’

‘I should say not. You sounded like Russ Abbot.’

Honestly, it was like auditioning for a starring role on Broadway. Did he have to be quite so critical?

‘I was aiming for Billy Connolly,’ said Millie.

Hugh Emerson, now sounding exactly like a bored casting director, replied, ‘Allow me to let you in on a little secret. Scottish people do not begin every second sentence with the word Och.’

‘Right.’ Millie was humble. ‘Sorry.’

‘So you keep saying.’

‘But I am. I told you, I rang to apologize.’

‘To clear your conscience, you mean,’ Hugh Emerson drawled.

He certainly wasn’t making things any easier. Determined not to shout something petulant and slam the phone down, Millie was nevertheless glad he was two hundred-odd miles away in London.

‘To clear my conscience? Okay, yes, that too.’ She heard her own tone of voice switch gear, from grovely to curt. ‘So accidentally making a faux pas has never happened to you, is that what you’re telling me? You’re a stranger to embarrassment. You’ve spent your whole life doing and saying exactly the right thing.’

Curt with a hint of accusation.

‘Absolutely,’ Hugh Emerson replied.

‘Oh well, in that case, congratulations. You are officially the luckiest man alive.’

The millisecond the words were out of Millie’s mouth she regretted them. If her tongue had been long and curly enough, like an anteater’s tongue, she would have flicked it out, scooped the words back in, and swallowed them.

Because he wasn’t the luckiest man alive, was he? His wife was dead.

So much for her puny attempt at sarcasm. Now he could really lay into her.

Not daring to breathe, Millie braced herself for the blistering riposte.

‘Except, actually, now you come to mention it…’ Hugh Emerson sounded thoughtful. ‘There was the time I said to a girl, “You’ve been eating biscuits, brush those crumbs off your face.” And she said, “They’re not crumbs, they’re warts.”’

‘No!’ Millie let out a shriek of delight. ‘You didn’t do that! I don’t believe it.’

‘True,’ he admitted.

‘But you apologized to her.’

‘Well, I tried,’ said Hugh. ‘But I don’t know if she heard.’

‘Why ever not?’

‘My six friends were making a bit of a racket, banging the table and yelling, “Nice one, Hugh,” and roaring with laughter.’

Millie laughed too, elated that she wasn’t, after all, about to be slaughtered. He had let her off the hook, and the relief was monumental. In fact, he was in definite danger of sounding almost human again.

‘By the way, thanks for posting my wallet back to me,’ said Hugh. ‘Out of interest, where did you find it?’

‘Here in Newquay. Under a hedge in Furness Lane.’ Because he was a tourist, Millie added, ‘It’s one of the roads leading away from the seafront.’

‘I was carrying my jacket.’ He sounded rueful. ‘It must have dropped out of the inside pocket.’

‘You men, I don’t know how you cope without handbags, I really don’t.’

During the pause that followed, Millie wondered if she’d put her foot in it again. As the silence lengthened she envisaged—with mounting horror—the cringe-making possibilities. Maybe his wife had died tragically as a result of getting her handbag strap accidentally twisted around her neck?

Maybe she’d been dancing round her handbag when she’d tripped over the strap, lost her balance, clunked her head on the edge of a table, had a brain hemorrhage, and died?

Or maybe she’d been attacked by a mugger who’d tried to snatch her handbag, and when she’d hung on to it, he’d pushed her under the wheels of a passing bus?

Heavens, there were any number of ways a handbag could kill you, it was practically a deadly weapon.

James Bond, Millie decided, could do a lot worse than give up his Walther PPK and start carrying a handbag instead.

But when Hugh finally spoke, there was no mention of handbags. Nor were there any signs that she had committed yet another hideous faux pas.

‘Okay, listen, say no if you don’t want to, but I’d like to buy you a drink.’ He paused. ‘To thank you for returning my wallet.’

‘Blimey, that is mad.’ Millie shook her head. ‘All the way from London to Cornwall for a drink with a total stranger.’

‘I lost that wallet two months ago. I don’t live in London any more.’ Sounding amused, he explained, ‘The post office is forwarding my mail.’

Oh. Oh.

‘Oh,’ said Millie, startled. ‘So where are you now?’

‘Just outside Padstow. I’ve bought a house not far from Constantine Bay.’

Oh my giddy aunt, not far from Newquay either.

I’ve got a date, thought Millie, putting the phone down shortly afterwards in something of a daze. I’ve been and gone and got myself a date with a complete stranger. I’ve never met him, but the sound of his voice does weird things to my insides and his laugh makes my toes tingle.

Does that count as a real date?

The phone rang again five minutes later, while Millie was in the kitchen shaking chilli sauce over a bowl of Kettle Chips.

‘Look, it’s me again.’ Hugh Emerson had evidently phoned 1471. ‘I forgot to ask if you’re married or single.’

Gulp.

‘Oh.’ Millie shivered with pleasure, licked chilli sauce from her fingers—wow, hot—and said, ‘Well, actually, single.’

Shame about the promise she’d made to Hester, but never mind. What a mad idea that had been anyway.

‘Boyfriend?’

‘Nope, no boyfriend,’ Millie said gaily. ‘Nobody. Absolutely no one at all!’

‘Right. Well, I just wanted to make myself clear. This isn’t a date, okay? I’m buying you a drink, to thank you for returning my wallet. A drink, that’s all.’

‘Um…’ Millie’s heart sank. ‘… okay.’

‘It’s not a date. You do understand that, don’t you? Not a date date.’

‘Not a date. Fine, absolutely, couldn’t agree with you more.’ Millie’s heart had by this time reached her boots—well, it would have done if she’d been wearing any. And her toes weren’t curling up anymore, either. They were lying there, looking sad and dejected on the kitchen floor.

‘Dating isn’t on the agenda,’ Hugh explained kindly. And fairly unnecessarily, under the circumstances. ‘Since my wife. I just needed to make sure you understood. I don’t… do dates.’

A little voice in Millie’s head—Hester’s voice, actually—whispered triumphantly, ‘Ha ha, serves you right, ha ha haHAHA.’

‘Don’t worry,’ Millie declared with as much cheerful sincerity as she could muster. ‘I mean, I agree with you. Absolutely. Neither do I.’


Chapter 10

‘Well, well, Millie Brady, come here and let me take a proper look at you.’ Lucas Kemp held out his arms, greeted Millie with a kiss on each cheek, and gave her a long, leisurely once-over. Grinning broadly, he said, ‘Gorgeous, gorgeous. You haven’t changed a bit.’

‘Neither have you.’ Millie was smiling too; she’d forgotten what an incorrigible flirt he was. Well, not forgotten that he was a flirt— that would be like forgetting that bananas were yellow—it was the sheer extent of it that had faded from her mind over the years.

Lucas Kemp would chat up a kitchen table, so long as it was a female table. He was relentless.

Actually, Millie had to admit that Lucas was still looking pretty good himself. Especially considering the life he’d probably led. When he’d left Cornwall six years ago to seek DJ stardom in London, his hair had been shoulder-length, his sideburns long and pointy, and he’d cultivated that young Rod Stewart style of dressing that was so easy to mock. Particularly in Newquay.

Now his hair was shorter, the sideburns still there but less pointy, his hawk-like nose as big as ever. He was wearing a plain black sweater with the sleeves pushed up and black trousers. And no socks. No shoes either. All the better for stripping off in ten seconds flat and leaping into bed with his next conquest, thought Millie, stifling amusement.

Anyway, this was Lucas Kemp’s office, on the ground floor of his home, and he could wear whatever he liked.

Well, preferably not a jockstrap and wellies.

‘Right, down to business.’ Lucas perched on the edge of his desk and gestured Millie towards the leather chair. ‘So you think you could handle this kind of work?’

‘I need a job, it sounds like fun, I can roller-skate, and I don’t mind making an idiot of myself. What more can I tell you?’

‘Perfect,’ said Lucas cheerfully. ‘How about stripping?’

Eek.

‘Sorry,’ Millie was firm. ‘I don’t mind dressing up in daft outfits, but there’s no way I’m getting my kit off.’

‘Shame. Stretch marks?’

‘No! Bloody cheek!’ Millie exclaimed before realizing he was teasing her.

‘Plus,’ Lucas was grinning again, ‘you’ll be needing a sense of humor.’

He spent the next thirty minutes listening to her sing, watching her dance, going over exactly what the job entailed, and explaining how the business was run.

Finally he said, ‘Well, that’s about it. Welcome to Kemp’s.’

‘You mean I’m in?’ Millie was astonished. ‘I’ve passed the test? You really want me?’

Oops, wrong thing to say. Lucas’s green eyes crinkled at the comers in the knowing way she remembered so well. Not that he’d ever singled her out for such treatment; it was just how Lucas was. He did it to everyone. Kitchen tables included.

‘I really want you.’ The words were accompanied by a playful lift of his eyebrows. Holding out his hands, he went on, ‘Hey, who wouldn’t? With that figure and those eyes, not to mention the hair.’ Lucas shook his head, apparently lost in admiration. ‘You know what you’ve always reminded me of? The fairy on top of the Christmas tree.’

‘Great, thanks a lot,’ Millie groaned. When you’d spent your life longing to be Lily Munster, this wasn’t a compliment.

‘And how’s the rest of it going? Married? Single? Steady bloke?’

Last night, Hugh Emerson had asked her the same question.

‘Lesbian,’ said Millie.

But of course this didn’t put Lucas off, his eyes actually lit up.

‘Fabulous.’

‘Not really,’ Millie said hastily before he started formulating plans for an all-singing, all-fondling kd langogram. ‘And no, I’m not involved with anyone at the moment. Giving myself a break from men.’ He was still smirking. ‘Lucas, it was a poor joke, I’m really not interested in women. How about you?’

‘Me? Oh, I’m definitely interested in women.’

‘Enough to marry one?’

He looked appalled.

‘No thanks.’

‘Girlfriend?’

‘Well, you know… I keep myself busy.’

Same old Lucas, thought Millie with a smile. That meant he had half a dozen on the go, girls he saw every now and again when it suited him and doubtless treated appallingly, just as he always had in the old days.

As if on cue, as he was showing her out of the house, Lucas said, ‘How’s Hester, by the way? Did you two keep in touch?’

‘Oh yes.’

He looked pleased. ‘That’s great. What’s she doing these days?’

Talking about you, mostly. That is, when she isn’t racing hell for leather around Newquay trying to accidentally bump into you.

Aloud, Millie said, ‘She’s in the jewelry business.’ Well, it sounded a bit more impressive than telling him Hester sold quirky earrings on a stall in Newquay market.

‘Really? So where’s she living now?’

Here goes.

‘With me.’ Millie turned and gave him an extra-stern look. ‘And no, before you even think it, she isn’t a lesbian either.’

Lucas laughed.

‘Dear old Hester, she was always a good sort.’

Oh dear, thought Millie, that wasn’t very promising. Hester was hardly likely to be flattered. Old and a good sort; it was an outrageous slur on her character.

Realizing that he was still talking, Millie said, ‘Sorry, what was that?’

Lucas repeated casually, ‘And is she still single as well?’

It was like a Pavlovian response, Millie decided, he simply couldn’t resist asking the question. Some men could never have too many strings to their bow.

‘Gosh no, Hester’s got the most gorgeous boyfriend,’ she told Lucas with enthusiasm. ‘He’s wonderful, they’re the perfect couple, Hester’s blissfully happy with him. Really, love’s young dream.’

Millie wondered if maybe she’d overdone the praise, gushed a bit too much. Lucas was a thrill-of-the-chase man through and through… the thought that Hester might be happier with someone else than she had been with him could pique his interest.

The words bull and red rag sprang to mind. Oh Lord, he might regard it as an irresistible challenge.

But all Lucas did was shake his head and smile carelessly as he pulled open the front door.

‘Dear old Hester. That’s great news. I’m happy for her. Okay then, I’ll see you at midday tomorrow and introduce you to the rest of the crew—damn, sorry.’

He answered his mobile as they made their way over to Millie’s mud-splashed lime green Mini. She listened to Lucas charm and cajole someone called Darling into forgiving him for standing her up last night. As he did so, he winked at Millie and mimed good-natured despair.

When the phone was safely switched off she said, ‘You haven’t changed at all.’

‘Actually, I have.’ Lucas gave her shoulder a reassuring squeeze. ‘I’ve got better.’

Millie looked skeptical.

‘At what?’

‘Sweetheart,’ he lifted a playful eyebrow, ‘trust me, everything you can possibly imagine.’

‘Well?’ demanded Hester, dragging her in through the front door so hard that Millie almost ricocheted off the wall. ‘Was he fat? Was he bald? Did he ask about me?’

‘All his own hair and teeth. And no, he isn’t fat. And yes, he asked about you.’

Hester let out a whoop of joy.

‘And what did you say?’

‘I told him you were seriously involved with the loveliest man in the world.’

‘Oh God no, you didn’t! What did you have to say that for?’

‘Because it’s true. You are.’

Hester mulled this over for a couple of seconds. Finally she said, ‘Maybe it’ll make him jealous. Wonder what he could be missing.’

‘Anyway, I got the job, thanks very much for asking,’ said Millie. ‘I’m glad you’re so interested.’

‘Really? Brilliant. Maybe I could do it too.’ Hester perked up at the prospect of working for Lucas.

‘Except you can’t sing,’ Millie reminded her. ‘You have to be able to sing.’

‘Bugger. Are you sure?’ Hester looked hopeful. ‘Couldn’t I just whip my top off instead?’

***

Orla Hart stood in the conservatory of her spectacular new home with its dazzling sea view and watched Giles, her beloved husband of over sixteen years, climb out of his car and wave up at her.

Oh Giles, are you doing it again? Are you?

Are you being unfaithful to me?

Orla pushed her long auburn hair back from her forehead, smiled, and waved back. A loving faithful husband, that was all she wanted. It wasn’t too much to ask, surely? Giles had a marvelous life, they lived well—very well—and he was free to play as much golf as he liked.

So why did he have to go and spoil it all by getting himself involved in these ridiculous, meaningless relationships?

Thinking about it caused an almost physical ache in Orla’s chest. She hated, absolutely hated having to be suspicious, always on the lookout for clues. It wasn’t only depressing, it was exhausting too. She was exhausted now, for heaven’s sake, and this was midday.

Still, at least today she had something else lined up to take her mind off Giles and whatever he might be up to behind her back.

Not quite yet though.

‘Hi, darling! Did you get what you wanted?’ Orla greeted him brightly as he reached the conservatory. Although this was something of a rhetorical question, since Giles always got what he wanted.

‘Newspaper.’ He waggled a copy of The Times at her, then held up a dark blue Fogarty & Phelps carrier. ‘Truffle oil and Serrano ham from the deli. Box of cigars. Oh, and a couple more bottles of that tawny port.’

So, ten minutes’ worth of shopping and he’d been out of the house for an hour and a half.

Orla’s stomach was in knots. She didn’t want to think like this. Oh God, why did her whole life have to be riddled with doubt?

As if reading her mind, Giles added carelessly, ‘Plus a few other odds and sods. And the traffic was diabolical, of course. Whole town’s crawling with bloody tourists.’

Well this much was definitely true. It was. Hating herself for doing it, Orla went over to Giles and gave him a welcome-home hug. As she did so she inhaled slowly, her senses on red alert for the faintest trace of perfume.

Any perfume, but particularly L’Heure Bleu.

But there wasn’t, there wasn’t, oh the relief! Hating herself this time for having doubted him, Orla blurted out, ‘Do you know how much I love you?’

It would have been nice, at this point, if Giles could have responded in a romantic manner. But that was men for you, they never seemed to realize the importance of romance. Instead, Giles absent-mindedly patted her elbow and said, ‘I’m starving… good grief, what is that?’

He was peering over her shoulder. Swiveling round, Orla saw that his attention had been caught by a geriatric, lime green Mini, a dust cloud billowing in its wake as it zoomed up the drive.

‘Watch out, the hippies are in town.’ Giles chuckled at the incongruity of the scene as the Mini screeched to a halt next to his gleaming white BMW. ‘What’s this all about, then? Want me to send them packing?’

‘It’s Millie,’ said Orla, ‘the girl I told you about.’

Well, half told him about. She hadn’t mentioned the circumstances of their first meeting on the edge of the wind-ruffled cliff top at Tresanter Point.

‘Oh. Her.’ Giles’s hand slid from the crook of her elbow. ‘I can’t imagine how you think this is going to work. It’s a ridiculous idea.’

‘Maybe. I’m still going to do it though.’

Famed for her cheerful, easygoing nature, Orla seldom put her foot down. But when she did she was unshakeable. Nicely, she said, ‘Will you be joining us for lunch?’

Giles looked as if she’d just asked him to eat his own underpants.

‘Why would I want to do that?’

‘Millie’s lovely. She’s great fun. You’d like her.’

Orla didn’t get her hopes up.

‘Ha, and she could end up costing you millions. No thanks.’ Giles mimed a shudder of horror. ‘I’ll sit this one out, if it’s all the same to you. Spend the afternoon at the club.’


Chapter 11

If this was how best-selling authors lived, thought Millie, no wonder it hadn’t occurred to Orla Hart that there were some people who couldn’t afford the luxury of a back garden.

The house was incredible, vast, and hugely glamorous, and painted such a dazzling shade of white that it reminded Millie of Hollywood teeth. Ultra-brite white with a hint of Baywatch. But for all its modern angles, polished beechwood flooring, and endless sets of white-framed French windows, it wasn’t unwelcoming. Orla had filled the cool, airy rooms with flowers, bright cushions, and an eclectic assortment of paintings and prints. The lighting was imaginative, the sofas inviting, and the views—it went without saying—terrific.

‘And this is my study.’ Having given her the guided tour, Orla now threw open the last door along the landing. ‘Where I write.’

Millie still had no idea why Orla had invited her here today, but she was certainly enjoying herself. Lunch, Orla had said, and a kind of proposition. Since she knew Orla was feeling guilty about helping her to lose her job, Millie guessed she was about to be offered some form of part-time work—typing or filing, maybe—to make up for it.

The study was entirely functional, with a state-of-the-art computer installed in one corner. Filing cabinets lined one wall, bookshelves another. The blinds were drawn, shielding Orla from the temptation of gazing idly out at the view. The revolving chair in front of the PC was old and tatty, and looked deeply uncomfortable.

‘I know,’ said Orla. ‘It’s the lucky chair. Six pounds fifty, twelve years ago, and after half an hour sitting on it, your backside’s gone numb. But it’s my favorite chair for writing on.’

The bookshelves were stuffed with copies of Orla’s novels; hardbacks, paperbacks, trade paperbacks, and foreign-language editions, hundreds of the things in every size and color.

‘And this is how you plan out your work?’ Millie peered up at the series of charts pinned around the walls. Every chart was covered in a mish-mash of names, arrows, and biographical details, and a different colored felt pen had been used for each of the characters. Beneath these descriptions, chapter headings were listed and cross-referenced, enabling the various plot lines to be meticulously followed and worked out.

‘God!’ Millie exclaimed. ‘I had no idea. This is like a military campaign.’

She’d naively imagined that writers just sat down and wrote whatever came into their heads.

‘I know, I know. That’s exactly what it’s like.’ Orla heaved a sigh, ‘Rigid, regimented, all planned out from the first paragraph, right the way through to the bitter end.’

Millie was still busy marveling at the fine detail.

‘And there was me thinking you just made it up as you went along.’

‘Good heavens. Be spontaneous, you mean?’ Orla smiled slightly and lit a cigarette. ‘Sit down each morning wondering what might happen next? Not having the faintest idea how the story might turn out?’

There was an unfamiliar edge to her voice. Thinking she must have offended Orla, Millie flapped her hands and said hurriedly, ‘Look, I’m sorry, I’m a complete idiot and I don’t know the first thing about writing a novel! Of course you have to plan it out—’

‘But the thing is,’ Orla cut in, ‘I don’t.’

There it was again, that edge. Millie looked at her, confused. She’d completely lost track of this argument.

‘It’s what I do,’ Orla went on, ‘because it’s what I’ve always done. But it’s not actually compulsory.’

‘Oh. Right.’ Millie nodded apologetically. She was beginning to wish she’d stayed at home and practiced her juggling.

‘Look, sit down.’ Abruptly pulling a sheet of paper from her desk drawer, Orla directed Millie on to the uncomfortable swivel chair. ‘And take a look at this. Then maybe you’ll understand.’

She stood in front of the window, smoking furiously and tugging at the cuff of her lilac, Bohemian-style shirt.

As Millie began to read the photocopied review of Orla’s last novel, she shuddered in sympathy. The reviewer had stormed in with all guns blazing, criticizing the style and content of the book, and gleefully poking fun at the characters. The newspaper review was headlined, ORLA LOSES THE PLOT, and went dramatically downhill from that point. No critical stone was left unturned, and the agony didn’t end there. Cruel references were made to Orla’s personal life. She was selling out, writing on autopilot, churning out rubbish that was an insult to her fans purely for the money and probably in order to shore up her marriage.

‘This,’ the review scathingly concluded, ‘is the very worst book I have ever read. But at least I was paid to read it. Unless anyone you know is prepared to pay you, I suggest you do yourself a huge favor and leave Orla Hart’s latest apology for a novel firmly up there on the shelf.’

‘My God,’ Millie gasped, staring at Orla. ‘That is so mean.’

‘One way of putting it.’ Orla’s tone was casual but there were tears glistening in her eyes. Vigorously she stubbed out her cigarette.

‘Do you know this man?’ According to the byline, the reviewer was one Christie Carson. The accompanying photograph was of a bearded, thin-faced, sardonic-looking male in his fifties. ‘I’ve never even heard of Christie Carson.’ Outraged, she said, ‘And he’s so ugly.’

‘The hairy weasel.’ Orla was fiddling frantically with her cigarette packet, clearly desperate for her next fix. ‘No, I’ve never met him. But I like to think he smells like a weasel too. Nasty, spiteful, jealous little man. He’s one of the new Irish writers,’ she explained, because Millie was still mystified. ‘Forever banging on about literature and integrity and truth.’ Her lip curled in disdain. ‘Oh, he’s a right smug intellectual, always being nominated for some award or another, but he doesn’t make as much money as I do. They try and pretend they don’t care but they’re actually eaten up with envy.’

‘But that’s exactly why you mustn’t let this upset you.’ Millie rattled the photocopied sheet of A4 at her. ‘Don’t give him the satisfaction. Just ignore it!’

‘And count my money,’ Orla suggested dryly. She raked her fingers through her hair. ‘Easy to say, not so easy to do. The next time you’re ripped to shreds by a vindictive stranger in a national newspaper, why don’t you ring me up and tell me how easy it is to ignore. Sorry,’ she waggled her diamond-encrusted fingers in apology, ‘but you have no idea how much it hurts. I worked bloody hard to write an entertaining book and this is what I get in return, some beastly little man telling me my plots are unbelievable, my characters far-fetched, and my writing style about six rungs lower on the ladder than Jackie Collins’s.’

Trying to help, Millie said, ‘But you must get nice letters as well, from people who’ve enjoyed your books.’

‘I get loads of nice letters.’ Orla’s voice began to rise. ‘But they don’t count. It’s nasty stuff like this that counts… this is what keeps me awake at night—’

‘That proposition you said you had for me.’ Millie intercepted her in mid-rant. ‘Would it by any chance have something to do with this Christie Carson?’

‘Funny you should mention it,’ said Orla, puffing away on her next cigarette. ‘Yes.’

‘Do you want me to write rude letters to him? Gun him down in the street? Wait until he’s gone away for a few days and post prawns through his letterbox?’

The faintest of smiles flickered across Orla’s face.

‘I wouldn’t waste prawns on a man like that. Maybe rotten fish heads.’

Alarmed, Millie said, ‘It was meant to be a joke.’

‘You don’t have to murder him.’ Orla held open the study door. ‘Come on, let’s go downstairs. We’ll talk about it over lunch.’

‘Promise me I don’t have to seduce him,’ said Millie.

They ate poached salmon, baby new potatoes, and a roasted red-pepper salad.

‘So you see?’ asked Orla when she had finished outlining her plan. ‘All you’d have to do is be yourself.’

‘I don’t get it.’ If she did, Millie thought it was the weirdest idea ever. ‘You want your next book to be the story of all the things that happen to me in the next… how long? Six weeks? Six months? Year?’

‘No time limit. Just as long as it takes before we reach some kind of happy ending.’

Mad. Seriously mad.

‘So that would make it like my autobiography?’

‘Biography,’ Orla corrected her. ‘And no, I’d be writing a novel. The whole thing would be fictionalized. But I’d be paying you to provide the plot.’

‘What if I can’t?’ Millie started to laugh, because the prospect was so ridiculous. ‘I mean, it is quite likely, you know. I’ve no boyfriend, I’ve sworn to steer clear of men for the rest of the summer, and I have about as much social life as your average Pot Noodle. I hate to say this, but your novel wouldn’t be exactly action-packed.’

Orla wasn’t laughing. She shrugged and jutted out her lower lip.

‘Maybe not, but at least no one would be able to call it fanciful and far-fetched and ridiculously over the top.’

Millie blinked.

‘You’re prepared to do all this because of one bad review.’

‘Actually, I’m doing it for all sorts of reasons. First of all, I think you’d be great material,’ said Orla. She held her glass of Frascati up to the light, admiring the way the sun glinted off it. ‘Think how we met, for a start. Then there’s your gorgeous wallet story… and losing your job… and getting another job working for the handsome guy your best friend has a mad crush on—’

‘Okay, okay,’ Millie said hurriedly. She wouldn’t have called her wallet story gorgeous.

‘Secondly, I’d be getting out of the planning rut. I wouldn’t know what was going to happen next, simply because it won’t have happened yet! So no need to agonize over the plot,’ Orla said joyfully. ‘And you have no idea how great that would feel. I’d be free!’

Orla was right; Millie had absolutely no idea how great that would feel—the last piece of fiction she’d written had begun, ‘Dear Great Aunt Edna, Thank you so much for the lovely pair of shorts you knitted me…’

‘Go on,’ she urged Orla. ‘What else?’

Orla flew into the sitting room, returning moments later with a copy of her latest paperback. Holding it face-out, so Millie could see the instantly recognizable cover, she said, ‘See this? It’s an Orla Hart blockbuster. Actually, it’s the thirteenth Orla Hart blockbuster, and so far we’ve sold one and a half million copies. Which is fantastic, of course, for both me and my publishers. Because as far as they’re concerned, I’m their star battery chicken. Every year they take it for granted that I’ll just churn out another book.’

‘Egg,’ said Millie.

‘Golden egg,’ Orla corrected her with a faint smile. ‘In fact, a jewel-encrusted, solid-gold Fabergé egg the size of a sofa. Which is why, when I wanted to change my writing style a couple of years ago, they wouldn’t let me. They sweet-talked me out of it, in case I dented their precious profits. But this time I’m going to do it, I’m going to ditch the bonkbuster trappings, the clichés, the whole Orla Hart format. I’m going to write a proper literary novel, just to prove to all those bloody sneering critics out there that I can!’ As she spoke, she jabbed viciously at the review she had brought downstairs with her. ‘And sod anyone who cares more about the money than they care about me.’ She paused, then added calmly, ‘And that goes for Giles too.’

Blimey.

Millie nodded, impressed. Orla was using the opportunity to punish Giles for having had an affair. Maybe it was also her way of testing him. If this change of direction were to fail, Orla wanted to know if he would continue to support her.

For richer, for poorer, in sickness, and in health.

‘You’d have to change all the names,’ Millie warned.

‘Darling, I know that. I thought we might call you Gertrude.’

‘Still seems a bit drastic.’ Millie gazed reflectively at the unattractive photograph of Christie Carson above his byline. ‘Couldn’t you just phone him up, shout “Wanker!” and tell him he’s got a nose like a Jerusalem artichoke?’

He didn’t, but Millie never let the facts get in the way of a good insult.

‘Nose? Ha, willy more like. And don’t think I haven’t been tempted.’ Orla poured them both some more wine before settling back in her white rattan chair. ‘I hate that man, I really hate him for writing all that horrible stuff about me.’ She paused, then fixed Millie with a look of weary resignation. ‘But what I hate more is having to admit to myself that in some ways he’s right.’

Before Millie left two hours later, Orla scribbled out a check for five thousand pounds and stuffed it into her hand.

Oh my giddy aunt. Five thousand pounds.

‘Really, you don’t have to,’ Millie protested, not meaning it for a second. How awful if Orla said, ‘No? All right then, I’ll have it back.’

Happily she didn’t.

‘Rubbish.’ Orla was brisk. ‘This is a business arrangement. It’s only fair.’

It was, Millie decided happily. It was fair. Except…

‘I’m a bit embarrassed. What if you end up with a book where the girl spends her whole life watching EastEnders, shaving her legs, and trying to eat chocolate without getting it on her clothes?’

Despite years of practice, she’d never mastered the art of biting a Cadbury’s Flake without crumbly bits falling down her front.

‘Exciting things will happen,’ Orla said soothingly. ‘And if they don’t, we’ll jolly well make them happen.’

‘Gosh.’

‘All you have to do is report back to me once a week.’

There was no denying it; this was easy money. Easy peasy.

‘And tell you everything?’ asked Millie.

‘Everything.’

‘Do I have to be called Gertrude?’

Orla patted her arm.

‘Darling, we can call you anything you like.’

‘Oh well, in that case,’ Millie brightened, ‘could you also make me look like Lily Munster?’


Chapter 12

It was weird, getting ready for a date-that-definitely-wasn’t-a-date. Millie felt it was only polite to have a bath before meeting Hugh Emerson. But she didn’t dare dress up, in case he thought she was trying to impress him. He was a widower, a recent widower, and the very last thing he was interested in was getting hit on by some eager female desperate for a boyfriend.

Not that she was eager or a desperate Doris, but since they’d never met, Hugh wasn’t to know that.

Damn, thought Millie, pulling a face at her reflection in the wardrobe mirror, this would all be so much easier if only I hadn’t seen that photo of him in his wallet.

Or if I’d seen the photo and he’d been ugly.

Except then, of course, she might not have been seized with that shameful urge to ring his number and speak to him again.

His wife just died, his wife just died. Millie forced herself to run this cheery mantra through her brain as she pulled on a pair of white jeans, beige espadrilles, and a khaki tank top. Ha, see, that’s how much I’m not bothered about making a good impression. Dragging a brush through her white-blonde hair, she hoped he wouldn’t assume it was dyed. Oops, and whatever happened, she mustn’t mention that word, the dreaded d-word.

Not much make-up. Just a bit of mascara.

Okay, and a quick once-over with the translucent powder.

Um, and some lipstick of course. Couldn’t go without lipstick. Only pale pink, though, nothing mind-boggling.

Sod it. May as well slap some eye shadow on too.

Well, thought Millie, it was all very well not wanting to look like a desperate Doris, but then again it wouldn’t do to have him thinking you were a complete dog.

She spotted him the moment she arrived at Morton’s, one of the popular bars just off the seafront. Pretending she hadn’t, Millie glanced around in distracted, will-someone-please-help-me? fashion and waited for Hugh Emerson to approach her.

It took him less than thirty seconds to do so. Which impressed Millie to no end.

As did Hugh himself. Gosh, he was even better looking than his photo.

‘Is it you?’ As he spoke, the corners of his mouth twitched with amusement.

‘Och, well, maybe it is, and maybe it isn’t,’ Millie responded with a playful smile. ‘But if it’s a drink you’re offairing, I’d love a pint of porridge. Shaken, not stirrrred.’

‘Been practicing the accent, I see.’ He nodded gravely. ‘Excellent. They’ll be signing you up as the new James Bond any day now.’

Millie beamed up at him.

‘Fantastic, I’ve always wanted a license to kill, especially those teenage boys who try and run you off the street with their skateboards, or little old ladies who bash you from behind with their wheelie-shoppers, ooh, and people who stick their chewing gum under tables, they really deserve to die… um, hi, I’m Millie, sorry, bit nervous, can’t think why, I mean it’s not as if this is a date or anything.’

How could I? How could I have said the d-word, the one word I swore I wouldn’t say? Mortified by her lapse into auto-babble, Millie prayed he hadn’t noticed. Heavens, and what if his dead wife had been one of those people who parked their chewing gum under tables? Or went around bashing people’s ankles with her wheelie-shopper?

In a fluster, Millie said, ‘Look, I don’t want you to think I’m a complete alcoholic or anything, but why don’t we order that drink?’

Which of course meant he immediately would think she was a complete alcoholic. Not to mention a twit. Oh yes, wonderful, this was getting off to a flying start.

Bugger, why couldn’t he have been ugly? Some men were just born inconsiderate.

‘They don’t serve porridge,’ Hugh announced.

‘No? Oh well,’ said Millie, ‘in that case I’ll have a G and T instead.’

Sitting down, she watched Hugh Emerson ordering their drinks at the bar. He was pretty tall, six foot one or two. He also worked out, if the athletic look of his body was anything to go by… unless of course he’d been a big old tub of lard before, until grief had robbed him of the will to eat…

Oh stop it, stop thinking like this, for crying out loud. She’d seen the photograph of him and his wife, hadn’t she? Of course he hadn’t been fat.

But it was no good, Millie couldn’t help herself. She’d never met a young widower before, couldn’t begin to imagine the horror of what he must have been through.

Gosh, he had such a nice nose, practically the straightest nose she’d ever seen. And an excellent jawline. And fabulously long-lashed eyes the color of treacle toffee, and dark blond hair that curled over the collar of his blue and white hooped rugby shirt—

‘Here you go, gin and tonic, loads of ice, slice of lemon.’

Millie seized it thankfully and took a sip. Bleeugh. That was the great thing about ordering a drink you weren’t actually wild about; it meant you took your time over it and didn’t get legless in twenty minutes flat. Besides, in these days of alcopops and blow-your-head-off designer cider, it was nice to be different. Gin and tonic always made her feel so Lauren Bacall.

‘Here we are then, you’ve done your duty,’ Millie said brightly. ‘Bought me a drink as a thank you for returning your wallet. If you like, you can go now.’

Hugh smiled and leaned forward, resting his elbows on his knees. Jolly nice knees, she couldn’t help noticing. Jolly nice elbows, come to that.

‘I was intrigued, I admit.’ His tone was good-natured. ‘Two mad phone calls. How could I not meet you, put a face to the voice?’

‘And?’ Millie gave him a sympathetic look. ‘Are you shocked? Did it never occur to you that I might be as ugly as this?’

‘Don’t worry, I braced myself,’ said Hugh. ‘I was prepared for the worst.’

‘That’s really kind. If you’d taken one look at me, turned green, and made a dive for the door, well, I’d have died—’

Oh God, oh God, I can’t believe I did it again!

Millie buried her face in her hands, took a couple of deep breaths, then forced herself to look up again at Hugh Emerson.

‘I’m sorry. Okay? I’m so, soooo sorry about this. You know how it is when you’re trying desperately hard not to mention something? And it keeps popping out because you’re trying so hard not to say it? Well, that’s what’s happening to me this evening and I really, totally apologize but I just can’t help it.’

She knew she was bright red; her face was actually pulsating with shame.

‘Right.’ Hugh shrugged. ‘Fine. That’s perfectly okay.’ He paused, then said, ‘But I don’t have the faintest idea what you’re talking about.’

Millie stared at him. He must know. Was this a joke? Was he simply being ultra-polite?

Unless… oh God… he’d been stringing her along all this time, pretending his wife was dead when all along he’d never even been married.

‘Dead. Dying. Death. Deadly,’ Millie recited. ‘Those kind of words are the kind I’ve been trying to avoid. Because of your wife.’

Your so-called wife, anyway.

‘Oh, I see. I didn’t realize. Look,’ said Hugh, ‘it’s fine, don’t worry about it.’

Or, thought Millie, you do have a wife and she’s still alive and well, in which case you’re a complete and utter bastard.

‘How did she die?’ The more Millie thought it through, the more likely it seemed that her suspicions were correct. Which made it, all of a sudden, incredibly easy to ask the questions she’d never thought she’d be able to ask.

‘Horse-riding accident.’

‘What was her name?’

‘Louisa.’ He paused. ‘I’ve already told you that.’

I know, thought Millie. Just double-checking.

Aloud she said, ‘When did it happen?’

‘Last October.’

‘What date?’

For a second, Hugh stared at her in disbelief. Then, slowly, he shook his head.

‘You’re going to check this out, aren’t you?’

Embarrassed, Millie feigned innocence.

‘I don’t know what you mean. I was just interested—’

‘You think I’m making it up, spinning you a line.’

It was no good. He knew. And he wasn’t sounding thrilled.

Millie fiddled with her glass and said awkwardly, ‘Well you could be. These things happen. And,’ she added with a flash of spirit, ‘you don’t look like a widower.’

‘Maybe not. Then again—modesty aside—I don’t need to go for the sympathy vote. Plus,’ he went on coolly, ‘this isn’t actually a date, is it? I’m not interested in persuading you to jump into bed with me. I promise you, sex is the last thing on my mind.’

How completely infuriating. And what a stupendous challenge! For a moment Millie experienced a wild—and thankfully fleeting— urge to hurl herself on to Hugh Emerson’s lap, plunge her hand down the front of his jeans, and find out for herself if he was telling the truth.

Instead, mentally superglueing herself to her chair, she changed the subject.

‘So what made you move from London down to Cornwall?’

‘I didn’t need to be there anymore. We always loved it down here. And I work from home,’ Hugh shrugged, ‘so there was nothing to stop me. Anyway, I was sick of the city. Living by the sea beats the hell out of London.’

‘What line of work are you in?’

‘Software development. Designing websites, advising other companies, showing them how to maximize their potential… I’m just a hired gun, really. Or a hired nerd.’ He grinned, clearly able to say this because he knew he was about as un-nerdy as it was possible to get. ‘But I’m pretty good at what I do. And it pays well. Plus, I get to surf in my spare time.’

Millie immediately pictured him in a black rubber wetsuit, his wet, sun-streaked blond hair flopping over his tanned forehead as he raced down Fistral Beach and launched himself into the sea…

‘How about you?’

Hugh’s voice wrenched her back to reality.

‘Hmm? Me?’

For a moment there, she’d quite lost track of the conversation.

‘Career? Job? Do you have one?’

Hang on, was he speaking extra-slowly? Being the teeniest bit patronizing… again? The little hairs rose along Millie’s spine and she said stiffly, ‘Of course. I’m a travel agent.’

‘Really? That’s great. Which agency?’

‘Um. Fleetwood’s, in Baron Street.’

‘I know it.’ Hugh looked delighted. ‘I was in there yesterday— you must have been on your lunch break.’

Bugger.

Why, thought Millie, do I always have to get caught out?

‘Actually, I don’t work there any more.’ She pulled an it’s-delicate face. ‘Spot of bother with the Fleetwoods—not my fault, of course, but I chose to leave. It seemed best.’

All she’d been trying to do was impress Hugh, convince him that actually she wasn’t as dippy and hopeless as he clearly thought she was.

For a second it crossed Millie’s mind that she could tell him she was the heroine of Orla Hart’s next novel. That sounded a little bit impressive, didn’t it? A touch more glamorous and Liz Hurleyish and intriguing?

Then again, it could cause problems. Hugh Emerson, Millie sensed, probably wouldn’t be impressed. In fact, he was likely to find the idea that this very meeting could end up in Orla’s next million-seller deeply off-putting. If not downright insulting, both to him and the memory of his wife.

Best not to mention it, Millie decided with relief. She didn’t want to scare him off.

Or get sued.

‘So what are you doing now?’ said Hugh.

Oh. Oh dear, throat-clearing time. He definitely wasn’t going to be impressed when he heard about her new job.

Not that it should matter at all, Millie reminded herself, but somehow it just did, it really did.

She shifted uncomfortably in her seat, like a beauty queen asked to recite the periodic table.

‘I’m… well, it’s only temporary, just until something else in the travel industry comes up, because of course that’s my real thing…’

‘So in the meantime,’ Hugh prompted, ‘your unreal thing is…?’

‘Um—WHAAA!’

Millie shot out of her chair as a warm hand caressed the back of her neck, then—like lightning—slid south. Pirouetting round practically in mid-air, she saw Lucas Kemp laughing down at her.

‘Lucas!’

‘Hi, Millie. A little jumpy this evening, aren’t we?’

‘You snuck up on me! Gave me the fright of my life.’

That wasn’t all he’d given her, Millie realized moments later. She was experiencing a whole new sense of freedom… oh, for heaven’s sake, he’d only gone and unfastened her bra.

‘Lucas.’ She gave him a look. ‘It’s what boys do when they’re fourteen years old.’

His grin broadened. ‘Ah, but you have to admit I’m good at it.’

With a sinking heart Millie realized it was introduction time. She was going to have to explain to Hugh Emerson that this grinning, bra-unclipping, leather-trouser-wearing example of the male species was, in fact, her new boss.

Wasn’t it absolutely typical, though, that while Hester was dolling herself up and racing around town doing her damnedest to bump into him, Millie was managing it even when she didn’t want to.

Opening her mouth to make the embarrassing introduction— oh, Hugh was going to be so impressed—Millie was beaten to it once again by Lucas.

‘By the way, I need you in the office by ten o’clock tomorrow to try on the monkey suit. We’ve had the head dry-cleaned but the zip needs fixing, and if you want any seams taken in we need to get it done before Friday.’

‘Friday?’

‘Your first booking,’ Lucas announced. ‘One of the surgeons at Newquay General. The theater staff booked it for his fortieth birthday—they loved the gorilla angle because apparently this guy used to work with the VSO in Uganda. Come to think of it, these surgeon-types are pretty nifty with a needle—maybe you could get him to alter your suit.’

Thanks, Lucas.

Thanks a lot.


Chapter 13

‘Hugh, this is Lucas, my new boss,’ Millie said flatly. ‘He runs Kemp’s, the kissogram agency. On Friday I’m going to be a gorilla—’

‘A roller-skating gorilla,’ Lucas put in. ‘They were mad about the idea of doing it on roller skates.’

‘They want me to roller-skate into the theater? Won’t the patient mind his operation being interrupted?’ Millie began to look alarmed. ‘And will I be expected to wear a mask and juggle surgical instruments?’

‘You need to practice the juggling a bit more,’ Lucas said kindly. ‘And you wouldn’t be allowed into the theater. They want you to do it in the staff coffee room.’

‘Right. And this is Hugh,’ Millie concluded. ‘A friend of mine.’ Ha, highly likely after this little episode. ‘Well, kind of a friend.’

She’d done her best to pretend her bra wasn’t undone but now both straps were sliding down her arms. Heaving a sigh—honestly, how juvenile a trick had that been?—Millie flicked the straps over each elbow, whisked the scarlet bra out through her left sleeve-hole like a conjuror and dropped it into her bag, lying open on the floor.

Lucas and Hugh Emerson, who had just finished shaking hands, gave her a brief round of applause.

God, thought Millie, they’re going to become friends, I just know it.

‘Let me get you a drink,’ Lucas offered, eyeing their empty glasses. ‘What are you two having?’

Millie hesitated. So did Hugh. To her horror she realized that he wanted to leave; he’d bought her a gin and tonic, done his duty, and now he’d had enough. The prospect of spending another thirty minutes in the company of an off-duty roller-skating gorillagram was more than he could stand.

‘Thanks, but we can’t.’ Millie jumped to her feet, sending beer coasters frisbeeing in all directions. ‘We have to be somewhere— gosh, actually we’re late already! Okay?’ Tapping her watch at Hugh, she jerked her head in the direction of the door. ‘Come on, we’d better get a move on, the others’ll be wondering where we’ve got to.’

As soon as they were outside on the pavement, Millie stuck out her hand and shook Hugh’s surprised one.

‘Thanks for the drink. It was nice to meet you. Right, well, I’ll be off.’

‘Hang on.’ Hugh looked puzzled. ‘What about the others— won’t they be wondering where we are?’

Millie experienced a flicker of disappointment; somehow she’d expected better of him.

‘It was just an excuse. To get us out of there.’ As she spoke, Millie realized the joke was on her. Hugh Emerson had been on the ball all along.

‘You mean the others aren’t waiting for us?’ His dark eyes glittered with triumph at having caught her out. ‘Damn, that’s a real shame. And I was so looking forward to meeting them.’

‘Ha ha.’ Dutifully, Millie smiled. ‘Well, early start tomorrow, I’d really better be off. Bye.’

She was moving away from him now, walking backwards up the hill…

‘Millie, stop—’

‘Ow!’ Having ignored his plea, Millie promptly cannoned into the lamppost behind her. Clutching her left shoulder and trying to pretend it hardly hurt at all—ow, ouch—she wondered why her life had to so closely resemble Mr. Bean’s. What she wouldn’t give to be sleek and chic and in control at all times.

‘All right?’ Reaching her, Hugh looked concerned.

‘Oh, marvelous. The bone’s shattered, of course, but apart from that everything’s fine.’ The words came out through gritted teeth as waves of pain whooshed up and down her arm.

‘Look,’ said Hugh, ‘have I said something to upset you?’

‘No.’

‘So why the sudden rush to get home? Couldn’t we go for something to eat?’

Millie gazed up at him, so surprised she almost forgot about her shoulder.

‘I thought you wanted to get away. You looked as if you were desperate to escape. The way you hesitated when Lucas offered us a drink.’

‘You hesitated too. I was waiting for you to say something,’ said Hugh. ‘I thought, as he’s your boss, you should be the one to decide.’

They gazed at each other. Millie smiled first.

‘How stupid is this? Go on then, you’ve twisted my arm.’

‘Your arm? You mean this one here, with the multiple fractures and bits of bone sticking out? I wouldn’t dream of twisting it.’ He raised a teasing eyebrow at her, then indicated the restaurant behind her, its red, green, and white awning lazily flapping in the breeze. ‘Okay, food. This place is supposed to be pretty good, isn’t it? Italian okay for you?’

Millie had a sudden yearning for fresh air. The last time she’d eaten at Bella Spaghetti she’d been with Neil and half a dozen of his rowdily drunk friends.

‘Actually, what I’d really love,’ she told Hugh, ‘is a bag of chips.’

***

They took the coastal path away from the center of Newquay, headed east, and bought takeaway chicken and chips before making their way down to Fistral Beach. It was a warm evening, the tide was out, and an apricot sun hung low over the violet-tinted sky. The surfers had given up for the day and the beach was almost deserted. Millie and Hugh ate their chicken and chips, walked for what felt like miles across the wet sand, and talked nonstop.

In any other circumstances, it would have been romantic.

‘So what happened to you, then?’ Hugh picked up a flat pebble and skimmed it across the surface of the water. ‘On the phone, when I told you I didn’t date, you said that was fine, neither did you.’

‘Oh, nothing really.’ Millie was embarrassed; it was like breaking a fingernail and being consoled by some bloke with one arm and no legs. ‘I split up with someone a few weeks back and decided I could do without the hassle of men.’ A seagull, squawking as it wheeled overhead, sounded as if it were mocking her. ‘I’ve taken a vow of celibacy,’ Millie explained, picking up a stick and hurling it at the seagull, who dodged it with ease. ‘No sex for the rest of the summer. Actually, it’s quite liberating.’

Hugh said dryly, ‘I’m sure it is, when you have the choice.’

‘But everyone has that choice.’

He looked at Millie.

‘You could meet someone tomorrow and fancy them like mad, but it’s your decision whether or not you sleep with them.’

Millie, who was confused, said carefully, ‘Ye-es.’

Oh God, could he tell? Did he know she fancied him like mad?

‘I’m just saying you’re lucky, that’s all.’ Hugh shrugged and kicked a tangle of seaweed out of his path. ‘To be able to feel that kind of attraction. And fall in love with them, if that’s what you want to do. Because I can’t imagine it ever happening to me again.’ He paused, his dark eyes bleak. ‘And I wouldn’t even want it to.’

Millie didn’t know how to react to this. Being at a loss for words wasn’t really her, but she was terrified of coming out with something irredeemably frivolous or hurtful or downright stupid.

Finally she said, ‘It won’t always be like that. It’s only been eight months. You’ll meet someone else one day.’

Cliché cliché cliché.

‘Except I’d rather not meet someone else.’ A small crab scuttled sideways out from beneath a rock as Hugh bent down to pick up a fresh supply of flat pebbles. Rapidly, one by one, he spun them into the breaking waves.

‘Yes, but—’

‘No buts. I’ve decided. Because I know, I really and truly know, that I never want to go through that horror again. I loved my wife,’ he said simply, ‘and she died. What if I do meet someone else in a couple of years’ time? Who can guarantee she won’t die too? It could happen. At any minute of any day, with no warning at all, it could happen again.’ He shook his head. ‘And I’m just not interested. It’s not worth the risk. I’d rather stay single and unattached.’

Millie was finding this hard to accept.

‘But people are widowed and they marry again! Sometimes they’re widowed two or three times but they still don’t give up.’

‘Fine, if that’s what they want to do,’ Hugh said flatly. ‘But I don’t.’

A lone couple were making their way along the beach towards them. Millie, brushing her hair out of her eyes, watched them. The man’s arm rested protectively across the girl’s shoulders, while her own arm was curled around his waist. They were even walking in time, matching each other stride for stride. Laughing at something his girlfriend had said, the man planted a loving kiss on her forehead.

‘How does that make you feel?’ said Millie. ‘Seeing those two together like that. Don’t you envy them?’

Hugh shoved his hands into the pockets of his jeans.

‘No. I feel sorry for them. Because by tomorrow one of them could be dead.’

‘You can’t go through life thinking like that!’

‘Can’t I? But you haven’t been through it. You have no idea how it feels.’ Pausing, narrowing his eyes as he gazed out to sea, Hugh said, ‘Let me tell you about something that happens three or four times a week. I’m asleep in bed when the phone rings, waking me up. I reach out, pick up the phone, say hello. And then I hear Louisa’s voice, and she’s calling my name, and I can’t believe it, because this means it’s all been a terrible mistake—Louisa isn’t dead after all, she’s alive, and I’m just so happy—’

Abruptly, Hugh stopped. After a moment he said, ‘And then I really wake up.’

Millie blinked and wiped the back of her hand across her eyes; how embarrassing, she was the one crying while Hugh was the one who’d lost his wife.

She shook her head.

‘God, I’m sorry.’

‘There’s nothing I can do to stop it happening,’ said Hugh. ‘Being that happy, then waking up, and crashing back to earth… I can’t begin to describe how it feels.’

‘Awful,’ Millie whispered, feeling hopelessly inadequate.

‘Certainly no picnic.’ Taking pity on her, Hugh nodded in agreement. His smile, brief and automatic, didn’t reach his eyes. ‘And the thing about recurring dreams is you can’t control them. I just want them to go away.’ He paused, then sent another pebble skittering into the waves. ‘And I don’t think they ever will.’

‘Phwoaaar, definitely dishy,’ drooled Hester, who had been lurking behind her bedroom curtain watching Millie get dropped off by Hugh. ‘Great car, too. But you didn’t kiss him! What’s the matter with you, girl?’

Since this was the twenty-first century, Millie found it hard to believe that Hester was still using words like ‘dishy.’ Honestly, next she’d be saying ‘far-out’ and ‘groovy’ and ‘cool dude.’

‘It wasn’t a date,’ Millie wearily reminded her. ‘And I definitely wasn’t going to kiss him.’ She shivered at the thought; Hugh Emerson had to be as off-limits as it was possible to get, ‘Remember? His wife just died.’

Hester rolled her eyes.

‘I don’t mean a raunchy kiss—you don’t have to launch yourself at him and stick your tongue down his throat! A quick peck on the cheek, that’s all I’m talking about. Something sedate. Surely it’s only polite.’

‘We didn’t even shake hands. Just said goodbye and that was it.’ Millie pulled a face; to be honest, she hadn’t been quite sure how to go about leaving Hugh Emerson. After getting on so completely brilliantly together, the end bit of the evening had been a bit awkward. She’d wondered if he was already regretting telling her so much about himself.

‘So when are you seeing him again?’

‘It wasn’t a date, dipstick! We didn’t arrange to meet again. He just drove off.’

Hester, who was draped across the sofa wearing her Ricky Martin T-shirt-cum-nightie, rolled on to her front and began flicking through the TV channels in search of hunky men.

Or even… bleeugh… dishy ones.

In the end, she was forced to settle for Gary Rhodes.

‘Sounds like you had a fun evening. You must have been bored out of your mind.’

‘It wasn’t boring.’ Instinctively, Millie leapt to Hugh Emerson’s defense.

‘Get your hair cut,’ Hester shouted at Gary Rhodes on the TV, ‘and stop poncing around making out you’re so great.’ Over her shoulder to Millie she added, ‘Actually, that’s a thought.’

Millie was busy levering the lid off the biscuit tin.

‘What is?’

‘How do we really know his wife’s dead?’

‘She is, I know she is,’ Millie sighed.

‘Yes, but you’re ultragullible. You always give everyone the benefit of the doubt. ‘You,’ Hester pointed out, ‘think Gary Rhodes can’t help looking like an overgrown back garden because his hair just naturally grows like that.’

‘She was killed in a horse-riding accident,’ Millie said defensively.

Hester waggled her eyebrows in a meaningful manner.

‘Really? Or did he murder her?’

‘Okay, maybe he murdered her. And this is a mad conversation,’ Millie pointed out, ‘because I shouldn’t think I’ll ever see him again anyway.’

‘If he’s an ice-cool con man who murdered his wife, he’ll be in touch.’ Hester nodded knowledgeably. ‘He’ll come up with some feeble excuse to see you again. You’re probably already earmarked as target number two.’

‘If he’s an intelligent, ice-cool con man,’ said Millie, ‘he’ll find himself a target really worth murdering. Someone with a lot more money than me.’


Chapter 14

‘Bit big,’ said Millie the next morning, ‘but quite comfy.’

Having braced herself for the worst, she was glad it didn’t itch.

Lucas was busy on the phone. Sasha, who had Olympic-sized breasts and platinum-blonde hair, was measuring how much the gorilla suit needed to be taken in. As well as being Lucas’s strippogram, Millie gathered she was also his kind-of-girlfriend. Evidently she did a great Marilyn Monroe.

‘Rather you than me,’ Sasha said cheerily when the last pin was in place. ‘Stuck inside that great furry thing… I’d get claustrophobic in no time flat!’

You don’t say.

‘Actually, it’s not too bad.’ Millie did a little dance to demonstrate. ‘At least there’s room to move inside.’ Pulling a face she added, ‘I’d feel a lot more claustrophobic trapped inside Lucas’s leather trousers.’

‘What’s all this about you being trapped inside my trousers?’ Lucas had finished his phone call. His wink encompassed both Sasha and Millie. ‘I know how I’d feel and we’re not talking claustrophobic. So, how’s the suit?’

‘Great. Never felt more glamorous.’

There were four types of kissogram and Millie suspected she’d be the one getting the most wear out of the gorilla suit. Sasha was the sex-bomb who was happy to strip down to a couple of tassels and a sequinned G-string. Eric, a mild-mannered history teacher by day, was transformed at the flick of a leopard-skin jockstrap into a lovable, roly-poly, wise-cracking Full Monty-type at night.

The fourth kind was the hen-night special when the handsome dark stranger swept the lucky participant off her feet, flexed his muscles, flattered her outrageously, and prayed the effort of having to lift fifteen stone of shrieking, flailing female wouldn’t cause his leather trousers to split.

‘What gave you the idea of starting up a kissogram agency?’ Millie asked as Sasha began to peel her out of the gorilla suit.

‘Spot of girlfriend trouble.’ Lucas grinned and flicked the ring-pull off his can of Coke. ‘One of them was refusing to leave my flat, another was turning into pretty much a full-time stalker. I couldn’t be doing with the hassle anymore. And I’d had enough of the radio station, getting up at four-thirty every morning to do the breakfast show.’ Generously, he offered Millie a swig of Coke. ‘Anyway, a friend of mine had a load of costumes he wanted to sell. I bought them and decided to move back down here to Cornwall. For the summer, at least. We’ll see how things go.’

The different costumes were hanging up on a rail behind him. Everything from the Officer and a Gentleman outfit and the policeman’s uniform to Sasha’s fabulously over-the-top Cleopatra get-up. Stacked on the floor next to them was a pile of cellophane-wrapped T-shirts with ‘I’ve Been Kemped’ printed across them and a crate of cheap sparkling wine.

And tomorrow I’ve got to do my bit, thought Millie, experiencing a sudden attack of stage fright. Sing, dance, make people laugh, and not fall off my roller skates.

‘Don’t worry,’ said Lucas cheerfully, ‘you’ll be fine. The first time’s always the worst. Just close your eyes and think of the cash.’

‘lf I close my eyes,’ said Millie, ‘I’ll definitely fall off my skates.’

***

The phone was ringing when she arrived home. Grabbing it, Millie said, ‘Yes?’

‘Three letters. Simply something.’

Her heart soared; she couldn’t help it. She didn’t even want it to soar, but when these things happen, they happen. It wasn’t something you could physically control.

‘Red,’ said Millie. Gosh, there was a coincidence, that was currently the exact same color as her face. It had been so long since she’d fancied someone she’d completely forgotten about all this blushing palaver—in fact, she hadn’t even realized you could blush in a room on your own.

‘Excellent. Now how about: Item of female apparel of a conical nature?’

‘Um… ooh, witch’s hat!’

‘Not quite, try again. Underwear, three letters.’

‘Bra! Oh my hero, you found my red bra!’ Millie let out a squeal of delight.

‘In my car.’

‘That is so great, it’s my absolute favorite bra! When I got home and realized it was gone I thought it must have fallen out of my bag on the beach. I had visions of it being swept away, bobbing along merrily for weeks on end before ending up in America.’

She was gabbling. Okay, stop it.

‘I found it this morning.’ Hugh paused. ‘Under the passenger seat.’

It was the pause that did it. Until that moment Millie had simply been delighted to hear from him again so soon and thrilled to discover she hadn’t lost her very best bra.

But in that brief, all-too-significant fraction of a second between sentences, the horrid truth came crashing down like a slab of concrete. Millie went cold all over.

He thinks I did it on purpose. He thinks I deliberately hid my bra in his car, so I’d have an excuse to see him again!

God, it was exactly the kind of thing Hester would do. Millie wondered how on earth she could convince him that she absolutely genuinely hadn’t had any idea she’d left her bra in his car and what’s more she’d never dream of playing a dirty trick like that, never ever ever.

But of course, Hugh didn’t know she wasn’t that kind of girl. The sneaky Hester kind. He thought she had done it deliberately. And if she tried to tell him she wasn’t like Hester and it had been a complete accident, honestly, Millie realized she’d only be making things worse.

Because, let’s face it, her heart had definitely soared earlier. She’d been ecstatic when she’d heard his voice on the phone.

Oh dear, it was a horrible thought, but what if, subconsciously, she had left her bra under the passenger seat on purpose?

‘Look, I’ve got an appointment in Newquay tomorrow afternoon.’ Hugh’s voice cut through her inner turmoil. ‘If you’re home around fiveish, I’ll call by and drop it in.’

Millie squeezed her eyes shut, then opened them again.

‘That would be great.’ She forced herself to sound cheerful and enthusiastic and as if she hadn’t noticed anything amiss. ‘My little bra, back again! Hester and I might even have to throw a welcome home party for it. Oh,’ she added as a seemingly careless afterthought, ‘we’ll both be out tomorrow afternoon, so don’t bother trying the doorbell. Just shove it through the letterbox, okay?’

We love you James, we really do,

We love your ability

To perform anything from a brain transplant

To an appendectomy.

When it comes to surgeons you’re number one,

We’re especially keen on your gorgeous bum,

Far better than Alan’s or Sunil’s or Doreen’s

And so tempting to touch in your surgical greens.

You’re forty today and we all think

You definitely improve with age

Meet us tonight in the Crown for a drink

And let’s get as pissed as… parrots.

Millie ran through the poem one last time. Honestly, what a heap of drivel.

Still, at least it wasn’t her heap of drivel. The theater staff who had booked the gorillagram had faxed it through to Lucas’s office yesterday and were no doubt delighted by their wit. All she had to do was recite it.

‘Okay, he’s out of theater,’ hissed one of the scrub nurses. Grabbing Millie by the arm, she propelled her along the corridor and swung her to the right. ‘Remember, he’s the blond one with the droopy moustache.’

‘Fine.’ Millie lowered her gorilla’s head into place.

‘Ready?’

‘Ready.’

‘Can you breathe in there?’

‘Not really, no.’

‘Oh well, never mind,’ giggled the scrub nurse. ‘Come on, let’s go!’

The job went off like a dream. James, the surgical registrar whose birthday it was, was a terrific sport. The forty or so hospital staff who had managed to cram themselves into the coffee room whooped and whistled and applauded on cue. Millie, feeling as if she was on stage, roller-skated her way around James as she recited the hysterically funny poem. Thankfully, the in-jokes meant a lot more to his co-workers than they did to Millie and everyone laughed themselves sick. Then a dozen or so cameras were produced and flashbulbs popped like fireworks as Millie presented James with his ‘I’ve Been Kemped’ T-shirt and bottle of cheap sparkling wine. She took off her gorilla’s head and gave James a kiss on the cheek. He picked her up and twirled her around and told her he’d never seen a gorilla with blonde ringlets before. Then, back on terra firma, Millie led them all in a rousing chorus of ‘Happy Birthday.’

More photos. More people told her she was great. They gave her a round of applause. She was no longer on any old stage, she was Shirley Bassey taking her curtain calls after a sell-out show at the London Palladium.

‘It was my first time,’ Millie happily confided in James as she was leaving.

‘Don’t worry,’ James told her, ‘we never tell our patients either.’ He grinned. ‘For some reason they prefer not to know.’

Back at home by four o’clock, still sky-high on adrenalin, Millie was oh-so-tempted to wash her hair (the gorilla head had flattened it completely), re-do her makeup, greet Hugh at the door with the news that she was back after all, and regale him with the story of her magnificent triumph.

But that was the kind of behavior he would expect of a girl who was so lacking in the art of subtlety that she deliberately left her best lace bra on the floor of his car.

It was the kind of thing Hester would do.

I must not open the front door when he gets here, Millie vowed.

Or the front window.

***

Hugh was late. He wasn’t coming. He’d realized he couldn’t bear to be parted from her irresistible, underwired, dramatically padded red bra, Millie fantasized. Maybe he wanted to wear it himself.

At five-thirty, peering out from behind Hester’s bedroom curtains, Millie spotted his car slowing to a halt outside the house. She instantly threw herself, sniper-style, down on the floor.

He rang the doorbell and waited. Checking first that she wasn’t in. Just being polite, thought Millie. Mustn’t, mustn’t answer the door.

Scuttling crab-like across Hester’s bedroom carpet, she crawled out on to the landing and watched, nose to the ground, as the metal flap was pushed open and a scarlet satin strap appeared through the letterbox. For a moment she imagined grabbing it and giving Hugh a fright. Heavens, having a tussle over her bra, how immature, the very thought of it.

The next moment, a flash of fuchsia pink appeared next to Hugh’s dark outline through the frosted glass of the front door. Millie froze in alarm as she heard Hester say perkily, ‘Well, hi! I know who you are!’

Bugger, bugger. It was half past five and Hester—with her customary hideous timing—had picked this moment to arrive home from work. Worse still—oh God—she was being perky.

‘I know who you are too,’ said Hugh.

The letterbox rattled, the bra strap twitched.

‘And are you here stealing underwear,’ Hester brightly inquired, ‘or delivering it?’

‘I wouldn’t steal this bra,’ Millie heard Hugh say gravely. ‘It’s not my size.’

‘Oh, ha ha ha ha ha,’ trilled Hester, overdoing it as usual.

‘Millie left it in my car. It fell out of her bag,’ Hugh explained.

‘But isn’t she in? It’s half past five, she should be in!’

‘I tried the bell. No answer.’

‘Well you can’t just post a bra through our letterbox and rush off!’ exclaimed Hester. ‘Millie was worried she’d never see you again!’

Up on the landing Millie let out a low moan and banged her forehead despairingly—but quietly—against the carpet.

‘Anyway,’ Hester rattled on, ‘she’ll be home any minute now, so why don’t you come in and wait? Have a drink and a bit of a chat?’

No, no, noooo, Millie silently howled, even as she began to shuffle backwards along the landing. But the silent pleading didn’t work. She might have known it wouldn’t. Hester was too pushy and Hugh too polite. He simply couldn’t bring himself to say no.

Back in Hester’s bedroom, squashing herself out of sight in the gap between the bed and the window, Millie heard the familiar click of Hester’s key turning in the lock. God, it was dusty down here, she hoped she wouldn’t sneeze.

And she certainly hoped that Hester wasn’t planning to take advantage of Hugh’s inability to say no by dragging him up to her bedroom and reminding him what he’d been missing out on all these months.

Although should that happen, Millie thought, it would be great to suddenly pop up from nowhere, tap Hester on the shoulder and announce, ‘I think you owe me two hundred pounds.’


Chapter 15

It was the longest twenty-five minutes of Millie’s life. Terrified to move in case the floorboards creaked, she held her breath and listened to Hester merrily burbling away downstairs, so eager to keep Hugh there that she was barely letting him get a word in edgewise. It was probably better that she couldn’t make out what Hester was actually saying to him—it didn’t bear thinking about.

‘Top of the stairs and to the right,’ she heard Hester call out, and Millie’s heart began to leap around her rib cage like a terrified gazelle. This was what Hester always told guests when they asked for directions to the bathroom, and of the two doors on offer to them, they invariably picked the wrong one.

Boing, Boing, BOINGGG went Millie’s heart as the bedroom door was pushed open. For a second she knew Hugh was standing there in the doorway surveying Hester’s bed. Millie squeezed her eyes shut and stopped breathing altogether. There was something tickling her nose but she didn’t dare move…

Phew. Safe. The door closed again. She heard Hugh find the bathroom. Two minutes later he made his way back downstairs.

Shortly after that, he left.

Just as Millie was clambering out of her hiding place—yeugh, cobwebs—she heard Hester racing up the stairs. Quick as a flash she threw herself on to Hester’s bed and closed her eyes.

‘Bloodyhell!’

Feigning surprise, Millie blinked and rubbed her eyes and mumbled, ‘What?’

‘We thought you were out! Why are you asleep on my bed?’

‘Huh? Oh, I was shattered. There was a fly buzzing around in my room so I came in here.’ Looking bemused, Millie added, ‘Who’s we?’

‘Your chap! Hugh Emerson! He’s been downstairs, waiting to see you!’

‘Really? Oh well, never mind.’ Millie yawned and stretched, rather convincingly if she did say so herself. ‘I’ve had a lovely sleep.’

‘I came home and he was on the doorstep, feeding your bra through the letterbox. Your best bra,’ Hester added, doing that Roger Moore thing with her eyebrows. ‘Go on, admit it, you left it in his car on purpose.’

‘You would think that.’ Millie wished there was an on-off switch in Hester’s back. Sometimes, like a Furby, she was just too much.

‘Anyone with half a brain would think that. It’s totally obvious. Especially when he’s so dishy.’

Eeyurggh, that word again.

‘And off-limits.’

‘That only makes him dishier. We always want what we can’t have.’

And you especially can’t have him, thought Millie with a surge of extremely muddled emotions. If anyone around here’s going to want him and not have him, it’s jolly well going to be me!

Good grief, where had that come from?

Aloud she said, ‘What about Lucas?’

‘Ah,’ Hester swooned with joy against the windowsill, ‘he’s still my number-one man.’

Poor Nat.

‘What about Nat?’

‘Oh stop giving me that shriveled-spinster look—I’m allowed to fantasize, aren’t I? Nat would be my number one, if he was here. But that’s the trouble,’ Hester declared fretfully, ‘he isn’t here, is he? He’s too busy searing scallops in sodding Glasgow.’

The doorbell went an hour later.

‘You’re a star,’ Lucas told Millie when she opened the door. He broke into a huge grin. ‘I was passing, so I had to drop by. One of the theater sisters rang me this afternoon and said you were fantastic. In fact, she was so impressed, she wants to book you for the day after tomorrow.’

‘Oh wow.’ Millie was delighted. ‘Where?’

‘The big supermarket on the outskirts of Wadebridge. Her husband’s the manager. It’s their silver wedding anniversary and she wants you to turn up at one o’clock. He’ll be on his lunch break in the staff canteen.’ Lucas handed her an envelope containing all the details. ‘Bloody awful poem, so sloppy it makes you want to throw up, but hey, that’s not our problem—’

‘Ouch,’ complained Millie as she was knocked sideways by a highly perfumed human bowling ball. Whoosh, the air in the hallway was suddenly thick with Estée Lauder’s Dazzling.

‘I thought I recognized that voice!’ Hester exclaimed, clutching her bath towel around her and dripping water and bubbles all over the floor. ‘Lucas, how are you? You haven’t changed a bit—you’re looking great!’

‘Hello darling, so are you.’ Bending down, Lucas gave her a warm kiss on each cheek. Then, because he simply couldn’t help himself, he trailed an index finger idly along the line of her collarbone.

Hester trembled like a whippet. It was a wonder her tongue wasn’t lolling out of her mouth.

‘It’s so good to see you,’ she told Lucas, as if it weren’t already screamingly obvious. And now she was stretching her neck, imperceptibly straining towards him, yearning—like a whippet desperate for affection—for him to stroke her collarbone again.

‘Lucas just called by to give me my next booking,’ said Millie.

‘Oh, but you must come in for a drink.’ Eagerly, Hester clutched his tanned arm. ‘You must, we can chat about old times!’

The shame of it, Millie thought. Two hours ago Hester had lured Hugh into the house against his better judgment, and now here she was doing the exact same thing again. Honestly, she was like some insatiable Black Widow spider, preying on innocent young males.

Except Lucas, of course, was about as innocent as Peter Stringfellow.

‘Sounds great,’ he winked at Hester, ‘but we can’t stop. I’m driving Sasha down to St. Ives.’ As he spoke he jerked his head behind him to the car parked outside the house. Sasha, dressed as a nun, was leaning against the hood smoking a cigarette and casually straightening the seam on one of her fishnet stockings. A couple of pensioners waiting at the bus stop a little way down the road determinedly didn’t look shocked.

Hester’s face fell.

‘Is she your girlfriend?’

‘We get on well enough,’ said Lucas cheerfully. ‘See a fair bit of each other, you know the kind of thing.’

Hester did. She could also guess which bits of each other they saw. Lucky Sasha, the mere thought of seeing Lucas’s bits was enough to send Hester’s insides lurching into a spin cycle of joy.

Lucky, lucky Sasha.

Tarty bitch.

‘“A message from your loving wife,”’ Millie read aloud, having opened the envelope. She cleared her throat and began:

Twenty-five years of wedded bliss

And never a day without a loving kiss.

My darling Jerry I want you to know,

I never realized it was possible to be as happy as this.

‘God, you’re right,’ she told Lucas, ‘this is awful.’

A lump had sprung into Hester’s throat; she thought it was romantic.

‘All you have to do is keep a straight face.’ Flicking his dark hair out of his eyes, Lucas checked his watch. ‘Right, better not hang around, can’t keep the old boys at the Conservative Club waiting.’ He winked again at Hester and briefly patted her on the head. ‘See you around, sweetheart. Don’t do anything I wouldn’t do.’

‘See? I told you he’d got fat and ugly,’ Millie murmured as they watched Lucas saunter back to the car. Sasha, flicking her half-smoked cigarette into the gutter, gave them a wave goodbye and blew the pensioners at the bus stop a jaunty kiss.

‘He patted me on the head,’ Hester groaned. ‘On the head. I mean, how unromantic is that?’

‘It could be worse.’ Privately, Millie felt it was the very best thing Lucas could have done. ‘He could’ve given you a Chinese burn.’

‘The first time I see him in hundreds of years and he treats me like a five-year-old!’ To illustrate the unfairness of it all, Hester’s voice rose and she stamped her foot. ‘I thought jumping out of the bath would help. I’m wet, I’m naked, I’ve still got my make-up on… God, what more could he want?’

Millie thought of Sasha.

‘Maybe a nun in a basque?’

Hester tried hard not to be irritated when Nat rang in the middle of Coronation Street. She’d told him a thousand times not to even think of phoning her between seven-thirty and eight—on any night of the week—but he always forgot. It had to be a man thing. Either that, Hester thought darkly, or they did it on purpose.

Just when it had got to a good bit too.

‘I’ve got a five-minute break before all hell lets loose,’ Nat said cheerfully. ‘Jacques is convinced the guy booked for table six at eight o’clock is working undercover for the Michelin Guide. We’re packed out, Danny’s called in sick, and all the waitresses are crammed into the loo doing their make-up because table four’s been booked by Sean Connery, except I don’t think it’s going to turn out to be the Sean Connery they’d like it to be.’

All of a sudden Hester wanted to cry. Millie was right, Nat was lovely. And she missed him dreadfully, she really did. The sound of his voice brought it rushing back to her, like the surf crashing on to Fistral Beach.

‘Oh Nat, I wish you were here.’

She meant it. Nat loved her. He would never pat her on the head.

‘Now that’s a coincidence, because I wish you were here too. Actually, that’s why I’m ringing.’ Nat sounded pleased with himself. ‘I’ve persuaded Jacques to let me have next Saturday off. You could come up on Friday night, we’d have the weekend together and you could catch the train back on Sunday night. How about it, wouldn’t that be brilliant? A whole weekend!’

Hester’s spirits rose for a nanosecond, then sank again. In theory it sounded brilliant. But in reality it would mean a knackering train journey, followed by both of them being absolutely shattered on Saturday. Saturday evening, okay, they’d have a ball. But Sunday would be miserable, both of them knowing that by mid-afternoon they’d be clinging to each other on the railway platform, having to say goodbye for another goodness-knows-how-many weeks. And then, she would have the return journey to endure, the ultimate in depressing, slit-your-wrist experiences. Apart, maybe, from having to trudge back to work the next morning knowing that that was what you’d spent the whole of last week getting so ridiculously excited about.

It would also mean closing the stall on Saturday, the most lucrative day of any market’s week. And the train fare would cost a fortune she really couldn’t afford right now.

‘Hess? Are you still there?’

‘Of course I’m still here.’ Hester rubbed her forehead. Where else was she likely to be? ‘It sounds great, but… I don’t know, money’s pretty tight, and the train journey’s a pain… I just don’t know if it’s worth all that hassle for a Saturday night out.’

Brief silence.

‘But at least we’d be together,’ said Nat. ‘I thought that’s what you wanted.’

‘Time travel, that’s what I really want. A TARDIS I can step into, that’ll get me up to Glasgow in three seconds flat.’

Another, longer silence.

‘Shall I come down to you?’

‘Oh Nat.’ Hester’s eyes filled with hot tears of shame. ‘That’d be even worse. You don’t finish work until midnight on Friday… you’d sleep all the way through Saturday… it’s really not worth it.’

She heard someone in the background yelling at Nat.

‘Okay. Just a thought. Look, I’ve got to get back to work, the Michelin guy’s turned up.’

‘It was a wonderful thought, Nat.’ A tear rolled down Hester’s cheek and she wiped it away with the back of her hand. ‘But seeing you again just makes it harder to say goodbye, I can’t bear it when the train pulls out of the station and—’

‘Have to go.’ More bawling in the background, instructing Nat to get his bloody arse into gear. ‘Love you, bye.’

‘Love you too,’ whispered Hester. But it was too late, the line had already gone dead.

Millie came through from the kitchen with a consolation mug of tea.

‘And a Snickers bar,’ she produced the bar from behind her back with a flourish, ‘to cheer you up.’

‘Bugger,’ said Hester as the familiar theme tune filled the living room. ‘I even managed to miss Coronation Street.’

‘It wasn’t that exciting.’

‘I still wanted to see it.’ Fretfully Hester slurped her tea. ‘Bloody Nat, why does he always have to ruin everything?’

‘Oh come on,’ Millie protested. ‘You can’t blame Nat, he phones whenever he has the time to phone. It isn’t his fault.’

‘Of course I can blame him,’ shouted Hester, ‘and it is his fault. If he hadn’t gone away to Scotland I might have some kind of life, and then I’d never have stayed in every night like a sad old spinster and got hooked on bloody soap operas in the first place.’


Chapter 16

Millie began to feel as if she were embroiled in a soap of her own the following lunchtime when she answered the front door and found her mother, clutching a copy of the glossy magazine The Opera Lover, on the doorstep.

Even more bizarrely, Millie’s ex-boss, Tim Fleetwood, was standing in the road behind her, panting slightly as he unloaded a set of tartan luggage from the boot of his slate-grey Renault Megane.

‘Mum! What are you doing here? What’s going on?’

Adele, as always ludicrously overdressed, this time in a turquoise Chanel-style suit and matching stilettoes—in Newquay, at one o’clock in the afternoon—enveloped Millie in a cloud of Byzance as she leaned forward and kissed her on each cheek.

Each cheek, Millie noted. Adele and her fancy city ways. She’d be switching to semi-skimmed milk next.

‘I think I should be asking you what’s going on.’ Her mother wagged a finger at her. ‘I had planned to surprise you, turning up at the travel agency. Imagine the shock when Tim told me you weren’t working there anymore! You could have told me, darling—I felt a complete ninny.’

Hmm. No change there, then. Much as she loved Adele, Millie couldn’t help wishing sometimes that her mother would stop wafting around the place like a genuine opera diva and just behave in a more normal fashion.

‘I tried to ring you the other night,’ she lied, ‘but there was no reply.’

‘And that was it? You couldn’t be bothered to try again? Honestly, young people today, I don’t know! Just pop them in the hall for me, Tim, would you please?’

Tim struggled past them with the suitcases. Having at first tried to pretend he hadn’t noticed her, he was now forced to glance at Millie and say—a mite sheepishly—‘Hi, how’s it going?’

Of course he sounded sheepish. He was such a wimp he couldn’t even stand up to his wife for long enough to tell her he wasn’t having an affair, Millie reminded herself.

What a total woolly vest.

Aloud, she said, ‘Brilliant thanks. I’ve got a terrific new job, the people I work with are really nice, and the money’s fantastic.’ Having made her point, Millie added sweetly, ‘How’s Sylvia?’

‘Fine.’ Tim deposited the last two cases on the floor—plonk, plonk—and straightened back up. ‘Right, well, better get back to the shop.’

Where Sylvia will no doubt be waiting with her index finger poised over the timer button on her stopwatch, thought Millie with a bland smile.

‘Tim, you’re an angel, mwahr, mwahr.’ Adele kissed him on both cheeks too, causing him to break out in a light sweat. The poor fellow was terrified, Millie realized, in a blind panic. Maybe Sylvia was waiting for him not with a stopwatch but with a machete.

‘I thought I’d surprise you, whisk you away somewhere glamorous for lunch,’ Adele explained over coffee. (‘Oh God, darling, please not that awful instant stuff.’ ‘Mum, awful instant’s all we’ve got.’) ‘There was nowhere to park outside the travel agency so I paid off the taxi. Imagine how silly I felt when I realized you weren’t even there!’

‘You should have phoned,’ said Millie. ‘Still, it was nice of Tim to offer to drive you over here.’

‘Tsh, I had to drop enough hints first,’ Adele snorted. But in an elegant way.

‘So how long are you down for?’ As she said it, Millie crossed her fingers behind her back.

‘Oh, I don’t know, maybe a couple of weeks. Just needed a change of scenery,’ sighed Adele, who had been really quite keen on a merchant banker who had had the gall to dump her for somebody else. But that was by the by, and certainly not the kind of tale one would want to relay to one’s daughter. ‘London’s so stuffy and bustly at this time of year—we’re up to our eyes in tourists.’ She shuddered dramatically. ‘Awful. I couldn’t bear it. Had to get away.’

And of course Newquay, the surfing capital of Europe, was so empty and tourist-free, Millie thought dryly. Man trouble, this was what this was all about, she’d bet money on it. Just as she knew the reason Adele never went anywhere without an ‘intellectual’ magazine tucked under her arm was because you never knew who you might bump into. Evidently, it was a wonderful icebreaker for fellow ‘intellectuals,’ announcing to the world in general—and potential husbands in particular—that you weren’t a brainless airhead.

‘Well, it’s really nice to see you,’ Millie said valiantly. ‘You can have my room and I’ll sleep on the sofa.’

Heaven knows what Hester was going to make of this alarming turn of events, but what else could she do? Hardly recommend a cozy B&B.

‘Darling, how sweet of you, but I couldn’t possibly stay here!’

Phew. Thank goodness for that. Even her mother was sensitive enough to realize she couldn’t just turn up without warning and take up residence—

‘In this poky little cottage?’ Adele laughed at the very idea. ‘Where there’s no room to swing a cat and you don’t even own a proper coffee machine? Lord, the very thought of it makes me shudder!’

Oh.

‘Oh,’ said Millie. It was a bit of a slap in the face, but actually the kind of slap in the face you didn’t mind too much. This was good news, after all. And Hester would be relieved. ‘Where are you staying then? A hotel?’

‘On my alimony? You must be joking, darling.’ As Adele sipped her coffee she pulled a good-grief-this-is-disgusting face. Then, recovering, she smiled brightly across at her daughter. ‘I thought I’d stay with Judy and Lloyd.’

‘You know what you are, don’t you?’ said Millie. ‘Mad, that’s what.’

They were sitting out in Judy and Lloyd’s garden, sharing a bottle of wine, and enjoying the warmth of the sun. Upstairs, Lloyd was showing Adele to her room.

Judy shrugged and batted away a hovering wasp.

‘Why, what am I supposed to do? Just say no?’

‘Yes!’

‘But then it would look as if I cared. And I don’t care. Not in a jealous way, at least.’

‘It must still feel a bit weird,’ Millie protested.

‘Not really. She isn’t that bad. I mean, she’s only your mother,’ Judy reminded her. ‘Not Pol Pot.’

‘Hmm.’ Millie wasn’t so sure. ‘She can be hard work, I don’t know why Dad didn’t put his foot down.’

‘Yes you do. We all do. Because he’s just too bloody nice to turn her away.’

‘Okay, but if she drives you mad, let me know. Otherwise it’s not fair on you.’

‘Don’t worry, I can take care of myself.’ Judy sounded entertained. ‘She’s your father’s ex, that’s all. He was so good when I had dotty Aunt Sarah to stay for a month last year—and she was bedridden, poor old duck! So how can I kick up a fuss about having Adele to stay for a few days?’

Millie suspected it wouldn’t be long before Judy began to wish Adele was bedridden too. Glancing back at the house, she watched her parents make their way across the garden towards them.

Adele was now clutching a fringed lilac shawl and a hefty hardback biography of Placido Domingo.

‘Honestly, you’re hopeless,’ she was telling Lloyd. Turning her attention to Millie she said, ‘I asked him what he thought of Andrea Bocelli and he said signing for Aston Villa had been a big mistake.’ She rolled her eyes. ‘He really is a total philistine.’

Lloyd, ambling along the path behind her, was chuckling good-naturedly to himself. He winked at Millie and said, ‘That’s great. What’s a philistine?’

The supermarket on the outskirts of Wadebridge was packed with shoppers. Feeling pretty daft, aware that people were laughing and pointing at her as she skated through the main doors, Millie consoled herself with the reminder that she was earning money. And spreading a little happiness. Not to mention giving the manager a silver wedding anniversary gift he’d never forget.

Nobody was expecting her. Pat, the theater sister, had made her wishes plain to Millie this morning.

‘His staff are great, just like one big happy family,’ she’d explained over the phone, ‘but I don’t trust them to keep it to themselves. If just one person lets slip to Jerry, it’ll all be spoiled. When you turn up I want it to be a fantastic surprise!’

A toddler in a stroller, spotting Millie, let out a wail of anguish and burst into noisy tears.

Oh well, can’t win them all.

***

As she skated past the newspapers and magazines, Millie realized she was attracting more and more attention. As if she was the Pied Piper, a number of children were starting to follow in her wake. Over to the left, the checkouts were all busy. To the right, a scrum of customers milled around the fruit and veg. A couple of teenage boys pummeled their chests and let out deafening Tarzan howls.

Spotting the inquiries desk way over to the left behind the line of checkouts, Millie tucked the T-shirt and bottle of sparkling wine under her arm and headed for it. Thanks to the turnstiles and inescapable one-way system, she was forced to navigate her way through pastas and sauces, cakes and biscuits, and cat food and dog chews (mmm, yum).

Finally, Millie squeezed past a huge woman bulk-buying biscuits and rolled up to the customer inquiries desk.

Three supervisors grinned at her.

‘Monkey nuts? Aisle sixteen, love,’ said one of them hilariously.

‘I’m here to see the manager,’ said Millie, a fair-sized crowd beginning to gather around her.

The manager?’

‘Jerry Heseltine.’ Why were the women giving each other odd looks? ‘I do have the right supermarket,’ Millie told them earnestly. ‘His wife gave me exact instructions.’ More wary expressions, a couple of nudges, and one smothered grin. ‘She arranged for me to come here today as a surprise. It’s their silver wedding anniversary.’

The tills behind her were beginning to fall silent. One of the young bag-packing assistants cackled with laughter. All eyes were fixed on Millie.

‘Jerry Heseltine,’ she repeated, beginning to perspire a bit inside the costume. ‘He is your manager, isn’t he?’

Golly, how embarrassing if he turned out to be a trolley collector who’d spent the last twenty years lying to his wife, telling her he was the boss.

‘Oh, he’s our manager,’ said one of the supervisors, whose name-badge announced that she was Mavis. ‘But he isn’t around.’

‘His wife said he’d definitely be here,’ Millie wailed. God, was she supposed to wait! ‘Look, where is he?’ she pleaded. ‘Do you know what he’s doing and what time he’ll be back?’

The two supervisors flanking Mavis began to snort with laughter. Mavis, casually consulting her watch, said, ‘What’s he doing? Well, it’s four minutes past one, so having steamy sex with Doreen Pringle, I imagine.’

‘Oooh nooo!’ Millie put a hairy paw up to her mouth in horror.

‘And he wasn’t actually planning on being back,’ Mavis concluded with an air of malicious triumph. ‘They’ve both taken the rest of the afternoon off.’

‘Hell’s bells,’ groaned Millie. ‘This was supposed to be so romantic.’

‘He’s a selfish, cheating git,’ Mavis announced. ‘And she’s an uppity cow. Works on the deli counter. Three lunchtimes a week they slope off together to her place. It’s been going on for the last two years.’

‘What a bastard.’ Sorrowfully, Millie shook her gorilla’s head.

‘Doreen only lives down the road,’ one of the other supervisors suggested helpfully, as supermarket supervisors tend to do. ‘On the Lime Acres estate. You could always pop along there and do your bit on her front doorstep.’

‘Thanks. But maybe not,’ Millie sighed.

Practically everyone at the tills had heard every word.

As she skated wearily towards the exit, Millie marveled at the selfishness of men. That poor theater nurse had been so thrilled at the prospect of surprising her loving husband… how could she have been married to him for twenty-five years and have got it so horribly wrong?

She’d been right about one thing though, when she’d described the staff at the supermarket as one big happy family. Except it clearly hadn’t occurred to her that her own husband might be off playing mummies and daddies in his lunch hour with Doreen from the deli.

Donk! Something ricocheted off the back of Millie’s head, almost sending her careering into a bank of potted plants. Regaining her balance in the nick of time, she spun round and saw that one of the teenage boys had thrown a banana at her.

Killing themselves laughing, they jumped up and down and made whooping monkey noises.

For pity’s sake. It was enough to put you off the opposite sex for life.

Back at the car, Millie removed her skates and placed the gorilla head on the passenger seat next to her. Phew, that was better.

What a complete bastard.

She saw him as she was pulling out of the car park thirty seconds later. He was unloading the contents of his shopping trolley into the boot of his car. Wearing white jeans and a sea-green polo shirt and looking even more gorgeous than ever.

Okay. Relax. Breathe normally. Just drive past and pretend you haven’t spotted him.

Keep your eyes fixed on the road ahead. Don’t look left. Don’t look left, don’t look left, don’t look… Bugger.

Bugger and damn, she’d looked left. Just as Hugh Emerson finished loading the last carrier bag into the boot and glanced up.

He grinned, recognizing her at once. Millie immediately broke into a sweat, not helped by the fact that she was encased from neck to ankles in an eighteen-pound gorilla suit.

Okay, not the end of the world. Just nod and wave in a casual fashion, acknowledge his existence, then drive off. That’s easy, no need to panic, you can do that.

And she could have done, if a skinny woman pushing a piled-high trolley across the road in front of her hadn’t lost control of it at that moment and slammed the front wheels into the curb. A packet of loo rolls and an untied bag of apples toppled to the ground. The woman, panicking, tried and failed to jerk the trolley back on course. Frantically, mouthing apologies, she bent down and began retrieving the scattered Granny Smiths, but the polythene had split and as fast as she collected them up and threw them back in the bag they tumbled out again.

The trolley was still blocking the road. There was no escape. This is exactly what would happen to me, thought Millie, if I’d just robbed a bank and was desperate to make a quick getaway.

My whole life is one great big hideous jinx.


Chapter 17

Taking pity on the skinny woman’s predicament, Hugh strolled over and helped her pick up the escaped apples. The woman, Millie could tell, was both grateful and impressed. Next, he skillfully man-uevered her trolley up over the curb and sent her off happily in the direction of her car.

Even more skillfully, he was back in front of Millie’s lime green Mini before she had a chance to drive off. With a slight smile, he indicated that she should open her window.

Begrudgingly, Millie wound it down. She’d taken off the hairy gorilla hands in order to drive, of course, but they were still dangling by their velcro fastenings from her wrists.

Any monkey-nut jokes, Millie decided, and she’d be forced to run over his foot. Plus, he’d better not mention bananas.

Don’t try and be witty, please don’t try and be witty. Because I promise you, I’m not in the mood.

And a broken foot often offends.

‘I always think golf buggies are the answer,’ Hugh remarked. ‘The first supermarket to give us golf buggies instead of unsteerable trolleys has to be on to a winner, don’t you think?’

Millie smiled; she couldn’t help it. Whenever she thought about Hugh Emerson—which was scarily often—she grew dry-mouthed and panicky. But as soon as they were actually conversing again, she mysteriously relaxed.

Any normal person, of course, would do it the other way round.

‘Thank you.’ She nodded gravely, like the Queen. ‘For not making any banana jokes.’

‘I don’t know any banana jokes.’ Hugh paused. ‘Well, apart from one, which I couldn’t possibly repeat.’ Another pause. ‘Not in front of a gorilla, anyway.’

‘Would you do something for me?’ coaxed Millie. ‘Just put your foot under my front wheel for a moment?’

‘Oh dear, bad day?’ Hugh was laughing down at her now. ‘And here on business, at a guess. Did it all go horribly wrong?’

Briefly, Millie told him.

‘And then, as I was leaving, some scummy apology for a schoolboy hit me on the head,’ she concluded indignantly. ‘With a sodding banana.’

‘You know what you need,’ said Hugh. ‘A drink.’

‘You must be joking, I am not going back into that supermarket!’

‘I didn’t mean a cup of tea and a bun, I meant a proper drink. A huge vodka and tonic with plenty of ice and lemon.’ The corners of Hugh’s mouth began to twitch. ‘And a bun.’

Hugh’s house was only a couple of miles from the supermarket. Since he had bags of frozen stuff rapidly defrosting in the boot of his car, Millie followed him back to the detached Victorian property, high on the hill overlooking Padstow.

She was looking forward to a vodka and tonic.

And to seeing where Hugh lived.

Most of all though, she couldn’t wait to help him unpack his supermarket shop.

You could tell so much about a man by the food he bought. As she pulled up on the driveway behind Hugh’s car, Millie felt a squiggle of excitement mingled with panic. Yikes, this really was kill or cure. If he’d been in there bulk-buying frozen haggis and tinned meat pies or, worse still, tofu, she’d go off him in a big, big way.

She’d actually forgotten she was still in her gorilla suit until the woman next door popped her head over the wall, started to say something to Hugh, then spotted Millie and said, ‘Oh!’

‘Bang goes my street cred.’ Hugh raised an eyebrow as the woman scuttled back into her house. ‘Now I’ll never get invited to Edwina’s next dinner party.’ He nodded at Millie’s hairy outfit. ‘Do you want to take it off?’

She feigned alarm.

‘What, right here?’

‘Oh, sorry.’ Starting to laugh, Hugh unlocked the boot of his car. ‘But you must have a change of clothes with you.’

Millie did, of course she did. An orange skirt and a white tank top, stowed in a carrier bag under the passenger seat of her own car.

But there was just something irresistible about borrowing someone else’s clothes.

Particularly when they were someone you happened to have a bit of a girly crush on.

‘I didn’t think I’d need them, I was just going to do the job then drive straight back home again.’ Opening her eyes wide, Millie shook her head. Then, rubbing imaginary beads of perspiration from her brow, she shrugged and said bravely, ‘Doesn’t matter, don’t worry about me.’

‘You’re completely mad,’ said Hugh. ‘You do know that, don’t you? Seventy degrees and you’re driving around in a car, in a gorilla suit. You’ll get heatstroke.’

‘I’ll be fine,’ Millie protested. Feebly and wondering if she had the nerve to swoon.

Hugh was grinning. ‘Come on. I’ll lend you something of mine.’

Yay, result!

***

The house was a renovated late-Victorian property, smartly decorated but clearly in need of a woman’s touch. Millie was no Jane Asher but even she had an urge to fling a couple of cushions on to the window seat in the hall, hang a few pictures, and scatter brightly colored rugs over the polished parquet floor.

‘I know.’ Hugh followed her gaze. ‘Kind of empty-looking. Doing the girly stuff was always Louisa’s department.’

Left alone in the kitchen, Millie was surreptitiously investigating the contents of the supermarket carrier bags when he returned with a faded denim shirt and a pair of cut-off Levi’s.

‘They’ll be too big, but better than nothing,’

Millie didn’t think they’d be better than nothing; she’d actually much prefer nothing—but no, no, enough of that fantasy. Anyway, she wanted to wear his clothes. And they did smell gorgeous.

You couldn’t fault a man who used Lenor.

‘You go upstairs and change. I’ll start unpacking this lot. Then we’ll have that drink.’

The topaz and bronze bathroom was clean, tidy, and bereft of unnecessary toiletries in the way that only a man’s bathroom could ever be. As she wriggled out of the gorilla suit it occurred to Millie that the opposite sex missed out on a lot. It must be so boring, getting up in the morning and not having sixteen different kinds of shampoo to choose from. How they could limit themselves to one bottle and use it until it was finished was completely beyond her. It was so sad! And only one bottle of conditioner, imagine! And one bar of soap!

Still, the denim shirt was as soft as chamois leather and so faded it was almost white. It must have been washed and ironed a million times. Millie, fastening the mother-of-pearl buttons, realized with a jolt that maybe this was a job that had been done by Louisa.

Instantly, she was awash with guilt. This was the shirt that Hugh’s late wife had so lovingly laundered, and now it was being worn by a shameless hussy with designs on her husband…

I can’t believe I’m even doing this, thought Millie, forcing herself to face her embarrassed reflection in the mirror above the basin.

Chastened, she stepped into the sawn-off Levi’s and pulled the belt tightly around her waist.

Anyway, at least she had one thing to be grateful for. Shameless designing hussy she might be, but it was all quite irrelevant. Because Hugh had made it clear that he had absolutely no designs on her.

To punish herself, Millie didn’t even borrow his hairbrush. Nor, on the way back downstairs, did she allow herself to peep into any of the bedrooms.

Well, maybe just the one. And the door was open anyway.

It was the room where Hugh slept. The double bed, with a navy and white duvet, was unmade. There were clothes hung over the chair, a stunning view from the window overlooking the river, and assorted computer magazines scattered on the bedside table.

Together with an alarm clock, one of those bendy-necked reading lamps, and a photograph, in a plain brass frame, of Louisa.

Well, what had she expected? Whips and leg-irons and a party-sized box of condoms?

‘What’s going on?’ said Hugh, behind her.

‘Oh!’ Caught in the act, Millie spun round. How awful, now he thought she’d been snooping.

Mortified, she realized that she had.

Oh God, now Hugh was bound to conclude that she was turning into some kind of mad stalker. Heavens, what if he thought she’d deliberately followed him to the supermarket in order to engineer their meeting?

‘Sorry, sorry, sorry,’ Millie blurted out. ‘I just couldn’t resist a quick peep, but I absolutely promise I’m not a stalker.’

Hugh smiled.

‘That’s okay. Human nature.’

‘What?’ Millie was astonished. ‘To stalk?’

‘To look in other people’s rooms. See how they live, find out more about them. Ever buy Hello! magazine?’

‘Yeeurgh, no!’

‘But you’ll flick through it in the newsagents.’

‘Oh, flick through it, of course.’

‘There you go,’ said Hugh.

Passionately grateful, but still squirming with embarrassment, Millie hugged the discarded gorilla suit to her chest and said, ‘I didn’t look in any other rooms, I promise.’

‘Don’t worry. I’ve got nothing to hide. Not even any naked slave girls chained up in the attic.’

He was smiling; he’d forgiven her for being a sneaky snoop. Millie relaxed.

‘Or slave boys?’

‘Oh well, slave boys, obviously. But apart from them, nothing at all.’

Downstairs, Millie helped him to unpack the carriers and put away the food. To her relief she approved of almost everything he had bought, especially the litre-sized carton of Rocombe Farm hazelnut ice cream. Apart from an apparent passion for pickled gherkins (bleeugh—was he pregnant?), they were astonishingly shopping-compatible. Happily, Millie loaded the fridge with unsalted Danish butter, free-range eggs, Cambazola, and fresh Parmesan. She was also pleased to see he’d chosen cherry tomatoes, posh loo rolls, new potatoes, and two bottles of Fitou wine. Definitely a man after her own heart.

No economy-sized tins of marrowfat peas, thankfully.

Or horrible pies made from dog meat masquerading as steak and kidney.

Or worst of all, prawn-cocktail flavored crisps.

***

‘I break open the vodka and a fresh bottle of tonic, and this is the kind of abuse I get,’ said Hugh. ‘Thanks a lot.’

They had been sitting out in his back garden enjoying the warmth of the sun and arguing about pickled gherkins when Millie had abruptly remembered what had brought her here in the first place.

‘That poor woman,’ she groaned. ‘I must phone Lucas and let him know what happened. He’ll have to tell her I turned up but her husband had been called away to an emergency meeting.’

‘Cheer up.’ Hugh looked amused. ‘At least he isn’t your husband.’

‘But that’s not the point,’ Millie wailed. ‘What I’m saying is, she thinks she’s married to Mr. Wonderful and he’s probably spent the last twenty-five years lying to her! How can anyone ever be sure they aren’t being made a big fool of? It’s so scary.’ She pulled a face. ‘I could meet someone gorgeous tomorrow and fall head over heels in love with them, but could I ever really trust them?’

Hugh shrugged easily.

‘Have to go with your instincts, I suppose. That’s all you can do.’

‘Oh brilliant. Like my supermarket manager’s wife.’

‘I’ll buy you a lie-detector kit for Christmas,’ he promised with a grin.

‘Oh God, do I have to wait that long?’

‘Anyway, I thought you were off men for the summer. Didn’t you declare yourself a sex-free zone or something?’

Millie tipped back her head and took a slurp of her drink. An ice cube and the slice of lemon landed on her nose. She was bored with the Celibet, but it was probably best not to announce this to Hugh. It didn’t take a genius to work out that the fact that she was a sex-free zone was the reason he had been able to relax in her company. It had made it possible for them to be friends without him having to worry all the time that she might be harboring some devious hidden agenda.

Like maybe ripping off his clothes with her bare teeth and—no, no, stop right there, don’t even think that thought!

Safer by far, Millie decided, to make sure her shameful agenda stayed hidden. Under lock and key. Maybe in a safe. Or better still, a Swiss bank vault.

Nodding in agreement, she lied happily, ‘No men, no sex, no hassle. Actually, I can’t think why more people don’t do it, it’s the only way to live! Look, I really should tell Lucas what happened. Okay if I use your phone?’

‘Feel free. When you’ve finished you can bring out another beer from the fridge.’ Hugh grinned over at her. ‘And one for yourself, of course.’

‘I’ve got to drive home.’

‘You could stay for something to eat. I do have food,’ he reminded her. ‘You may not believe this, but I’ve been to the supermarket.’

In the kitchen, as she dreamily uncapped two bottles of Becks, Millie wondered what it would be like to kiss Hugh Emerson, how it would feel to run her fingers through his floppy, sun-streaked hair, how his warm skin would feel sliding against hers.

Then, before she got completely carried away, she gave herself a brisk, back-to-earth slap on each cheek, picked up the phone, and punched out Lucas’s number.


Chapter 18

Typically, Lucas roared with laughter when he heard what had happened.

‘Sweetheart, don’t get so het up! It’s okay,’ he reassured Millie. ‘The woman paid in advance.’

For heaven’s sake. Men, couldn’t you just boil them?

‘That’s not why I’m het up,’ Millie spluttered, ‘The tosspot’s having an affair! He’s a complete lowlife! And you can’t keep her money—we’ll have to give her a refund.’

‘Look, business is business,’ said Lucas. ‘We kept our part of the bargain. It’s not our fault her husband’s fooling around.’

‘You’re heartless,’ Millie cried.

‘Thank goodness for that. Better heartless than a total pushover.’

‘God, I hate you.’

‘I know you do. Never mind, I’m your boss. It’s my job to have pins stuck into my effigy,’ said Lucas.

He was grinning, she could just tell.

‘You’re on his side.’ Millie wished she had a wax effigy handy now. ‘You’re a man, so you just think it’s funny. Imagine how you’d feel if you were the one being cheated on!’

But Lucas was by this time openly laughing at her. There was such a thing as trying to stretch the imagination too far. No one had ever cheated on him in his life.

‘Look,’ he said good-naturedly, ‘it’s sweet of you to be so concerned—’

‘Lucas.’ Millie gave it one last shot. ‘I always thought that maybe, deep down, you were a decent person.’

‘Well I’m not. Heartless through and through, that’s me. Sex and money, sweetheart, are what make the world go round. Anyway,’ Lucas concluded cheerfully, ‘this bloke’s wife doesn’t know she’s being cheated on, does she? So where’s the harm?’

‘You should be ashamed of yourself.’ Millie was filled with disdain. ‘You are unbelievable.’

‘God, you’re beautiful when you’re angry,’ said Lucas, still laughing as he hung up.

‘Here’s your beer, sorry I was so long, my boss is a complete pig and I’m thinking of setting him up on a blind date with Lorena Bobbitt—oops, sorry!’

Millie skidded to a halt on the grass as she realized Hugh was no longer alone. Perched on one arm of the wooden garden seat, wearing a pink dress and hugging her knees, was a girl in her late teens with glossy waist-length hair the color of caramel, plenty of orange lipstick painted on her mouth, and a look of adoration in her eyes.

It was the kind of look you saw a lot of on the faces of the audience at a Tom Jones concert. Sort of dazed and gooey, like a half-chewed Jelly Baby. Until she turned, startled, in Millie’s direction and said, ‘Hugh? Who’s this?’

The next moment a whole new scenario played itself out in Millie’s mind. Hugh would laugh and say, ‘Her? Oh that’s just Millie, I invited her back here to have a drink with us. You remember, darling, Millie-the-gorilla, I mentioned her the other day. Millie, let me introduce you. This is Orange-Lips, my girlfriend.’

Or fiancée.

Or new wife.

Millie braced herself, her heart pounding away like Michael Flatley’s feet.

‘Kate, this is Millie, a friend of mine. Millie, this is Kate, Edwina’s daughter.’ With a brief nod in the direction of the stone wall, Hugh explained, ‘She lives next door.’

Phew.

Well, semi-phew. It would have helped if the girl-next-door could have been less pretty.

‘Mummy popped out earlier to remind you about dinner,’ said Kate. ‘She said you had someone with you dressed up as a gorilla.’

So he hadn’t been joking about the dinner parties, Millie realized.

‘That’s right.’ Hugh nodded, ‘Millie works for a kissogram agency in Newquay.’

‘How extraordinary. Poor you!’ Kate turned briefly in Millie’s direction before swiveling back to give her undivided attention to Hugh. ‘But look, we can’t wait to see you tonight, Mummy’s doing rack of lamb… oh, and sooo much has happened at work, I’ve got heaps to tell you—’

‘Kate, hang on, your mother didn’t invite me over to dinner this evening.’

‘I know she didn’t. I asked you, remember? Last weekend!’

Hugh closed his eyes briefly.

‘I remember you mentioning it.’ He sounded resigned. ‘But I didn’t say yes.’

Kate’s eyebrows shot up in alarm.

‘Didn’t you? Are you sure? I thought you did. Oh God, and Mummy’s been slaving away in the kitchen all afternoon—’

‘Look, I’m sorry.’ Hugh was clearly embarrassed. ‘But I’ve invited Millie to stay for something to eat.’

‘Mummy’s going to be dreadfully upset.’ Kate’s face began to crumble like a seven-year-old’s. ‘We were all so looking forward to seeing you.’

‘Look, it’s fine, absolutely fine, I have to get home anyway.’ Millie plonked the two beers down on the wooden table, unable to bear the awkwardness for another second.

‘Really? Oh well, it’s been lovely to meet you.’ Recovering in an instant—maybe she was a seven-year-old—Kate beamed at her, then reached over and picked up one of the condensation-covered bottles of Becks. ‘There, all sorted out.’ Happily, she clinked her full bottle against Hugh’s almost empty one. ‘Mummy will be thrilled.’

Oh Lord, thought Millie, don’t say Mummy fancies him too.

‘Sorry about this,’ Hugh murmured as he walked Millie back to her car. ‘She’s the bane of my life. When you move house you make an effort to get along with the new neighbors, but what can you do with someone like Kate?’

Praying her nose wouldn’t suddenly telescope forwards and scrape along the gravel drive, Millie said, ‘She seems nice enough.’

Her nose didn’t do it, thank God. Hugh cast her an impatient glance.

‘Millie, come on, don’t tell me you hadn’t noticed. Kate’s got a howling crush on me.’

Oh no, surely not, how truly appalling, what’s the matter with the girl, thought Millie slightly hysterically.

Aloud she said, ‘Of course I noticed.’

It takes one to know one.

‘It’s embarrassing,’ Hugh groaned. ‘I mean, she’s so obvious about it and so determined. The last thing I want to do is upset her, but she won’t take the hint. It’s like trying to fend off a twenty-stone grizzly bear… she just can’t seem to understand that this is the last thing I need right now.’

No, thought Millie, the last thing you need is two girls with crushes on you, competing for your attention.

Talk about undignified.

Fumbling with her key, Millie managed to unlock the driver’s door. Through the car window she glimpsed the carrier bag containing her orange lycra skirt and white vest.

I am shameless, completely shameless, and I deserve to be punished, thought Millie.

‘So we’ve still got the clothes thing going on.’ Smiling slightly, Hugh touched her rolled-up denim sleeve. ‘First your bra, now my shirt and shorts.’

‘Don’t worry, it won’t happen again, I promise. I’ll post them back to you. Right, I’ll be off then, enjoy your meal—rack of lamb, yum, gorgeous—you have a nice time and keep the neighbors happy!’ By now she was in the driver’s seat revving the engine like Michael Schumacher.

‘Millie—’

‘Okay, see you around and thanks for the drink,’ sang Millie as the car shot forward. ‘Byeee!’

Millie was wallowing in the bath the next morning when the phone rang on the floor next to her. Oh hooray for cordless.

‘I’ve got another booking for you. Or do you still hate me too much?’

‘Well,’ said Millie, ‘the thing is, I do still hate you. But on the other hand, a job’s a job.’

‘That’s my girl.’ Lucas took the jibe in good part. ‘In that case, I forgive you for calling me all those mean names.’

‘Ha.’ Millie prodded her plastic ducks with her toes, sending them bobbing off into a mountain of foam. ‘That’s nothing. You should have heard the names I called you after you’d hung up.’

‘Ah well, when you’re as irresistible to women as I am, you get used to it. In fact,’ said Lucas, ‘are you sure you aren’t secretly in love with me yourself?’

‘Damn, rumbled again. Meet me at twelve-thirty in the car park at Gretna Green,’ said Millie. ‘I’ll be the one in the frilly white dress and veil.’ She paused. ‘Just out of interest, can you always tell when a girl’s keen on you?’

‘Course I can. Easy.’

‘Always? ’

‘Always. No question.’ She could picture his smirk as he replied. ‘All girls are the same, just so easy to read. It’s like they’re holding a big flashing sign above their heads.’

‘Okay, some girls go ahead and broadcast it, they don’t care if you know,’ Millie began.

‘You mean like your friend Hester.’

Good grief, he’d only chatted to her on the doorstep for about thirty seconds.

‘We-ell, maybe.’ Millie was cautious.

‘Come on,’ Lucas jeered down the phone. ‘Definitely. It’s written up there in neon.’

‘But what about girls who, um, don’t want you to know? The ones who are doing their best to hide it. Can you still tell, even then?’

‘Look, there’s the eyes, the voice, the body language… there are a million tiny signals and no one can hide all of them. Take it from me,’ said Lucas, ‘you can always tell.’

Not what she wanted to hear.

Oh, thought Millie, wishing she hadn’t asked now.

Actually, not oh.

Sod it, bugger, and fuck.


Chapter 19

Orla, wearing a long purple sundress with a fringed and zigzagged hem, smoked furiously, took copious notes, and jumped up every couple of minutes to scrawl some pertinent new detail on one of the many sheets of paper pinned around the walls of her study. Millie, providing a running commentary of the events of the past week, and doing her best to make them sound enthralling, sat on the lilac suede chaise longue and helpfully held up the different colored felt pens so that Orla, whisking past, could seize the right one for each character.

Well, a running commentary of most of the events of the past week. Millie had decided that Hugh shouldn’t be included in any of this. She was feeling the teeniest bit guilty though, wondering if it was a deceitful thing to do. After all, Orla was paying her a great deal of money for the unexpurgated version of her life and here she was, leaving out the person who was currently having a fair old go at disrupting it.

Not that Hugh was aware of this, of course.

She sincerely hoped.

Millie went hot and cold all over again. It happened every time she mentally replayed Lucas’s voice drawling, ‘Trust me, it’s like it’s written up there in neon. You can always tell.’

All she could do was cling to the hope that it was a Lucas-thing, something he simply had a talent for detecting, like other people might be gifted musically or have an aptitude for languages.

Anyway, she wasn’t telling Orla, and that was that. And it wasn’t cheating, surely, to leave someone out. Inventing characters, making stuff up, pretending things had happened to you when they hadn’t— well, that was cheating. That would be really deceitful, especially when what Orla was after was real-life stuff.

So that was okay, Millie reassured herself. She didn’t have to feel guilty, she could just leave Hugh out.

And actually, Orla had heaps to keep her going, Millie marveled, watching her scrawl the supermarket debacle up on the wall in blood-red felt-tip. She’d already devoured the news about Adele moving in with Lloyd and Judy, Hester’s continuing fixation with Lucas… and the discovery that Lucas not only knew all about it but was about as tempted as a vegan in a pork-pie shop.

‘I love all this,’ Orla declared, ‘it’s so real and down-to-earth! No glitz, no glamour, no celebrities, just ordinary people living mundane lives, wearing chainstore clothes, and cheap shoes…’ Her eyes alight with joy, she waved her free hand in the general direction of Millie’s pink flip-flops. ‘But money or no money, we’re all searching for the same things, aren’t we? It doesn’t matter who you are or how much money you have. Love and happiness, that’s what it’s all about!’

Ordinary people living mundane lives. In cheap shoes. Gosh thanks, thought Millie.

‘Oh God, I’m sorry, it wasn’t supposed to sound like that!’ Guessing from her expression what she was thinking, Orla rushed over, gabbling, ‘I just meant it’s a whole new thing for me because I’ve never written about ordinary people before! Have I offended you? Oh please don’t be offended, I meant it in the nicest possible way, truly I did!’

She was clearly mortified.

‘It’s all right, I know what you meant.’ Millie had to stop Orla before she rocketed out of control and spontaneously combusted right there on the Persian rug. Orla Hart novels were a genre in themselves, jam-packed with millionaires, celebrities, and witty, jet-setting, beautiful people living out extraordinary, action-packed lives. The whole point of this new book was that it was going to be totally different in both style and content.

Not much happening at all, to characters who were poverty-stricken, boring, bus-catching, and so ugly it was no wonder they hardly ever had sex.

Apart from Lucas, of course.

Millie began to wonder if this had been such a good idea after all. Maybe she should apologize for being such a failure, admit defeat, and give Orla her five grand back.

Except, damn, she’d already spent some of it.

By sheer accident, of course. And only on absolute essentials, like dragging her car kicking and screaming through its maintenance test.

And buying chocolate biscuits.

And wine for the fridge. (Their fridge was extremely fond of wine.)

Oh yes, and a new stripey bikini… plus a few other clothes… and an mp3 player.

And shoes. But only cheap ones, naturally.

‘Darling, I love all this,’ Orla went on, gesturing with enthusiasm to the sheets of paper pinned up around the room, ‘but we really do need you to have a love life of your own. Or at least someone you can be interested in.’

Don’t blush, don’t blush.

‘I will, I promise,’ said Millie. ‘I’m just going through a bit of a lull at the moment. It happens,’ she added with a shrug, ‘that’s real life for you.’

‘Of course it is,’ Orla declared, stubbing out her cigarette. ‘But it’s not allowed to happen in novels. You’re beautiful, darling, you’re twenty-five years old! What we want now is for something zingy to happen… we need someone to sweep you off your feet, put the sparkle back in your eyes, make your heart beat faster…’

Millie, her heart already beating faster, made a huge effort to banish Hugh Emerson from her mind. Instead she said brightly, ‘I know someone who could do that. Jonathan Rhys Meyers.’

‘Darling, what a shame, no celebs allowed in this novel. Otherwise of course I’d have arranged for you two to meet.’

Millie swallowed.

‘God, really?’

‘No.’ Her greeny-gold eyes bright with mischief, Orla chucked the finished with felt-tips on to the desk. Raking her fingers through her wavy red-gold hair, she wandered over to the window and gazed out. ‘But the world’s full of possibilities.’

‘Mundane possibilities.’

Millie was disappointed about Jonathan Rhys Meyers.

‘Ah, but when you meet Mr. Right he won’t be mundane, will he? Everything about him will thrill you and that’s how you’ll know he is Mr. Right!’

‘Oh well,’ said Millie, ‘easy. No problem. I’ll do that tonight then, shall I? Just pop down to our local wine bar and pick someone up?’

‘You could, of course you could.’ Orla was bubbling over with enthusiasm. ‘Anything’s possible, isn’t it? That’s the beauty of this whole scheme! But wine bars aren’t the only places to meet men. I mean, for example, come over here and take a look out of this window…’

Mystified, Millie untangled her legs and slid off the chaise longue. Orla, beaming with delight, moved to one side and put her hands on Millie’s shoulders, pointing her in the direction of the shrubbery to the left of the velvety sloping lawn.

Below them, stripped to the waist and lifting rocks into a wheelbarrow, was a tanned, dark-haired man Millie had never seen before in her life.

‘Who’s he?’

‘His name’s Richard,’ Orla announced with pride. ‘He’s our new gardener. So, what do you think?’

Millie was incredulous.

A set-up?

‘Did you hire him specially for me?’

‘Darling, don’t be silly, of course not. We’ve got a huge garden. Giles hates doing that kind of thing and I don’t have the time to do it. So there you go, we needed a gardener.’

Millie turned and gave her a long look.

‘Okay, fine, you needed a gardener. So what happened, you looked up “Gardeners” in the Yellow Pages, picked one completely at random… and when he turned up he just happened to look like that?’

Orla grinned and lit another cigarette.

‘Well, not quite.’

‘Go on then,’ said Millie. Tell me.’

‘I rang up eight gardeners and invited each of them over for an interview. They were all terribly nice of course,’ Orla explained, ‘and they all had heaps of gardenery-type qualifications.’

‘And?’

‘Well, some of them were old, and some were ugly, and two of them were… shall we say, rather attractive.’ Orla took an unrepentant puff on her cigarette. ‘So I casually asked them about their personal circumstances, you know, home life and such, and one of them turned out to be married with three children and a Rottweiler.’

‘Really,’ said Millie.

‘And the other one was single! He did have a girlfriend but they broke up a year ago. And he seems so charming and he has stomach muscles like you wouldn’t believe… ooh, and his favorite author’s Salman Rushdie, isn’t that marvelous? I thought you’d like a man who knew how to read.’

Salman Rushdie? Oh please.

‘This,’ said Millie, ‘is shameless.’

‘No it isn’t, it’s human nature,’ Orla brightly assured her. ‘Why hire an unattractive person to work for you when you can hire a pretty one? I’m telling you now, show me a man with an ugly secretary and I’ll show you a man scared to death of his wife.’

‘But you’re matchmaking.’

‘Absolutely not!’ Orla spread her arms wide. ‘Darling, I’m just… broadening your horizons. Giving you the opportunity to meet more people.’

‘More men.’

‘And why not? Why’s that so terrible?’

‘It’s cheating,’ Millie protested.

‘It’s not cheating at all. It’s called making the most of a situation, setting the ball rolling, then sitting back, and seeing what happens. It might work, it might not, but what do you have to lose?’ Orla gestured enticingly out of the window. ‘I mean, look at him! Crikey, if I were fifteen years younger I’d be down there chatting him up faster than you can say riding mower.’

Millie followed her gaze.

‘His hair’s too short.’

‘Hair grows.’

‘I don’t believe the book thing for a minute. How can anyone’s favorite author be Salman Rushdie?’

‘Okay, but he’s still lovely,’ Orla insisted. ‘I promise you.’

Millie looked again at the man Orla was intending—metaphorically—to hurl her at. This was beginning to feel alarmingly like being bundled into an arranged marriage. She wondered how Richard-the-new-gardener would react if he knew about it.

Poor chap, and there was he thinking Orla had hired him purely on account of his dazzling horticultural techniques.

‘Well?’ Orla prompted eagerly. ‘You’re the important one. What do you think?’

Oh dear, what can I say? He has a great body, thought Millie, and a nice neck, and he definitely knows how to handle a wheelbarrow.

But he just doesn’t make my heart go zinggg.

‘I don’t know.’ Millie was reluctant. ‘I’m not sure—’

‘Of course you’re not sure! Good grief, you haven’t even spoken to him yet! We’ll go downstairs in a minute, invite him to join us for a drink on the terrace, then I’ll introduce you properly. And there’s no need to look at me like that,’ Orla scolded as the phone on her desk began to ring, ‘I’ll be perfectly discreet. Yes, hello?’

Millie moved away from the window in case Richard-the-gardener happened to glance up and discover he was under surveillance.

Okay, being blatantly ogled.

‘JD, how lovely to hear from you.’ Winking at Millie, Orla perched on the edge of the desk and mouthed ‘my publisher.’ Then with a mischievous grin, she reached across and pressed the hands-free button. Immediately JD’s voice boomed out of the phone.

Orla waggled her eyebrows in just-listen-to-this fashion.

‘Darling, the finance boys are tearing their hair out, we really need to get this new contract drawn up, I can’t keep them hanging on any longer.’

‘JD, it’s sweet of you to be so concerned, but I really don’t feel I can sign a new contract just yet,’ said Orla. ‘Not when I haven’t the faintest idea how long it’s going to take me to deliver the next book.’

‘And that’s another thing—you still haven’t told me what it’s about! I mean, it’s not as if we’re after a full synopsis,’ JD pleaded over the speakerphone, ‘but at least give us a clue.’

Some poverty-stricken girl with cheap shoes and no boyfriend, who leads a very mundane life, thought Millie. Oh yes, that would go down a treat.

‘You see, there you go again,’ Orla told him cheerfully. ‘Nag, nag, nag, always pressuring me. Well I’m sorry, JD, but I don’t have anything to show you yet, it’s still very much at the planning stage. So you’ll just have to wait.’

Gosh. Millie gazed at Orla in admiration. She knew nothing about the world of publishing, but she couldn’t help thinking you had to be an awesomely successful author to be able to speak to your publisher like that.

JD, clearly also reminding himself of this fact, began back-pedaling madly. ‘Darling, of course, of course, take as much time as you want.’

‘What a liar,’ Orla mouthed fondly across at Millie. Still perched on the edge of the desk, she crossed one leg over the other, jiggling a metallic violet sandal as she eased another cigarette from her packet. The sandal dropped to the floor and Millie saw that it was a Manolo Blahnik. No cheap shoes for Orla Hart, it went without saying. Each strappy violet sandal had probably cost more than a portable color television.

‘So how’s Cornwall?’ JD was being extra-jovial now, changing the subject. ‘Settling in all right? Enjoying the peace and quiet after London? And all that stunning scenery! You know, I envy you. When I was a lad, my parents always used to take us to Cornwall, glorious place, haven’t been down there for ooh, must be twenty years.’

‘It’s still glorious,’ said Orla. ‘You and Moira must come down and stay with us, we’ve got heaps of room… How’s Colin, by the way? I heard something a while back about him having a spot of bother with his girlfriend.’

‘His son,’ Orla mouthed to Millie by way of explanation.

‘Oh, that’s all over. Didn’t work out.’ JD’s tone grew over-casual, as if he were trying to convince himself it couldn’t matter less. ‘Boy’s not bothered. Just one of those things.’ He waited. ‘Moira’s disappointed, of course, she’s longing to see him settled down. Especially now he’s turned thirty. Still, what can you do?’

Millie watched Orla have an idea; she actually saw it happen. It was like when Tom thought of a terrific new way of catching Jerry and a light bulb flashed on above his head. In similarly cartoony fashion, Orla’s green eyes widened with delight and her mouth began to stretch into an unstoppable Tom-type smile.

‘Actually, JD, you really must come down and see us! Look, we’re having a party, um, a week on Saturday, and we’d love you to be here. You and Moira, and Colin of course! Make a long weekend of it, how does that sound to you?’

Millie knew how it sounded to her. You didn’t need to be a rocket scientist to work out what Orla was up to. Clearly, a thirty-year-old single bloke who’d just been dumped by his girlfriend would be the perfect match for a boyfriendless, mundane twenty-five-year-old who wore cheap shoes.

We can wear matching windbreakers and corduroy slacks, thought Millie, getting a vivid mental picture of the pair of them shyly holding hands. In her mental picture, Colin wasn’t exactly George Clooney.

‘… Oh yes, huge.’ Orla was carrying on happily without her. ‘A housewarming party for all our friends, old and new. So how about it, do we have a date? Yes? And Colin too? Fab! Yes, of course there’s room in the garden to land a helicopter… okay, great, I’ll speak to you again in the week.’

‘You’re barmy.’ Millie shook her head as Orla at last hung up.

‘Darling, it’s an inspired idea! We need a party anyway to cheer us all up—don’t think for one moment I’m doing this just for you.’

Not thinking for one moment that Orla was telling the truth, Millie said, ‘So who else are you going to invite? Just people from London?’ Slightly suspiciously she added, ‘You don’t know anyone down here yet.’

‘All the more reason to throw a party.’ Orla was delighted with her plan. ‘If you want to make more friends, what better way?’

***

Downstairs, Giles was back after his morning game of golf. In a good mood (‘Went round in seventy-four, not bad eh?’), he made coffee for them while Millie explored the contents of the biscuit tin and Orla sat at the kitchen table excitedly jangling her many bracelets as she compiled a list of people to invite.

Entertained by the look of growing incredulity on Millie’s face as the list progressed, Giles explained, ‘What you have to understand about Orla is, she collects new friends like other people collect stamps. It’s her hobby.’

‘Only lots more interesting.’ Unrepentant, Orla added Colin’s name to the list with a flourish. ‘Anyway, what’s wrong with that? I’m a writer. If I didn’t meet people, I wouldn’t be able to do my job, would I? Especially now,’ she glanced across the table at Millie, her smile mischievous, ‘with this latest project. I want your flatmate Hester to come, for a start. And your mother. And of course I’ve just got to have Lucas-the-leather-clad-stud!’

Millie said, ‘Just so long as he doesn’t decide he has to have you.’ She watched Orla scribble down a lot more names. ‘Fogarty and Phelps? The delicatessen on the High Street? Are you asking them to do the food?’

‘No.’ Orla looked surprised. ‘I was just going to invite them to the party. We buy loads of stuff from there.’

Millie wondered who else Orla was thinking of adding to the list—the girl from the petrol station, maybe? The post boy? The chap from the Gas Board when he called to read the meter?

‘… the Westlakes, of course.’ Orla was practically talking to herself now, engrossed in lengthening the list. ‘Ooh,’ she glanced excitedly up at Millie, ‘and your father and Judy.’

‘But, they don’t know you,’ Millie wavered. ‘All these people you’re inviting that you’ve never even met… how do you know they’ll turn up?’

Orla, lighting a cigarette, exchanged a glance with Giles before giving Millie a dazzling smile.

‘They just will.’

Giles, standing behind Orla and resting his hands on her shoulders, said with evident pride, ‘This is Orla Hart we’re talking about. Of course they’re going to turn up.’


Chapter 20

Giles was right, needless to say. Millie realized how idiotic she’d been to worry. Enthralled to have been invited, two hundred guests RSVP’d that they’d be delighted to attend Orla’s party. Her usual London firm of party planners duly rolled up the next Saturday morning to erect the marquee on the east-facing lawn, organize the music and the food, and generally do all the donkey work while simultaneously exclaiming over the beauty of Orla’s house, the fabulousness of her grounds, and the to-die-for views.

Millie, having driven over at lunchtime at Orla’s request, marveled at the activity surrounding them.

‘I have to tell you, this is nothing like the bring-a-bottle parties Hester and I have at our place.’

Even the flower arrangements in the portaloos were spectacular. This party had to be costing Orla an absolute fortune. Millie wondered if the fact that it constituted research for the next book meant it was tax deductible.

At least the weather was perfect, hot and sunny with only the lightest of breezes skittering in off the sea.

‘Lucas has a booking at eight, but he’ll come straight over as soon as he’s finished.’ Millie was following Orla upstairs to her room. ‘What happened to your publisher and his wife? I thought they were coming down for a long weekend.’

‘Oh, he was caught up at some do last night. They’re arriving this afternoon.’ Winking over her shoulder at Millie, she added, ‘With Colin.’

The mental image was still firmly fixed in Millie’s mind of some nerdy, bumbling, good-hearted lad with sweaty palms and a pudding-basin haircut. For the first time, she plucked up the courage to say, ‘Look, this Colin bloke, you aren’t going to force him on me, are you?’ Another mental picture began to take shape, of him clutching a plate of vol-au-vents and spending the whole evening shadowing her. Every time she turned round, there he’d be, grinning toothily and offering her a nibble.

While hovering at a discreet distance, Orla and JD and Mrs. JD nudged each other with pride, whispered that it was all going frightfully well and didn’t they just make the sweetest couple?

‘Force him on you?’ Orla looked shocked. ‘I’m not forcing anything to happen—the whole point of this book is that you live your own life! All I’ve done is invite Colin down here. You might love him to bits or you might decide you can’t stand him. But it’s entirely up to you.’ She grinned. ‘Darling, don’t panic, I’m not a pimp.’

‘So what’s he like?’ Reluctantly, Millie decided to give her the benefit of the doubt. ‘Does he have a job?’

She had privately concluded that Colin—with his Christmas-present sweaters and placid manner—was a bit simple.

‘Well, I suppose you could say he’s between jobs at the moment.’ Orla gestured in that airy way people do when they’re talking about someone a bit simple. ‘Taking a bit of a break, that kind of thing.’

Millie nodded, understanding.

Right, a total no-hoper.

They had reached the master bedroom by this time, a vast expanse of deep blues and greens and endless mirror-fronted fitted wardrobes. Hanging from one of the wardrobe doors was a Dolce & Gabbana bag, which Orla unhooked and passed to Millie.

‘Wow, is this what you’re wearing tonight?’ Reverently, Millie pulled out the honey-colored shift dress fashioned from fine, butter-soft suede. It was scoop-necked, sleeveless, and very elegant, the kind of thing supermodels slunk along catwalks in. It was also absolutely tiny.

‘No, you are.’ Looking pleased, Orla threw herself on to the bed. ‘I chose it. For you. Isn’t it great?’

Dolce & Gabbana? If they’d just opened a shop in Newquay, this was the first Millie had heard of it. Stunned, she said, ‘How?’

‘I spotted it in a fashion piece in the Sunday Times last week. Phoned up, ordered one, it was delivered yesterday.’ Orla shrugged as if it were obvious.

How the other half shop.

‘Right. Of course,’ said Millie.

‘Go on then, try it on!’

Millie looked at her.

‘I’m sorry, this is a beautiful dress, and it’s really kind of you to buy it for me. But I can’t wear it.’

‘Why not?’ Orla bounced upright on the bed. ‘Because it’s suede? But you aren’t a vegetarian!’

‘Not because it’s suede.’ Even as she said it, Millie was running her fingers regretfully over the bodice of the dress. ‘Because it’s Dolce and Gabbana, and it cost a fortune, and it wouldn’t be me. It’s cheating. Everybody would automatically assume I was a Dolce and Gabbana kind of person and I’m just not. I’m a chainstore girl, I buy clothes from Top Shop and Miss Selfridge and Dorothy Perkins.’

And I wear them with cheap shoes…

‘But it’s a present, and you’d look so great in it,’ Orla pleaded.

‘You want me to be Cinderella,’ said Millie, ‘but Cinderella’s a fairy tale. And you want your book to be real. I mean it. Designer labels might be you, but they aren’t me.’

‘The label’s on the inside,’ Orla explained. ‘Nobody would know! If anyone asks, you can tell them you bought the dress in Top Shop… then they’d think how fabulous you looked and be even more impressed!’

‘That’s cheating even more.’ As Millie spoke, someone tapped on the bedroom door.

Giles stuck his head round.

‘JD just rang to say they’re running late. Colin’s been held up at some interview thingy so they’ll be here around six.’

Millie frowned.

Interview thingy? On a Saturday afternoon? Colin had to be applying for the position of assistant lettuce-washer in McDonald’s.

‘Oh, JD warned me about it yesterday, said this might happen.’ Diamonds the size of frozen peas glittered as Orla flapped her hand. ‘The MTV thing. I suppose bloody Madonna kept everyone waiting for hours.’

Madonna?

Did she just say Madonna or McDonald’s?

Mystified, Millie said, ‘What?’

‘Oh darling, didn’t I mention it? They’re rumored to be doing a film together… then again, you know what these movie people are like, it might never come off.’

‘A film? Colin? ’

Orla was grinning now; she’d held out as long as she could.

‘Although they’d be brilliant together, no question about it. And now he’s finished his run in the West End he’s looking for another project, something new and a bit different.’

Making a film with Madonna… fair enough, that counted as something a bit different.

‘Okay,’ Millie demanded. ‘Who is he?’

‘Well, just darling Colin as far as we’re concerned.’ Orla was smiling fondly as she spoke. ‘But I suppose you’d know him as Con Deveraux.’

Millie’s stomach did a quick swish-swish spin. She gulped. Con Deveraux was the all-singing, all-dancing star of the dazzling new show that had taken the West End by storm.

He was sex on legs.

Oh good grief, thought Millie, and Orla’s only gone and invited him down here to meet me!

‘This is definitely cheating,’ she told Orla. ‘You said no celebrities.’

Orla looked indignant. ‘It’s not cheating at all. I’ve known Colin since he was fourteen years old. He might be a celebrity to you, but to me he’s just JD’s little boy.’

‘So what are you up to this evening? Off anywhere nice?’

The phone was sandwiched between Hester’s left ear and shoulder as she painted her nails bright orange. She knew she didn’t need to lie, Nat had never minded her going out and having fun. All she had to do was tell him about Orla Hart’s party. He’d be delighted, he’d ask her what she was wearing and encourage her to have a great time.

But that was the trouble. What she couldn’t tell Nat was that Lucas Kemp was going to the party as well. And there was a chance she might end up having a truly great time. Just not the kind Nat would want her to have.

‘No, I don’t feel like going anywhere.’ Basically, it was simpler to fib. ‘I just fancy a quiet night in.’

Bugger, now she’d messed up a nail. Nat certainly picked his moments to phone.

‘Come on,’ he sounded amused, ‘it’s Saturday night, you’ll have changed your mind by nine o’clock.’

Hester was indignant. What was he saying, that she was weak-willed or something?

‘I will not be changing my mind.’ She flapped her wet nails as she spoke, uncurling her legs and splaying her toes in preparation for their second coat. ‘Definitely definitely staying in.’

‘Money’s running out,’ said Nat, who was calling from the pay-phone in the restaurant. Above the sound of the pips he called, ‘Love you, speak to you soon, bye.’

‘Love you too,’ Hester began, but he’d already hung up. Well it was six o’clock. Back to work, rush rush, chop chop, slave slave. She could picture it only too clearly, the heat and chaos of the kitchen, everyone yelling at each other, the head chef threatening to sack anyone who sliced the wrong thickness of star fruit…

It was almost insulting, Hester decided, that Nat would rather be up there in Glasgow enduring all that torture than down here with her.

Right. Toes. Second coat of Orange Dazzle.

She’d make sure somebody appreciated all the effort she was putting in, if it killed her.

And hadn’t orange always been Lucas’s favorite color?

Orla and Giles had pulled out all the stops. Or rather the party planners had. As Millie and Hester rattled up the drive in Millie’s car, they saw that as well as the artful flood lighting around the house, the trees had been swathed in glittering white fairy lights. The marquee, like a giant wedding cake, occupied the east lawn. Music was spilling out from the marquee and guests milled around the garden in the deepening twilight. The sky was marbled yellow and purple like a bruise, the air warm and still. There were also some extremely smart cars parked along the driveway and, behind the house, Millie glimpsed the rotor blades of a helicopter silhouetted against the skyline. Thankfully there were a few other unsmart cars there too. Squeezing the Mini in between a gleaming black Jag and a much-abused blue van with ‘Water, I need water’ scrawled across its dusty rear doors, Millie switched off the ignition, spotted Orla amongst the crowds, and wished for the hundredth time she hadn’t worn the dress.

‘How do I look?’ she asked Hester, who was straining forwards, frantically elongating her eyeliner in the rear view mirror.

‘What does it matter how you look?’ Hester’s hands had by this time begun to shake, which wasn’t doing her any favors, eyeliner-wise. ‘I’m the one meeting Lucas—you should be telling me how great I look.’


Chapter 21

‘Stunning. Gorgeous,’ Orla declared with all the told-you-so satisfaction of a bride’s mother. She hugged Millie again. ‘You look terrific. I’m so glad you changed your mind about wearing it.’

Millie wasn’t, she was consumed with guilt. She felt like a vegetarian caught guzzling a bacon sandwich.

At home she had tried on practically the entire contents of her wardrobe in search of the perfect party outfit. But all the time she’d been able to hear the D&G dress whispering silkily, ‘Go on, wear me, you know you want to.’

Even though it was inside its carrier bag, stashed behind the bedroom door, Millie hadn’t been able to block out the sound of that hypnotic voice, breathing encouragement. ‘Hey, why not? I’m here now… and you know I’ll make you look great.

Millie had done her best to ignore the dress. She had scruples, didn’t she? If she was going to be the role model for the main character in Orla’s book, she had to be real, she had to be herself.

In her own clothes.

No matter how cheap they might be.

The trouble was, after an hour of trying on, it was jolly hard to have scruples when everything else looked awful and the most fabulous dress in the world was peeking provocatively over the top of its carrier bag, winking, and murmuring, ‘Hi sweetie, I’m still here.’

So in the end—of course—she’d been forced to wear the bloody thing, just to shut it up.

‘And you must be Hester,’ Orla went on, greeting her with an enthusiastic kiss on each cheek. ‘Looking wonderful too, of course. I’ve heard all about you, it’s fantastic to meet you at last! Thank you so much for coming.’

Hester was instantly won over, as people invariably were, by Orla’s charm and warmth. Now she understood how Millie had become so friendly with her so soon—and how Orla was able to invite a whole load of people she barely knew to her own party.

Not that Hester would have dreamed of staying away. After all, hadn’t Lucas been invited along too?

‘Are my parents here yet?’ Millie thought how weird it sounded, lumping her mother and father together when in fact they comprised a strained menage à trois with Lloyd and Judy as the couple and Adele the loose cannon.

‘Absolutely.’ Orla’s greeny-gold eyes twinkled. ‘Your mother’s carrying a volume of Sylvia Plath’s poetry. I think I blotted my copybook when she asked me which writers I most admired and I said Stephen King.’

‘Blimey!’ Hester exclaimed.

‘Oh darling, are you dreadfully shocked? I know people always say their favorite writers are Tolstoy and Proust, but I just can’t do it,’ Orla agonized. ‘And I’m sorry but Stephen King does write brilliant books—’

‘Ahem.’ Millie cleared her throat. ‘Actually, I don’t think it was that kind of blimey.’

Glancing over her shoulder, following the direction of Hester’s wide-eyed gaze, Orla relaxed and said, ‘Oh, you mean Colin.’

Con Deveraux came over, carrying something rectangular and gift-wrapped.

‘A little something I thought you might like,’ he told Orla as, exclaiming with delight, she began to tear away at the blue and gold paper. ‘Hot off the press. A friend of mine works for the company that’s printing them up.’

‘Eeurgh.’ Orla yelped and jumped back in disgust when she saw what it was. Holding the offending item at arm’s length—like a box of maggots—she said, ‘Am I allowed to burn it?’

Hester was still quietly goggling at Con Deveraux in his cream linen trousers and exquisite pale green shirt. What he may have lacked in conventional good looks, he more than made up for in charisma. Exuding testosterone and star quality, he looked as if at any second he might burst into one of the spine-tingling dance routines featured in ZaZoom.

‘What is it?’ Millie peered over at the cover of the book dangling from Orla’s disdainful fingers.

‘A proof copy of Christie Carson’s first novel. The snide, weasel-faced little megalomaniac who gave me that diabolical review.’ Orla pulled a face at Con. ‘I can’t imagine why you think I’d want to read this.’

‘Anyone here know any black magic?’ Millie said brightly. ‘We could cast a spell, turn it into the worst-selling book of all time.’

Con grinned down at her.

‘You’re Millie, right?’

Aware that Hester, next to her, was panting like a Yorkshire terrier, Millie said, ‘And you must be JD’s son?’

He laughed.

‘Orla told me to look out for you.’

Why, why, thought Hester, why couldn’t Orla have told him to look out for me instead? Why did all the good stuff always have to happen to Millie? Okay, so Lucas would be here soon, but that was beside the point. Crikey, Hester silently marveled, if anyone could give Lucas a run for his money in the gorgeousness stakes, it was Con Deveraux.

‘And I’m Hester,’ she told Con, in case he secretly fancied her rotten but was too shy to ask.

‘I didn’t get it for you so you could do that.’ With an apologetic smile in Hester’s direction, Con turned and seized control of the book. Orla, who was busy waggling her fingers in a witch-like fashion and sticking imaginary pins into the cover, said, ‘But it’s what I want to do!’

‘We’ve already decided. I put the idea to the old man on the flight down and he’s all for it. You’re going to review the book,’ Con explained. ‘For whichever paper will give you the biggest coverage. Everyone knows what Christie Carson did to you—’

‘Bloody hell, I should think the whole world knows about that.’ Orla shuddered at the memory, then brightened as she realized what Con was getting at. ‘You mean I can get my own back on Mr. Nasty-Beardy-Weasel-Face? Slag him off and give his grotty little book the worst review ever in the history of the whole wide world? Darling, you are completely brilliant!’

‘Well,’ said Con, ‘you could do that. It’d make you feel better and everyone else would pat you on the back. They’d say well done and that it jolly well served him right for being so horrid to you in the first place.’

‘Which it would,’ Orla declared with immense satisfaction. Then, catching the look in Con’s eyes, she wailed, ‘Oh what now? There’s a but, isn’t there? You’re going to say something beginning with But.’

Con winked at Millie. Noticing a waiter gliding by, Millie snaffled Hester and herself a couple of drinks.

‘But my friend gave me this proof copy yesterday.’ In an aside, Con briefly explained to Millie and Hester, ‘Proof copies come out ahead of publication, for reviewers and people in the book trade.’ Turning back to Orla he added, ‘And I spent the whole of last night reading it.’

Orla held up her hands, warding him off. ‘Don’t tell me. I don’t want to know.’

‘It’s very, very good.’

‘Oh God,’ Orla cried in disgust.

Con shrugged.

‘I’m sorry. But it is.’

‘I can still trash it though,’ she said eagerly. ‘I can still rip it to shreds.’

‘You could. Although everyone would know exactly why you’d done it.’

‘She’s got to go completely the other way!’ Millie exclaimed. Her eyes locked with Con’s. ‘What she has to do is give the book a wonderful review.’

‘Precisely.’ Con grinned at her once more. ‘Spot on. Tit for tat isn’t going to win anybody any brownie points.’

‘You just have to rise above it,’ Millie told Orla. ‘Prove to everyone that you haven’t a spiteful bone in your body. You had the perfect opportunity to retaliate… but you didn’t. Because you’re a better person than that, and you’d never dream of stooping so low.’

‘Actually,’ said Orla, ‘I would. I’m dreaming of it right now.’

Across the daisy-splashed lawn, Millie spotted her mother. Adele was deep in flirtatious conversation with a man in his early sixties.

‘Um…’ she tapped Orla on the arm, ‘who’s that chap over there?’

God, how embarrassing, Adele was showing him her Sylvia Plath.

‘Where? Talking to your mother, you mean?’ said Orla.

Con Deveraux, following the direction of their gaze, said, ‘That’s my dad.’

The car might not be new but it was performing like a star. Nat, whose own ancient Ford Escort had taken to breaking down at practically hourly intervals in recent weeks, had persuaded Julio, one of the waiters he shared a flat with, to lend him the little Renault for the trip down.

Thank God, Nat thought now, otherwise he’d still be stuck on the outskirts of Carlisle.

It had taken nine hours, but at last he was here. Back in Cornwall. Back in Newquay. The smell of the sea through the car’s open windows filled his nostrils, exhilarating and familiar at the same time. God, it was good to be home.

He couldn’t wait to see Hester again. Couldn’t wait to see the look on her face when she pulled open the front door and saw him there.

Nat pulled into Hester’s road, packed with cars as usual, and managed to squeeze the custard-yellow Renault into a space just a couple of houses up from Hester and Millie’s. Climbing out of the car, he realized just how much he ached. Since ringing Hester from the Michaelwood service station on the M5, his joints had seized up even more.

But he didn’t care. Nothing else mattered now. He was here, and every muscle-numbing minute of the journey from Glasgow had been worth it. Hester was about to get the surprise of her life.

After knocking the knocker and ringing the doorbell several times, Nat realized his great plan had gone somewhat pear-shaped. Hester wasn’t there. She had changed her mind after all and gone out.

Oh well, it wasn’t the end of the world, Nat reminded himself. Disappointing, but not entirely unexpected.

Although the whole point of asking Hester where she was going tonight had been so he could surprise her when he turned up there too.

Never mind, they had the rest of the weekend ahead of them.

Stretching his aching shoulders, Nat made his way back down the street, threw his overnight bag into the boot, and locked the Renault up for the night. He’d walk into town from here, trawl a few bars, see if he was able to track Hester down one way or another.

And if he couldn’t, he’d just come back here at closing time and wait for her to come home. He knew Hester well enough to know that if she was tired, she wouldn’t be late.

Millie and Hester, investigating the marquee, were realizing that they actually knew quite a few of the other guests, or at least recognized them enough to say hello to. Richard, the gardener Orla had been so keen to set Millie up with, was looking incredibly spruced up in a neatly pressed khaki safari suit.

‘God, no wonder I didn’t fancy him,’ Millie murmured to Hester. ‘Can you imagine going out with someone who wears a safari suit?’

‘He wants to be David Bellamy when he grows up.’ Hester gave her a nudge. ‘Ooh look, don’t Fogarty and Phelps look different out of their striped aprons!’

Tom Fogarty and Tim Phelps, joint owners of the best delicatessen in Cornwall, were there with their wives. A group of men in garish clothes—surely Giles’s cronies from the golf club—were roaring with laughter at some joke. People were already starting to dance, among them Lloyd and Judy, Millie noticed.

‘There’s Jen and Trina,’ Hester pointed out, spotting two coltish young blondes she recognized from Newquay’s trendier nightspots. Remembering, she said, ‘Of course, they live up here, I gave them a lift home once from Freddie’s Bar. They must be Orla’s neighbors.’

It was nine o’clock now, and the marquee was filling up fast.

‘Do I look okay?’ Having drained her glass, Hester struck a pose. ‘Hair all right? Lipstick still on? No bits of food stuck in my teeth?’

‘You’re fine.’ Millie knew what had prompted this. Lucas would be here any minute now.

Basically, Hester was a lost cause.

‘Oh God,’ Hester squeaked suddenly, like a bat. ‘There he is!’

He was indeed. Standing at the entrance to the marquee with his dark hair ruffled, his leather trousers gleaming in the dim light, and his bottle green eyes not missing a trick. Spotting Jen and Trina in their skimpy crocheted day-glo tank tops and shorts, he grinned in recognition then waved and nodded at several other people he knew. Finally—when everyone had noticed him—he made his way over to Millie and Hester.

‘Good turnout,’ Lucas approved, seizing a drink from one of the waitresses who had promptly beelined towards him and flashing a friendly smile at Hester. ‘Hess, you’re looking great, love the shoes.’

Hester, her heart spinning like a Catherine wheel, peered down idiotically at her feet to see which ones she was wearing. Oh yes, silver strappy mules sprinkled with pink glitter. Now they were her absolute favorites—hooray for glittery mules!

‘How did the hen night go?’ Millie asked. ‘Got away in one piece, then.’

‘The hen was sloshed.’ Lucas grinned. ‘She wanted to call off the wedding and run away with me instead. She tried to persuade me to go to Antigua with her instead of her husband.’

Hester knew how the girl felt. Eagerly she said, ‘So what did you do?’

‘Dragged her into the ladies’ loo and gave her a good seeing-to.’

‘My God, you didn’t!’

‘No.’ Lucas winked. ‘Hess, I’m shocked. You don’t seriously think I’d do something so crass?’

Crass? Good grief, it was her most cherished fantasy come true! Hester’s toes were tingling at the mere thought of being royally ravished in a toilet cubicle—

‘Here she is, here she is!’ Materializing at Millie’s side, Orla gaily drew her round to come face to face—once more—with Con Deveraux. ‘We wondered where you’d got to! I was mentioning your juggling skills to Con and he’s deeply impressed.’

Standing next to Lucas was playing havoc with Hester’s adrenalin levels. As another waiter moved past, she grabbed two glasses of wine from the tray.

‘Do you remember Lucas?’ Millie innocently asked Orla. ‘You met briefly once before.’

As if anyone could forget meeting Lucas Kemp.

‘Of course I remember,’ Orla gushed.

‘Hi again.’ Lucas bestowed his most dazzling get-your-knickers-off smile upon Orla. ‘Thanks for inviting me. By the way, I love your shoes.’

No! No! Wrong, wrong, wrong. Hester, unable to believe her ears, stared at Lucas. You don’t love her shoes, you love mine.

‘And I can see why you’re such a wow with the girls,’ Orla told him cheerfully.

‘Oh dear.’ Miming apology, Lucas winked at her. ‘Did I forget to do up my flies?’


Chapter 22

Lucas was flirting with Orla. Feeling left out, Hester wandered off in search of another drink. On the edge of the dance floor she bumped into Jen and Trina, shimmying away like nobody’s business and causing the band’s eyes to boggle almost out of their heads.

‘Hey, Hess! What a laugh, eh? Not a bad bash, considering it’s full of oldies!’ Trina, writhing energetically, seized Hester’s glass and drained it in one thirsty gulp.

‘Mind you, can’t see it lasting too long.’ Jen pulled a face. ‘We reckon they’ll want tucking up with their mugs of cocoa by midnight.’ Trina and Jen were eighteen and twenty respectively.

‘I don’t want to be tucked up with cocoa by midnight.’ Hester was alarmed by the prospect. Although she wouldn’t mind being tucked up with Lucas.

‘So, fancy coming on out with us? We’re planning to hit a few clubs later,’ panted Trina.

‘Why not? Could do.’

‘Yeah, it’ll be a laugh.’

‘Okay,’ said Hester. ‘Well, see how things go here.’ It was hard to give up the Lucas fantasy entirely.

‘She’s still got it then.’ Jen gave Trina a nudge as Hester made her way back to the bar.

‘Got what?’

‘Stonking great crush on Leg-Over Lucas.’

Trina looked surprised. ‘I thought she was still seeing that chef guy.’

From her lofty position as elder sister, Jen rolled her eyes and said, ‘God, you’re so young.’

‘I don’t know whether or not you’ve noticed this,’ Con Deveraux’s tone was conversational, ‘but there does appear to be some serious matchmaking going on.’

It was the fourth time in less than an hour that Orla had deftly engaged the two of them in conversation then flitted off.

‘I spotted it too,’ said Millie. ‘I’m really sorry.’

‘Don’t be.’

‘Just so long as you don’t think I asked Orla to keep hurling you at me.’

He looked amused.

‘It’s all right, I don’t.’

‘Smile,’ Millie prompted, ‘we’re being watched.’

Con’s mother and Orla were observing them from a discreet distance.

‘Spied on, you mean.’ His tone was one of good-natured resignation. ‘It’s okay, I’m used to this. My mother won’t rest until she sees me settled down with the perfect girl.’

‘Why? It’s not as if you’re ancient.’

God, I’m getting old, thought Millie. He’s thirty and I don’t even think that’s ancient.

Con shrugged. ‘It’s her mission in life. Nice dress, by the way. That color really suits you.’

Glancing over, Millie saw that Moira Deveraux and Orla were huddled together, deep in conversation. Spotting her, Moira instantly stopped talking and pretended to be busy admiring one of the flower arrangements.

‘It must matter to her a lot,’ said Millie.

‘Believe me, it does.’

‘Wouldn’t it be easier just to tell her you’re gay?’

One minute Millie was standing there in the air-conditioned marquee sipping her drink and chattering happily away. The next moment, faster than you could say bolt-from-the-blue, Con had snatched the glass from her hand and swept her outside.

Millie couldn’t even feel her feet touching the ground… his arm was clamped like a steel girder around her waist… goodness, he was strong…

When they were out in the garden, Con still didn’t release his grip. He kept on going, threading his way through the clusters of guests on the lawn until they reached the back of the house.

But even that wasn’t good enough for Con Deveraux. Patting the back pocket of his trousers with his free hand, he pulled out a couple of keys and steered Millie over towards the helicopter, crouched on the dry grass like a prehistoric bird of prey.

Millie, gazing up at it in amazement, said, ‘Good grief, are you planning to kidnap me?’

If he was, Paris would be nice.

‘We need to talk. Without being overheard.’ Sliding open the passenger door, Con gave her a brief leg-up. Then, striding round, he hopped in the other side.

As soon as both doors were closed he turned to Millie. ‘How did you know?’

‘I didn’t. I didn’t, I swear.’ Not for the first time Millie wished she wasn’t blessed with the ability to always say the wrong thing to the wrong person at the wrong time. ‘It was a joke, that’s all. I just thought it would be a great way to stop your mother nagging you about girlfriends. I’m sorry,’ she pleaded. ‘It’s not even funny. But I promise I didn’t know!’

Con’s gaze was unwavering. It was like being eyeballed at close range by a bird of prey.

‘You’re sure?’

‘Absolutely.’

He breathed out.

‘Okay.’

‘But I know now,’ Millie ventured, feeling brave. ‘So doesn’t the same answer apply?’

Con shook his head.

‘You mean come out? Admit to the world that I’m gay? No, it doesn’t apply. I can’t do that.’

Millie thought about this for a while.

‘Why not?’

‘I just can’t.’

Gosh, he was stubborn, ‘Give me one good reason,’ Millie insisted.

‘You don’t understand,’ Con replied flatly. ‘It would kill my mother.’

In the distance they could hear the party carrying on without them. But here, locked in the intimate bubble of the helicopter, Millie felt she could say anything.

‘Look, this isn’t going to go away, is it?’ She kept her voice gentle; it clearly meant so much to him. ‘And it wouldn’t kill her, you know. She might be shocked and upset for a while, but she’d come round in the end.’ Ooh, listen to me, I sound lovely, like that warm cuddly therapist on Richard and Judy. ‘She’s your mother, she loves you,’ Millie carried on, ‘and if she cares that much for you, she’ll accept it! You can’t spend the rest of your life living a lie.’

In the darkness, his profile was taut. This, Millie realized, was a completely bizarre conversation to be having with a near stranger. But she couldn’t help thinking she knew best.

‘Maybe not,’ said Con, ‘but then again, maybe I won’t have to.’ He turned his head and looked directly at Millie, the expression in his eyes bleak. ‘Maybe I just need to spend the rest of her life living a lie.’

Millie pictured Moira Deveraux in her mind: a slim, well-dressed woman in her fifties with a bright smile, and extremely bouffant blonde hair.

‘My mother has a malignant brain tumor,’ Con went on evenly. ‘It’s inoperable. They tried chemotherapy but the tumor’s too entrenched. According to the doctors, she has anywhere between six and eighteen months to live.’

‘Oh God.’ Reaching out, Millie touched his white-clenched knuckles. ‘I’m so sorry.’

Now she realized why her gaze, earlier, had been repeatedly drawn back to Moira’s immaculate, carefully styled hair-do. It was a wig.

‘I know my mother. I love her more than anything.’ For a moment Con’s voice broke. ‘Almost as much as she loves me. I was going to tell her, for all the reasons you listed just now. But she fell ill. And now I can’t. It would devastate her, and she wouldn’t have time to get used to the idea.’ He stopped, his eyes glittering with tears. ‘So that’s why she mustn’t find out. If she has to die, I want her to die happy.’

Millie squeezed his hand. No wonder he’d overreacted to her glib suggestion earlier.

‘I’m sorry,’ she repeated in a whisper. ‘You’re right. Absolutely right.’

Con managed a brief smile.

‘Thanks. Don’t tell Orla, okay?’

‘Of course I won’t.’

He gave her a hug.

‘And if I were straight, I promise you, I’d fancy you like crazy.’

Half laughing and half crying herself, Millie hugged him back.

‘If my mother could see us now,’ Con murmured against her hair, ‘she’d be in seventh heaven.’

Sniffing back tears—not very elegantly—Millie said, ‘Orla would too.’

***

‘Oh wow, look.’ Overwhelmed, Kate nudged Hugh as they rounded the side of the house. ‘How cool is that? Keeping a helicopter in your back garden, can you imagine?

Hugh glanced over at the turquoise and white Bell Jet Ranger. He’d visited the house on a number of occasions and never seen a helicopter here before.

‘I don’t think it’s Orla’s,’ he told Kate. ‘Probably belongs to one of the guests.’

‘Cool,’ sighed Kate, dragging him towards it. Then, excitedly, she whispered, ‘Ooh, there’s someone in there. Look, look, they’re all over each other—in a helicopter—that is so wild!’

Kate was practically tugging the sleeve off his shirt. Hugh didn’t mean to look, but he couldn’t help it.

Nor could he help recognizing the girl in the passenger seat, locked in a passionate embrace with the man next to her.

He might not recognize the dress she was wearing, but there was no mistaking that rippling silver-blonde hair.

Something went clunk in the pit of Hugh’s stomach. Next moment, the man with his arms around Millie looked up and saw they were being watched.

Hugh saw him smile briefly and tap Millie on the shoulder, drawing her attention to the fact that they had an audience. Millie, laughing and peering round him, gazed out through the Perspex bubble into the dimly lit garden…

‘Blimey!’ Kate exclaimed, boggling back at her and turning to Hugh in amazement. ‘You know who that is, don’t you? Whatser-name… thingy… gorilla-girl…’

‘Millie,’ said Hugh.

***

‘Oh my giddy aunt!’ In the helicopter, Millie was so stunned she almost toppled right off her seat.

‘Surely not.’ Con kept a straight face. ‘She’s not old enough to be any kind of aunt, let alone a giddy one.’

‘Bugger,’ Millie gasped as Hugh pointedly turned away.

‘You know her, I take it?’

‘Well, sort of.’ Millie was wondering what on earth Hugh was doing here. Did this mean he knew Orla?

More to the point, she thought with a surge of jealousy, what was he doing here with his gushing, besotted, teenage next-door neighbor?

‘Him, then,’ said Con as Hugh and Kate disappeared from view. ‘It’s him, isn’t it? Who is he? Boyfriend?’

Huh, Millie thought, some hope.

Aloud she said, ‘God no.’


Chapter 23

Lucas was nowhere to be seen. Neither was Trina.

‘Where is she?’ Hester asked Jen.

‘No idea. Loo, I expect.’ Jen looked vague. ‘She’s been gone ages.’

Oh brilliant, thought Hester, this is all I need.

As she backed away she collided with one of the bar staff who was carrying in a fresh crate of wine. Actually, now there was an idea. This, Hester decided, was what she really needed.

Seizing an opened bottle from the crate, she murmured ‘Emergency,’ to the startled barman and headed outside.

It was dark now, but the fairy lights illuminating the trees gave the place an unseasonal Regent Street feel. As she meandered around the garden in search of Lucas and Trina, Hester tried to imagine what she would say if she caught them in flagrante.

Then again, what could she say? She had no claim on him. Because he wasn’t hers, was he?

Hester wandered on, investigating the tree-lined path that led away from the back of the lawn. When she heard the sound of splashing, she realized that this must be where the swimming pool was hidden. Millie had mentioned it earlier.

And, pretty obviously, someone else had found it.

Clutching the frosty, condensation-dusted bottle of Fleurie to her chest, Hester crept along the narrow path praying she wasn’t about to find Lucas and Trina joyfully cavorting together in the water.

When she reached the clearing in the trees and saw what was happening in the luminous, underlit pool, her eyes filled with tears.

Of relief.

Lucas wasn’t with Trina. He was here, alone. Just swimming. On his own. Oh thank you God, thank you. Beaming uncontrollably, Hester was just glad that Lucas was currently under the water—otherwise he might be able to hear her knees clackety-clacking together.

Making her way—unsteadily—around the edge of the pool, Hester came across the rustic bench with his discarded clothes slung across it. She touched the soft white Ralph Lauren cotton shirt, ran her fingers lovingly over the… mmm… still-warm leather trousers—

‘Hester!’ Lucas’s dark head popped up out of the water like a seal. Grinning, he said, ‘I hope you weren’t about to run off with my trousers.’

‘Ha ha,’ said Hester merrily—goodness, the very thought—‘are you supposed to be in there?’

‘I asked Orla. She said it was fine.’

He was wearing dark blue boxer shorts. The water, lapping the sides of the pool, looked almost as inviting as his body.

Lucas, treading water, said, ‘What are you doing?’

Dopey question. Hester unzipped her dress and stepped out of it.

‘Joining you.’

He swam lazily backwards.

‘I was about to get out.’

‘Not yet. Stay and keep me company,’ said Hester, diving in.

The moment she hit the water her bra shot up over her breasts. By the time she surfaced it was floating in front of her chin, pale and lacy and clearly not up to the task of containment in a diving situation.

Luckily, several glasses of wine ensured that Hester didn’t care. What was the big deal, anyway? People these days went topless on the beach all the time.

‘Oh dear.’ Lucas was laughing. ‘Mascara.’

Bugger, she’d forgotten about that. To stop him laughing, Hester flicked water at him.

Being wet, needless to say, suited Lucas and his mascara-free lashes no end.

He splashed water back at her. Gasping with simulated outrage, Hester swept a great wave of water over him. Oh yes, this was brilliant, just like one of those Rock Hudson, Doris Day movies where Rock and Doris bickered endlessly but you knew that deep down they fancied each other like mad.

‘I’m going to duck you,’ Hester cried joyfully and Lucas flashed her his wickedest grin.

‘I’ve got water in my ears—I’m sorry, did you just say duck or…’

Hester let out a squeal of fake-indignation and launched herself at him. Laughing, he grabbed her arms. Hester instantly stopped squealing and gazed with unconcealed longing at his mouth. His hands were clutching her elbows and her body had gone all zingy. Closing her eyes she allowed herself to float forwards gently, until her mouth brushed against his stubbled chin—

‘I’m getting out now,’ said Lucas.

Hester kept her eyes closed. This wasn’t at all the kind of thing Rock would say to Doris.

‘Don’t,’ she murmured, her heart racing as her breasts brushed against his chest. ‘Don’t get out yet.’

You’re not even in yet!

‘Hester, look at me. This isn’t right.’

Damn right it isn’t right, Hester thought frustratedly. This wasn’t supposed to be in the script at all. I’m Doris Day, remember, and you’re Rock Hudson…

‘You’re a great girl,’ Lucas went on kindly, ‘but you’re spoken for. Millie told me all about your boyfriend. She told me how perfect for each other the two of you are.’

Oh fantastic. Thanks, Millie. Thanks a lot.

‘He’s in Scotland,’ Hester muttered. What was going on here anyway? Lucas was a stranger to guilt; he wouldn’t recognize a scruple if it jumped up and wrapped its legs around his neck.

‘You still shouldn’t cheat on him. That would be a rotten thing to do.’

‘But he wouldn’t know about it,’ Hester pleaded. ‘How can it be rotten if he never finds out?’

Lucas, his hand gentle, pushed a strand of wet hair out of her eyes.

‘You can’t guarantee he wouldn’t. It’s too big a risk to take.’

‘Can’t I be the one to decide that?’

‘I promise you, I’m not worth it. Come on,’ he winked and pulled away, ‘race you to the side. We’ve got a party to get back to. Millie will be wondering where you are.’

‘Are you sure you don’t mind this arm business?’

‘Feel free,’ Millie said generously. Con had one arm draped around her shoulders and his other hand was affectionately stroking her wrist. Across the dance floor, pretending not to have noticed, Moira Deveraux was beaming away like a halogen lamp.

‘We’re making my mother very, very happy.’

‘Good.’ Millie smiled at him. ‘Any time you need a stooge.’

‘Millie Brady, I can’t leave you on your own for five minutes,’ an amused voice drawled behind her.

It was Lucas, damp-haired and grinning from ear to ear.

‘Lucas! You’re all wet.’

‘I’ve been swimming.’

‘Have you seen Hester? We can’t find her anywhere.’

‘We had a swim together.’

Oh God, thought Millie.

‘Just a swim,’ Lucas mockingly tut-tutted. ‘Honestly, what a mind you’ve got. She’ll be here in a minute—she just had to repair her make-up.’

Men, they really were hopeless optimists, Millie decided. If Hester had been for a swim she’d be repairing her make-up for an hour at least.

‘So that’s your boss,’ Con remarked when Lucas had headed over to the dance floor. ‘I suppose he’s straight?’

‘As a spirit level.’

‘Thought so. Shame,’ murmured Con.

‘Just as well.’ Millie gave him a reproving nudge in the ribs. ‘That’s hardly the way to impress your mother.’

‘I’m so glad you two like each other,’ Orla told Millie when Con had gone in search of fresh drinks. Delightedly she added, ‘I knew you’d hit it off.’

Yikes, give Orla an inch and she’d take a ten-mile route march. She’d be down at the local church before you could say confetti, flirting with the vicar and putting up the banns.

And Moira would probably start knitting bonnets and booties…

‘He’s great,’ Millie agreed, ‘but I don’t know if we’re talking the romance of the century.’

‘No? Shame. Oh well, never mind.’ Orla shrugged. ‘Lucky I got you a choice then.’

‘A choice…?’ Millie blinked. Was this why Orla had invited Hugh along to the party? Except if that was the case, what was Kate doing here superglued to his arm?

‘Richard,’ Orla chided, nodding across the dance floor to where Richard-the-gardener was roaring with laughter, probably at some hilarious gardening joke.

Millie nodded, disappointed.

‘Right.’

‘And Miles Carter-Buck, from the golf club. You haven’t met him yet, he’s a stockbroker.’ Hurriedly Orla added, ‘But I promise you, he’s really nice.’

No mention of Hugh. Millie couldn’t see him anywhere. Nor could she bring herself to ask Orla what he was doing here, because Orla’s antennae would be twitching and buzzing in a flash. She’d be unstoppable.

Instead, to change the subject, Millie said, ‘Who’s that girl talking to Giles?’

Who indeed? Orla had never seen the girl before, but the familiar little knots were already tightening themselves in her stomach. Not that there was any particular reason to be suspicious, but that was the trouble with an unfaithful husband. If he’d done it once, he could always do it again. Once the trust was gone, you were never able to relax completely. You could never check the pockets of clothes before they went into the washing machine without mentally bracing yourself for the discovery of some incriminating scrap of paper, either a receipt or a phone number, capable of making your heart go thud-thud-thud.

But that way led to endless pain and misery. Orla knew she had to give Giles a chance to redeem himself, to prove he’d turned over a new leaf. Apart from anything else, she knew only too well that endless suspicion and jealousy on her part could destroy their marriage just as effectively as infidelity on his.

The affair with Martine was over. She had to, had to believe this. And just because he’d done it before didn’t necessarily mean he’d do it again.

‘I don’t know who she is.’ Orla plastered on a bright smile. ‘But this is a party, isn’t it? Why don’t we go over and find out?’


Chapter 24

‘Sweetheart, hi.’ Giles slid an affectionate arm around Orla’s waist. ‘Say hello to Anna, from the golf club. She lives in Perranporth.’

‘Lovely to meet you.’ Warmly, Orla shook the girl’s hand. Anna had a firm grip—well, you’d expect that in a golfer—clear grey eyes, and chin-length hair cut in a glossy, magenta bob.

‘You too.’ Anna smiled. ‘It was so nice of your husband to invite me along tonight. I’m pretty new to the area, so I don’t know all that many people down here yet. Having a huge party like this is a great idea.’ Shyly she added, ‘You have a beautiful house.’

‘Well, you must come to dinner one night.’ Orla spoke with characteristic enthusiasm. Superstitiously, she had already decided the nicer she was to this girl, the less likely Giles would be to start up an affair with her. Or, at any rate, the girl might have enough principles to say, ‘Oh no, I couldn’t, your wife is so lovely. I couldn’t possibly do anything to hurt Orla.’

‘Anna was just telling me, she’s a dressmaker,’ said Giles.

‘A dressmaker, how fabulous! In that case I must come and see you,’ Orla burbled. ‘I’d absolutely love to be one of your clients—did you make that gorgeous outfit yourself?’

‘Excuse me,’ murmured Millie, catching a glimpse of Hugh and Kate through the crowd. ‘I’ll catch up with you later, there’s someone I’d like to say hello to.’

Con had been dragged on to the dance floor by two of the brash, anything-for-a-giggle wives from the golf-club set. Dancing good-naturedly with the pair of them, he winked at Millie as she made her way past.

What am I going to say to Hugh? What am I going to say to him?

Millie didn’t get the chance to find out. A mere six feet separated her from Hugh and Kate when she was unceremoniously ambushed by Richard-the-gardener wearing a broad grin and his shirt unbuttoned, Tom Jones-style, almost to his waist.

A few beers, evidently, and Richard shed his inhibitions faster than you could fell a small tree,

‘MillieMillieMillie, a little birdie tells me you wouldn’t say no to a dance,’ he crowed happily—and appropriately—as both arms closed around her like a vice.

Thanks, Orla.

‘Maybe later.’ Millie didn’t have to look over to know that Hugh and Kate were watching.

‘No time like the present,’ bellowed Richard, hauling her—like a recalcitrant wheelbarrow—on to the dance floor. ‘Come on now, don’t be shy, I know you fancy me!’

‘Actually, I—’

Don’t, Millie had been about to say, politely, but she was too slow. Richard’s eager mouth fastened limpet-like over hers and all she could do was let out a throaty gurgle of protest.

Uh oh, serious suction…

‘Okay, now listen to me,’ Richard announced when he came up for air. ‘Basically, I know I’m a bit pissed, otherwise I’d never have had the nerve to do that. But I think you’re bloody gorgeous, and when Orla started dropping hints… well, I realized she was letting me know you felt the same way about me.’

Millie winced. That was the trouble with Orla’s hints, they were the size of lawn mowers. The Rolls-Royce, sit-on kind.

‘So how about it?’ Richard was gazing at her in earnest.

‘How about what?’

‘You and me! Getting it together. What d’you reckon, eh?’

Oh dear, the seduction technique was a trifle lacking. Could explain why he’s still single, Millie thought. Maybe he should consider taking up evening classes in Beginner’s Finesse.

‘Well—’

‘Millie, seen Hess anywhere? Oops.’ Jen stifled a grin. ‘Sorry to interrupt your big snogging session, but she said she might be up for a trip into town and now we can’t find her.’

Gratefully, Millie extracted herself from Richard’s grasp. Quite a firm grasp, actually, as if she were a stubborn tree root he was determined to pull up.

‘I’ll come and help you look.’

Outside, Jen pulled out her mobile and rang for a taxi. Trina said, ‘We’re going to hit a few clubs. Fancy coming with us?’

‘I can’t. Giving my mum a lift home.’ Millie pulled a face. ‘Look, I’ll see if Hester’s in the house, you search the gardens. She’s here somewhere.’

Hester wasn’t in the house. By the time Millie reemerged there was no sign of Jen and Trina. Either they’d found Hester and bundled her into the cab with them or, by a process of elimination, she was back in the marquee.

She wasn’t. So that was it, Hester had definitely gone. Con Deveraux, greeting Millie’s reappearance with delight, said, ‘My darling, you’ve been away for ages, some dreadful shrieking women have been chucking me around the dance floor like an old floor-cloth… you have no idea how much I’ve missed you.’

‘Let me guess,’ said Millie as he ran a flirtatious index finger along the line of her collarbone, ‘your mother’s watching us.’

‘Like a hawk. A very proud and happy mother-hawk, at that.’ He grinned down at her, his hand affectionately rubbing her shoulder. ‘I’ll have to introduce you to her in a minute, before she bursts.’

‘Okay, but let me have a word with someone first.’ Millie, busy scanning the marquee, had—at last—spotted Hugh and Kate. They were still here and she knew she had to speak to them. ‘Back in a sec.’

The band had done a terrific job of getting everyone up on to their feet; the air reverberated to the sound of ‘Hi Ho Silver Lining’ (no wonder Jen and Trina had been so keen to escape) and the dance floor was as packed as the M25. Millie, fighting her way through the hordes of arm-waving, heel-banging forty-somethings, saw that Hugh and Kate were now talking to Orla.

Oh dear, not ideal.

Millie hung back for a few moments, waiting for their conversation to end, while the dancers swirled and stamped around her.

Hugh kissed Orla. Kate, giggling and starry-eyed, kissed Orla as well. Then Orla kissed and hugged them both in return… and now all three of them were laughing together…

Honestly, what was going on over there? Anyone would think they’d just got engaged.

Millie abruptly felt sick. Good grief, oh no, surely not.

By the time she’d finished battling across the floor, Orla was on her own. Hugh and Kate had vanished.

‘Hi. Um, where did those, um, people go?’ Skidding to a halt, Millie did her best to sound as if she were making polite conversation, merely interested in Orla’s welfare.

‘Home.’ Orla was waving at people she knew, beckoning a waiter over, and tapping her feet in time with the music. ‘Got an early start tomorrow.’

Clunk, went Millie’s heart, dropping into her boots. Thanks to her feverishly overactive imagination, an early start could mean only one thing.

Gretna Green.

Her voice came out all high and squeaky, very Minnie Mouse.

‘Uh, who are they?’

Orla took one look at her and started to laugh.

‘Oh, right, you mean the devastatingly good-looking guy who was just here? You’re wondering if by any chance he’s another of the possibles I lined up for you tonight to take your pick from? Sorry, sweetie, but he isn’t a contender.’

Millie was glad of the multi-colored lights swirling over the dance floor, camouflaging her pink cheeks.

‘I wasn’t wondering that at all. I just asked you who they were.’

‘Hugh Emerson. Hot-shot computer consultant. Gorgeous,’ said Orla with a naughty grin, ‘but not for you.’

‘Oh.’ Her heart banging away, Millie said, ‘His girlfriend seems quite… young.’

‘Not girlfriend, just some neighbor. Hugh installed my computer. His wife died a few months ago.’ Orla was having to shout to be heard above the music. ‘Tragic, tragic. Absolutely heartbreaking. And the very last thing you need. Rebound relationships.’ She shuddered theatrically. ‘The very worst kind in the world. Doomed to disaster, darling, don’t even consider it!’

Just some neighbor. Not his girlfriend, not his fiancée, Millie thought ecstatically, just some neighbor, hooray.

‘No, no, you concentrate on darling Con.’ Orla gave her arm an encouraging squeeze. ‘He’s lovely and he’s single.’

Yes, thought Millie, but I’m a girl.

Nat made his way along the street, praying the lights would be on in Hester and Millie’s house. A trawl of the bars and nightclubs had turned up several old friends but no Hester. Now it was midnight and he was shattered; the five-hundred-mile drive down from Glasgow had really taken it out of him.

There were no lights on, but Nat rang the doorbell anyway. Maybe they were asleep in bed.

He rang again, then banged on the door with his clenched fist.

Nothing, no response, still no one at home.

Hess, where are you?

Crouching on the doorstep, using the pen in his jacket pocket, Nat scribbled a note on the back of a flyer advertising special rates for pizza deliveries.

Hess. Surprise! See the yellow Renault parked outside between the white van and the dark blue Jag? Now look inside…

Smiling to himself, Nat pushed the note through the letterbox. Then, yawning uncontrollably, he made his way back to the borrowed car. At least it was a warm night. He’d sleep until Hester arrived home and found him. Knowing her, the moment he closed his eyes she’d be back, covering him with kisses, shrieking with delight, and waking everyone in the street.

Hester blinked up at the canopy of branches spread out over her head. Through the gaps between the leaves of the cherry tree she could see stars glittering in the indigo velvet sky.

When you wish upon a star… Hester thought groggily, clutching the empty wine bottle to her chest and realizing that she must be very drunk indeed if she didn’t even care that wiggly insects could— at this very moment—be crawling through her hair and heading straight for her ears.

She didn’t even care that the ground was spectacularly uncomfortable, her mouth was dry, and her eyes were sore from crying. At least it was peaceful out here. All she could hear was the gentle slip-slop of the water lapping at the sides of the pool and the raucous strains of the party carrying on in the far distance.

Earlier—how long earlier?—she had heard Jen and Trina calling her name. Then they’d stopped. After that, only a couple of wild rabbits bouncing across the grass had briefly disturbed her, before loping off once more into the undergrowth.

Together.

Gone to get laid, no doubt. Lucky old rabbits.

God, I made a fool of myself tonight, thought Hester, holding the bottle up to check it really was empty. I’ll be the laughing stock of Newquay when this gets out.

And it’s all Nat’s fault. If he’d been here, none of this would have happened.

Her eyes filled with fresh tears as she realized how unfair she was being, blaming Nat.

It’s no good, I’m just a horrible, horrible person. I don’t deserve a lovely boyfriend, Hester decided wretchedly.

But it still wouldn’t have happened if only he’d been here.

Hester closed her gritty eyes. Eeeuurgh, now her head was spinning like a… like a spinny thing. Okay, just ignore it, maybe rolling on to her side would help… ooh yes, that was much better…

Within seconds, Hester was asleep.


Chapter 25

A publisher, an actual literary giant. Now this was more like it!

Adele, thrilled to be engaged in conversation with an intellectual, was doing her level best to impress JD—Jasper Deveraux, what a name—with her knowledge of the great poets.

It would have been nice though, if he could have shown a bit more enthusiasm in return.

‘Sylvia has to be my favorite, of course.’ As she spoke, Adele deftly slid her copy of Sylvia Plath out of her bag and whisked it in front of his startled eyes like a flashcard. ‘But one can’t ignore Christina Rossetti, such awesome power and grace…’

Poetry wasn’t JD’s thing at all; nothing sent him off to sleep faster than a couple of sonnets. Unless there was a punchline to look forward to, a guaranteed laugh at the end. Pam Ayres was far more up JD’s street than Sylvia face-like-a-wet-weekend Plath.

Who was this Christina Rossetti anyway, with her awesome power and grace? Sounded like an Olympic gymnast.

In a valiant attempt to change the subject, JD nodded vigorously and declared, ‘You’re absolutely right, of course. So tell me, have you managed to get away yet this year?’

God, listen to me, I sound like a hairdresser.

About to launch into something moving and profound by Rossetti, Adele was abruptly halted in her tracks. Holidays, holidays, now what could she say that would impress this wealthy, powerful, erudite man?

‘Not yet, but I certainly will,’ Adele trilled. ‘Monte Carlo and St. Tropez are my favorite places to visit,’ she confided prettily. ‘How about you?’

‘Oh, we have a villa in Tuscany. Marvelous food, wonderful wine, just the place to get away from it all,’ JD enthused. Then he laughed. ‘That is, until you realize everyone you know is out there getting away from it all too!’

Tuscany. Tuscany. As she watched him chuckle to himself, Adele suddenly realized two things. Tuscany, also known as Chianti-shire, was where influential, intellectual, artistic, and literary types took their holidays. The glitterati. BBC executives. Actors. Writers. Opera singers. Good grief, why had it never occurred to her before that Tuscany would be the perfect place to vacation and meet glamorous, intellectual people on exactly the same wavelength as herself?

The second thing Adele realized was that although she’d read endless newspaper articles about Tuscany and the kind of people who holidayed there… gosh, even the Blairs… she didn’t actually have the faintest idea where Tuscany was.

Give her a map of Europe and a pin and she wouldn’t have a clue. Spain? France? Italy? She had an inkling it was in the middle of somewhere, but that was all. Could be any of them.

How incredibly embarrassing. Chianti-shire. But when you weren’t a great drinker of wine that was no help at all. Was Chianti a Spanish wine or Italian or French?

First thing tomorrow, Adele silently vowed, she would find out everything there was to know about Tuscany, every tiny last detail.

Including which country it was in.

Aloud, she said vivaciously, ‘Of course, my great love is opera. I’m a huge fan of Andrea Bocelli.’

JD, more of an Andrea Corr man himself, decided the time had come to make his escape. Touching the back of Adele’s hand he said genially, ‘Why don’t I go and find you a drink?’

Much as he shared his wife Moira’s wish to see his son happily settled down with the right girl before she died, he couldn’t help hoping that girl wouldn’t be Millie.

Being condemned to a lifetime of in-law-dom with Adele Brady would be more than he could bear.

‘You have a fabulous daughter,’ Orla told Lloyd Brady as they said their good-byes at the end of the evening. Turning to Judy, who was holding Adele’s pink cashmere wrap while Adele made a production of kissing JD and Moira, she added in an undertone, ‘And you have the patience of a saint.’

‘I do.’ Judy nodded cheerfully. ‘Then again, I also have a secret stash of cyanide.’

Moira Deveraux whispered in her son’s ear, ‘You don’t have to stay here at the house with us, you know. Nobody would mind if you… disappeared.’

Con grinned at the way his mother raised her penciled-in eyebrows delicately in Millie’s direction as she spoke.

‘Mother. I can’t believe you’re even suggesting it.’

‘We’re only down here for one more day.’ Moira tapped her watch. ‘Sometimes, darling, you simply can’t afford to hang around, you just have to go for it.’ Her expression softening, she went on fondly, ‘Your father and I had a whirlwind romance, you know. He swept me right off my feet and we were engaged within a week.’

‘You mean he tried it on with you the first night and got lucky.’ Con looked scandalized. ‘Mum, I’m sorry, but that is disgraceful. I’m deeply, deeply shocked.’

Unperturbed, Moira said serenely, ‘The spark was there. When the spark’s there, you can’t ignore it. And,’ she smiled over at Millie, ‘I saw it there between the two of you tonight.’

‘Okay.’ Con held up his hands in defeat. ‘I already tried it. I said I wanted us to spend the night together and she turned me down. She told me she wasn’t that kind of girl.’

So Millie had standards, morals, a healthy respect for her own body. Happily, Moira said, ‘Now I like her even more.’

It was two o’clock in the morning by the time Millie arrived home after first dropping off her mother, her father, and Judy. Now, parking a little way up the street, she passed a white van, a Renault the color of Bird’s custard, and a dusty dark blue Jaguar.

The house was silent and empty. Yet another flyer advertising pizza delivery had been pushed through the door; Millie kicked it to one side and headed on up the stairs. Hester wasn’t back yet. Still, if she was out with Jen and Trina that was hardly a surprise.

Exhausted, Millie peeled off the fabulous Dolce & Gabbana suede dress, skittishly didn’t bother removing her make-up, and was asleep within seconds of falling into bed.

Something was ringing. On and on, in a horribly persistent fashion. Millie groaned, rolled over, and pulled the pillow over her head. If it was Hester leaning on the doorbell because she’d forgotten her key she would be forced to kill her.

But it wasn’t the doorbell, her confused brain finally managed to figure out. The ringing was too rhythmic for that.

It was the phone.

Urrgh, no, go away.

Buried beneath the pillow, Millie kept her eyes closed and prayed for it to stop. But whoever was calling was certainly persistent; they were showing no signs of giving up.

Then again, it could be a genuine emergency, Millie realized as she padded downstairs to answer the phone.

Hester, desperate to come home but so drunk she couldn’t remember where she lived. Ha, that had happened before.

Or Adele, panicking because she couldn’t find her precious volume of Sylvia Plath poetry and ringing to find out if she’d left it in the car.

Or even Con Deveraux, calling to tell her he couldn’t sleep for thinking about Lucas in his tight leather trousers and begging her for Lucas’s phone number…

Hm, maybe not.

In the living room, Millie picked up the phone.

‘Hello?’

‘Are you alone?’

‘What?’

‘Is he there with you?’

In her muddled, just-woken-up frame of mind, Millie couldn’t place the voice at the other end. Well, that wasn’t strictly true, she thought she could place the voice because it sounded exactly like Hugh Emerson’s voice, but since the logical, slightly-less-befuddled part of her mind told her it couldn’t possibly be Hugh, she knew she must be wrong.

‘Is who here with me?’

‘I don’t know. Any of them, take your pick. Just say yes or no.’

Lord, now it sounded even more like Hugh’s voice. Startled— and by this time pretty much awake—Millie said, ‘Nobody’s here. I’m on my own. Why?’

A pause. Followed by a sigh. Of relief?

‘I just needed to find out.’

Millie, her heart racing like a greyhound, whispered, ‘Why?’

‘Come on.’ This time his tone was wry. ‘I think you know.’

Millie couldn’t speak. The greyhound in her chest was hurtling around the track. In a daze, she glanced at the clock on the mantelpiece and saw that it was three-thirty.

Three-thirty, in the morning…

‘Millie? Are you still there?’

‘I think so.’

‘Open the curtains.’

‘What?’

‘Go on.’

Was this actually happening? Or was she really still upstairs in bed with her pillow clamped over her ears?

Oh well, if it was a dream, where was the harm in letting it carry on?

Crikey, Millie thought, this was in danger of turning into the best dream she’d had in years.

Making her way over to the window, she pulled open the curtains.

Hugh was out there, on the pavement, illuminated by the pool of orange light from the streetlamp overhead. He had changed into a white denim shirt and jeans.

Speaking into his mobile, he said simply, ‘I needed to see you.’

Oh good grief.

But like this?

Millie wished she wasn’t wearing her saggy purple Harry Enfield T-shirt; the picture on the front of Kevin the Teenager wasn’t what you’d call seductive. She also wished—illogically—that she’d had the presence of mind to brush her hair before staggering downstairs to answer the phone.

‘You needed to see me? Why?’

‘I just did.’

Making a feeble stab at humor, Millie said, ‘Bet you wish now you hadn’t bothered.’

‘No.’ Deadpan, Hugh replied, ‘I’ve always had a thing about Harry Enfield.’

Pause. Millie couldn’t speak.

‘Right,’ said Hugh. ‘Well, we can carry on like this for the rest of the night, or you could think about whether you might like to open the front door.’

‘Two minutes,’ said Millie shakily. ‘I’ll be back in two minutes.’ ‘Where are you going?’ He half smiled. ‘Upstairs to tip some bloke out of bed and squeeze him like toothpaste out through the back window?’

‘Surprisingly close,’ said Millie. ‘Actually, upstairs to clean my teeth.’


Chapter 26

When Millie opened the front door two minutes later she said, ‘I wasn’t expecting this to happen.’

‘Neither was I.’ Hugh walked her gently backwards through to the living room and gazed down at her, the expression in his dark eyes unreadable. ‘That chap I saw you with… the one in the helicopter… are the two of you…?’

‘No.’ Millie was trembling. ‘No.’

‘What about the other one? In the marquee?’

‘He’s Orla’s gardener. He was just out of his tree.’

‘Well, that’s appropriate.’ Hugh waited. ‘And there’s definitely nothing going on between you and your boss?’ Lucas!

‘Definitely nothing going on,’ Millie whispered. ‘Absolutely definitely not.’

‘Right. Well, good.’ As Hugh pushed his sun-bleached hair back from his forehead, Millie saw that his hand was unsteady. ‘I couldn’t sleep, you know,’ he went on. ‘Couldn’t stand the thought of all those men hanging around you tonight. It made me realize… God, so much.’

‘And?’

‘I had to come and see you.’

Feeling brave all of a sudden—ah well, what the hell, it might still be a dream—Millie raised one eyebrow a fraction and said quizzically, ‘See me?’

He reached out and touched her face, his warm fingers tracing the outline of her pale pink mouth.

‘Okay. Kiss you.’

Too slow, too slow. By this time, tormented beyond endurance, Millie flung her arms around his neck, pressed every available cell of her body against him, and whispered, ‘Right, well, better get on and do it then.’

The kiss, when it happened, sent everything spiraling out of control. Millie, feeling as if she were on fire, wouldn’t have been the least bit surprised if her Kevin-the-Teenager nightie had suddenly burst into flames. There was enough electricity zapping through her body to light up the Trafalgar Square Christmas tree. It was simply beyond belief that one mouth, one pair of lips, and one tongue could be capable of having such a staggering effect on… well, all of her.

This was kissing as Millie had never known it before, such a dazzling experience that she actually did stagger. Her knees had gone, and she was forced to open her eyes just to get her bearings. Dazed and blinking, she realized that while the rest of her had been dizzily reveling in the glory of Hugh’s mouth on hers, her shameless fingers had been busy pulling his shirt out from his jeans, unfastening buttons like nobody’s business, and roaming frantically over his chest…

Oh well, nothing like playing it cool, keeping them guessing, maintaining that enigmatic facade—

‘Ouch.’ Hugh winced. ‘What was that for?’

‘Oh God, sorry, sorry. I needed to make sure I wasn’t dreaming.’ Millie agitatedly rubbed the red mark on the back of his hand. ‘I was pinching myself. Except no wonder I couldn’t feel it,’ she apologized. ‘I pinched the wrong hand.’

He held her face, his mouth a tantalizing half-inch away from her own.

‘I’ve dreamed of doing this for weeks. I haven’t been able to stop thinking about you. I swore to myself nothing would ever happen, but tonight was too much. I just couldn’t stay away.’

Millie was so happy there were tears swimming in her eyes.

‘I’m glad. I mean, me too. Thinking about you all the time, wishing something could happen.’ Drunk with exhilaration, she was having trouble stringing together a sentence that made sense; the glorious smell of his bare skin alone was enough to reduce her to gibberish. ‘I was so jealous, seeing you there with Kate. I thought you were going to elope with her to Gretna Green. And now you’re here, you came all this way to see me, well, kiss me… you really are an excellent kisser, by the way, I can’t imagine how you got to be so good, but if you ever fancy a part-time job I’m sure Lucas would hire you in a flash…’

‘Millie, you’re wittering.’

‘Gosh, am I? Surely not. Not me, I promise you, I never ever witter when I’m nervous.’

‘Are you nervous?’ Hugh smiled down at her. ‘Why?’

Why? Why? Was the man mad!

‘Because you drove over here to kiss me and now you’ve kissed me and you’re still here,’ Millie blurted out, ‘and I may not be the shiniest shell on the beach, but I think even I can guess what might be about to happen next.’

While she’d been babbling away, Hugh had been holding her head between his hands, gently stroking the ultra-sensitive skin just beneath her earlobes. Now he took his hands away and began rebuttoning his shirt.

‘I didn’t come round here to make you do anything you don’t want to do. If I’m making you nervous, I’ll go.’

‘Nooo!’ Letting out a squeal of dismay, Millie grabbed him before he could disappear. ‘I didn’t mean it like that. I want you to stay, more than anything. I’m just scared I’ll be a disappointment. You might think I’m rubbish in bed.’

Hugh looked as if he was trying hard not to laugh.

‘Why might I think that?’

Millie hadn’t the foggiest. She just knew, suddenly, that it was a horrible possibility.

‘Well, it’s like Richard-the-gardener, at the party earlier.’ Shaking her head, she tried to explain. ‘He kissed me, and it was awful, completely awful, like being attacked by an Aquavac. But he doesn’t know he’s a useless kisser, does he? He probably thinks he’s brilliant. So how do I know I’m not as bad at… you know, thingy… as he is at kissing?’

Hugh’s mouth was starting to twitch at the corners.

‘You don’t kiss like a sink-plunger, I can promise you that. Besides, it works both ways. I might be useless in bed.’

‘Seriously?’

‘No. Actually, I’m spectacular.’

‘Now you’re definitely making fun of me.’

As he put his arms around her, Millie could feel his shoulders shaking with laughter.

‘I’m not. I just think we should risk it, that’s all. You can give me marks out of ten if you like.’

Millie smiled. She began to relax, just a fraction. She was pretty sure she wasn’t hopeless in bed.

Oh God, it’s going to happen, she shivered, it’s actually going to happen.

Best of all, evidently having decided to crash out at Jen and Trina’s house, Hester wasn’t here.

I can have my wicked way with Hugh, Millie thought joyfully, and she’ll never know! Hooray, I won’t have to pay her two hundred pounds!

Before she knew it, Hugh was kissing her again. Unbelievably, the fireworks were almost more dazzling this time. Even more astonishingly, her fingers—completely of their own accord—were now engrossed in undoing the zip of his jeans.

‘The curtains are still open,’ Hugh murmured.

‘We’d better go upstairs,’ Millie whispered back, tingling at the erotic contact of his mouth against her ear.

‘Are you sure?’

‘I’m sure. How about you?’

‘Daft question. I drove over here at half past three in the morning, didn’t I?’

Millie took a deep breath. She didn’t want to say the next thing, but it had to be said.

‘How about… you know… your wife?’ Pause. ‘Louisa.’

Instantly she wished she hadn’t added the last bit. As if he may have forgotten his wife’s name.

‘I’m here,’ Hugh repeated, brushing a stray tendril of hair from her cheek. ‘I don’t want to talk about Louisa.’

Good, thought Millie, because I don’t either.

‘But you’re sure?’

Lifting her up into his arms—eek, no knickers!—Hugh carried her effortlessly towards the staircase. Amused by her futile attempts to pull down her nightie and keep herself decent—for the next ninety seconds at least—he said, ‘I’m sure.’

It had been magical. Millie, her eyes closed and her limbs comfortably interlaced with Hugh’s, decided that there was no other word for it.

Just magical.

‘And now the scores please, from the judging panel,’ intoned Hugh. ‘First, marks out often for content.’

‘Well, that’s easy.’ Millie’s eyelashes fluttered and she peeped up at him. ‘Two.’

‘Style.’

‘One.’

‘Star quality.’

‘One and a half.’

Hugh shook his head and tut-tutted like a plumber being asked to give an estimate.

‘Oh dear, harsh scoring from the British judge. Does she realize, I wonder, what she’s let herself in for…?’

‘Aaargh, no!’ Millie let out a shriek as he began to tickle her rib cage; within seconds she was a squealing, writhing heap, hopelessly tangled up in the sheets. ‘Ten, I meant ten! Absolutely ten out of ten… perfect!’

‘For which category?’

‘All of them!’ gasped Millie.

‘Even star quality?’

‘Sixteen out of ten for star quality!’

‘Excellent.’ Nodding with satisfaction, Hugh stopped the onslaught. ‘Ladies and gentlemen, the British judge has sensibly reconsidered the scores she awarded earlier, and I have to say, this is much more like it.’ Pausing, he went on, ‘I also have to say, the British judge wasn’t half bad herself. She participated in the proceedings in a highly satisfactory manner.’

There then followed the kind of Hollywood moment that made the breath catch in Millie’s throat. For several seconds she and Hugh gazed at each other, saying nothing but each silently acknowledging that what had just passed between them had been meant to happen.

Finally, Hugh bent his head and pressed a row of kisses around the base of her throat.

‘Thanks.’

‘Don’t mention it. Any time,’ Millie said half jokingly. ‘My pleasure.’

‘I’m serious.’ Hugh’s dark eyes softened. ‘You’re amazing. I haven’t been able to stop thinking about you. I thought I was hallucinating at first when I saw you at Orla’s party. Except,’ he added ruefully, ‘if it had been an hallucination you wouldn’t have been kissing some other chap in a helicopter.’

‘It wasn’t kissing. Just a hug. He was upset about something,’ said Millie. ‘Anyway, you were there with thingy.’ She wriggled her head into a more comfortable position in the crook of Hugh’s shoulder and slung one leg carelessly over his. ‘I still can’t believe you know Orla as well.’

‘I designed a website for Fogarty and Phelps,’ Hugh explained. ‘People order customized gourmet baskets from their deli to be delivered all over the world… it’s boosted their business by three hundred per cent. Anyway, Orla picked up a leaflet about it in their shop, got chatting—the way she does—and told them how desperate she was for someone to put together a new software package for her. It’s not what I normally do, but you know what Orla’s like. She phoned up and begged me to help her out… and basically I couldn’t refuse.’ He smiled. ‘How about you?’

‘Through the travel agency. We just seemed to hit it off,’ said Millie, almost completely truthfully. ‘But what I don’t understand is why you were there at the party with your next-door neighbor.’

Hugh rolled on to his side, ruffling his hair and propping his head up on one elbow.

‘I wasn’t going to go. I haven’t been to a party since Louisa died. But Kate came over to borrow some milk—’

‘Milk? ’ Millie’s eyebrows shot up in disbelief. ‘Couldn’t she have gone to the corner shop for milk? You know, the corner shop at the end of your road, less than fifty yards from your front door?’

‘Evidently not.’ Wryly Hugh said, ‘She finds some excuse or other to pop round most days.’

‘Tart.’ Millie was indignant.

‘Anyhow, she spotted the invitation on the kitchen table and practically wet herself with excitement. She couldn’t believe I wasn’t planning to go. Kate’s a huge fan of Orla’s books, and the invite said to bring along a guest. After that she went on and on at me until I gave in. I didn’t have the heart to disappoint her.’

‘You are a soft touch,’ Millie declared. ‘A great big fluffy marshmallow. And she is a complete tart,’ she added, dropping kisses on his hard, deliciously brown chest. ‘Do you realize, that girl would jump into bed with you at the drop of a hat? Honestly, talk about shameless, couldn’t possibly be like it myself.’

‘Perish the thought.’ Smiling, Hugh traced his fingers along the curve of her hip. ‘Anyway, I’m not interested in jumping into bed with her. I was the perfect gentleman this evening, I’ll have you know. Took her along to the party, dropped her home again, pretended not to notice that she was waiting for a good night kiss…’

‘At the very least,’ Millie cried. ‘The hussy!’

‘Basically,’ Hugh went on, ‘all I could do was think of you. I couldn’t sleep, I was so jealous. Wondering just how involved you were with Helicopter-man, dreading what you might be getting up to, imagining him whisking you off to London…’

‘No,’ whispered Millie, her eyes filling with tears of happiness for the second time that night. ‘And no, and no. This is all I want. You’re the only one I want. And now that it has happened…’

‘What?’ Hugh pulled her into his arms.

‘I just want it to happen all over again.’

He grinned. ‘Excellent idea. That is, if you’re not too tired.’

The cheek of it!

‘What do you think I am, some kind of wimp?’ Outraged by the slur, Millie rolled him over on to his back and pinned his arms to the bed. ‘Let this be a warning to you, neither of us are going to get any sleep tonight.’

Rrringgg, rringg, rrrrinngggg.

Jerking awake, Millie sat bolt upright and flung herself across the bed to switch off the alarm clock. But instead of empty space, she encountered warm flesh. Milliseconds later, the wondrous events of the last few hours came flooding back.

Hugh, blinking and rubbing his eyes, said, ‘It’s not your alarm clock.’

Oh. Oh no, so it wasn’t. The clock was silent, its hands indicating that it was six-thirty. By Millie’s reckoning, they’d managed a whole three quarters of an hour’s sleep.

So where was that awful piercing noise coming from?

‘Doorbell,’ murmured Hugh. ‘Hurry up, Cinderella. Your helicopter awaits.’

‘Don’t make fun.’ Millie pulled a face. ‘It could be your next-door neighbor, come to challenge me to pistols at dawn.’

Her Harry Enfield T-shirt-cum-nightie was draped over the dressing-table mirror where she had so impatiently flung it last night. Covering her nakedness with her white towelling dressing gown, Millie fumbled with the belt as she staggered along the landing. Muscles she hadn’t used for a long time were now making their presence felt—hooray, we got laid last night!—each step causing her to wince with a mixture of pain and remembered pleasure.

Hester’s bedroom door was still open, her bed unoccupied. It had to be Hester ringing the doorbell, arriving home happy and exhausted after a completely riotous night out.

Happy and exhausted and about to become happier still, Millie realized, when she discovered Hugh upstairs. Oh well, so Hester would win the Celibet and become two hundred pounds richer.

What the hell. With a soaring heart and an uncontrollably smug smile, Millie decided that some bets were simply worth losing. In fact, this one had turned out to be the bargain of the year.


Chapter 27

‘Oh my God!’

Millie experienced acute head-rush when she saw who was standing on the doormat.

Nat?

Nat!

‘Sorry.’ Nat managed a repentant grin. ‘Sod’s law, you always get the wrong person out of bed. Did I wake you up?’

‘It’s six-thirty in the morning. It’s Sunday,’ Millie babbled helplessly. ‘Of course you woke me up! Nat, I can’t believe this, what are you doing here?’

‘Drove down last night to surprise Hester. But she was out so I waited in the car. Then fell asleep. Hess was supposed to wake me up when she came home, I put a note through the door…’ As he spoke, Nat’s eyes traveled down Millie’s body, all the way to her bare feet. There on the floor, squashed beneath her left heel, lay the pizza delivery flyer with his message scrawled across the back.

‘Oh.’ Apologetically, Millie bent down and peeled it off the sole of her foot. ‘Sorry.’

‘My fault. Anyway, I’m here now.’ Nat might be looking pretty disheveled from his night in the car but he sounded cheerful enough.

‘I’ll go on up, shall I? Surprise her.’

Oh dear. There was a lot to be said for cloning, thought Millie. If she could have fobbed Nat off with an artificial reproduction of Hester—and had a fighting chance of getting away with it—she would have done it without a shadow of a doubt.

For a mad moment she even considered claiming that Hester had got up early and already gone out. For an invigorating jog maybe, or a dawn raid on the gym.

But since that was never going to work either, Millie took a deep breath and said, ‘The thing is, Hester and I went to a party last night and a couple of girls we know persuaded Hess to go on with them to a club, then stay the night at their house, so she isn’t actually home yet, she’ll still be out for the count at Jen and Trina’s, fast asleep and snoring like a St. Bernard, you know what Hester’s like after a night on the ti—um, town.’

Not tiles, definitely not tiles. Although from the way Nat was looking at her she might as well have said on the tiles.

Might as well have said ‘After a night of lust in another man’s bed,’ frankly. Nat had by this time gone quite white.

The really frustrating thing was, she was making a hash of the explanation and it might actually turn out to be true.

But Millie couldn’t help thinking that somehow, one way or another, it wasn’t terribly likely. She had a sneaking suspicion that Hester had met up with Lucas after the party and was at this precise moment lying wrapped around him in his bed.

‘I rang Hester last night,’ said Nat. ‘And she told me she wasn’t going out.’

Helplessly Millie shrugged. ‘She changed her mind.’

‘Can I still come in?’

‘Um… well…’

Nat looked at her.

‘She’s here, isn’t she? Upstairs, with some other bloke.’

‘Of course she isn’t! Nat, I swear to you, she’s at Jen and Trina’s… if I knew their number I’d ring them right now and prove it!’ As she spoke, Millie prayed that Nat didn’t have their number.

‘I’ve been such an idiot.’ Nat shook his head.

‘Come in and search the house.’ Nobly Millie stepped to one side. ‘I promise there’s no one else here. I’ll make you a cup of tea,’ she added, feeling sorry for him. ‘And breakfast, if you like. I can do a bacon sandwich.’

Poor Nat. He had driven down from Glasgow to Newquay, for this.

‘No thanks.’ He rubbed his hand distractedly over his bristly black crewcut. ‘I’ll let you get back to sleep.’

‘Nat! You can’t just leave.’ Millie tried to tug him inside but he shook her off his arm.

‘I think you’ll find I can. Sorry if I woke you up. When Hester gets back,’ Nat’s jaw was taut with misery, ‘tell her I’ll be in touch.’

‘Who was that?’

‘Hester’s boyfriend, Nat. He drove five hundred miles to see her and she isn’t here so now he’s going back! What are you doing?’ Confused, Millie realized Hugh was already wearing his jeans. Now he was pulling on his shirt, fastening the buttons she had so joyously unfastened earlier. ‘You don’t have to get dressed.’

‘Sorry, there’s some work I need to get sorted out.’ Hugh wasn’t looking at her. He was busy tucking his shirt into his jeans, combing his hair with his fingers, searching for his shoes.

‘Work?’ As Millie echoed the word, her stomach began to go into free fall. ‘At ten to seven on a Sunday morning?’

‘Look, thanks for last night. But I really have to go.’ She stared at Hugh in disbelief. He had never looked more devastatingly handsome, or more distant. And everything had appeared to be going so well. This wasn’t meant to happen at all.

‘I thought you couldn’t stop thinking about me.’ Oh dear, oh dear, not what the experts advise in their fifty fail-safe-ways-to-keep-your-man books. But Millie couldn’t stop herself; she had to at least ask.

‘That was because I wanted to sleep with you.’ Hugh was patting his pockets, searching for his car keys. ‘Now that’s out of the way, everything should be fine.’ He shrugged. ‘Back to normal.’

‘I don’t understand.’ Humiliated beyond belief—because she simply hadn’t expected this to happen—Millie heard her own voice slide up a couple of octaves. Oh terrific, now she sounded like one of those squeaky rubber toys dogs play with. Then carelessly cast aside, the moment the novelty’s worn off.

‘Yes, well.’ Hugh’s tone was distant. ‘That’s because it’s a man thing. It’s what we do.’

‘But—’

‘Millie, we had sex. That’s all.’ He paused in the doorway, his expression softening. ‘And it was great, really it was. But it isn’t going to happen again. It can’t happen again. I told you before, didn’t I? I don’t want a relationship.’

This was true, Millie acknowledged. But she’d thought he’d changed his mind.

Gullible, that’s what I am.

She didn’t bother trying to explain. Gullible was a girl thing.

Instead, thankful that at least she wasn’t sobbing wildly, wrapping her arms around Hugh’s legs, and screaming at him to stay, she nodded jerkily.

‘Okay, right, I understand.’

Hugh looked relieved.

‘Are you sure?’

‘Oh yes, absolutely. Fine by me.’

You bastard, and I thought you loved me!

‘Good. Well, I’d better make a move.’

Millie climbed back into bed, pulling the rumpled duvet up to her chin.

‘Can you find your own way out?’

‘I should think so. I’m not sure where I left my—’

‘Keys? On the coffee table. Next to your phone.’

The one you rang me on last night, when you drove over here and stood outside my window.

‘Right. Well, thanks again.’

‘Don’t mention it. Glad to be of service.’

This was so, so, so much worse than being told you wore cheap clothes. Stuffing the corner of the duvet into her mouth, Millie listened to Hugh’s footsteps on the staircase. Next she heard the clinking of keys, then the sound of the front door opening and slamming shut.

Maybe it was a trick. Maybe Hugh was only pretending to have left. At this very moment he could be creeping back up the stairs, about to burst into the bedroom with a broad grin on his face and a triumphant, ‘Ha! Only joking! You didn’t believe me, did you?’

But there was a limit to even Millie’s endless supply of gullibility. She didn’t lie there seriously expecting this to happen.

Which was just as well, because it didn’t. Instead she listened to a car engine starting up outside, followed by the sound of the car being driven off down the road.

Looking on the bright side, at least Hester wasn’t here to demand her winnings.

As it turned out, sleeping with Hugh Emerson hadn’t been worth two hundred pounds after all.

At nine o’clock, Giles brought Orla a cup of tea in bed.

‘What’s it like?’ He nodded at the book she was leafing through, the infamous proof copy of Christie Carson’s novel.

Orla heaved a reluctant sigh. ‘Very Irish. Jaunty, but at the same time profound. It’s actually quite hard to be objective,’ she admitted, ‘when all you can think about is how much you’d like to be sticking hot pins into the man who wrote it.’

‘Will you do a hatchet job?’

Melting inside, Orla watched him stir her tea before handing it over. She loved it when Giles did that for her, he could be so caring and thoughtful when he wanted.

‘I’d love to do a hatchet job,’ she announced fretfully. ‘But JD thinks I should give it a glowing review. Ha, set fire to the thing, that’ll make it glow.’ Throwing the book down, she stretched and held out her arms. ‘Anyway, you don’t have to be up yet. Come back to bed.’

Giles was standing at the window with his back to her. The next moment his shoulders stiffened with surprise.

‘What the…?’

‘What?’ demanded Orla, sitting up. ‘What the what?’

‘USO.’ Giles started to shake with laughter. ‘Heading this way.’

Orla looked bemused. ‘USO?’

‘Unidentified Staggering Object. Christ, ha ha, she’ll be lucky to make it across the lawn.’

Hopping out of bed, as incapable as ever of resisting a bit of intrigue, Orla followed the line of his pointing finger.

Emerging unsteadily from the trees at the back of the garden, carrying an empty wine bottle in one hand and a pair of silver mules in the other, was Hester.

Looking bedraggled and distinctly the worse for wear.

‘Hi. Okay, um, I’m really sorry about this.’ As she stumbled over the words, Hester belatedly realized she was covered in bits of twigs and grass. ‘But I fell asleep in your garden. Down by the pool. I don’t suppose I could use your loo?’

God, talk about embarrassing. Her brain felt as if it were two sizes too big for her skull, she ached all over from lying all night on the rock-hard ground, and her bladder was threatening to explode. It didn’t help that Giles, who had flung open the kitchen door, was wearing a canary-yellow cashmere sweater, Rupert Bear golfy-type trousers, and a gallon of Kouros.

Not to mention a king-sized smirk.

‘Darling, so that’s where you were. Millie was looking everywhere for you last night!’ Orla, in a turquoise silk robe, bustled forwards and gave her an enthusiastic hug. ‘You poor thing, you look dreadful. Whatever happened?’

A hug was the last thing Hester needed; the slightest pressure around her waist and she might wet herself.

‘Nothing. Just drank too much and crashed out.’ Pleadingly she said, ‘Where’s your bathroom?’

‘Top of the stairs, turn left, fourth on the right. Tea or coffee?’ Orla began to fill the kettle at the sink.

Acutely aware of how she must look with her wrinkled dress, bleary eyes, and shiny face, Hester was already making a bolt for the staircase.

‘Um, tea would be great.’

Bursting into the bathroom at warp speed, Hester had almost reached the loo and was already fumbling with the waistband of her gold lurex knickers before she realized she wasn’t alone.

Con Deveraux, naked and dripping, stepped out of the shower.

‘Aaarrgh!’ Hester yanked her knickers back up again so fast she almost garotted herself.

‘Oh come on, I’m not that ugly,’ Con protested, laughing as he reached for a green and white striped towel. ‘Sorry, I thought I’d locked it.’ He nodded in the direction of the door. ‘This is always happening to me. You see, there’s a kind of left-handed lock on the bathroom door in my flat, it turns the opposite way, so now I—’

‘Out, OUT!’ shrieked Hester, giving Lady Macbeth a run for her money. Desperation made her reckless and she found herself manhandling Con Deveraux out of the bathroom before he even had a chance to fasten the towel around his waist.

Oh, the luxury, the utter bliss of finally being able to wee uninterrupted. Her skin actually prickling with relief, Hester let out a low groan and surrendered herself to the moment, not even caring that Con Deveraux might still be outside the bathroom door, able to hear everything that was… er, going on.

He was, too. When she’d finished splashing her face with water and had feebly attempted to comb her hair with her fingers into something approaching a style, Hester opened the door and found him leaning, arms folded, against the wall opposite.

Grinning, naturally, like a Cheshire cat.

‘Better now?’

‘Sorry about that. I was desperate.’

‘You’re not kidding. Still, I’m sorry too, if I gave you a fright back there.’ The grin broadened. ‘I didn’t realize you’d stayed the night.’

Since there were probably still assorted bits of garden in her hair, Hester guessed he was being polite.

Ruefully, she said, ‘I didn’t realize I’d stayed the night either. I fell asleep outside.’


Chapter 28

‘Stop apologizing,’ Orla scolded, shoving a mug of tea and two ibuprofen into Hester’s trembling hands. ‘A party’s not a party without guests crashing out in peculiar places. Now drink this, swallow these, and see if you feel up to a spot of breakfast. And will Millie be worried about you? Should we give her a ring and let her know where you are?’

The ibuprofen went down a treat. Happily glugging back the hot tea, Hester shook her head.

‘She’ll still be asleep. No point waking her up. If I could borrow your phone, though, I’ll order a taxi.’

‘Darling, you don’t need to do that. Giles can drop you back!’

Giles, glancing at his watch, pulled a face and said, ‘That’s pushing it a bit, we’re teeing off at ten sharp.’

He was distraught, Hester could tell.

‘No problem, I’ll give her a lift home,’ announced Con, coming into the kitchen fully dressed. He looked inquiringly at Orla. ‘If I can borrow your car?’

‘Of course you can.’ Beaming with delight, Orla declared, ‘And don’t think I don’t know what this is all about!’

Giles, busy practicing tee-shots with an imaginary nine iron, said, ‘Why? What is it all about?’

‘Romance, darling, romance.’ As Giles stared in disbelief at Hester—a fine fellow like Con surely couldn’t be interested in someone so bedraggled—Orla went on triumphantly, ‘Con’s pining already—he can’t wait to see Millie again. Oh, when Moira wakes up she’s going to be so thrilled!’

Hester was feeling so miserable and sorry for herself that all it took on the journey home was one idle question from Con—‘So how did it go last night with you and that Lucas guy?’—and in no time at all the whole sordid story had come tumbling out.

‘I was out of my tree,’ Hester concluded, still hating herself but feeling surprisingly cleansed for having told Con everything—gosh, confession really was good for the soul, no wonder Catholics made such a big thing of it. ‘I threw myself at him and he threw me right back,’ she rattled on. ‘And you have no idea how humiliating that is! I mean, this is Lucas Kemp we’re talking about, not Cliff keep-it-zipped Richard. Lucas has a reputation like you wouldn’t believe… he’ll sleep with anyone, anyone.” Hester shook her head in despair, then added crossly, ‘Just so long as it’s not me.’

‘Anyone?’ Con’s tone was mild.

‘Anyone with a detectable pulse. Oh, and they do have to be female. This is really kind of you,’ said Hester as they approached the house. ‘It’s on the left, further down, number forty-two. Bloody holidaymakers hogging all the parking spaces as usual… ooh, hang on, there’s someone pulling out.’

While Con waited for the car to move he said easily, ‘But you still have your boyfriend, that’s something. Or have you lost interest in him now?’

‘Nat?’ At the thought of Nat, a marshmallow-sized lump expanded in Hester’s throat. ‘Of course I haven’t lost interest in Nat.’

Con shrugged.

‘So how do you feel about him?’

Was he about to give her a big telling-off?

‘I love him.’ Hester’s voice began to wobble. ‘I really do. But he’s not here, is he? He hasn’t been here for months. And this business with Lucas… well, that started years ago, before Nat and I ever met. When I heard that Lucas was back in Newquay, I just had this uncontrollable urge to see him again, to find out if those feelings were still there… it was all so unfinished, you see. And of course the feelings were still there, like the world’s biggest sherbet dip,’ Hester concluded miserably. ‘But only on my side, not his.’

Con smiled.

‘You’ll get over it.’

‘I suppose. Sod’s law,’ she announced wryly as he pulled into the just-vacated parking space. ‘Serves me right for being a complete bitch and trying to cheat on Nat in the first place. I throw myself at Mr. Never-Says-No and he turns me down flat. It’s like a punishment from God. What do they call it, divine something or other?’

‘Divine Retribution.’ Con raised an eyebrow. ‘I always think it sounds like a great name for a drag-queen.’

He’d managed, against all the odds, to cheer her up. Hester, still laughing as she climbed out of the orange Mercedes, slipped her arm companionably through his as they headed for the house.

‘You know, it’d be brilliant if you and Millie got together.’

Con didn’t tell her that it would be more than brilliant, it’d be a miracle.

‘If she has sex with you, she’ll owe me two hundred pounds,’ Hester confided happily. ‘Oh by the way, could you be an angel and not mention the Lucas thing to Millie? She’ll only call me a shameless trollop and lecture me, and I’m really not up to it.’

‘I promise not to mention the Lucas thing,’ Con solemnly assured her.

‘Come here.’ Reaching up, Hester planted a big sloppy grateful kiss on his cheek. ‘I love you. You are… gorgeous.’

***

When Nat had driven off earlier, he had got as far as the outskirts of the town before turning round and heading back. He was being ridiculous, he’d told himself. Overreacting. It was perfectly possible that Hester had gone out with Jen and Trina and ended up crashing out at their place.

In fact, it made absolute sense.

Any minute now, she could arrive home in a taxi.

He’d come this far, Nat reminded himself, a couple more hours wouldn’t hurt.

He may as well wait.

Now he wished he hadn’t. As Hester and the tall dark-haired stranger disappeared into the house, Nat glanced at the clock on the Renault’s dashboard and realized that he could have reached the Bristol turn-off on the M5 by now. He also knew that some men in his situation would leap out of their car, hammer on the front door until it was opened, and throw a lightning punch at the stranger who had spent the night with their girlfriend. But Nat knew that wasn’t the answer.

What good would that do? The other man wasn’t to blame. From the way he and Hester had been laughing together, he clearly hadn’t kidnapped her and forced her to spend the night with him against her will.

His heart knotted with pain, Nat turned the key in the ignition for the second time that morning and drove off down the road.

Feeling wretched and knowing she looked it, Millie almost jumped out of her skin when she heard activity on the front doorstep. For a split second her hopelessly optimistic imagination conjured up a happy-ending scenario. It was Hugh, complete with a massive, massive bouquet of flowers, coming back to beg her forgiveness and tell her that he hadn’t meant a word of what he’d said earlier—

‘Coo-eee! Wake up lazy bum, I’ve got a surprise for you!’

But it was only Con, Millie discovered when she stumbled out of bed and along the landing.

‘And I’ve got a surprise for you,’ she told Hester. ‘Nat’s been here.’

Silence. Hester’s eyes widened.

‘What?’ Eventually she spoke. ‘You mean… like a ghost?’

‘No. It was the real Nat. He drove down to surprise you.’ Millie pointed to the note scrawled on the back of the pizza flyer, now propped up on the hall table. ‘But you weren’t here, so he’s gone back.’

Hester, her face crumpling in disbelief, wailed, ‘Oh God !’

‘Just as well I don’t fancy you,’ Millie grumbled, peering at her reflection in the Mercedes’ rearview mirror. ‘I look an absolute fright.’

‘Just as well I don’t fancy you,’ Con cheerfully remarked. ‘And what I don’t understand is why you’re looking so wrecked anyway. I mean, it’s not as if you stayed up all night drinking and dancing on the tables.’

Millie only wished she had, it would have been a great improvement on staying up having a disastrous one-night stand.

But if there was one person she could safely confide in, it was Con.

‘Someone came round,’ Millie admitted, ‘after the party. I made a fool of myself. I thought I meant something to him, but I was wrong. It wasn’t a relationship he was after,’ she said sadly. ‘Just a quick shag.’

‘Oh dear. Now you owe Hester two hundred pounds,’ said Con.

Honestly, Hester was such a blabbermouth.

‘I can’t tell her. If I do, she’ll want to know who it was.’

He looked entertained.

‘Don’t tell me you slept with her boyfriend.’

‘No!’

‘Lucas, then.’

‘NO!!’ Even more outraged, Millie gave him a thump.

‘Ow!’ Rubbing his arm, Con said with a grin, ‘I don’t know what’s so terrible about that. I’d sleep with Lucas Kemp.’

‘Where are we going anyway? I’m not up to anything energetic.’ Millie gazed without enthusiasm at a couple of sturdily booted hikers striding past as he reversed the borrowed Mercedes into a space in the car park of the Ocean View Hotel.

‘I thought we’d start with breakfast,’ said Con. ‘After that, we’ll go down to the beach.’ He nodded cheerfully at the curving stretch of golden sand below them.

Millie winced. The curving stretch of golden sand was two miles long.

‘I’m definitely not up to walking.’

‘In that case,’ said Con, ‘I’ll just have to sit and ogle the surfers. While you catch up on some sleep.’

Hugh was having his worst day in months. Disgust and self-loathing were churning inside him like some volatile combination of chemicals. Sleep was out of the question. He hadn’t been able to bring himself to sit down, or eat anything, or even drink a cup of coffee. Finally, out of sheer desperation, he had left his house and started walking, with no idea where he was headed. Maybe physical exhaustion would help.

Not that he deserved help, after what he’d done.

He hated himself.

He was no better than an animal.

He had betrayed Louisa.

It wasn’t Millie’s fault; Hugh knew that. And he felt bad about the way he had treated her. But if he was being honest here—and he was, brutally—Millie’s hurt feelings weren’t uppermost in his mind right now. All he could picture was Louisa’s face, his beautiful wife’s face, and she was no longer smiling back at him, because he had hurt her feelings a damn sight more than he’d hurt Millie’s.

Eight months, thought Hugh, closing his eyes and failing to block out the image of Louisa. It had only been eight months since she’d died—God, eight months was nothing—and here he was, sleeping with another girl, carrying on as if his own wife had never existed.

Even the most cold-hearted husband, surely, would wait a year.

Hugh rubbed his aching temples. He’d never imagined he could be so callous, so unfeeling. As far as he was concerned, it was a betrayal of their entire marriage. All the old emotions, locked away for so long, had rushed back last night like clamoring hormonal teenage girls screaming with delight as they launched themselves at the latest boy band. He hadn’t been able to think straight, let alone shoo them away. Millie had been all he’d wanted. And at the time it had been fantastic; guilt simply hadn’t entered into the equation because he hadn’t so much as thought about Louisa.

It had just been so great to feel normal again. Like a genuine, fully functioning member of the human race, instead of the emotionally frozen widower whose young wife had been so tragically killed.

And it had been great, Hugh admitted, until his conscience had kicked in like a whole truckload of mules. Moments after Millie’s doorbell had rung, in fact, and she had hurried downstairs to answer it.

That was when it had suddenly occurred to him that the person at the door might be Louisa, come to challenge him and demanding to know what the bloody hell he thought he was playing at.

He hadn’t seriously expected it to be Louisa; he wasn’t completely mad. But the idea had been more than enough. Guilt had engulfed him like an icy tidal wave. Eight months—what was the matter with him? Eight months was nothing more than an insult.

He may as well have gone out straight after the funeral, picked up some girl in a bar, and taken her home for all the difference it made.

Actually, thought Hugh with renewed self-loathing, that might even have been an improvement, because then at least it would have been sex, pure and simple, with no emotions attached.

‘Oi!’ shouted a fat holidaymaker as Hugh cannoned into him. ‘Watch where you’re going, will you?’

Hugh hadn’t been watching. In fact, he didn’t have the faintest idea where he was going. It made no difference to him and he neither knew nor cared. All he wanted to do was keep on following the stony coastal path, until he walked himself into some kind of oblivion.

The next moment he spotted the sign saying ‘Tresanter Point,’ and realized that he’d reached the infamous section of cliff top so popular with would-be suicides.

Shaking his windswept hair out of his eyes, Hugh approached the edge and peered over at the angry mass of foam churning around the black jagged rocks below.

Well, not that kind of oblivion, obviously.

With a glimmer of amusement, Hugh decided he’d been rotten enough already to Millie without adding that one to her conscience. He imagined her discovering that the day he’d slept with her, he’d killed himself.

Hardly the ego-boost of the year.


Chapter 29

Fistral Beach really was the place to go if what you were after was a spot of ogling. Con Deveraux, leaning back on his elbows and enjoying himself immensely from behind the shield of his sunglasses, admired the taut, athletic bodies of the surfers in their licorice-slick wetsuits. There were hundreds of them, arranged in meandering rows just beyond the breakers, bobbing up and down like seals in the emerald green water, waiting for the next perfect wave to come along and sweep them away.

Rather like the boys at the gay clubs he occasionally frequented, all eyeing up the talent and wondering—when someone caught their eye—if he might turn out to be their Mr. Right.

Or, more likely, Mr. All Right for the Night.

Beside him on the dry sand, her head resting on his rolled-up, white Pernn sweatshirt, Millie slept. She was lying on her front, breathing deeply and evenly, and the lunchtime sun beating down out of a dazzling cobalt blue sky was having an effect on her bare shoulders. Already lightly tanned, they were starting to turn a delicate shade of peony pink.

As Con reached for the tube of suncream handily sticking out of her bag, his attention was caught by a familiar figure heading down the beach towards them. For a moment, Con couldn’t place him, then he remembered. Orla’s party, last night. Good-looking, definitely. Straight, sadly. And evidently not in the happiest of moods—in fact, from the expression on his face you’d think someone had died.

As the fellow guest approached, Con dolloped warm suncream into the palm of his hand, rolled it across Millie’s exposed back, and began to massage it into her skin.

A guest of Orla’s was, after all, a friend of Orla’s, and it never did any harm to act in a convincingly heterosexual manner.

Furthermore, the Band-Aid on Millie’s right thigh was beginning to intrigue him.

By the time Hugh spotted Con Deveraux it was too late; Con was already removing his dark glasses and beaming up at him.

‘Hi! Saw you at Orla’s party last night.’

It took less than a split second for Hugh to recognize the prone figure Con was languorously massaging with Ambre Solaire. Oh God, this was all he needed.

‘Don’t worry, she’s asleep.’ Con lifted a silver-blonde ringlet and let it fall back into place like a dead limb. ‘See? Out for the count. This is the effect I have on the opposite sex,’ he went on cheerfully. Then, recalling Millie’s reaction last night when she had seen this man watching her in the helicopter, he added with an air of innocence, ‘Know each other, do you?’

Hugh nodded.

I bet Millie wishes she didn’t know me.

‘So, any ideas about this little mystery?’ As he spoke, Con Deveraux was running a playful finger along one edge of the square Band-Aid on Millie’s leg, just visible beneath the frayed hem of her white cut-off shorts.

‘You mean what’s under there?’ Hugh shook his head. ‘Sorry, no.’

‘The more I ask, the more she won’t tell me.’

Me neither, thought Hugh, curious despite himself. The finger was easing beneath a corner of the bandage now, beginning to curl it away from the skin. Thanks to the suncream, the stickiness of the plaster was no longer one hundred per cent.

‘Shark bite, that’s what she said,’ Con confided gleefully. ‘Ha, it’s a tattoo! Look, see that blue ink?’

He was loosening the Band-Aid millimeter by millimeter, with all the stealth of a safe-cracker. Realizing he was holding his breath, Hugh watched as—

‘OUCH!’ Con let out a yelp of pain as his wrist was seized in a vice-like grip. Millie, having rolled over and shot out an arm faster than a lizard’s tongue, dug her nails in until he begged for mercy.

‘OW! I’M SORRY I’M SORRY I’M SORRY God, that hurts.’

Millie was gladder than ever that she had, for once, covered the tattoo with a bandage prior to last night’s party—simply because tattoos and abbreviated Dolce & Gabbana dresses didn’t go together. Her blood ran cold at the thought that she had so nearly shown it to Hugh this morning.

‘Never try that again,’ she told Con. ‘Never even think of trying that again. Otherwise,’ with a pitying look, she increased the pressure on his wrist, ‘I’m afraid I shall have to kill you.’

It hadn’t been easy, lying there pretending to be asleep and mentally willing Hugh to leave. In the end, not wanting to face him had been overshadowed by the need to stop Con in his tracks. Now, glancing up at Hugh, she said briefly, ‘Hi.’

‘Hello, Millie.’

To his credit he looked ill at ease, but Millie wasn’t in a credit-giving mood. You big, selfish bastard, she signaled—telepathically. What are you doing here anyway? This is our beach, not yours. Get back to poxy Padstow where you belong, pig.

Okay, so Padstow wasn’t poxy, but the rest was spot-on.

Annoyed that he was still capable of getting her in a fluster, Millie elaborately patted down the edge of the Band-Aid and made a big production of brushing sand out of her hair.

Then, pointedly, she nudged Con.

‘Time we were off.’

‘Me too,’ said Hugh.

So he could take a hint, that was something.

Good. Sod off then, you big warthog, said Millie.

Telepathically, of course.

‘Look at them,’ said Moira Deveraux, waving from the terrace as the orange Mercedes drew to a halt at the top of the drive and Con and Millie jumped out. ‘Don’t they make the perfect couple?’

Still struggling to take in Moira’s devastating news, Orla simply nodded and gave her hand a squeeze. But Moira was right about Millie and Con; they really did seem perfect together. And it was all thanks to her.

‘Bloody hell,’ said Giles, watching in alarm as Orla’s eyes began to swim with tears. ‘I’m stuck in the middle of a Harlequin romance.’

‘A happy ending,’ said Moira, who didn’t much like Orla’s husband. She smiled blandly at Giles. ‘What’s wrong with that?’

Two hours later as the helicopter rose into the sky, Orla blurted out, ‘She’s got a brain tumor, you know. Just a few months to live… God, can you believe it? I had no idea. And she’s such a lovely person!’

‘I know. Con told me.’ Millie carried on waving up at the sky as Giles, rolling his eyes, disappeared into the house.

‘You and Con. This is fantastic.’ Orla gave her a hug, then dragged a tissue out of her pocket and dabbed her cheeks. ‘Look at me, blubbing like a baby. But you’ve made Moira so happy. Imagine being told you’re going to die… it certainly puts your own life into perspective. There’s me, getting twitchy and neurotic whenever Giles is late home because I’m so scared he might have found someone else… I mean, how utterly pathetic is that? When all the time JD and Moira are discussing funeral services… honestly, I’m so selfish I’m ashamed of myself, I’ve got a marvelous husband who loves me to bits and I don’t deserve him!

Millie blinked. Was this a joke? But it seemed not; Orla was busy fumbling in her skirt pockets for her cigarettes and lighter and there wasn’t a punchline in sight.

Having lit her cigarette, Orla tucked her free arm through Millie’s. ‘Come on, let’s go up to my study and you can fill me in on everything that’s happened. And I shall be wanting all the naughty details!’

Her eyes had by this time brightened at the prospect of lots of salacious gossip and plenty of material for her book. Millie sighed inwardly. The trouble with Orla was she couldn’t keep quiet about something longer than she could hold back a sneeze. It was a physical impossibility for her—as she’d so ably demonstrated by blurting out the news of Moira’s brain tumor practically before the helicopter had had a chance to get off the ground.

Millie definitely wasn’t going to tell her about Con being gay.

Nor did she have any intention of mentioning any of last night’s shenanigans with Hugh, not least because she wouldn’t put it past Orla to decide that here was a situation ripe for a spot of meddling and to promptly start meddling for all she was worth.

Or more likely, giving her the mother of all lectures and shrieking, ‘For heaven’s sake, only a complete twerp would fall for a line like that… how could you be so stupid?’

Either prospect sent shivers of mortification down her spine.

Five thousand pounds, thought Millie, painfully aware that Orla wasn’t getting her money’s worth. Once again she was editing her own life. Actually, there was an idea. Wouldn’t it be great if you could go back and edit to your heart’s content, gaily snipping out and discarding any bits that made you shudder and cringe…? Somebody should definitely invent that.

***

‘Con’s brilliant company. We get on really well together. We had breakfast at the Ocean View Hotel, then spent a few hours mucking about on the beach.’

This much had been true. Millie, swinging her legs against the side of Orla’s desk, glanced out of the upstairs window at the lovingly tended rose garden. ‘Oh, and Richard-the-gardener kissed me last night. He kisses like an Aquavac!’

Excitedly, Orla scribbled on one of the charts pinned up to the left of the filing cabinet, then searched for a different colored felt-tipped pen and dashed to another chart above the desk.

‘Fabulous! Did Con see him kissing you? Was he madly jealous?’

‘It wasn’t the kind of kiss anyone would be jealous of.’ Millie pulled a face, just recalling it was enough to make her feel queasy. ‘Richard was very drunk.’

‘He really likes you, it’s sooo obvious. Oh, I knew this party would get things moving.’ Orla sounded triumphant. Here, clearly, were the beginnings of an entertaining little subplot. ‘So how did you feel when he kissed you?’

Honestly, she sounded like a psychiatrist.

‘Wet.’ Millie watched the felt-tipped pen flying over the chart; Orla’s handwriting really was beyond belief.

‘And what about Hester?’

‘I’ve never tried kissing Hester. She’d probably bite me.’

‘I meant did she get anywhere with Lucas last night? You could tell she was pretty smitten.’ Orla paused, her greeny gold eyes dancing at the possibility of intrigue. ‘But this falling-asleep-by-the-pool business sounds pretty suspicious to me.’

‘And her boyfriend drove down from Glasgow to see her,’ said Millie.

‘No! When?’

‘Last night. He slept in his car outside our house.’

‘Oh good grief! And Hester didn’t come home! But that’s… dreadful.’’ Orla, who had been about to say it was fantastic, stopped herself in the nick of time. ‘Nat, isn’t it? So what did he say when Hester finally turned up?’

‘Nothing. He’d gone by then. Driven back to Scotland. Not thrilled.’ Millie pulled a face. ‘Still, look on the bright side. At least he wasn’t still there when Hester rolled up in your Mercedes with Con.’


Chapter 30

Hester was on the sofa shivering like a beaten whippet when Millie arrived home at seven-thirty. Orla, who had given her a lift back, had been clamoring to come in for an update. Glad she’d managed to fend her off, Millie said gently, ‘Spoken to him yet?’

Hester nodded, her lower lip beginning to wobble. Her duvet was wrapped around her, a sure sign of emotional upset. The phone squatted on the carpet amid a scattering of Cadbury Twiglets. A party-sized Twiglet drum poked out from beneath the sofa. Picking it up, Millie saw that the drum was empty. Plus, the Twiglets had been a month past their sell-by date. They must have tasted awful but Hester had plowed her way through them anyway, because this was what she did in times of stress. Demolished whole treeloads of Twiglets.

‘I’ve been phoning and phoning all day. Leaving messages for Nat to ring me. He called ten minutes ago. Oh Millie, it was awful.’ Hester gasped and shuddered, clawing pitifully at the duvet in search of leftover bits of Twiglet. ‘He sounded like… like an android. All calm and polite, as if he didn’t even know me. And I told him the truth—that I went to the party with you and fell asleep in the garden—but I just know he didn’t believe me! Oh God, oh God,’ she wailed, rocking backwards and forwards, ‘what am I going to do?’

Compared with Hester, Millie felt she was coping with her own emotional catastrophe remarkably well. Actually, the Nat thing had done a good job of taking her mind off… what was his name? Oh yes, Hugh.

‘Right.’ Striding up and down the living room, she forced Hester’s head to swivel from side to side like a spectator at Wimbledon. Then, slipping into scary-businesswoman mode, she began ticking points off on her fingers. ‘Number one, okay, he’s not very happy right now, but that’s because he’s just driven a thousand miles and didn’t get to see you. Number two, he might think you’ve spent the night having riotous sex with some other bloke, but he’s wrong. You didn’t. Number three, so all we have to do is convince him. Proof, that’s what Nat needs. So what I’ll do is get Orla to ring him up and tell him the truth, that nothing went on, you just fell asleep in her garden.’

Hester was looking torn, as if half of her wanted to leap at this idea—which was, frankly, brilliant—while the other half was digging its heels in and whining, Yes, but what if he doesn’t believe Orla?

‘Yes, but—’ began Hester.

‘No, no buts about it.’ Millie was brisk. ‘You’re acting like the guilty party here, but you aren’t guilty, are you? Don’t you see, you didn’t do anything wrong!’

Silence.

‘Oh God.’ Millie stared at her as if she’d just sprouted two horns and a pointy tail. Orla had been right after all. ‘You did. You spent the night having riotous sex with somebody else. Holy mackerel— not Lucas!’

Hester shook her head and looked utterly miserable.

‘No.’

‘WHO WITH, THEN?’ bellowed Millie.

‘Nobody. I mean, it was Lucas, but we didn’t have sex.’ Her shoulders slumped in defeat. ‘I tried my best, but he refused. He just wasn’t interested.’

‘Good grief.’ Forgetting all about being brisk and businesslike, Millie plonked herself down on the sofa next to Hester. ‘You mean you actually offered yourself to him?’

‘Ripped off all my clothes, jumped into the pool, and launched myself at him,’ Hester groaned. ‘And he still turned me down. I mean, there I was, naked, and Lucas Kemp didn’t want to have sex with me! Can you think of anything more humiliating? Because I can’t.’

Millie was stunned. It certainly didn’t sound like Lucas.

‘Did he, um, say why?’

‘Some utter crap about me having a boyfriend already and him actually possessing some scruples.’

Oh dear. More and more unlikely.

Scruples? Lucas? Surely not.

Millie pulled a sympathetic face, because if ever there was a ridiculous excuse, this had to be it. Clearly, as far as Lucas was concerned, the prospect of intimate physical contact with Hester was too horrible for words.

‘Still, look on the bright side.’ Millie’s tone was soothing. ‘Nothing happened.’

‘I wanted it to happen.’

Patience, patience.

‘Yes, I know that, but it still didn’t. So you don’t have to give me two hundred pounds!’

‘It would have been worth it.’ Hester bunked and looked desolate.

Déjà vu. For a second, Millie was tempted to confess about Hugh. But only for a very brief second, because a) she didn’t want Hester to know about it, and b) what good would it do?

Instead she said, ‘But at least you can forget about Lucas now, put it down to experience, and stop fantasizing about him.’

‘Right.’ Unearthing a lone Twiglet from a folded-over bit of duvet, Hester ate it and looked more wretched than ever.

‘And you can concentrate on getting Nat back! Not that he’s gone anywhere,’ Millie added. Then, because of course Nat had gone somewhere—left the country, in fact—she went on, ‘I mean, it’s not as if he’s dumped you.’

‘He might, though.’ Wearily, Hester rubbed her face. ‘He could be building up to it.’

‘Well then, we have to make sure that doesn’t happen! Convince him that you’re innocent. I still think Orla’s our best bet,’ Millie declared. ‘She’ll vouch for you, no problem, and you know how persuasive Orla can be, she’ll just keep going on and on until Nat sees sense, she’s brilliant at that kind of thing… gosh, by the time she’s finished, you’ll have Nat on his knees groveling and apologizing and begging you to forgive him—’

Millie stopped abruptly. Hester was crying.

‘Why are you crying?’

‘Because I hate myself. Because I would have been unfaithful to Nat if only bloody Lucas had let me, and Nat doesn’t deserve to be treated like that. I love him so much. How could I even try to do what I did? I’m disgusting,’ sobbed Hester, ‘just a complete trollop.’

‘So you want Nat to finish with you?’

‘I deserve to be finished with.’

‘And would that make you happy?’

‘Noooo!’

Hester was in the grip of a major guilt trip, Millie realized. Time to be brisk and businesslike again.

‘You’re going to pull yourself together,’ she announced very firmly indeed, ‘and salvage the only thing that matters, which is your relationship with Nat. Because if you let him go, I’m telling you, you’ll regret it for the rest of your life.’

‘I’m such an idiot,’ Hester moaned softly.

‘No you aren’t, you just made a mistake. Everyone makes mistakes.’ Millie forced herself not to think about Hugh. ‘But it doesn’t have to be the end of the world, okay?’

‘What are you doing?’

Millie slithered off the sofa and reached for the phone.

‘Ringing Orla.’

***

Hugh looked at the Yellow Pages, lying open at F for florists. He couldn’t decide whether sending Millie flowers would be a good thing to do or a bad thing.

Would it make matters better? Or worse?

The next morning as Millie emerged from the shower her dearest fantasy came true. Hearing activity outside, she wrapped an orange towel around herself and peered out of the bedroom window. A florist’s van was double-parked in the street below.

As she watched, Millie saw a young skinny lad leap out of the driver’s seat, lope round to the back of the van, pull open the doors, and lift out the most stunning basket of flowers she’d ever seen in her life. As her heart began to race, the young lad double-checked the address on the delivery slip and made straight for her front door.

Oh yes, yes, yes, thank you God, thank you, thought Millie, galloping joyfully downstairs. It was actually happening, which in her experience was an unusual thing for fantasies to do. But never mind, who cared, because Hugh had come to his senses and realized he hadn’t meant all those awful hurtful things he’d said, hooray, hooray, oh what a beautiful morning, oh what a beautiful dayyy—

Urrgh.

Unless the flowers were for Hester.

In which case, it would go back to being a decidedly un-beautiful day.

Orange towel firmly in place and heart equally firmly in mouth, Millie opened the front door.

The young boy peered at her through the jungle of blooms.

‘Millie Brady?’

YES, YES, YES!!!

‘That’s me,’ said Millie, only just managing to stop herself leaping three feet off the ground and punching the air with glee.

‘Delivery for you.’

‘Really?’ Millie limited herself to a modest smile. ‘For me? Gosh, I wonder who they could be from?’

Oh well, it never did any harm to give the impression you were awash with fervent admirers.

‘Dunno. Card’s in the basket.’ Bored, the boy shoved the massive arrangement into Millie’s arms. ‘Try opening it and you might find out.’

He was probably jealous because nobody ever sent him flowers, Millie decided. Endlessly having to deliver them to other people and never getting any himself had caused him to become bitter and twisted.

Still, he wasn’t going to spoil her day. Nothing could do that, not now. Because Hugh had decided he loved her after all and he was begging her forgiveness, tra-la. Everything was going to be all right, diddly-dee, in fact from now on the entire rest of her life was going to be perfect.

Millie lowered the basket carefully on to the kitchen table— crikey, it was almost as big as the table—and rooted around until she found, in its midst, the all-important white envelope attached to a plastic prong.

Emerging from the undergrowth with her prize—and pollen all over her nose—Millie tore open the envelope and pulled out the card:

Dear Millie,

I’m so sorry, my behavior on Saturday night was appalling. I do hope you can forgive me.

Richard.

Millie frowned. She turned the card over, found nothing on the other side, then turned it back again.

It still said Richard.

Right message, wrong name. Surely there was some mistake here? The flowers had to be from Hugh, they had to be. After all, he was the one she’d slept with on Saturday night, not Richard-the-gardener. Richard-the-gardener didn’t even know where she lived, for pity’s sake.

Unless of course…


Chapter 31

‘Darling, hi, how are you? More thrilling news to report? Hang on, let me just grab a pen… okay, got one… right, fire away!’

‘Orla.’ Gripping the phone, Millie kept her voice even. ‘Has anyone asked you for my address?’

‘Hmm, darling?’

‘I’ve been sent some flowers.’

‘Really? Oh, that’s fantastic! Gosh, that was quick.’ Orla laughed. ‘Poor boy, he turned up here this morning absolutely mortified… I’ve never seen anyone look so sheepish. He even groveled and apologized to me!’

‘Richard-the-gardener?’ Millie couldn’t help it, she had to be six hundred percent sure.

‘Well of course Richard-the-gardener, silly! Bless his cotton socks, he’s the clean-living type, not used to drinking at all. After a few glasses of wine, he was up, up, and away, and from then on there was just no stopping him. All his inhibitions went for a burton—I told him that was what parties were all about!’ Orla laughed and paused in mid-flow to light a cigarette. ‘But of course when the poor lamb woke up yesterday morning and realized what he’d done he was absolutely mortified.’

Join the club, thought Millie. In fact, the club membership was expanding by the minute.

‘He can’t believe he behaved so dreadfully,’ Orla gabbled on merrily, ‘although I promised him he hadn’t done anything dreadful as far as we were concerned. But he said he’d grabbed you and mauled you like an animal and he’d never been so ashamed in his life, he couldn’t imagine what you must think of him now.’

‘Did you tell him I thought he kissed like an Aquavac?’

‘Of course not! Heavens, the poor boy might have committed hara-kiri in my kitchen with his pruning shears. Anyway, the point is, he doesn’t really kiss like an Aquavac, it was only like that on Saturday night because he was so incredibly drunk. I bet he kisses perfectly normally when he’s sober.’

‘In that case,’ said Millie, ‘why don’t you give him a try?’

‘Heavens, I’m miles too old for him—he doesn’t want a wrinkled old geriatric like me! Anyway, you’re the one he’s mad about.’ Orla was sounding pleased with herself. ‘He told me so this morning— although of course I already knew that.’

Millie blinked.

‘How?’

‘Darling, it’s my job to know these things! And guess what?’

‘What?’ Millie was beginning to feel like a parrot.

‘He’s going to phone you up and ask you out to dinner!’

Never mind pleased with herself, thought Millie. Orla was, by this time, sounding positively gleeful.

In fact, she was fizzing with glee. Like Alka Seltzers dropped into a glass of water.

Millie said faintly, ‘He doesn’t have to do that. Really, one slobbery kiss, that’s all it was. I forgive him, I promise.’

‘Don’t be silly,’ Orla chided, ‘that’s not why he’s doing it. He’s wooing you, sweetie. Wooing you!’

Deeply suspicious, Millie said, ‘Was this your idea?’

‘No it was not.’ Orla sounded shocked. ‘That would be cheating. Inviting certain people to my party is one thing, but ordering them about and telling them what to do next… absolutely not. I’m not Machiavelli, darling!’

Except she was, in a way, Millie thought later as she made her way across town to Lucas’s house. Because thanks to the five thousand pounds Orla had paid her, she hadn’t felt able to tell Orla that she had absolutely no intention of going out on a date with Richard-the-gardener.

‘There’s no point,’ she’d protested feebly, ‘it won’t come to anything.’

But Orla had said, ‘Oh come on, darling, you don’t know that for sure. You hardly know him for a start! At least give the poor fellow the benefit of the doubt.’ Her eyes sparkling with mischief, she had added, ‘If nothing else, it’ll keep Con on his toes. Might even make him the teensiest bit jealous.’

So, reluctantly, Millie had found herself going along with it. When Richard phoned her she would be perfectly lovely and charming and when he invited her out to dinner she would agree to go.

Because, for five thousand pounds, basically, it was the least she could do.

Anyway, one date, that was all they were talking about here. It wasn’t as if Orla was expecting her to bear his children.

Crikey, thought Millie, at least I hope not.

‘Hang on a second,’ Lucas complained when Millie had finished bringing him up to date on the Hester-front. ‘I don’t seem to be able to do anything right, here. There I was, thinking I was being Mr. Totally Heroic, doing the decent thing for once in my life, and now here you are, getting all het up and giving me grief about it!’

‘I’m not giving you grief, I’m just saying you hurt her feelings,’ Millie argued. ‘And now I’ve got a flatmate to contend with who’s convinced she’s about as sexually attractive as a polecat.’

Sighing, Lucas leaned across the desk to check the bookings diary. ‘Fine. So next time a naked girl throws herself at me, I’ll just give her one. No more Mr. Nice Guy for me.’

‘You’ve never been nice in your life,’ Millie protested as he flicked through the pages.

‘Hester’s got a boyfriend. That’s why I turned her down. How can you say I’m not nice?’

‘Yes, well, he’s probably going to dump her anyway. And it’s all your fault.’

Lucas laughed. ‘How?’

‘If you hadn’t turned Hester down on Saturday night, she wouldn’t have drunk herself into oblivion and spent the night asleep in Orla’s garden. Ten minutes with you, that’s all it would have taken. Then she’d have been safely back home by the time Nat knocked on our front door.’

‘Ten minutes? Thanks a lot,’ said Lucas dryly. ‘Anyway, you don’t mean that.’

‘Oh, I don’t know what I mean anymore.’ Exasperated, Millie shook her head. ‘I’m just saying it’s no fun at all. Having to share a house with a moping, sniveling wreck. Anyway, forget it, let’s change the subject. What’s this new booking you’ve got for me?’

‘Thursday night, nine o’clock at the Castle Hotel in Truro. Name of Drew.’ Lucas consulted his diary. ‘The wife booked it. You’re there to surprise her husband while they’re having dinner in the hotel restaurant. Here’s the poem she wants you to recite.’ He handed her the fax that had been paper-clipped to the page in the diary. ‘It’s their anniversary apparently.’

Millie glanced at the poem—typical slush-bucket stuff about loving each other till the end of time, I’ll be yours and you’ll be mine, etc., etc. Nauseating of course, but easy enough to learn.

Oh dear, maybe I only think it’s nauseating because I don’t have a man of my own. Nobody loves me so I’ve become all sour and cynical.

Folding up the sheet of paper and stuffing it into her jeans pocket, Millie turned to leave.

‘Oh, one other thing before you go,’ said Lucas.

‘What?’

‘That question you asked me the other day. Remember, about being able to tell when people fancy you?’

Of course she remembered.

‘Sort of.’ Millie shrugged. ‘So?’

‘Your new friend.’ Lucas gave her a knowing wink. ‘The one you were with at the party on Saturday night. Con Deveraux.’

Mystified, Millie said, ‘What about him?’

‘Just thought you might like to know. He definitely fancied me.’

Sylvia Fleetwood’s lips pursed like a cat’s bottom when the door to the travel agency clanged open at twenty-nine minutes past five. She and Tim had some supermarket shopping to pick up on the way home from work. Tonight they had decided on salmon fillets poached with dill and new potatoes with baby broad beans, and there was nothing more annoying than being held up at work then discovering when you arrived at the supermarket that they’d sold out of salmon.

‘You deal with it,’ Sylvia told her husband, loudly enough for the customer to hear—honestly, some people were so inconsiderate. ‘I’ll start locking up. We don’t want to be late, do we?’

‘Sorry, hello, don’t worry about the time.’ Recognizing the customer, Tim Fleetwood flapped an apologetic arm in the direction of one of the chairs. ‘Sit down, take as long as you like. How are you anyway? Looking very well, I must say.’

‘You’re too kind,’ declared Adele, arranging herself on the chair and smiling vivaciously at the compliment because she knew it was true; she’d spent the entire afternoon being pampered in Deluxe, Newquay’s premier beauty salon. ‘But I need a holiday.’ Leaning forward, she confided, ‘Not to mention your expert guidance. I want you to tell me everything you know about Tuscany!’

Tim Fleetwood rubbed his hands together in delight; this was the kind of request he most enjoyed. For twenty years he’d been besotted with Tuscany, which had to rate as his all-time favorite holiday destination. Even if, these days, they tended to venture further afield because this was what Sylvia preferred.

‘Ah ha, well now, you’ve come to the right place.’ Swiveling round, breathing in the scent of Adele Brady’s exotic perfume, he sifted through the rows of brochures on the shelves behind him. ‘Let me show you this one… and this one… and these three…’

At the door, carrying her bag and ostentatiously jangling her keys, Sylvia said, ‘We really mustn’t be late, darling. Remember, squash court’s booked for seven-thirty.’

‘Oh look, I’m being a nuisance, I can tell!’ Adele exclaimed. ‘Why don’t I take these brochures home with me and pop back tomorrow?’

‘No, no, no need for that.’ Bravely, Tim adjusted his spectacles, glanced across at his wife and said, ‘Why don’t you pick up whatever we need from the supermarket while I finish up here. I’ll be home by half past six.’

By this time Sylvia’s whole face was pursed. She recognized the client now, from her previous visit to the shop.

‘Surely you don’t need a whole hour.’ What are you planning to do, for God’s sake? Have sex with her?

‘Not for this.’ Tim tapped the brochures on the desk. ‘But there is something else I need to arrange.’ He smiled across at his twitching wife and hinted, ‘Something to do with a birthday…?’

Short of dragging him out by his thinning sandy hair, Sylvia realized there was nothing more she could do.

Well, almost nothing.

‘Fine, then.’ She deliberately didn’t look at Millie Brady’s done-up mother. ‘Just so long as you weren’t planning on getting me one of those ghastly, common singing-telegram affairs.’

***

‘You’re a hero,’ Adele declared warmly forty minutes later. ‘No, I mean it, this has been marvelous, so helpful. Really, above and beyond the call of duty.’

Tim Fleetwood flushed fiery red. ‘It’s been a pleasure.’

It had, too.

‘But I mustn’t take up any more of your precious time. And you,’ Adele tapped a manicured fingernail playfully against his arm, ‘must get on home. We don’t want you to miss your game of squash.’

Tim hadn’t been flirted with for years; married to the ferocious Sylvia, nobody had ever had the courage to give it a try. Now he experienced a sudden violent urge to play a different kind of squash. And he strongly suspected he wasn’t the only one.

The words came tumbling out in a rush.

‘There’s a wine bar around the corner. Would we have time for a quick drink?’

They had been having the most heavenly discussion about Renaissance art and opera. Tim Fleetwood was utterly charming and clearly a man after her own heart. Patting her ash-blonde chignon, Adele said, ‘I’d love to, but what about your wife?’

Wife? Or jailer? With a dizzying rush of blood to the head, Tim Fleetwood realized that there could be so much more to life than hobbling through it shackled to Sylvia, who was pathologically jealous and a vicious henpecker to boot.

And wasn’t it about time he was eligible for parole?

‘She’ll be at home by now, cooking the dinner.’ He smiled recklessly at Adele. ‘She won’t want to come for a drink.’

‘He says he believes me but I know he doesn’t.’ Panicky tears seeped out of the corners of Hester’s eyes as she clutched the phone to her chest. Having rung Nat three times today, she knew she had only succeeded in irritating him. But, catch-22, the more quietly irritated Nat had become, the more desperately she had needed to phone him again. Now, in despair, she thrust the phone at Millie.

‘Here, keep it away from me. Hide it somewhere I’ll never find it.’

Having come home and blanched at the state of the kitchen, which was piled high with washing-up, Millie said, ‘That would be in the sink, then.’

‘You’re my friend,’ wailed Hester. ‘It’s your job to be sympathetic.’

But I’m not in a sympathetic mood, Millie longed to yell back, because you’re only scared you’re about to be dumped, but I’ve already been dumped, thank you very much, and it wasn’t very nice at all, and I still don’t know what I did to deserve it.

Apart from behaving like a great big trollopy tart, of course, and leaping into bed with some bloke just because he fancied a meaningless quickie.

No frills, no fuss, and absolutely no emotional involvement, thought Millie. Basically, she’d been the human equivalent of a Pamela Anderson centerfold.

Only with smaller boobs.

Oh God, how could I have been so stupid?

‘Haven’t we got any more Twiglets?’ Hester whined.

‘No. You’ve caused a national shortage. The Twiglet factory is working twenty-four hours a day, trying to keep up. We’ve got salt’n’vinegar chipsticks,’ said Millie. ‘Have some of those instead.’

She knew she was being heartless. Chipsticks weren’t nearly so comforting, not the same thing at all.

‘You don’t understand,’ Hester fretted. ‘You can’t understand. How long is it since you had a proper boyfriend? And don’t say Neil,’ she added meanly, before Millie had a chance to open her mouth, ‘because Neil was a prize pillock and he doesn’t count.’

Millie briefly considered killing Hester. If she smothered her with a pillow, would that count?

Luckily, at that moment the phone rang in her hands.

‘I’ll get it!’ Catapulting off the sofa, Hester launched herself at Millie’s chest and wrestled the phone away. ‘Hello? Hello? What? Who? ’

It was completely pathetic, but Millie still found herself mentally crossing her fingers and praying it was Hugh, come to his senses at last and ready to lick her boots—maybe even the carpet—if only she’d forgive him.

‘Here, it’s for you.’ Hester chucked the phone back at her in disgust. ‘Some smarmy-sounding bloke trying to flog us a conservatory. Play your cards right, chat him up, and who knows, he could end up being your next prize pillock.’


Chapter 32

‘Bugger… Oh bugger… no, no, NO!’

Giles, who had been in the bedroom next door, poked his head around the door of Orla’s office.

‘What’s wrong?’

‘This bloody machine,’ Orla wailed, her fingers flying over the keyboard as she punched one key after another like a demented pianist. ‘I was doing so well and now I can’t retrieve my file… in fact, I can’t find the sodding thing anywhere. It’s completely vanished.’

‘Come on now, calm down. It must be there somewhere.’ Giles didn’t have a clue whether it was or not, he just knew what Orla was like when she flew into a blind panic.

‘But it isn’t, it’s gone! Oh buggering hell, I don’t believe this, I knew I should have stuck to my old typewriter. Eleven chapters, I’ve lost eleven pissing, bollocking chapters and I’m NEVER GOING TO GET THEM BACK AGAIN.’

‘Stop it,’ said Giles, because every bellowed-out word was accompanied by Orla banging the mouse down on the mouse pad. ‘Smashing your computer up isn’t going to help, is it? There there,’ he crooned, massaging her rigid shoulders. ‘We’ll get this sorted out. What’s the name of the fellow who set all this up for you? Hugh someone-or-other?’

‘Hugh Emerson.’ Orla fumbled frantically in her desk drawer for a cigarette.

‘That’s the one. Just give him a ring, get him over here. He’s the expert, isn’t he?’

Orla stuck a Marlboro in her mouth, flicked her lighter, and inhaled.

‘What if he’s busy and can’t get over here for weeks?’

‘He won’t be.’

‘Yes, but what if he is?’ Orla was gabbling now, puffing smoke in all directions, and slipping into drama queen mode.

‘Sweetheart, you’re Orla Hart. Of course he’ll get over here. Let me have his number,’ Giles announced, ‘and I’ll ring him myself.’

Every now and again he did that Me Tarzan, You Jane thing. Jumping up, Orla spun round and threw her arms around him.

‘I love it when you go all masterful on me… oh sweetheart, I’m so lucky to have you! Don’t we make the best team ever?’

‘There, sorted,’ Giles announced, coming into the kitchen five minutes later.

Orla could easily have made the call herself, but she was wallowing in the all-too-rare sensation of feeling cossetted and looked after. In return, she poured Giles a cup of coffee, like a good wife.

‘My knight in shining armor. I don’t know what I’d do without you. So when’s Hugh coming over to fix it?’

‘Three o’clock this afternoon.’ Giles sounded pleased with himself. ‘Tried to put me off at first, but I wasn’t having any of that nonsense. I insisted.’

Orla looked dismayed.

‘Bugger, and I’ve got a hair appointment at two. Oh well, just have to cancel it…’

‘No need. I’ll stay here and deal with him,’ said Giles with an easy shrug.

‘But…?’ Orla blinked, by this time truly astonished. ‘Aren’t you playing golf this afternoon?’

‘What’s more important, your computer or my game of golf? It won’t kill me to miss an afternoon.’

‘Oh, you!’ Orla hugged him again, with a mixture of joy and relief. ‘You have no idea how much I love you.’

‘Actually, there’s a tournament on in St. Ives tomorrow. Bit of a long day, but it sounds good fun…’

The joy and relief abruptly crumbled like a bouillon cube.

God, thought Orla, I’m really losing it. How ridiculous to be so insecure, just because he’ll be away for a day.

Anyway, hadn’t he just volunteered to cancel this afternoon’s game?

‘Of course you must go tomorrow.’ She kept her smile determinedly bright and brave. ‘You deserve to enjoy yourself.’

‘Only if you’re sure,’ said Giles.

‘Of course I’m sure.’

If it hadn’t been Orla, Hugh wouldn’t have agreed to do it. He was a software developer, not a call-out engineer. But since his concentration had gone for a burton anyway, work on his latest project for an American motor company had—appropriately—hit something of a brick wall. The prospect of getting out of the house, driving over to Newquay, and sorting out a relatively minor technical problem was actually an enticing one. And he’d be doing a friend a favor at the same time.

Orla, that was. Not Giles, who had made the call, and whom Hugh didn’t trust at all.

As he drove, Hugh’s thoughts strayed back—inexorably—to Millie. She was the reason he hadn’t been able to concentrate on work for longer than thirty seconds at a time. Having finally decided against sending flowers by way of an apology, his conscience was nevertheless still nagging away at him, triumphantly reminding him over and over again what a complete hash he’d made of things.

Before, guilt at having betrayed Louisa had been uppermost in his mind, swamping all else. But now, like a fickle floating voter, his guilt was showing signs of changing sides. He had treated Millie appallingly and his conscience wasn’t letting him forget it.

Millie deserved better. And an explanation, at the very least.

As he pulled up outside Orla’s house, Hugh saw Giles on the drive talking into a mobile phone.

‘Okay, I’ll pick you up tomorrow morning, eight o’clock sharp.’ Hugh caught the end of the conversation as he climbed out of the car. ‘Have to go now, chap’s arrived to fix the computer. Yes, yes, me too. Bye. Hello there!’ Giles called over, beaming broadly as he switched off the phone. ‘Come to sort out the mess, fantastic. Orla’s not here, urgent appointment in town. I’ll show you up to her office, shall I?’

Hugh hid his disappointment. When he had first installed the new system in this house, he and Orla had got to know each other pretty well. Not even bothering to pretend to be interested in how computers actually functioned, Orla had spent hours perched on the window seat in her office, smoking like a maniac, swinging her legs, drinking coffee, and chattering away endlessly about pretty much any subject under the sun. By the time everything was up and running, he knew more about Orla than he knew about some of his closest friends. And, since she was a compulsive questioner as well as a wickedly indiscreet gossip, he’d found himself telling her more than he’d meant to tell her about himself.

Without even knowing it, Hugh now realized, he had been hoping to continue their chat today. Orla knew about his former life in London, and why he had moved down to Cornwall. She also knew all about Louisa. Maybe she could give him some down-to-earth advice, or reassurance, or even a damn good talking-to to make him realize that life went on, that he was actually allowed to fall in love with other women…

Love?

Hang on, where had that sprung from?

Well, whatever. Hugh frowned, dismissing the word from his mind.

Except Orla couldn’t do that anyway. Because she wasn’t here.

And he certainly wasn’t about to start confiding in Giles Hart.

‘When d’you expect Orla back?’

‘Hmm? Oh, hours, I should think. Hair appointment, emergency cover-up job,’ Giles continued over his shoulder as he led the way upstairs. ‘Found her first grey hair last night—major panic. You know what women are like, always on the hunt for some new thing to be neurotic about.’

Definitely no danger of being tempted to confide in Giles. Shaking his head, Hugh wondered what on earth Orla could have been thinking of when she’d married him.

‘Here we are. She’s lost eleven chapters.’ Pushing open the door, Giles gestured towards the still-humming computer. ‘For all our sakes, let’s hope you can find them.’

The last time Hugh had been here, Orla and Giles had only recently moved in. The plain white walls had been bare, the shelves empty, and the floor piled high with countless cardboard boxes. Now, the cobalt blue carpet was visible, the shelves bulged with books and files, and the walls were entirely covered with multi-colored charts.

Ignoring them, Hugh pulled out the swivel chair in front of the computer, reached for the mouse, and set to work unraveling the chaos Orla had caused with her frantic key-battering. Only when that was done could he begin the search for the missing chapters.

‘Get you a beer?’ asked Giles behind him.

‘Great.’

***

It took less than five minutes to locate the fault, fix it, and retrieve the crucial file. Simple, when you knew what you were doing. And satisfying at the same time to know that—despite her best efforts— Orla hadn’t accidentally managed to delete the first two hundred pages of her new book.

Swiveling the chair round in job-done fashion, Hugh leaned back, clasped his hands behind his head, and gazed idly at the handwritten charts lining the walls. Minutes earlier a phone had rung downstairs, delaying Giles’s return with the beer. Maybe when he left here he’d head on down to Fistral Beach, hire a wetsuit and board, and catch some waves—

Hester Tresilian/Annie Jameson, 26, short dark hair—like ruffled feathers—curvy figure, tight-fitting clothes, mad shoes, major unrequited crush on Lucas Kemp, lovely boyfriend Nat (chef) working away.

Slowly, Hugh sat forward in the swivel chair as the significance of the words began to sink in. The potted biography of Hester had been scrawled in orange felt-tipped pen across the chart closest to him. There was more, but his gaze had already shifted to the adjoining chart…

Lucas Kemp/Dan Anders, 30, hunk in leather trousers, green eyes, longish v. dark hair, charmer extraordinaire, Orla had scribbled in violet felt-tip.

Hugh, his heart lurching around like a drunk inside his rib cage, ignored the rest of the Lucas chart and switched his attention to the next one along, larger and containing far more detail than the others.

Millie Brady/Cazzy Jackson, 25, angelic, rippling silver-blonde hair, wicked blue eyes, that tattoo, impulsive, incident-prone, looking for adventure… ex-travel agent (Ref: Fleetwood’s), now working as a singing telegram (Ref: Lucas Kemp). Mother Adele (Ref: A. Brady). Father Lloyd (Ref: L. Brady and Judy Forbes-Adams).

There was much, much more, surrounded by a profusion of multi-colored arrows leading from Millie’s chart to the others pinned up around the room. In the split second before the door to the office swung open, Hugh registered an explosion of asterisks and exclamation marks and the name Con Deveraux, followed by an excitedly scribbled, This could be it!

‘How’s it going?’ Giles handed him a bottle of Labatt’s, bringing him back to earth with a bump.

‘Sorry? Oh, right.’ Forcing himself to concentrate, Hugh spun back round to the flickering screen. ‘No problem, found the file. Eleven chapters, all present and correct.’

‘Good news, good news.’

‘Although, hang on, I’d better just scroll through a chapter or two, make sure no paragraphs have slipped through the net.’

This was impossible, of course, but Giles clearly didn’t have much of a grasp on information technology. Speed reading, Hugh skimmed the lines in silence. Within thirty seconds his suspicions had been confirmed. He knew exactly what he was reading, even if the names of the characters had been changed.

Unbelievable.

He scrolled back to the beginning and closed the file.

‘Seems fine.’

‘Brilliant. Send us an invoice,’ said Giles.

Truly unbelievable.

Closing down the computer, swinging back round on his chair, Hugh nodded casually at the charts covering the walls.

‘What’s all this about, then?’

‘Oh, Orla’s latest plan. Fiction based on fact.’ Giles shrugged and took a swig of his own beer. ‘The critics slaughtered her last book—well, one critic in particular—so she’s basing the next one on an actual person, someone she’s got to know since we moved down here. Girl called Millie, she was at the party last week. You probably saw her—in fact, she was the main reason Orla decided to throw the party in the first place.’

What?

‘Isn’t that a bit risky?’ Hugh marveled at Orla’s cheek. ‘How’s this… girl going to react, d’you suppose, when she finds out she’s the central character in the next Orla Hart mega-seller? What if she goes ballistic and threatens to sue?’

Giles laughed.

‘Don’t worry, Orla’s not that stupid. Millie knows all about it, she’s been in on the idea from the start. And Orla paid her up-front, so there won’t be any problems there.’

Hugh blinked. Surely this couldn’t be true; Millie had never so much as mentioned any of this to him.

He felt numb.

‘Paid her, did you say?’

‘A pretty good whack, considering she didn’t even have a job at the time. Five grand,’ Giles explained breezily, ‘in exchange for the lowdown on everything that’s going on in her life. I mean, I don’t pay much attention—I’ve never even read any of my wife’s books— but Orla seems to be enjoying herself, encouraging the girl to get up to all sorts. The two of them meet up once a week and Millie updates her on the latest goings-on… work, men, sex… you name it! And last week’s party worked a treat, evidently. It might have cost a bomb but according to Orla it paid dividends. She changes the names of course, but otherwise it all goes in, down to the last sordid detail. Word for word,’ Giles concluded with leery relish. ‘No holds barred!’ Waggling his empty Labatt’s bottle at Hugh, he raised his blond eyebrows. ‘Get you another?’

Paid dividends.

Orla encouraged the girl to get up to all sorts.

Down to the last sordid detail.

Hugh shook his head; if he didn’t get out of here, he thought, he might explode.

‘No thanks.’


Chapter 33

Orla had been woken the next morning by Giles bounding out of bed at six o’clock. He’d sung to himself in the shower, selected his favorite golfing outfit—pink cashmere Pringle sweater, orange and pink checked trousers—and brought Orla breakfast in bed before setting off for the tournament in St. Ives.

Agony aunts were always warning women to suspect their other halves might be having an affair when, out of the blue, they started showering more often, wearing aftershave, and buying themselves designer underpants. It wasn’t so easy, thought Orla, when you had a husband who’d always taken immense pride in his personal appearance. Giles couldn’t bring himself to so much as answer the door to the postman without first slapping on the cologne.

Not to mention the Clarins tinted moisturizer for that flattering, sun-kissed glow. Giles never stopped wanting to look his best.

Still, he’d planted a loving, Hugo Boss-scented kiss on her forehead before leaving at seven-thirty. And brought her toast (cut in triangles) with grapefruit marmalade and orange juice and coffee and even her cigarettes and lighter, all on a silver tray.

So he either loved her very much indeed or was feeling incredibly guilty about the fact that, once again, he was up to his old—

Stop it, stop it, stop it. Despairingly, Orla stubbed out her seventh cigarette of the morning—it was still only ten o’clock—and forced herself to concentrate on Chapter Twelve. Hugh had fixed her computer. She hadn’t lost the first two hundred pages after all. With no interruptions, this was the perfect opportunity to crack on with the story. Giles was playing golf, it was as simple as that. She had to get a grip and stop being so hopelessly paranoid. What could be more innocent than a couple of rounds of golf?

At eleven o’clock, Orla tried ringing Giles on his mobile but it was switched off. Oh well, it would be switched off, you couldn’t have phones trilling away all over the course while a tournament was in progress, that wouldn’t win you any popularity contests.

Downstairs, the house phone rang for the third time that morning. Orla ignored it. When she was working in her office she routinely let the answering machine pick up the calls.

Lighting yet another cigarette—her standard reaction to the anxiety churning away like a cement mixer in the pit of her stomach— Orla stared at the computer screen in front of her, willing herself to stop obsessing about Giles and press on with Chapter Twelve.

By seven o’clock she’d finished it. Chapter Twelve was done and dusted. All in all, a good day’s work, Orla decided with satisfaction as she wandered downstairs in her nightie because she hadn’t quite got around to getting dressed. Still, never mind. Something to eat, followed by a long bath, and a change into a fresh nightie, then maybe a glass or two of red wine while watching something suitably trashy on television.

I’m turning into Hugh Hefner, bleeugh, scary thought.

Although imagining Hugh Hefner in a nightie was an even scarier one.

Having rummaged around in the freezer, Orla pulled out a Fogarty and Phelps pasta puttanesca. She stabbed the cellophane artistically with a fork, bunged the pasta into the microwave, and wrestled the cork out of a bottle of Valpolicella.

There were seven messages on the answering machine. While she slurped wine and lit a cigarette, Orla listened to a brief call from her agent about Spanish translation rights, two calls from the editorial director at her publishers, and a message from the opticians in Newquay letting Giles know his Bausch and Lomb sunglasses had been repaired and were ready for collection.

There had also been two silent calls, with no message left.

As the microwave went ding, the final message began to play. For a moment Orla thought it was going to be another no-show, then her heart leapt into her throat as she heard a stifled sob.

‘Giles? Giles? It’s me. Martine.’

The voice was husky with grief. Rooted to the spot, Orla listened to the girl struggling to retain some control.

‘Oh Giles, it’s been so long… I know it’s all over but I just wanted to hear your voice… I’m so s-s-sorry.’ Martine was weeping openly now. ‘I know you love Orla, I accept that, truly I do. It’s just so hard to think I’m never going to see you again. Please don’t be cross with me for phoning you at home, but what else could I do? You changed the number of your mobile. Anyway, just to let you know, I’ve moved back to London and I hope you and Orla will be very h-h-happy together. Okay, that’s it. B-bye.’

After a few more seconds of unrestrained sobbing, the line went dead.

Orla closed her eyes, breathing out at last. Hot tears of happiness slid down her cheeks. The relief was indescribable. It really was all over between Giles and Martine, she’d spent the last few weeks worrying herself sick over nothing. Not to mention the last twelve hours with a churning, knotted-up stomach, terrified that Giles may have been lying about the golf tournament and had in fact sloped off somewhere with Martine instead.

And all the time Martine had already been back in London, pining for the man she loved. The man who was no longer interested in her.

Slopping red wine on to the telephone table as she took another joyful swig, Orla wiped her wet eyes and smiled to herself.

Poor Giles, how could she ever have doubted him?

Oh God, this was the best news ever.

‘Stay a bit longer,’ Martine urged playfully, as Giles emerged from the shower and began to dress.

‘Better not. We’ve had the whole day together.’ Grinning, he dodged away from the bed as she made a grab for him.

‘Coward.’

Giles tapped his watch; it would take him another fifteen minutes to drive from Martine’s cottage in Perranporth back to Newquay.

‘It’s ten o’clock. I’m being sensible. Why push our luck?’

Martine reached across the bed for the phone and held it teasingly to her ear.

‘I could always give Orla another ring, sob a bit, beg her to let me speak to you.’ Martine slipped effortlessly into distraught mode: ‘H-hello, could I have a word with G-G-Giles, please?’

Giles chuckled but shook his head.

‘Once was enough. She’ll be happy with that.’ He was happy with it too; Orla had become increasingly twitchy over the last couple of weeks. The phone call earlier had been a master-stroke.

‘D’you think she’ll tell you I rang?’ Martine ran her tongue over her upper lip as she watched him finish dressing. The great thing about Giles’s pink cashmere sweater and truly appalling pink and orange checked trousers was that she hadn’t been able to wait to get him out of them.

‘Who knows?’ He leaned over the rumpled bed and kissed her. ‘Probably not. It’ll be Orla’s little secret.’

‘I thought she couldn’t keep secrets.’

‘Ha, she can’t. She’ll tell the rest of the world. Everyone but me.’

‘Good thing we’re better at keeping things to ourselves than she is.’ Martine smirked. ‘And you’ll still definitely be able to make it tomorrow? You’d better be able to,’ she added, her tone mock-threatening. A lot of effort had gone into making Thursday special, an evening he wouldn’t forget.

Giles already had his excuse mapped out; he’d told Orla he’d been invited to join the local branch of the Masons.

‘No problem.’ He kissed Martine again then straightened up, pleased with himself. ‘I wouldn’t miss it for the world.’

Hester was forced to acknowledge that the Twiglets had taken their toll. Then again, the custard creams, the chipsticks, the Bounty ice-cream bars, and the endless plates of lettuce may have had something to do with it as well.

Only joking about the lettuce, obviously.

Hester marveled at her ability to make any kind of joke. What with her life being over, Nat thinking she was a trollop, and the fact that in less than a week she’d apparently managed to put on half a stone.

Still, that was the thing about comfort-eating to cure your abject misery. Lettuce simply didn’t hit the spot.

‘God, I’m gross,’ Hester blurted out, scaring away a couple of wealthy tourists who had been about to buy fifty pairs of earrings. Ha, as if.

Danielle, who ran the candle stall next to Hester’s, switched off her mp3 player and said, ‘What?’

‘Me. Gross.’ Hester plucked in disgust at the straining waistband of her jeans. ‘Look at this flab, it’s all wibbly.’

Danielle perked up at once; there was nothing she enjoyed more than a cozy putting-on-weight story. Particularly when it was somebody else’s putting-on-weight story.

‘Well, you have been eating a bit more than usual.’ Glancing at the scrumpled-up family-sized Swiss roll wrapper in the bin behind Hester’s chair she said brightly, ‘Maybe you’re pregnant.’

‘Huh, that would be too much to hope for. I haven’t had sex for the last fifteen years, remember.’ Gloomily Hester shook her head. ‘Let’s face it, I’m just fat because I’m eating too much.’

‘So stop eating.’

‘I can’t, I’m too miserable.’ Hester thumped her thighs. ‘And eating’s the only thing that cheers me up.’

‘Not doing a very good job then, is it?’ Danielle shrugged. ‘Losing a bit of weight, that’s what’ d really cheer you up.’

‘But I’m too depressed to go on a diet!’

Danielle suppressed a sigh; Hester was being a pain, but she’d also been extremely kind in the past, patiently listening for hours on end to Danielle’s own tales of fat-related woe.

The next moment, inspiration struck.

‘I know! That new beauty salon on Cavendish Street!’

Hester wrinkled her nose.

‘A beauty salon? What, eyebrow tints and facial scrubs? How’s that meant to make me happy?’

‘They do mud wraps,’ Danielle explained eagerly. ‘My sister-in-law had one last week, they’ve got it on special offer at the moment. It’ll make you thin!’

‘How?’

‘They draw all the impurities out of you.’ As she spoke, Danielle made extravagant drawing-out gestures with her hands. ‘It firms you up and makes your skin feel fantastic, and you lose inches all over. My sister-in-law said it was brilliant, she can’t wait to go again… she said she walked out of that salon feeling like Elle MacPherson.’

Hester blinked. Danielle’s sister-in-law?

‘Is this Margaret we’re talking about?’

‘Yes!’

Since Margaret was five feet tall and built like a cottage loaf, she’d either been taking hallucinogenic drugs, was an out-and-out liar, or the treatment had truly worked miracles.

A squiggle of hope stirred in the pit of Hester’s rounded stomach.

‘How much of a special offer?’

‘Buy one, get one free.’

‘What?’

‘You pay for one leg wrap, they do the other one for nothing. Bargain!’

It was starting to sound like one.

‘You know what?’ said Hester. ‘I might just give it a try.’

By half past six, Hester found herself lying on a bench being comprehensively mud-wrapped. Having taken a detour after work to Cavendish Street on the off-chance that the Deluxe Beauty Salon might be able to fit her in, she had been delighted to discover they could.

‘We call it miracle mud,’ confided the beauty therapist, who had introduced herself as Zelda. Energetically, she slathered great dollops of greenish-brown gunk over Hester’s stomach and thighs. ‘It really does the business.’

It smelled a bit funny, but Hester didn’t mind; she knew you had to suffer in order to get results. She was also glad Zelda had given her a pair of paper knickers to change into, even if they were one-size-fits-all and less than glamorous. As Zelda carried on slapping and spreading, the gunk was going everywhere. Like a five-year-old icing a cake.

Hester sniffed.

‘What’s that smell?’

‘Just the mud, don’t worry about it. So are you down here on holiday?’ Zelda set about getting the conversational ball rolling in true beauty-therapist style.

‘I meant the other smell. Like cooking.’

‘Oh, that’ll be my supper! Cheese on toast!’ Zelda had a tinkly, beauty therapist’s laugh. ‘When I’m on my own here in the salon I do myself a little snack to keep me going. We’ve got a kitchen through there.’ Nodding at the door to their left, she slathered the rest of the mud briskly on to Hester’s upper arms and midriff, then reached for a giant roll of plastic wrap. ‘Okay, now lift that right leg for me, here’s where we start wrapping you up… and round, and round, and round… so which part of the country did you say you were from?’

Hester’s stomach rumbled loudly, she was starving and the cheese on toast smelled fantastic.

‘Newquay.’

‘Really? That’s a lovely place. Oh, Newquay! You mean you actually live here? That’s great.’’

Who Wants to be a Millionaire? thought Hester. Not Zelda, that was for sure. Still, what she lacked in concentration she made up for with dexterity; she was actually doing a brilliant job of trussing her up like a plastic-wrapped spatchcock chicken.

Setting a timer, Zelda crooned, ‘Is it starting to feel warm now?’

It was, actually. Hester nodded.

‘Good, good. That’s the minerals in the mud beginning to work, drawing out all those nasty toxins. It actually heats up to sixty degrees centigrade, you know.’

Hester tried to sit up. ‘What?’

‘Oh sorry, is that wrong?’ Zelda started tinkling again. ‘Maybe I mean Fahrenheit, I’m always getting those two muddled up! I can assure you, our miracle mud only becomes pleasantly warm, it won’t cause you any pain whatsoever.’

Now that she was enveloped in it, the smell of the mud had invaded Hester’s nostrils. So this was how it felt to be a hippo. Lying back, she gazed out of the window as Zelda finished plastic wrapping her right arm. Outside, the sky was blue, the sun was blazing down and Hester could hear the chatter and laughter of the punters sitting outside the bars and pavement cafés that stretched the length of Cavendish Street.

‘How long’s it going to take?’

‘Hmm? Ooh, half an hour. Then I’ll unwrap you and you can have a lovely warm shower.’ Zelda’s tone was soothing. ‘In the meantime, why don’t you have a little nap?’

Closing her eyes, Hester pictured herself emerging from the salon, possibly to the sound of audible gasps of admiration and a spontaneous round of applause from the assembled crowds. The extra inches having mysteriously melted away, she would be sleek and sinuous and as lump-free as a Delia Smith sauce.

Frustratingly, Millie was working tonight—she had some job on in Truro—otherwise they could have gone out together. With me looking ravishing, Hester thought smugly, and attracting all the attention for once.

Danielle had been right: coming here and getting mud-wrapped had been a fabulous idea. She was feeling better about herself already.

‘Could you open the window?’ said Hester. I’m feeling quite hot now.’

‘It is warm, isn’t it?’ Zelda fanned herself as she reached up to open the window. ‘There, that’s better.’

Puzzled, Hester gazed down at her supine body.

‘Am I smoking?’

‘Ooh no, you shouldn’t smoke, cigarettes are bad for you, you’ll get terrible facial wrinkles.’

‘No, I meant the mud on my body. I know it heats up but does it actually produce smoke?’

Zelda looked baffled.

But now that the window had been opened, it became clear there was smoke in the treatment room. It was eddying around in the breeze, slithering out of the window like ectoplasm…

‘Oh Jesus!’ squawked Hester, suddenly realizing where it was coming from. Jack-knifing into a sitting position, she pointed to the kitchen door, beneath which grey smoke was beginning to billow.

‘Shit, my cheese on toast!’

Zelda let out a decidedly untinkly screech, ran to the door, yanked it open—and promptly slammed it shut again as she was enveloped in a thick black cloud of smoke. ‘Aaargh, we’re on fire, the kitchen’s on fire, help, help, HELP!’


Chapter 34

Hester was off the treatment table in a flash—no mean feat considering her trussed-up condition.

‘Where are my clothes?’

‘Ohmigod, ohmigod, my boss is going to kill me,’ shrieked Zelda, her eyes wide with terror. ‘Help, police, ohmigod—OW!’

‘Sorry,’ said Hester, who had slapped her, ‘but you have to listen to me. WHERE ARE MY CLOTHES?’

‘I p-put them in the k-kitchen.’ Zelda whimpered and clutched her reddened cheek. ‘So they wouldn’t smell of m-m-mud.’

The smoke was everywhere now. Hester grabbed Zelda and propelled her out of the treatment room. Maybe in the front section of the salon there would be blankets or towels or a handily left-behind coat.

There weren’t.

The door of the salon crashed open and two holidaymakers masquerading as have-a-go heroes burst in. Hester knew they were holidaymakers because they were wearing gaudy shorts and sandals, their backs were white, and their fronts were burned traffic-light red.

‘This place is on fire! You have to get out,’ yelled the first holiyday maker, stumbling to a halt at the sight of Hester in all her muddy plastic-wrapped glory. ‘Blimey darlin,’ what happened to you?’

‘I’m going to get the sack for this!’ wailed Zelda, grabbing her handbag from the desk drawer and shooting out of the salon.

‘Anyone else in here?’ demanded the second holidaymaker.

Miserably Hester shook her head. Somebody must have already dialled 999—in the distance she could hear the nee-naw sound of a fire engine edging its way through the choked-up streets. She knew she couldn’t stay in here, but it was like plucking up the courage to bungee jump out of a helicopter.

The next moment, seeing her fear, the first holidaymaker did it for her. Only instead of pushing her out of the helicopter, he grabbed her in a clumsy attempt at a fireman’s lift.

Before Hester knew what was happening, she found herself hoisted over his shoulder. Her legs were bouncing off his beer belly, his sweaty arms were clutching her thighs, and her big bottom was stuck up in the air like a… well, like a big bottom stuck up in the air.

And then they were outside the salon, where everyone had gathered to watch. The pavement cafés and bars were packed and all eyes were fixed on Hester and her rescuer.

‘Blimey love, you weigh a ton,’ grunted fatbloke, lowering her to the ground. He was sweating profusely but looking ridiculously pleased with himself. Almost as if he expected her to be grateful.

Hester’s eyes prickled with smoke and shame. In her fantasy less than ten minutes earlier, she had imagined the crowd gasping with admiration at the sight of her.

But this was real life and instead here she was, slathered from neck to knees in what looked like the stuff that shoots out of cows’ backsides.

And miles and miles of plastic wrapped sausage-tight around her arms, legs, and midriff.

And a gunk-splattered orange bra.

And baggy, Sumo-sized disposable paper pants.

Needless to say, nobody was gasping with admiration.

The so-called adults were sniggering like schoolchildren. The schoolchildren themselves were pointing and shrieking with laughter. There were even babies whimpering and hiding their faces in their mothers’ skirts.

Hester winced as someone let out a piercing wolf-whistle. It was now, officially, time to die of embarrassment.

There was nowhere to hide.

Nothing to cover herself up with.

She didn’t even have her handbag, because Zelda had thoughtfully left it in the kitchen along with her clothes.

And nobody had even offered her so much as a T-shirt to cover her shame.

The road cleared and the fire engine eased its way through at last. Firemen leapt out and into action, unraveling hoses at a rate of knots. Within seconds, the hoses snaked furiously as torrents of water were aimed at the smoking salon. But even as the firemen did their job, they couldn’t help sneaking incredulous glances in Hester’s direction.

Just when she thought it couldn’t get any worse, there was a tap on her shoulder. Swinging round, puce with mortification, Hester saw that it was Lucas.

Oh God.

‘Here.’ Having taken off his cream linen jacket, he gently draped it around her shoulders. ‘Let’s cover you up.’

Hester knew she should be thanking him. Profusely, no doubt. Instead she muttered, ‘What are you doing here?’

‘I was having a drink with a friend.’ He indicated one of the bars with tables outside, further down the road. ‘Didn’t recognize you at first. My car’s just round the corner.’

Hester said rudely, ‘So?’

‘Well, we could unwrap you now, stand you in front of the salon, and ask a nice fireman to hose you down. Or,’ offered Lucas, dangling his car keys in front of her, ‘I could give you a lift home.’

Of all the people to see her looking like this.

‘What about your friend?’

‘Who?’ Lucas smiled. ‘Oh, no problem. She’ll wait.’

They headed for Lucas’s car, leaving a tearful Zelda to help the police with their inquiries. Aware that his jacket wasn’t completely covering Hester’s cow-poo-and-plastic-wrap look, Lucas waved a twenty-pound note at the gawping owner of a beachwear shop and selected a pink and white fringed sarong from the revolving stand on the pavement outside.

‘I can’t pay you back,’ whispered Hester. ‘My purse is in the salon.’

‘Don’t be daft.’ He put his arm around her, giving her waist a reassuring squeeze. When the plastic wrap squeaked he added, ‘And cheer up. One day you’ll look back at this and smile.’

This was such a ridiculous thing to say that Hester didn’t even deign to reply.

The journey back to the house took less than ten minutes. The spare key, thank God, was still in its fiendishly clever hiding place under the doormat.

Hester turned the key in the lock and wondered if she was supposed to invite Lucas in for a coffee. Would that be the polite thing to do? All she wanted was to be on her own. Damn, why did life have to be so complicated?

Why did she have to be wrapped in plastic wrap and cow poo?

And why, why, why had she jumped naked into Orla’s swimming pool the other night and begged Lucas for sex?

‘I’ll head back, leave you to it,’ said Lucas. ‘You have a nice shower, wash off all that muck.’ He paused. ‘Tell me, why do women do this mud thing?’

He’d been really kind to her. If he hadn’t turned up, she’d still be trudging home now. With a Pied Piper trail of sniggering children in her wake.

‘It’s to make us more beautiful,’ said Hester. ‘More attractive to men.’

‘Ah. Right. But you’re already attractive.’

‘Of course I am. I mean, look at me.’ She spread her plastic-wrapped arms. ‘Completely gorgeous.’

Lucas grinned and pecked her on the cheek. It was the kind of peck you’d give a five-year-old.

‘Go and have that shower. I’ll see you around.’

‘Yeah.’ Hester mustered a weak smile. ‘Thanks.’

The mud had dried on her skin. It took ages to wash off. After twenty minutes of energetic scrubbing, Hester stepped out of the shower and surveyed her naked body in the mirror. Pinker than usual, but otherwise exactly the same as before. There was a lesson to be learned from this somewhere. Nestling at the bottom of a Twiglet box, probably.

Millie wouldn’t be home before ten at the earliest. Wrapped in her dressing gown, Hester made a cup of tea and settled herself on the sofa with the remote control and the phone.

She punched out the code for Glasgow, then the number of the restaurant. Nat would be busy but even hearing his voice for a few seconds would cheer her up.

‘Nat?’ said a hassled-sounding male when Hester asked to speak to him. ‘He’s not working tonight, it’s his night off.’

Pleased, because this meant Nat wouldn’t be too busy to speak to her properly, Hester rang the pay phone at his lodging house.

‘Nat? He’s not here.’ It was another young male voice, one she didn’t recognize. ‘He’s out with Annie.’

Annie?

Annie?

‘Who?’ said Hester.

‘Anastasia.’

Anastasia?

Ana-bloody-stasia?

There was the sound of muffled voices in the background before the boy, clearly worried, said, ‘Sorry, look, I don’t know who Nat’s out with. Maybe he’s gone for a drink with some of the lads. Okay, bye.’

The line went dead. Hester stared at the receiver, as stunned as if the boy had told her that Nat wasn’t there right now, he was in hospital having his sex-change.

It had simply never occurred to her that Nat might do this. He wasn’t the type. He worked too hard. He loved her.

Except maybe now he’d changed his mind and decided he’d be better off loving someone else instead.

EastEnders was on television. Hester watched without taking in a word of it. Annie Annie Annie, that was a name that was almost bearable, rival-wise. It conjured up a picture of someone plump and a bit scruffy, with bitten nails, a friendly smile, and no dress sense.

But Anastasia… that was the kind of name that sent shivers of terror down your spine, because you just knew she’d be tall and exotic and ruthlessly chic, with Russian cheekbones and a wolfhound on a diamond-encrusted lead.

Hester buried her face in her hands. Nat had gone and found himself a Disney heroine.

Oh God, and it’s all my fault.


Chapter 35

The Castle Hotel in Truro was floodlit and impressive, the car park packed with sleek, top-of-the-range specimens that put Millie’s lime green Mini to shame. Having learned her lesson from the supermarket fiasco, she hauled her gorilla suit—stuffed into a black trash bag—out of the boot of the car and carried it through to reception.

The girl behind the desk was expecting her.

‘This is brilliant,’ she giggled. ‘We don’t get many gorillas here. We’re just not that kind of hotel.’

‘Okay if I change in the ladies’ loo?’ Millie held up her trash bag. ‘Then I’ll head on through and do my bit.’

‘I’ll come with you. I wouldn’t miss this for the world. The Drews are on table fifteen, bang in the middle of the restaurant.’ The receptionist reached beneath the desk and pulled out a disposable camera. ‘And it’s my job to record the happy event—Mrs. Drew gave me this and asked me to take loads of pictures. Oh, her husband’s going to get the surprise of his life!’

In the plush loos, Millie changed into the gorilla suit, fastened on her roller skates, and practiced reciting the fantastically naff poem Mrs. Drew had written in praise of her husband. As she was lowering the gorilla’s head into place, the receptionist pulled the door open and said, ‘Ready? This is going to be so great!’

‘Ready.’ Millie seized the bottle of cheap sparkling wine and the ‘You’ve Been Kemped’ T-shirt, and roller-skated over to the door. ‘Lead the way.’

The dining room was vast, high-ceilinged, and glittering with chandeliers. It was also packed with diners. Millie, glad she had the receptionist with her, heard the girl whisper, ‘There they are, at that table for two, dead ahead. She’s the one in the green sparkly dress, he’s wearing a dark blue suit.’

As they navigated their way between the tables, the tinkle of cutlery and hum of polite conversation petered out. Spotting them, the other diners stared and began to whisper furiously to each other. Laughter broke out. Millie, who loved this bit, prayed her skates wouldn’t slip on the highly polished oak floor, either sending her clattering to the ground or—more messily—pitching head first into a bowl of trifle.

Then the man who had his back to her at table fifteen turned around and Millie found herself with something completely different to worry about.

Because Mr. Drew wasn’t Mr. Drew at all.

He was Giles Hart.

And the girl sitting with him in her green sparkly outfit was the girl with sleek magenta hair who had been at the party on Saturday night. The one Giles had introduced as Anna, the dressmaker from Perranporth, newcomer to the area, and a member of the golf club.

In a flash Millie knew the truth. The poem she’d memorized said it all.

Three years ago today we met,

Three years of utter bliss,

I never knew one perfect man

Could make me as happy as this.

The girl was Martine Drew.

Next moment there was another kind of flash as the receptionist took a photo with the disposable camera.

How could he?

How could he do this? How could he have the utter gall to invite his mistress along to Orla’s party and introduce her to his own wife?

Martine, meanwhile, was beaming with happiness, thrilled with the success of her surprise, and waiting expectantly for Millie to launch into her poem. Unlike Giles, she clearly had no idea that the person inside the gorilla suit might be someone acquainted with Orla.

Giles, who knew what Millie did for a living, was less sure. It might be her under all that fur. Then again it might not.

Millie watched him hesitate, redden, then decide to bluff it out.

‘Well well, what have we here?’ boomed Giles, sitting back in his chair. Spotting the bottle of sparkling wine in Millie’s paw, he added jovially, ‘Are you the wine waiter?’

‘Sshh.’ Reaching across the table, Martine gave his hand a loving squeeze. ‘Wait until you hear this.’ She nodded at Millie, indicating that it was time for the poem.

Click, flash, went the disposable camera.

Quivering with outrage, Millie took a step back and announced in a clear, carrying voice:

‘Why don’t you get yourself a life And stop this cheating on your wife?’

Improvisation wasn’t really her forte. It wasn’t great, but on the spur of the moment it was the best she could manage. Anyway, it did the trick. Giles, purple in the face, knocked over a glass as he leapt up from his chair. Everyone else in the room gasped audibly and held their breath.

Martine, staring at Millie in alarm, hissed, ‘What the hell’s going on? What are you talking about?’

Millie ducked as Giles’s arm shot out. For a scary moment she thought he was about to punch her. But Giles grabbed the gorilla head and, with brutal disregard for Millie’s ears, wrenched it off.

Pale eyes bulging, he roared, ‘Who put you up to this?’

‘I did,’ said Martine, groaning as she recognized Millie. ‘Oh God, it was meant to be a fantastic surprise.’

Click, flash, went the camera behind them, the receptionist really getting into her stride now.

‘I think it’s definitely been that,’ Millie announced, aware that the rest of the restaurant was in uproar around her. The other diners were either shrieking with laughter or rigid with disgust. This was probably a good moment to leave. Plonking the bottle of sparkling wine and the cellophane-wrapped T-shirt down on the table, Millie said cheerfully, ‘Enjoy the rest of your meal,’ and skated out of the room with the gorilla head tucked under her arm.

Rather gratifyingly, she got a round of applause.

‘Something tells me they’re not going to want these photos,’ sighed the receptionist, who had followed her out.

‘I’ll take it.’ Millie reached for the disposable camera.

‘Will you get into trouble over this?’

Millie unzipped the side of the gorilla suit and discreetly retrieved her car keys, which were tucked into her bra. That was the nice thing about Lucas: she knew he wouldn’t bawl her out or sack her when he heard why she’d done it. With a smile, she said, ‘Don’t worry, I’ve got an understanding boss.’

The receptionist, whose own boss was a complete pig, looked envious.

‘God, you’re so lucky.’

Millie nodded. Lucas might be a womanizer but he undoubtedly had his good points.

‘I know.’

***

Giles caught up with her in the car park as she was unfastening her roller skates. Martine hung back in the shadows beneath the trees, allowing him to deal with Millie in his own way.

‘Does Orla know about this?’ He spoke without preamble.

‘No.’ Millie was glad she’d already stuffed the camera into the glove compartment.

‘Are you going to tell her?’

‘I don’t know. I haven’t decided yet.’

Oh, and did I mention my middle name was Pinocchio?

‘Now you just listen to me.’ Giles was breathing heavily. ‘You wouldn’t be doing Orla any favors if you told her. You’d break her heart.’

I’d break her heart? Millie boggled.

‘Right.’ Sweat glistened on his brow as he drew out his wallet. ‘I’ll make out a check. Five grand, how about that?’

Millie stared at him. Slowly, she unfastened the second roller skate and dropped it on to the passenger seat.

‘Okay, ten grand,’ said Giles. ‘Ten thousand pounds not to say anything to Orla.’

He was trying to bribe her! Best of all, he was trying to bribe her with his wife’s money! Then again, Orla’s money and the lifestyle it afforded him were, of course, the reasons he was so keen to keep the marriage going.

‘Go on then,’ said Millie.

Giles’s hands shook with relief as he scribbled out the check. Taking it from him, Millie fitted the key into the Mini’s ignition.

‘Thanks. If I cash it, you’ll be safe.’ She smiled briefly. ‘If I decide to tell Orla, I’ll give it back.’

He stared at her, the expression on his face one of fury mixed with fear.

‘Are you going to tell her?’

‘Who knows? I haven’t decided yet.’ Millie shrugged and gazed innocently up at him. ‘Although if you ask me, life’s too short to spend it being married to a tosspot.’

Giles gritted his teeth. He was clearly dying to call her a bitch.

‘But will you?’

‘Let’s make it a surprise.’ Smiling to herself, Millie started the engine. ‘You’ll just have to wait and see.’

‘One o’clock?’ said Orla cheerfully, phoning the next day to check when Millie would be turning up for her regular debriefing session. ‘Then we can chat over a gorgeous lunch.’

‘Actually, my car’s broken down,’ Millie lied. ‘Would it be a pain for you to drive over to me?’

She watched from the bedroom window as Orla pulled up outside, jumped out of the gleaming, burnt orange Mercedes, and exchanged a joke with one of the neighbors. She was clearly in high spirits and looking radiant in a long turquoise strapless summer dress, flat silver sandals, and armfuls of bracelets.

Millie’s heart sank at the prospect of erasing all that radiance. She felt like a doctor having to tell someone their leg needed to come off.

Even if, in the end, you knew they’d be better off without it.

‘Okay, off we go.’ Orla was sitting on the floor with her elbows on the coffee table. She had a notebook open, her pen at the ready, and the ever-present packet of Marlboros within grabbing distance. She was wearing her favorite Ghost perfume, a pretty, shimmery bronze lipstick, and her hair fastened up in a giant tortoiseshell barrette. She was also looking happy, as if she didn’t have a care in the world.

‘I’ll start with Hester,’ said Millie. ‘She had the most awful thing happen to her yesterday.’

‘This is perfect,’ Orla declared, scribbling down the mud-wrap story.

‘Although I don’t know if she’ll want you using it.’ Millie felt it only fair to warn her. ‘It’s pretty embarrassing.’

‘People love being written about.’ Orla’s smile was reassuring. ‘I’ll show it to her when it’s finished. I bet you she won’t mind.’

‘It gets worse. When she got home last night, she rang Nat. But he wasn’t there.’ Millie ran through the details of Hester’s phone call. ‘So it looks as if he’s got himself involved with this Anastasia, whoever she is.’

Orla flipped over the page of her notebook and carried on furiously scribbling.

‘So Hester suspects he’s playing around, but she doesn’t know for sure?’

Millie nodded, her mouth suddenly dry.

‘Right, now here’s where I need your advice,’ she told Orla. ‘If you had a friend and you found out their other half was seeing someone else, would you tell her? Or would you keep it to yourself?’

Orla looked up, entranced.

‘You mean if you had absolute proof? Are you saying you do have proof?’

‘Um, yes.’

‘Oh well, no question about it. You have to tell her.’

‘She’ll be upset. She might not want to know.’

‘Come on! If she’s a good friend, it’s your duty to tell her.’ Orla’s eyes lit up as she reached for her cigarettes. ‘You can’t possibly keep something like that to yourself.’

Millie’s heart began to pound. ‘Yes, but are you saying that because you think it would be a good story line for the book or because you really mean it?’

‘Oh please,’ Orla declared indignantly. ‘I’m not that mean! Hester deserves to know. You have to tell her. It’s for her own good!’

‘Okay.’ Millie looked away, feeling sicker than ever.

‘But what intrigues me is how you found out.’ Avidly, Orla leaned closer. ‘Did Nat actually tell you himself?’

Deep breath.

‘This isn’t about Hester and Nat.’


Chapter 36

There was a horrible sensation in Millie’s mouth, as if she’d licked a battery. This is it, she thought unhappily, her gaze fixed on the carpet. No going back now. I am The Dark Destroyer.

She was startled to hear Orla laughing. Then came the sound of frenzied scribbling-out.

‘You tricked me! I really thought you meant you had proof about Nat. Now look at the mess I’ve made of my notes! So who is it then, this other friend of yours?’

Prevaricating, Millie said, ‘Maybe I shouldn’t tell her.’

‘Darling, you’re being ridiculous. You know you have to.’

Slowly Millie raised her eyes, her gaze locking with Orla’s.

‘Oh.’

Orla stared back at her. As Millie watched, recognition gradually dawned.

‘Oh,’ whispered Orla, all the color sliding from her face. ‘Oh. Oh. Oh God, nooo.’

Even her lips were white. She looked as if she’d just been drained of blood by a vampire.

‘I’m so sorry.’ Millie wished she could be somewhere else. ‘I didn’t know whether or not to say anything. But you just told me I should.’

‘Giles?’ It came out as a croak.

‘Yes.’

‘But he promised me he wouldn’t do it again. Never ever again. He promised me that.’

And you actually believed him?

Instead, Millie said sympathetically, ‘I know.’

Cra-aack, went Orla’s pen, snapping in two between her fingers.

‘Martine Drew?’

‘Yes.’

‘Really? I thought it might have been that girl who was at the party last week. Anna the dressmaker.’ The words tumbled jerkily out of Orla’s mouth. ‘The one who recently joined the golf club? Remember her?’

Millie nodded, bracing herself yet again.

‘That was Martine.’

Orla blinked.

‘What are you talking about?’

‘That was Martine Drew.’

‘What?’

Millie wondered how else she could possibly say it.

‘Last time, when the press found out about Giles and Martine… well, you didn’t meet her, did you?’

Dazed, Orla shook her head.

‘You just saw pictures in the papers. Not very clear photos, when she was trying to hide her face.’

‘But she had blonde hair. Long blonde hair.’ Orla’s hand shook as she took a drag of her cigarette. Then her shoulders sagged as she realized the stupidity of what she’d just said.

‘It’s called going to the hairdresser,’ said Millie.

‘But… she rang, just the other day… she’s living back in London,’ Orla whispered. ‘Except I suppose she isn’t. It was just another lie, to put me off the scent.’ She frowned, crumpling the cigarette into the ashtray, then looked up. ‘How did you find out?’

‘She hired me to turn up last night. They were in a restaurant, celebrating their anniversary. I thought she meant wedding anniversary.’

‘Last night. Giles told me he was with the Freemasons. Look,’ Orla blurted out hopelessly, ‘are you sure this is true?’

‘Here.’ Millie slid the envelope containing the just-developed photos across the coffee table. ‘There’s something else in there too. The check Giles tried to bribe me with, to keep my mouth shut. I’ll make us a cup of tea.’

Wine was a big temptation but getting roaring drunk wouldn’t help Orla right now.

Ten minutes later she returned from the kitchen with two mugs of tea and—in the absence of Twiglets—a plate of nutella sandwiches.

Orla was pale and dry-eyed, and the ripped-up photographs were scattered over the coffee table.

‘He promised,’ she told Millie, her voice calm. ‘He promised faithfully.’

Faithfully. That was a good one.

‘Do you wish I hadn’t told you now?’ Millie held her breath.

‘No. He brought her along to our party. All these months he’s been lying to me. Seeing her, and cheating on me. I want to kill him. I do.’ Orla’s jaw was clenched. ‘I do, I really want to kill him.’

Feeling brave, Millie said the unsayable. ‘So long as you don’t want to kill yourself.’

‘God, no. I don’t deserve this.’ Shaking her head, Orla lit another cigarette. ‘I really don’t. I deserve better. He’s got a fucking nerve. It’s all over, you know. This is the last bollocking straw. I won’t spend the rest of my life forgiving him and forgiving him and always wondering when it’ll happen again… I mean, what kind of marriage is that?’

‘The rotten miserable lousy kind,’ said Millie.

‘Giles is a rotten miserable lousy husband! He’s a complete and utter shit.’ Orla thumped the table for emphasis. ‘And I’m just not going to take it any more. I’m going to go home and kick him out and divorce him faster than you can say… divorce.’

‘Well, good.’ Although Millie privately wondered if she’d go through with it. When push came to shove, Orla might chicken out.

‘You don’t think I will, do you?’ As she rose to her feet, shaking the creases out of her turquoise dress, Orla smiled slightly at Millie. ‘But I’m going to. I am. I can promise you that.’

At five o’clock, the first fat raindrops began to plop out of the sky.

Good, thought Orla, watching with satisfaction as the thick, charcoal grey clouds rolled overhead. She wanted it to rain. The harder the better. A thunderstorm would be fine. A typhoon would be perfect.

Twenty minutes later, Giles’s car came into view. Her arms folded tightly across her chest, Orla followed his progress through the open gates and up the drive.

When the car braked, she knew he’d seen them. His clothes, strewn across the lawn, sodden with rain.

Not just some clothes, either. All of them. Every single thing he owned, right down to his underpants.

What with Giles being so vain, the lawn was actually pretty crowded.

Orla, who had thrown the lot out of the bedroom window, was feeling pleased with herself. Giles had always been so persnickety about his clothes, insisting that each shirt was precision-ironed, each handmade shoe flawlessly polished.

Except they weren’t looking quite so flawless now, with the rain pelting down and his best dinner jacket dangling like a hanged man from the mulberry tree.

He knew the game was up, of course, the moment he saw what she’d done. Glancing over her shoulder at the empty wardrobes—so many empty wardrobes—Orla unfolded her arms and pushed open the bedroom window. She watched Giles climb out of the car and gaze up at her.

He looked like a cornered animal.

‘What’s all this about?’

‘Oh, I think you’ve probably got a rough idea.’

‘That bitch!’ shouted Giles, his sandy hair already darkening in the rain. He shook his head in despair. ‘I knew she’d tell you. Sweetheart, I can explain everything. It’s not how it looked, I promise.’

‘Déjà vu,’ Orla bellowed down at him.

‘What?’

‘I’ve heard that line before. Except last time I was stupid enough to believe you.’

‘But it’s the truth. Look, let’s sit down and talk about this over a drink.’

As he made his way to the front door, he stooped to retrieve a sodden Jaeger sweater of which he was particularly fond.

‘The door’s locked,’ yelled Orla. ‘In fact, all the doors are locked. And I’ve had the locks changed. Because you don’t live here any more.’

‘Orla. You’re overreacting. This is ridiculous.’ Giles shook his head sorrowfully. ‘Look, I’m out here getting wet.’

‘You’re lucky you’re not getting shot.’

‘Open this front door.’

‘I’ve got a much better idea. Why don’t you move in with your mistress?’

‘Martine means nothing to me!’

Orla looked bored.

‘I really don’t care. All I want is a divorce.’

‘But my clothes… you can’t do this!’

‘Watch me,’ Orla said pleasantly, as he bent to pick up an armful of sodden underwear. ‘Oh, nearly forgot.’ Reaching for the packet of black trash bags, she hurled it out of the window like a grenade. ‘You’re going to need these to put your clothes in. Don’t say I never give you anything.’

Ha, that was a joke; she’d spent their entire married life giving him practically everything. It had been ten years since Giles had even had a job.

‘You have to let me explain,’ he shouted up, squinting as the torrential rain splashed into his eyes. ‘I tried to get rid of her but she wouldn’t let me go. She’s been stalking me—’

‘You’ve got a fantastic imagination.’ As she prepared to slam the window shut, Orla said conversationally, ‘Know what? You should write a book.’

Millie was asleep in bed when the phone rang at midnight. She heard Hester, who was still downstairs, answer it.

‘It’s for yooou,’ Hester sang up the stairs and Millie’s heart began to thud with fear.

‘Orla.’ Hester pulled a face as she handed over the receiver.

Millie had known it would be Orla. Tucking her Robbie Williams T-shirt over her knees, she sat down on the bottom step of the staircase.

Oh please don’t be where I think you are…

‘Hi, it’s me. Did you tell him?’

‘Hmm?’ Orla sounded odd, distracted. ‘Oh yes. I told him. I definitely told him.’

Millie pictured Orla in a distraught state, her long dress and hair whipping around her as she wandered in the pitch darkness and driving rain ever closer to the cliff edge.

‘Orla? Now listen to me. Where are you?’

‘Sorry? God, this is a terrible signal, I can hardly hear a thing.’

‘Tell me where you are,’ Millie shouted. ‘And I’ll come and get you.’

‘Come and get me? Darling, what are you talking about? Ah, that’s better,’ said Orla as the line cleared. ‘Must be the storm.’

‘Where are you?’ repeated Millie, her feet jiggling with agitation.

‘In my office, of course! You daft thing, where else would I be at this time of night?’

Millie exhaled noisily. All the muscles in her legs relaxed. She felt as if a door had opened in her chest wall, allowing a flock of birds to whoosh out.

‘So why are you phoning?’

‘For my update! You told me about Hester but you forgot to tell me what’s been happening with you!’

Forgot?

In a daze, Millie said, ‘Nothing’s been happening with me. Orla, are you working ?’

She’d imagined Orla doing a lot of things—weeping and wailing, getting drunk, slashing her wrists—but not this.

‘Of course I’m working! I want to crack on, and since I can’t sleep I may as well make the most of it. So…?’

There was an expectant pause as she waited for Millie to start regaling her with all the latest gossip.

‘I haven’t got anything to tell you.’ Millie couldn’t believe they were having this conversation.

‘What, nothing at all? Honestly, you’re hopeless.’ Orla tut-tutted. ‘If things carry on the way they are, you’re going to end up as a lowly subplot. Hester and I will just have to be the stars.’

She was in shock, Millie decided. In deep, deep denial.

Either that or Orla had decided—oh God—to forgive the lying cheating slimy little bogweasel.

Cautiously she said, ‘Um, where’s Giles?’

Perhaps he was dead. Floating face down in the swimming pool or sprawled on the floor of the conservatory with a kitchen knife stuck through his heart.

‘Giles? Darling, he’s gone! For good!’

Yikes, definitely dead, then.

‘Martine’s welcome to him,’ Orla went on airily. ‘Give it a couple of years and he’ll be cheating on her as well. She’s got it all to look forward to. Do you know, I actually feel sorry for the girl!’


Chapter 37

It wasn’t all plain sailing. The initial state of giddy euphoria didn’t last. The next fortnight had its rocky moments and in the privacy of her bedroom Orla had shed a few tears.

But not nearly as many as she’d imagined—which was basically her own body weight in tears—and the frequency of the outbursts was already dwindling fast.

‘It’s just such a relief,’ she confided in Millie as they strolled together along the beach. ‘Knowing I don’t have to worry anymore. I honestly didn’t realize how on edge I was the whole time. It’s like being beaten up by your husband.’ Her many silver bracelets jangled as she waved an arm. ‘He swears he’ll never do it again, and you want to believe him, but you can never truly relax because you’re always mentally bracing yourself for the next punch.’

Millie picked up a pebble and skimmed it. If that was what being married to Giles had been like, no wonder Orla wasn’t feeling too bad.

‘You deserve someone better.’

‘Ah, but what if there isn’t anyone better? What if, one way or another, all men are pigs?’

‘They can’t all be,’ Millie objected.

‘You don’t know that. Some men cheat, some men lie, some are mean, some are violent… the whole happy marriage thing could be a complete myth. Perpetuated by people like me, who write about them.’ Orla shrugged and flashed her a careless smile. ‘Anyway, I’m not going to think about that now. One day at a time, darling. For the moment I’m just concentrating on work, doing loads of writing, going for lovely long walks…’

‘But not to Tresanter Point,’ said Millie.

‘Definitely not to Tresanter Point! My suicidal days are well and truly over.’ Orla’s green eyes sparkled. ‘Apart from anything else, I want to know how my book’s going to end—ooh, look at that wave!’

Millie looked. The wave was a beauty, curling and breaking at just the right moment. The waiting surfers, launching themselves on to it, cartwheeled in all directions as the wave effortlessly got the better of them. Out of a hundred or so surfers, less than half a dozen remained on their boards.

‘That’s sorted the men from the boys.’ Crowing with delight, Orla shielded her eyes as she watched the survivors ride out the wave, the sun glinting off their black rubber wetsuits as they expertly snaked this way and that. ‘It must feel fabulous, just like flying—ooh, and will you look at the body on that one!’

Watching as the wave crashed on to the beach and the surfer leapt off his board and deftly caught it, Millie experienced a lurch in her stomach. It was a body with which she was pretty familiar.

‘I don’t believe it!’ Orla exclaimed as the surfer, flicking his wet blond hair out of his eyes, momentarily glanced across at them. ‘It’s Hugh Emerson! Hey, Hugh, over here!’

Oh good grief. Oh well. We can be adult about this, thought Millie, biting her lip as Orla waved delightedly at Hugh and beckoned him over. No need to get het up about it. In fact, a couple of minutes of easy conversation might be just the thing they both needed to break the ice and get them back to normal.

Hugh was less than forty feet away and Orla’s arms were going like cartwheels, but the next moment he turned, tucked his surfboard under his arm and headed back into the sea.

‘Oh.’ Disappointed, Orla shrugged. ‘He didn’t see me.’

Wrong, thought Millie, who knew perfectly well that he had. He saw you all right. He just didn’t want to see me.

‘Nevermind.’ Orla brightened. ‘We can catch him when he comes in on the next wave.’

Catch him. Like a prize fish, Millie thought. Except Hugh was the one destined to get away.

‘I’m hungry,’ she lied. ‘Couldn’t we go and find somewhere to eat?’

Manchester, perhaps?

‘Darling Hugh, I haven’t even thanked him yet for coming over and putting my computer right.’ Orla gazed fondly out across the glittering water, to where Hugh was lying on his surfboard, lazily paddling with his arms as he headed out beyond the breakers.

‘Have you read that other book yet?’ As she changed the subject, Millie began making her way towards the steps leading off the beach.

‘You mean the poison leprechaun’s?’ Gathering the sea-soaked hem of her long violet dress in one hand, Orla hurried to catch up. ‘Only about six times.’

Any mention of the poison leprechaun was a surefire way of distracting her attention from Hugh.

‘Written your review?’

‘Ha! I’ve written at least twenty of the things. Fabulously vile.’ Orla spoke with relish. ‘Really sticking the knife in. It’s so much fun, thinking up more and more hideous insults.’

Millie was bemused. ‘I thought you were going to do a nice one.’

‘Oh darling, I am. And I will, eventually. But in the meantime I’m getting all the bitterness out of my system, saying all the things I’d really like to say. I’m telling you, it’s better than sex—which is just as well,’ Orla pulled a face, ‘seeing as I probably won’t be having sex for the next fifty years. Ooh, that reminds me, bad news for you too.’ Sympathetically, she clutched Millie’s arm. ‘I had a phone call yesterday from Richard. His father’s died and he’s had to go up to Carlisle. What with arranging the funeral and having to sort out the house, he thinks he’s going to be tied up there for the next fortnight at least. He wanted me to let you know, so you won’t wonder why he hasn’t been in touch. Bless him, he was really apologetic, but he says as soon as he gets back he’ll give you a ring about fixing up that dinner date.’

A reprieve. Phew.

Aloud, Millie said, ‘Oh, that’s a shame. Poor Richard.’

‘Poor us!’ Orla sounded disgusted. ‘I was pinning all my hopes on this story line.’

‘I wasn’t actually planning on having sex with Richard,’ Millie protested.

‘But you can’t plan these things. You might have done. All this celibacy’s starting to get monotonous.’

As they climbed the steep road leading away from the beach, Millie glanced briefly over her shoulder. Now that they’d retreated, Hugh was surfing again. From this distance she shouldn’t have been able to pick him out from among the hundreds of other wet-suited surfers, but she still could.

‘We need some romance in your life,’ Orla persisted. ‘We need excitement and suspense. And we definitely need a lot more shagging.’

‘I’m sorry. I’ll do my best.’ Millie grinned. ‘Was there anyone in particular you had in mind?’

‘Well, Con would be great, but the selfish sod’s flown over to New York to talk to some producer chappie about a show they’re putting together for Broadway.’

‘Damn, that is selfish.’

‘So we’ve just got to come up with an alternative.’ Orla fixed her with a look that was half confident, half ultra-persuasive. ‘Okay, and I know I’ve said this before, but are you sure you wouldn’t fancy a bash at Lucas?’

***

It was like trying to hold a conversation with a double-glazing salesman, Hester realized, after the job had been done. Initially they were charm personified, nothing was too much trouble, and they couldn’t be nicer to you. But try contacting them a fortnight later to complain about the draughts whistling through your newly installed window frames and they couldn’t get you off the phone fast enough.

This was exactly what it was like, these days, trying to talk to Nat.

No more Mr. Nice Guy, oh no. Then again, he wasn’t being Mr. Downright Horrible Guy either. Just ultra-polite, perfunctory, and oh-so-distant. As if he would rather be anywhere but on the phone talking to her, but was too well-mannered to say so.

Hester, her head aching with the effort of pretending nothing was wrong, clutched the receiver and said, ‘You sound tired. Are you sure you’re okay?’

Was that a sigh?

‘Of course I’m okay. We’re just busy, that’s all.’

Busy doing what?

‘Look, maybe I could come up this weekend.’

‘I’ll be working. Not really much point.’

‘Nat.’ Hester closed her eyes and braced herself. ‘Who’s Annie?’

Pause.

Hopefully not a pregnant one.

‘Annie who?’

‘Anastasia.’ There, she’d done it at last. Asked the question she’d been dreading asking for the last fortnight.

‘Oh.’ Nat sounded guilty. ‘Nobody. I mean, just someone we know.’

‘We? You might know her,’ said Hester, ‘but I’m fairly sure I don’t.’

‘No. Well, we met through the restaurant, that’s all.’ Guardedly he added, ‘How did you hear about her?’

Tears began to roll down Hester’s cheeks.

‘I just heard. Is she pretty?’

Nat hesitated again. It was rapidly becoming his party trick.

Finally he said, ‘I suppose so. Hess, I can’t stand here chatting, I’m supposed to be at work.’

‘Are you seeing her?’

‘Seeing her? I see her when she comes into the restaurant…’

‘I meant are you sleeping with her?’ whispered Hester.

‘No.’

Nat had always been a hopeless liar.

‘That means you are.’

He sighed.

‘Hess, she’s an acquaintance, not a girlfriend. And I really have to go.’

Hester couldn’t bear it any more. She hung up.

Two hours later she rang the restaurant again. One of the waitresses picked up the phone.

‘Hello?’ Hester pitched her voice an octave lower than usual. ‘It’s Anastasia here,’ she purred. ‘Could I have a quick word with Nat?’

Oh God, I don’t believe I’m doing this.

Watching her bare toes curling into the carpet, she braced herself for the worst. Moments later there was a clunk as the phone was picked up.

‘Annie, hi! I wasn’t expecting to hear from you tonight. Does this mean you can come over later after all?’

Hester’s toes were white and practically bent over double. She stared at them, unable to speak. This was it. The worst, the very worst had happened.

And it was all her own fault.

‘Annie? Is something wrong? Is there a problem with tomorrow night?’

It was the tone of his voice more than anything. He was clearly overjoyed to be hearing from Anastasia. He sounded happy. Enthusiastic. Warm. All the things he had once been with her. She hadn’t heard him sound this loving for weeks.

And it hurt. It really, really hurt.

‘Annie? Are you still there?’

For the second time that evening, Hester hung up.

There wasn’t enough wine in the house to get drunk, only half a bottle of cheap Soave in the fridge. By the time Hester had finished it, she’d cried so much her eyes looked—and felt—like boiled lychees.

Desperate though she was for more alcohol to numb the pain, Hester was aware she looked too much of a sight to risk venturing down to the off-license. Thanks to Millie’s selfishness in drinking the other half of the bottle the night before, she was still sober enough to know that inflicting her hideous appearance on the general public was both unfair to them and, more importantly, humiliating for herself.

The Tourist Board would probably have her arrested.

She needed more wine but she was too much of a cowardy custard to go out and get it.

She’d even run out of Twiglets.

When the doorbell went at half past nine it didn’t occur to her that it could be anyone other than Millie, having forgotten her keys.

‘Oh shit,’ Hester wailed, when she realized it wasn’t.


Chapter 38

‘What?’ laughed Lucas, the picture of injured innocence.

‘You. Turning up at the worst possible moment.’ Hester sagged miserably against the wall. ‘I’m beginning to think it’s your specialist subject.’

To add insult to injury he was wearing his Officer and a Gentleman outfit. Opening her front door and finding the Newquay equivalent to Richard Gere framed in the doorway had always been one of her most cherished fantasies.

‘I just called by to drop off Millie’s roller skate. I’ve had the broken wheel fixed.’ Lucas held out the roller skate, hesitated, then said, ‘Oh Hess, every time I see you these days you’re unhappy. What’s going on?’

‘Didn’t you know? Being unhappy is my specialist subject.’ The mere fact that he cared enough to ask brought fresh tears to Hester’s eyes. Shaking her head, she mumbled, ‘My rotten old life isn’t your problem. And you’ve got a job to get to. I’m fine, really I am.’

‘I’m on my way home from a job. And how can you say you’re fine?’ Lightly, he touched her tear-stained cheek. ‘Look, tell me to push off if you want to. But if you feel like talking about it, well, I’m a pretty good listener.’

Kindness only made Hester cry harder. It always had. She rubbed her hands in desperation over her salty, swollen eyelids.

‘Sshh, come on.’ Gently, Lucas guided her backwards into the house and kicked the front door shut behind him. ‘Tell me everything. If there’s anything I can do to help, I’ll do it. There now, sit down, wipe your eyes,’ he passed her a box of tissues, ‘and give me the whole story. And don’t worry about the time,’ he added firmly, intercepting Hester’s glance at the clock. ‘I don’t have to be anywhere. If you want, I can stay all night.’

Promises, promises, thought Hester.

‘… so that’s about it,’ she concluded twenty minutes later, having brought Lucas up to date with the whole sorry saga. ‘Nat’s found someone else. And there’s nothing I can do about it. Basically, it’s all my own fault.’

‘According to Millie, it’s actually all my fault.’ Raising a humorous eyebrow, Lucas said, ‘For not sleeping with you on the night of Orla’s party. And there was me thinking I was doing the honorable thing.’

‘Story of my life.’ Hester tried to smile. ‘Making a big show of myself in that swimming pool. Getting turned down by you, then ending up being dumped by Nat anyway. Basically, I’m just an all-round loser.’

‘I’m sorry.’

‘Too late to worry about it now. It’s happened. Shit happens,’ she added with a fatalistic shrug. ‘Especially to me.’

Lucas shook his head.

‘You’ll get over Nat. Meet someone else.’

Raising her gaze, Hester looked at him. Sitting there on the sofa in his crisp, white officer’s uniform.

He genuinely didn’t have a clue.

‘What?’ said Lucas.

‘Nothing. You wouldn’t understand.’

‘Try me.’

Hester stared at the carpet.

‘No.’

‘Hester, what is it?’

In a flash, she knew she had to tell him.

‘Okay, if you must know, it’s you. Thanks to you, I messed up with Nat. And if I ever do get over him and meet someone else, I’ll probably mess that up as well because I’ll still be comparing them with you. There, you see? Now I’ve said it. I’m sorry if it’s embarrassing, but you did ask. And this is me being cringe-makingly honest. You’re the one I’ve had a crush on for years and I’ve never managed to grow out of it. I’ve tried to make it go away but it just won’t, it’s still in here,’ Hester pressed her hand hard against her breastbone, ‘and I know it’s stupid and pointless but I really can’t help how I feel. I really liked you and then you went away. It was all so… so… unfinished.’

Lucas looked at her.

Hester rubbed her forehead.

‘Sorry, sorry, I did warn you it was embarrassing.’

And now he was standing up, preparing to leave. Desperate to be out of here, probably, away from the madwoman who—

The next moment Hester found herself being hauled to her feet. Lucas put his arms around her.

‘I had no idea,’ he murmured.

‘Oh come on, you must have. Millie always says I’m about as subtle as a brick.’

‘I knew you had a bit of a crush on me,’ Lucas admitted, ‘but I thought it was a small one. The kind that would just naturally fade away. I never realized it was… well, like you just described.’

‘A great big out-of-control monster crush with bells on, you mean? And flashing lights and horns and miles and miles of ticker-tape?’ Hester rolled her eyes as she spoke, but this time it was relatively easy to smile. That was the great thing about having not even an iota of pride left. Once you’d hit rock-bottom, there was no longer any need to pretend.

Actually, it was quite liberating.

‘And this crush,’ Lucas said slowly. ‘Is it still there?’

‘Of course it’s still there! Even being miserable about Nat hasn’t made it go away,’ Hester confessed. ‘It’s like a completely separate thing, quietly burning away…’

‘Like the Olympic flame?’ suggested Lucas.

Hester shot him a suspicious glance.

‘Are you making fun of me?’

‘Absolutely not, I’m flattered. So if I were to do this,’ he ran his fingertips lightly down the side of her face, ‘what happens?’

She flinched away. ‘Lucas! You’re supposed to be being sympathetic.’

His voice low and insistent, he repeated, ‘What happens?’

‘It makes me go fizzy and all squirmy.’ Hester heard her own breathing quicken, like a panting dog’s. Oh brilliant, now she was turning into Scooby Doo. ‘Lucas, stop it. I don’t know what you think you’re doing, but it’s really not fair.’

‘Your boyfriend’s seeing someone else. How fair do you call that?’

Closing her eyes, leaning her head against his shirtfront in defeat, Hester mumbled, ‘Not very fair at all.’

‘So why should I stop?’ Lucas paused, but his hand continued to stroke her face. ‘Unless of course you don’t want anything to happen.’

What? Was he serious?

Hester lifted her head slowly away from his chest.

‘You were the one who didn’t want to, last time.’

He shrugged.

‘That was then. This is now.’

Ohmygod, thought Hester, every nerve ending in her body jumping up and down and squealing like a teenager. Ohmygod, ohmygod, whaaaah!

‘Don’t read too much into this, okay?’ Lucas murmured the words against her ear, his mouth sending her body haywire. ‘You know me, Hess. All that lovey-dovey stuff isn’t my thing. But hey, there’s more to life than relationships. What you need right now is some serious cheering up, and I know just the way to do it.’

‘Oh yes,’ Hester whispered as he pressed the length of his hard, muscled body against her, then masterfully swept her up into his arms, just like Richard Gere. ‘Yes, yes, yes!’

Hester lay back on the bed amongst the tangle of sheets, panting for breath. It had happened, the miracle she had been yearning for all these years. It had actually happened at last.

She still couldn’t believe it.

Tilting her head to one side and shaking her hair out of her eyes, Hester glanced at the alarm clock for confirmation. When Lucas had swept her off her feet and up the stairs she had noticed the time— 10:07 p.m.—and known then that she would never forget it. After all, this was a momentous occasion. When you’d dreamed about something for as long as she’d been dreaming about this, you wanted to remember every last tiny detail.

And yes, there it was, just as she had suspected. The hands of her clock, arranged in a perfect V-shape. The time was now 10:10 p.m.

They had been in bed together for, ooh, all of three minutes.

No wonder she was in a daze. Since carrying her into the bedroom Lucas had stripped naked, launched himself at her, had sex, and then rolled over with a groan of contentment.

In one hundred and eighty seconds flat.

Oh, and he had told her she was great.

Unbelievable.

Hester, gazing up at the ceiling, wondered if this was how it felt to have your handbag snatched in the street. A flurry of activity catching you by surprise, then before you knew what was going on, it was all over. Your mugger was pelting hell for leather up the pavement, leaving you wondering what the hell that had been all about.

Except Lucas, her own personal mugger, wasn’t pelting anywhere. He was right next to her, sprawled face-down across three quarters of the bed.

Snoring.

Too stunned to laugh, Hester replayed every moment in her brain in case she had somehow managed to miss a bit. Like when you settled down to watch a film and the next thing you knew you were waking up two hours later with the credits scrolling up the screen.

But that hadn’t happened. There were no excuses. Three minutes had been the sum of it, from start to finish.

And it hadn’t just been mind-bogglingly speedy either. It had been so… so bad. So unskilled, so completely lacking in prowess. Okay, Lucas might possess the necessary equipment, but he didn’t have the foggiest idea how to use it. He’d been clumsy, jerky, and uncoordinated. As incompetent as a frenzied fourteen-year-old, marveled Hester, spectacularly lacking in both rhythm and finesse.

There was no getting away from the truth, however hard it was to comprehend. For all his sex appeal and reputation as a Lothario, the fact of the matter was that Lucas Kemp was completely hopeless in bed.

A huge snore shook his sleeping frame, a grunting snore loud enough to wake the neighbors. It was an ugly, piggy snort, so repulsive and undignified it was embarrassing. Hester jammed her elbow into his ribs and he let out a groan of protest.

‘Wha? Whassa matter?’

‘You’re snoring.’

Like a big fat hog.

‘Oh. Sorry.’ Shaking his head and blearily opening his eyes as if he’d been asleep for hours, Lucas broke into a lazy, self-satisfied smile. ‘Hey, that was brilliant. You were sensational, Hess. God, I’m shattered. What’s the time?’

Pointedly, Hester said, ‘Twelve minutes past ten.’

‘Yeah? Just as well you woke me up, I’d better be making a move.’ Yawning, he hauled himself out of bed and reached for his Richard Gere suit. ‘I really enjoyed that. We must do it again some time.’

Not on your life, thought Hester. But he had been so kind to her earlier, she couldn’t bring herself to say it aloud. Instead, smiling slightly, she pulled the duvet further over herself and watched Lucas climb back into the clothes he had discarded at such lightning speed less than ten minutes ago.

‘Um, yes. We must.’

Fully dressed once more, Lucas bent over the bed and planted a brief kiss on her forehead.

‘Bye, sweetheart. You were fantastic.’

‘Thanks.’ Hester fought a wild urge to giggle.

‘Was it good for you too?’ Lucas was looking ridiculously pleased with himself.

‘Oh yes. Definitely.’ Hester somehow managed to nod and keep a straight face. Truthfully, she added, ‘It was perfect for me.’

‘No!’ gasped Millie, totally agog. ‘I don’t believe it! Not Lucas. Surely not Lucas.’

‘I’m telling the truth, the whole truth, I swear.’ Hester, sitting cross-legged on the living room rug, shook her head. ‘I can still hardly believe it myself.’

Millie was so stunned she didn’t even notice the dunked end of her chocolate biscuit splash into her mug of tea. When she’d walked through the front door at eleven o’clock she definitely hadn’t been expecting this.

To be on the safe side she said, ‘Are you sure you didn’t dream the whole thing?’

‘I tried wondering that. I wish I had dreamed it. Millie, three minutes.’ Starting to giggle, Hester said, ‘I bet this didn’t happen to Debra Winger in An Officer and a Gentleman.’

‘What a letdown. Who’d have thought it?’ Millie marveled. ‘Lucas Kemp, rubbish in bed.’

‘Major rubbish. All this time I thought he was such a sex god. And he’s useless, a total fraud! What I really don’t understand is how he’s managed to get away with it for so long.’

‘Then again,’ Millie pointed out, ‘you don’t actually know anyone who has slept with him.’

‘True.’

‘And you didn’t tell him he was a disaster.’

Hester pulled a face.

‘I couldn’t. Poor Lucas, he thinks he’s terrific. How could I shatter his illusions after he’d been so nice to me? That would be like telling a five-year-old the painting he’d just done for you was rubbish. I couldn’t be that cruel.’

Millie looked at her.

‘You know, I thought you’d be more upset than this.’

‘Are you kidding?’ Leaning across, Hester helped herself to another biscuit. ‘It’s the best thing that could have happened. I’m cured, don’t you see? There’s no need to lust after Lucas anymore. I can get on with the rest of my life. I’m free.’

Well, that was a relief.

‘And Nat?’

‘Oh well, I’m still upset about Nat. Of course I am. But that all came about because he was convinced I’d slept with someone else. And I knew I hadn’t.’ She shrugged and said, ‘That’s what got to me more than anything, being found guilty when I knew I was innocent.’

‘So having sex with Lucas actually helped?’

‘God, yes. At least now when Nat finally finishes with me I’ll know I’ve done something to deserve it.’

‘Oh well,’ said Millie, lifting her cup and clanking it against Hester’s, ‘in that case, cheers. Here’s to Lucas.’


Chapter 39

‘It’s your mother,’ Lloyd Brady said with a sigh.

Millie had wondered why she had been invited over to join him and Judy for lunch.

‘What’s the problem?’

‘You mean apart from the fact that she’s still here?’ Lloyd raised his eyebrows in despair. ‘A few days, she said. And it’s already been a month. It’s like being married to the bloody woman all over again!’

‘Well, I did warn you.’ Millie was sympathetic, but not that sympathetic. ‘You should never have agreed to let her stay in the first place. That smells gorgeous.’ She beamed up at Judy as a huge plate of shepherd’s pie was laid in front of her. ‘Can’t you just tell her she has to go?’

‘I tried that. She laughed and told me not to be so silly.’ Lloyd heaved another sigh as he piled broad beans and baby carrots on to his own plate. ‘She said how could she possibly leave while she was having so much fun.’

Millie looked astonished.

‘Your mum’s got herself a gentleman friend,’ Judy explained.

‘What? You’re kidding! Is it serious?’

‘Who can tell? She spends hours on the phone, giggling like a teenager. And most evenings she slopes off with him.’

Neither of them were looking thrilled.

‘But that’s great,’ Millie protested. ‘Isn’t it? This is what she’s been so desperate for, all these years. If she’s finally found someone she really likes, it has to be brilliant news!’ Eagerly she leaned forwards. ‘Come on now, tell me everything about him. What’s he like?’

Lloyd and Judy exchanged glances.

‘We don’t know what he’s like,’ said Lloyd, ‘because we haven’t met him. And it might not be brilliant news either.’

‘Why on earth not?’

‘We think he’s married,’ Judy said bluntly.

‘What?’

‘He has to be. It’s the only explanation.’ Lloyd shrugged. ‘Why else would she be so secretive?’

‘Oh God,’ wailed Millie, her hopes dashed. ‘This is all we need. My mother’s turned into a marriage-wrecking hussy and it’s all going to end in tears. How could she do something so stupid? More to the point,’ Millie squeaked, ‘how could she be so embarrassing!’

‘I’m sorry, darling.’ Lloyd gave the back of her hand a consoling pat. ‘But we thought you ought to know. And maybe you could have a word with her. Find out a bit more about this fellow of hers, see if you can’t persuade her to see sense.’

‘Get out of it while she still can,’ Judy chimed in teasingly, ‘make a clean break, maybe catch the next train back to London.’

‘You want me to do your dirty work? You pair of cowards!’ Despite everything, Millie started to laugh. ‘Why can’t you tell her?’

‘Since when did an ex-wife take a blind bit of notice of her ex-husband?’ said Lloyd with a grin. ‘The last thing Adele’s going to do is listen to my advice and say, “You know, darling, you’re absolutely right.” But you’re her daughter,’ he reminded Millie.

‘Ha. For my sins.’

‘She’s far more likely to listen to you.’

‘Now you’re really clutching at straws,’ Millie warned.

‘Well. Worth a try, eh?’

‘Oh, no question. Tell you what, I’ll buy a lottery ticket as well. There’s more chance of winning the jackpot than there is of persuading my mother to see sense.’

‘Leave the poor girl alone,’ Judy scolded. ‘You aren’t even giving her a chance to eat. Besides, there’s something else I want to ask her about.’

Millie, busy tucking into possibly the best shepherd’s pie in the world, said, ‘What’s that then?’

‘Your own love life, of course. I’m dying to hear about all the thrilling things that have been happening to you!’

‘Oh no, that’s not fair.’ Millie flung her arms possessively around her plate. ‘I have no love life. Promise me you won’t take my food away.’

‘Sweetheart, I don’t know what you’re talking about. Of course I’m not seeing a married man!’

Adele was looking so outraged that Millie knew at once she was lying. But then again, had she seriously expected any other kind of response? Confession and remorse had never been her mother’s thing.

Oh well, all she had to do was say her piece.

‘So why haven’t you introduced him to anyone?’

‘Like your father and Judy, you mean?’ Adele’s laugh tinkled like a chandelier in the breeze. ‘Why on earth should I? Is it so wrong to want a bit of privacy?’

‘I’d like to meet him,’ said Millie.

‘Well you can’t.’

‘Why not?’

‘Excuse me?’ Adele raised her plucked eyebrows at the ridiculousness of the question. ‘Because you’d probably start lecturing him.’

‘So he is married.’

‘Millie, you’re in danger of becoming very boring.’

‘I just don’t want you to get hurt.’

‘Oh poppycock, I’m not going to get hurt! I’ve never been happier in my life.’

‘But Mum, do you seriously imagine he’ll leave his wife?’ ‘I’m not answering that. You’re my daughter, for heaven’s sake. Could we please change the subject?’

‘Okay. Dad was wondering how much longer you were going to be staying down here.’

‘Really? Well, you can tell your father it’s none of his business.’

‘Mother!’ Exasperated, Millie said, ‘You’re living in his house!’

‘And why shouldn’t I? He deserves it. What you don’t seem to realize, Millie, is that this is exactly why I divorced him in the first place.’ Sorrowfully, Adele shook her head. ‘That father of yours is just plain selfish.’

‘They really suit you,’ lied Hester, angling the mirror so the pimply teenager could get a better view of herself. Holding the sequin-and-feather earrings up to her ears she swung her pudgy neck this way and that.

‘They really look great,’ Hester assured her. ‘Not everyone can get away with earrings like that.’ But those red sequins exactly match your spots, she didn’t add.

Not out loud, anyway. Thinking up mean insults was pretty much all that kept her going these days. It was one of the few— pathetically few—remaining pleasures in her life.

‘I can’t decide.’ The girl studied her reflection, then gazed longingly at the other pair she had picked out. ‘I love those ones with the yellow beads as well.’

Ah, the yellow beads that go so well with your yellow teeth, thought Hester with an encouraging smile. Oh God, what’s the matter with me? I’m turning into a nasty, mean, spiteful witch! At this rate I may never be able to think nice things about anyone ever again. By this time next week I’ll be reduced to yelling obscenities at complete strangers in the street.

‘I tell you what.’ Ashamed of herself for being so horrible, Hester said, ‘They’re seven pounds a pair, but you can have both pairs for a tenner.’

‘Really?’ The girl’s plump chin quivered with delight.

‘Really. When you go out tonight you’ll knock the boys dead.’ This time Hester’s smile was genuine. See? I can still be nice when I want to be.

‘It’s my birthday today.’ Overcoming her shyness, the girl confided happily, ‘I’m having a party. There’s this boy I’ve invited… he’s so cool…’

How old was she? Sixteen, Hester guessed. Maybe seventeen. At that age she hadn’t exactly been Claudia Schiffer herself but it hadn’t stopped her chasing after Lucas with all the energy of a Energizer bunny.

‘Have a brilliant time,’ she told the girl as she wrapped up the earrings, ‘and I hope things work out with this boy of yours.’

Take my advice, she added silently, and find out what he’s like now. For God’s sake don’t waste the next ten years lusting after someone who shags like Mr. Bean. Because by the time you’ve actually made this earth-shattering discovery, you could have messed up your whole life.

Danielle was busy pulling a face at the back of a potential punter as he moved away from her stall without buying so much as a single candle. ‘Miserable git,’ she jeered when he was out of earshot. ‘I hope all his hair falls out. And you’re going soft in your old age. That girl would have bought both pairs anyway,’ she went on, tearing the cellophane on her packet of Chelsea buns. ‘You just did yourself out of four quid. Here, catch.’

Hester caught the Chelsea bun.

‘I was just seeing if I could still be nice.’

‘And that’s the way you go about being nice?’ Danielle tut-tutted. ‘Try feeding stale bread to the ducks next time. It’s cheaper.’

‘I wanted to be nice to a person. I thought it might cheer me up.’ Miserably, Hester bit into the Chelsea bun, giving herself a confectioner’s sugar moustache in the process.

‘In that case, throw stale bread at me.’ Danielle made swimming movements with her hands and loud quacking noises. ‘Go on, try me. Bet you I can catch it in my beak.’

Hester began to feel a bit less miserable. Tearing off a corner of Chelsea bun, she lobbed it at Danielle, who leapt off her stool and almost managed to get her mouth to it.

‘Quack, bugger! That was so close. Do it again!’

This time the chunk of bun sailed over Danielle’s head and bounced off a large silver candle carved into the shape of St. Michael’s Mount.

‘My turn!’ Hester scrambled eagerly to her feet, bracing herself like a goalkeeper facing a penalty shoot-out. ‘Let me have a go.’

‘Only if you honk like a goose,’ Danielle demanded.

‘Honk! Honk! HONNKKK!’ bellowed Hester, flapping her wings and waggling her tail. Nodding with approval, Danielle ripped off another bit of bun, took careful aim, and…

‘MMPHHH!’ Punching the air with delight, Hester did an ecstatic little dance on the spot. Half the bun was sticking out of her mouth and there was confectioner’s sugar all over her face but she just didn’t care, because she’d caught the bun first go, she’d leapt at it like a gazelle…

After all these years, I’ve finally found something I’m really, really good at!

‘She did it,’ Danielle whooped, equally thrilled, ‘She actually did it! Ladies and gentlemen, a round of applause for—’

Hester gave her an encouraging nod. Why had she stopped? Had she forgotten her name? To help Danielle over her embarrassing memory lapse, she hurriedly removed the wodge of bun from her mouth, spread her arms wide, and declaimed, ‘A huge round of applause, please, for… me!’

A fair-sized group of tourists had by this time gathered around the stall. Easily entertained, they laughed and clapped. As she smiled and curtsied, acknowledging their appreciation, Hester wondered why Danielle was doing that thing with her eyebrows. For heaven’s sake, it was like two caterpillars wiggling across her forehead, she was making herself look completely stupid—

‘Hello, Hester.’

Hester, her sugar-moustached mouth dropping open, swung round. Not looking stupid at all, she stared gormlessly at Nat.

‘Nat?’

Was it really him?

‘And there I was, thinking you’d be pining away in a corner,’ Nat told her, ‘because you missed me so much.’

‘Wh-what are you doing here?’ stammered Hester.

‘I’m back.’ Nat was watching her carefully. ‘The question is, is that good news as far as you’re concerned? Or not?’

It was really odd, not knowing. As she struggled to get her act back together, Hester brushed a shower of sugar granules from her mouth.

Finally, she said, ‘That all depends. If you’re here to tell me you’ve just got married to Anastasia, it’s not good news at all.’


Chapter 40

Like a trooper, Danielle volunteered to look after the stall for the rest of the afternoon. In a daze, Hester allowed Nat to lead her outside. When he took her to one of the crowded pavement cafés on Cassell Street, she wondered if he’d chosen it because he thought dumping her in public would be safer, that she’d be less likely to wail like a banshee and cause an embarrassing scene.

Ha, as if embarrassing scenes weren’t her specialty.

‘Right,’ said Nat, when their drinks had arrived. ‘We need to talk.’

‘That’s what I’ve been trying to do for the last few weeks. But you’ve been doing your best to avoid me.’ Hester didn’t mean to sound bitter, but it was hard to be chirpy when your knees were clacking away like castanets under the table. It wasn’t helping, either, that Nat was looking so serious.

It’s three months since I last saw him, Hester realized with a stab of longing. He’s had his hair cut shorter than ever, he’s wearing a yellow shirt I’ve never seen before, there’s even a new scar on the back of his hand… all these things happened while he was up in Glasgow and I was down here panting after Lucas.

Don’t think about Lucas.

‘I’m sorry,’ Nat said finally.

Oh God.

‘About what?’ Hester clamped her clattering knees together. ‘Sorry it’s all over between us? Sorry you’ve found someone else?

Sorry you were never there when I phoned because you were too busy shagging Anastasia?’

Nat didn’t flinch.

‘It’s not like that. I was never involved with Anastasia. Not in the way you mean.’ He waited. ‘But I’m sorry I made you think I was.’

Hester’s hands were shaking. She didn’t dare pick up her drink because she knew she’d only spill it down her front.

‘So what are you doing here now?’

‘I told you. I’ve come home. For good,’ said Nat.

For good?

‘Why?’

He shrugged.

‘Why not?’

Stunned, Hester gasped, ‘Did they sack you?’

‘No. I handed in my notice.’

‘Why?’

‘Because I missed you.’ Nat sounded calm but she sensed he wasn’t. ‘And me being up there wasn’t doing either of us any favors. But of course the rest is up to you,’ he went on slowly. ‘You might not want me back. I saw the chap who drove you home the morning after that party, remember? For all I know, you two could still be seeing each other.’

‘Me and Con Deveraux? Are you serious? I told you,’ wailed Hester. ‘He gave me a lift. Nothing happened between us, that’s the God’s honest truth. How can I make you believe me?’

‘I believe you.’ Nat nodded to show he meant it.

‘And now you have to tell me about Anastasia,’ Hester blurted out. Oh help, this was like instructing the dentist to rip out all your wisdom teeth without anaesthetic. Did she really want to be doing this?

‘Annie’s a TV producer,’ said Nat.

Jealousy rose up in Hester like a wave. Oh brilliant, so not the least bit glamorous then. Just your humdrum, ordinary, everyday TV producer. Fine, fine.

Swallowing, she croaked, ‘Go on.’

‘Her company’s been filming one of those fly-on-the-wall documentaries in the restaurant.’

‘Wouldn’t that be a fly-in-the-soup documentary?’ Hester couldn’t help it; when she was nervous she had a habit of saying stupid things.

‘Anyway.’ Nat ignored her feeble stab at humor. ‘They began filming three weeks ago. Jacques was in his element, throwing tantrums, playing to the camera, chucking saucepans at the junior staff and making them cry… well, you know what he’s like.’

Hester nodded. She’d never met the famously temperamental Michelin-starred chef, but she’d heard about him from Nat. Jacques made Gordon Ramsay look like Terry Gilliam in a wimple.

‘The rest of us let Jacques get on with it. He was the star of the show, after all. I just kept my mouth shut and stayed in the background. Anastasia was too scared of getting her head bitten off to ask Jacques any questions. So every time she needed to find out something or have some tricky technique demonstrated, she came to me. And after a while she started telling me I was such a natural in front of the camera, she could see me with my own TV show.’

Ha! Hester bristled. I’ll bet she could! And did she by any chance happen to have her lithe body pressed against yours and her hand plunged meaningfully down the front of your trousers at the time?

Desperate not to picture the scene—at least, not in any more shudder-making detail than she was already doing—Hester said accusingly, ‘You never mentioned any of this to me.’

‘It all happened after Orla Hart’s party. I needed time to think things through.’ Nat gave her a pointed look. ‘Annie was getting keener and keener on the idea, pressing me for a decision, and I needed to think about that too. It would mean moving down to London. Throwing myself into the whole media scene, doing endless PR to sell the program. I didn’t tell you,’ he went on, ‘because I didn’t want it to be a factor in how you felt about me.’

Thanks a lot, Hester thought indignantly, but a small, shameful corner of her knew he’d been right not to. Cringing inwardly like a slug showered in salt, she reminded herself that the reason she’d been so enraptured by Lucas in the first place had been the fact that he was a DJ with his very own show on ritzy, racy Radio Cornwall.

Worse still, Nat knew this. Oh God, she was as bad as those girls whose ambition in life was to sleep with a premier-league footballer. No wonder he didn’t trust her an inch.

‘Okay,’ Hester whispered. ‘So what happens next?’

He was back for a few days, at a guess. Then off to London to begin his glitzy new life as a celebrity chef.

Nat’s gaze was unwavering.

‘I decided against it.’

‘What! Why?’ Hester’s head jerked up in astonishment.

‘I want to cook, not show other people how to cook. I’m a chef. Slaving away in a kitchen is what I do. It’s what I love doing. As for all that “it’s-not-what-you-know, it’s-who-you-know” business and being seen out at all the right parties… well, that’s just not me.’

Hester pictured Nat on TV. There was a lump the size of a kiwi fruit in her throat.

‘Well, I’m glad you’re not going. But you could have done it, you know. You’d be great on TV.’

She meant it. He would have been fantastic. Nat had an easy way about him that inspired confidence. He possessed massive enthusiasm for his subject, endless patience, and wonderful flashes of humor that made you feel as if the sun had just come out. Remembering the time he’d spent an entire afternoon teaching her how to make faultless mayonnaise—they’d ended up using seventeen eggs—tears sprang unexpectedly into Hester’s eyes.

If you rolled Jamie Oliver and Delia Smith together—into a mille-feuille, perhaps—you’d get Nat.

‘Well, thanks. But I decided against it.’ Nat smiled briefly. ‘And as it turned out, I made the right choice. I hadn’t realized there was a hidden agenda.’

‘Oh.’ Hester guessed at once. ‘You mean Anastasia…?’

‘Had a massive crush on me. I was completely in the dark about it.’ Bemused, Nat ruffled his short spiky hair. ‘I hadn’t a clue what was going on. Until she tried to get me into bed and I turned her down.’ He raised his expressive eyebrows in despair. ‘She ended up going completely mental.’

This was absolutely typical of Nat. He had no idea how attractive he was to the opposite sex. If a woman stood in front of him and peeled off all her clothes, Hester thought, he’d simply assume she must be feeling a bit hot.

‘What kind of mental?’

‘Furious. Jesus, more than furious. She couldn’t believe I wasn’t interested. God, she even accused me of leading her on.’ Nat hunched his broad, rugby-player’s shoulders in disbelief. ‘And she told me I was an ungrateful little shit. She said I could forget about moving down to London, she’d find someone else to launch into the big-time. Launch,’ he repeated, shaking his head. ‘Like a ship. Can you credit it?’

‘Plenty more chefs in the sea,’ said Hester.

‘So anyway, that was that. I handed in my notice and now here I am.’

Idiotically, Hester said, ‘And now here you are.’

God, sparkling conversationalist or what? Look out, Jonathan Ross.

‘My sister’s offered to put me up until I find a place of my own. And finding another job—any old job—shouldn’t be a problem.’

‘Right, well, no, you’re absolutely right,’ gabbled Hester, ‘it shouldn’t. I mean, a man with your talents.’

‘So the only other thing that needs sorting out is… us.’

Hester’s heart began to flap like a panicky pigeon. Oo-er, this is it, make-or-break time.

‘I know I put pressure on you when I took the job in Glasgow. Things haven’t been easy,’ said Nat. ‘For either of us.’

Blimey, you can say that again.

‘Um, well… you know.’

‘Look, if you’ve found someone else, I’ll understand. But if you haven’t and you think we still have a chance… well, it’s up to you. Your decision.’

Was this a joke? He’d jacked in his stinking rotten job in Scotland and come back to Newquay—which was, basically, the answer to all her prayers—and now he was asking her if she still wanted him?

Stumbling to her feet, cracking her knees painfully against the edge of the table, Hester let out a wail of pain. ‘You complete idiot,’’ she bellowed, ‘how can you even think I wouldn’t want you? I loved you when you went away and I’ve never stopped loving you, not for a single moment! I thought you didn’t want me any more and you can’t even begin to imagine how completely miserable I’ve been!’

Red-faced, wild-eyed, and ranting on like… well, probably like Anastasia, Hester realized belatedly that her arms were windmilling with abandon and she was yelling at the top of her voice. Everyone else in the café was by this time paying rapt attention.

And Nat hated scenes.

Oh bugger it, what the hell.

Launching herself across the table, Hester kissed and kissed him until she couldn’t breathe any more.

Finally, light-headed with joy, she mumbled, ‘I’ve never loved anyone else in my life. Only you, I promise. Why would I even want anyone else when I’ve got you?’

Nat smiled, visibly relieved.

‘I’m so glad you said that. You wouldn’t believe how scared I’ve been. I had visions of arriving down here and finding you shacked up with some new bloke.’

More tears threatened, pricking the backs of her eyes, but Hester refused point blank to cry. She was too happy for all that nonsense.

‘No new bloke. Just the same old gorgeous one.’ Ecstatically, she plastered his mouth with butterfly kisses. ‘And you have no idea how glad I am to have you back!’


Chapter 41

Lucas was busy on the phone when Millie pushed open the door to his office.

‘Right, that’s fine, all booked for Friday evening.’ Glancing up, he winked at Millie as he scribbled the relevant details in the diary. ‘Eight o’clock at the King George pub—don’t worry, I know where that is. I’ll be there at eight on the dot.’ Listening to the voice at the other end of the line, he grinned broadly. ‘Sweetheart, of course you won’t be disappointed. When you book me, I can promise you,’ he lowered his voice to a sexy purr, ‘satisfaction is very much guaranteed.’

Millie didn’t know where to look. She was having more and more trouble these days keeping a straight face in front of Lucas. Every time she saw him, all she could do was picture him naked in bed, being comically incompetent. And every time she conjured up the picture, she was forced to bite her lip so hard it hurt, in a desperate attempt to stave off a full-blown fit of the girly-giggles.

She hadn’t been able to mention Hester to him, hadn’t dared. If Lucas knew she knew about their one-night stand, he wouldn’t be able to resist boasting about it and Millie knew this would be her undoing. If that were to happen, she definitely wouldn’t be able to stop herself laughing out loud.

She still found it utterly astounding that someone who looked so good, acted so cool, and stripped so brilliantly (no one else was able to grind their hips like Lucas) could turn out to be so abysmal in bed.

No, mustn’t think about that now, blank it out, get a grip, you are not not going to start sniggering like—

‘Okay, see you there, bye.’ Hanging up, Lucas swiveled his chair around and let out a low whistle. ‘Hen night, Friday. Those girls are so up for it, I’m telling you. Outrageous. What can you do with them?’

Phew, I don’t know, thought Millie. Have mind-bogglingly bad sex with them in about thirty seconds flat, probably. And jolly well serve them right.

Shrugging, composing her face with care, she said, ‘Why did you want to see me?’

Lucas winked and reached across the desk for his car keys.

‘I’ve got something special to show you.’

Aaagh, not the something special you keep in your trousers, I hope!

‘Really?’ said Millie. ‘What?’

‘It’s a surprise.’ Jumping up, Lucas led the way to the door. ‘Come on, off we go.’ Raising a playful eyebrow, he added, ‘I think you’re going to like this.’

Millie heroically stifled the urge to giggle. So, definitely not sex.

‘Oh brilliant!’ she exclaimed ten minutes later when Lucas pulled up outside the Pear Tree restaurant overlooking Watergate Bay. ‘This is the story of my life. I’m such a brilliant employee you’ve decided the least you can do is bring me out here and treat me to a fabulous four-course lunch. Lucas, couldn’t you at least have rung them first to check they were still open for business? This place closed down weeks ago!’

He laughed.

‘Oh dear, you don’t have a very high opinion of me, do you?’

Certainly not in the bedroom department, thought Millie.

Damn, she wasn’t supposed to be thinking along these lines at all. Change the subject, quick.

‘So you knew the restaurant was shut but you still brought me here,’ she gabbled. ‘That’s an even meaner thing to do. Can’t you hear my stomach rumbling? You’re a sadist, Lucas Kemp. It’s like promising to take a dog for a run on the beach then locking it in the car and only letting it look at the beach through the window.’

‘Come on now, don’t be so hard on yourself.’ Lucas patted her arm. ‘You’re not a dog, and I’m not going to leave you locked up in the car. See?’ Leaning across, he flicked open the passenger door. ‘You’re allowed out.’

Humoring him, Millie did as she was told. Well, it was hot in the car and there was always the chance he might bring her a bowl of water and a couple of dog biscuits.

‘What’s more,’ Lucas went on, pulling a set of keys from his shirt pocket, ‘you’re also allowed in.’

‘Why?’ Millie demanded as he unlocked the door of the restaurant. ‘Why would they give you the keys? Good grief, don’t tell me you’re thinking of buying this place!’

‘Actually,’ Lucas was looking pleased with himself, ‘I’ve already bought it.’

The dining area was spacious and—not to put too fine a point on it—completely hideous. Ruffles and flounces abounded. The room had been Laura Ashleyed to within an inch of its life.

Dismayed, Millie said, ‘My mother bought me a dress exactly like this when I was fourteen.’

‘The decorators move in tomorrow.’ Lucas laughed at the look of horror on her face. ‘By the time they’ve finished, you won’t recognize the place.’

Hmm.

‘I don’t get it. What brought this on?’

‘It’s a fantastic location. I got it for a good price. The last owner wasn’t a businessman, that’s why he went bust. But I’m a great businessman and I know I can make it work. Plus,’ Lucas added with a crooked smile, ‘it’s always been my dream. To own and run a top-class restaurant.’

Millie was stunned. He could do it, too. Charming the birds from the trees was Lucas’s forte. Having him run front-of-house operations would pull in the punters like nobody’s business.

So long as he didn’t sleep with too many of them, of course.

‘But what about the kissograms?’

Solemnly, Lucas said, ‘Can’t do both. It’s tragic, I know, but I’m afraid the time has come to hang up my leopardskin jockstrap.’

Quick, delete that mental image!

The next moment, Millie’s face fell as she realized what he was telling her.

‘You’re jacking in the business? But you only set it up three months ago and I thought we were doing pretty well.’

Bugger. So that was it, she was out of a job—one she really enjoyed. And so too were Eric and Sasha. Although Eric had his day job as a history teacher and only did it to boost his income. Plus, Sasha would doubtless still be working for Lucas here at the restaurant in some capacity or other.

So it’s just me, thought Millie with a huff of resignation, because the pay might not be that great, but she did actually love being a gorilla. Everyone else is going to be just fine, thanks very much. I’m the only one actually being kicked on to the unemployment scrap heap. Unless Lucas takes pity on me and offers me some grisly part-time work scrubbing out the restaurant loos or hoiking slimy old potato peelings out of the plughole in the kitchen sink—

‘Ha! Your face!’ said Lucas. ‘You should see yourself.’

I am seeing myself, Millie thought glumly. That’s the problem.

Feeling cross, she said, ‘I’m just wondering how you can possibly have thought bringing me here and telling me this would be something I might like.’

‘Millie, calm down. The kissograms are doing well. I’m just not going to have the time to be involved any more. It occurred to me that you might like to take over the running of the business.’

Millie boggled at him.

‘Me?’

‘You.’ Lucas smiled briefly. ‘And there’s no need to look so stunned. It’s hardly MI-6.’

Her eyes narrowed. ‘Is this a joke?’

‘No joke. It would still be Kemp’s, of course, but you’d be in charge.’ He waited. ‘Well? What do you think?’

Duh?

‘I think it’s the most fantastic idea you’ve ever had,’ squealed Millie, throwing her arms around him. ‘I think you’re a lot nicer now than I thought you were two minutes ago. And I think you’ve definitely got yourself a deal!’

After an hour exploring every inch of the restaurant, listening to Lucas’s plans and realizing how very serious he was about this new venture, Millie was so impressed she’d completely forgotten about his embarrassing lack of sexual prowess.

Until Lucas dropped her at her car, when it all came back to her in a whoosh. As she was about to open the passenger door and climb out, he said casually, ‘Um, how’s Hester?’

Eek, don’t splutter, don’t smirk, don’t snigger.

‘Hess? Ooh, she’s… okay.’ Millie shrugged, extra casually. ‘Well, you know. Considering.’

Considering she had sex with you, you big hopeless failure, you smooth sex-god impersonator, you fraud!

‘Right. Well.’ Lucas hesitated for a moment, then said extra, extra casually, ‘Tell her I said hi.’

Why? Because you think she might be interested in a repeat performance, you completely incompetent fornicator? Lucas, you cannot be serious!

Millie nodded vigorously, desperate to get out of the car before the uncontrollable torrent of laughter bubbled up and out.

‘Oh, I will.’

This was why sharing a house with a friend—even a currently glum and droopy one—was so much nicer than living alone. Bursting into the kitchen at five o’clock and realizing that Hester was home early, Millie shouted, ‘Fantastic news!’

Hester, oddly, was wearing her pink silk dressing gown and just-got-out-of-bed hair. Letting out an ear-splitting shriek of delight she spun round—all signs of glum droopiness miraculously banished— and yelled, ‘I know!’

Hang on. Er…

‘What?’ Taken aback, Millie frowned. ‘How do you know?’

Hester looked at her as if she was crazy.

‘What are you talking about!’

‘My fantastic news. How can you possibly know about it?’ Mystified, Millie said, ‘Did Lucas tell you?’

‘I’m not talking about your fantastic news, I’m talking about my fantastic news!’ Hester’s eyes were ablaze with triumph. ‘So you don’t already know about it? Oh please, pleeease let me tell you mine first!’

Feeling very grown up—because, to be fair, Hester had been going through an extra-miserable time recently—Millie said generously, ‘Well, okay then, if—’

‘It’s Nat! He’s back! Nat’s back and everything’s perfect,’ Hester joyfully blurted out. ‘He’s here and he’s never going to go away again and he loves me and the Anastasia thing was all a bluff to make me jealous and we’re going to live happily ever after… oh God, I can’t believe it, I’m so happy happy happy.’

She did a little dance of joy to prove it. Millie was suitably stunned.

‘Truly? He’s here? Right now?’ Since it seemed the obvious place for Nat to be, she pointed at the ceiling, in the general direction of Hester’s bedroom.

No wonder her hair was looking so manic.

‘Not right now. Although we have of course been doing a bit of that.’ Pink-cheeked and unable to stop the triumphant smirk spreading from one ear to the other, Hester said, ‘Well actually, quite a lot of that. All afternoon in fact. Oh, and it was such heaven, I’d honestly forgotten just how fabulous Nat is in bed! When you compare him with Lucas—my God, you can’t believe the difference!’

Hester’s dreamy expression said it all. She’d never been happier. Millie, giving her a hug, tried hard not to picture Hugh, who had been equally heavenly and fabulous in bed.

‘I’m so glad. So where is he now?’

‘Gone off to find a job! You know what Nat’s like—he doesn’t hang around.’ Leading the way through to the living room, Hester pointed to the Yellow Pages lying open on the table. ‘He made a big list of restaurants, rang round the first dozen or so, and set off half an hour ago to check them out. Of course, he won’t be doing the kind of thing he’s used to—not too many Michelin stars floating around this neck of the woods—but Nat doesn’t mind. He says as long as he’s down here with me he’ll be happy working in Burgers’R’Us. Oh will you listen to me!’ Hester exclaimed suddenly. ‘Wittering on and on, and you’re dying to tell me your fantastic news. Well?’ She raised her eyebrows and looked suitably agog. ‘What is it?’

Sadly, nothing to do with my love life, thought Millie. Oh stop it, stop it, don’t even think about Hugh.

‘Well, Lucas is giving up the kissograms. He’s handing the reins over to me… I’m going to be in charge of running the business.’

‘You’re kidding, that’s brilliant.’ Hester’s eyes lit up with a mixture of delight and relief. ‘You mean Lucas is leaving Newquay? Hooray, even more brilliant!’

As far as Hester and her guilty conscience were concerned, it was the best thing that could happen. The further away he moved, the happier she would be.

‘Actually, he’s not.’ Millie hesitated. ‘He’s, um, bought a new business.’

‘Damn. Oh well. What kind of new business?’ Hester smirked and suggestively wiggled her hips, ‘Rent-a-Stud?’

‘Ah… well… um… a restaurant, actually. It’s going to serve really high-class food. Give Rick Stein a run for his money, according to Lucas.’ Millie watched the expression on Hester’s face change from joyous to appalled.

‘You mean… oh bum! Have the staff been hired yet?’

Apologetically, Millie shook her head. ‘He’s placed an advert in next week’s Caterer. But you said Nat had gone out this afternoon to find a job. And anyway, the chances are he won’t even see the ad.’

Hester pulled a face, the who-are-you-kidding kind. The Caterer was Nat’s bible; he read it from cover to cover every week. Plus, Newquay was hardly the kind of place where you could fail to notice the opening of a top-quality restaurant. Apart from anything else, kitchen staff were famed for their ability to gossip.

‘He’ll see it,’ sighed Hester. ‘And he’ll be knocking on Lucas’s door faster than you can say Sabatier. Rick Stein’s place over in Padstow was the first number he rang,’ she said with gloomy resignation, ‘but they didn’t have any vacancies. I suppose I could always sneak over there in the dead of night and poison their head chef.’

‘So you didn’t tell Nat about Lucas.’

‘Good grief, of course I didn’t tell Nat about Lucas! Picture it,’ Hester demanded. ‘The love of my life arrives back in Cornwall. He’s given up his job to be with me. He’s finally accepted that I wasn’t unfaithful to him on the night of Orla’s party. He’s spent the last month being lusted after by Anastasia, and by refusing to sleep with her, he threw away the chance of a fantastic new career in London. And what do I say to him?’ Hester spread her arms wide. ‘Oh by the way, darling, I did actually have sex with Lucas Kemp a little while back, but don’t worry, he wasn’t a patch on you.’

‘Hmm,’ said Millie. ‘I see your point. Well, we’ll just have to make sure Lucas keeps his mouth shut.’

‘How?’ wailed Hester.

Good question.

‘Appeal to his better nature, I suppose.’

‘Excuse me, this is Lucas Kemp we’re talking about! He doesn’t have a better nature and he’s a big blabbermouth. That man wouldn’t know a scruple if it stuck its tongue down his throat—if I asked Lucas not to say anything he’d just laugh.’

Also true.

‘Well,’ Millie sighed, because there weren’t that many options to choose from, ‘you’ll have to tell Nat and hope he forgives you.’

‘I CAN’T DO THAT,’ roared Hester.

‘Hess, you’ve got to talk to one of them.’

‘No, I can’t, I really can’t. But you could.’ Hester gave her a pleading look. ‘You could warn Lucas not to hire him, tell him Nat’s a lousy chef.’

Excuse-wise, they both knew this was taking flimsiness to extremes. Nat held a fistful of glittering references and his reputation was flawless. Furthermore, as a businessman, Lucas was only interested in hiring the best possible staff.

And Nat was inescapably one of the best.

‘Maybe he’ll find another job somewhere else,’ said Millie. ‘If he doesn’t, I’ll have a word with Lucas. See if I can persuade him to keep quiet.’

‘I need a drink.’ Hester pressed her hand to her chest. ‘My heart’s doing that Skippy-the-Bush-Kangaroo thing, I’m all of a jitter. Oh, this is so unfair,’ she cried. ‘Why does this kind of stuff always have to happen to me? I was perfectly happy until you came home!’


Chapter 42

Millie called on Lucas four days later. Having spotted the advert in the Caterer that morning, Nat had wasted no time in phoning the number and fixing up an appointment.

‘He’s seeing Lucas at three o’clock,’ Hester had hissed through the bathroom door while Millie was brushing her teeth. ‘You’ll have to get to him before then.’

It was all very MI5.

‘Millie!’ Grinning broadly, Lucas opened the front door to her at one o’clock. ‘What a surprise, I wasn’t expecting to see you today.’ He looked as though he’d just come out of the shower. His hair was wet and, apart from a dark red towel fastened around his hips, he didn’t have a stitch on.

Millie swallowed and tried not to let her gaze drop.

‘We need to talk.’

‘So serious.’ Following her through to his office, Lucas combed his fingers carelessly through his dripping hair. ‘Not to mention a bit flushed. What’s this all about then? Or can I guess?’

It was hard to concentrate when the man you were trying to have a conversation with was, effectively, naked.

‘Why?’ she countered. ‘What do you think it’s about?’

Maybe he had guessed; that would make things easier.

Lucas shrugged, a playful smile lifting the corners of his mouth.

‘You and me, perhaps? I think you’re trying to pluck up the courage to tell me you’ve got a bit of a crush on me. Am I right?’

Millie opened her mouth to let out a shriek of denial. Too late, she realized he was laughing at her.

‘Just teasing.’ Lucas made calm-down movements with his hands. ‘No need to burst my eardrums. Come on now, sit down and tell me why you’re really here.’

‘This is serious,’ Millie warned, when he’d passed her an icy can of Coke and opened another for himself. ‘You have to pay attention. It’s about Hester.’

Paying attention and looking suitably serious, Lucas nodded.

‘Hester.’

‘You and Hester,’ Millie expanded. ‘And the… um, thing that happened between you two the other week.’

Lucas raised an eyebrow.

‘So she told you about that. I wasn’t sure whether or not she had.’

Oh yes, every last detail—and it didn’t take her long either, speedy boy!

‘The thing is, her boyfriend’s come back. Everything’s been sorted out and they’re blissfully happy together. Which is why I’ve come here to ask you to promise never to breathe a word about what happened. Not to anyone.’

‘Well, I’ll do my best.’ Lucas shrugged.

‘No.’ Vigorously, Millie shook her head. ‘Not good enough. This is important, Lucas. You have to promise.’

‘Okay, okay.’ His eyes bright with laughter, he held up his hands. ‘I promise I’ll try really hard not to accidentally let slip.’

‘Lucas, I mean it, you mustn’t say anything, this is Hester’s—’

‘Boyfriend, yes, you already told me. Well, I’m happy for them both. Hester and…’

‘Nat.’

‘Nat, that’s the one.’ Lucas nodded in recognition. ‘She told me all about him. So, a happy ending. That’s great.’

‘Yes, but it’s only going to be great if you promise faithfully never to breathe a word about it to anyone.’ Millie’s teeth were by this time irretrievably gritted; it was obvious Lucas wasn’t taking this seriously. She longed to reach over and grab hold of him and shake his head violently like a maraca.

Lucas, suddenly interested, said, ‘This chap of Hester’s, isn’t he a chef?’

Exasperated, Millie bounced out of her chair, crossed to the desk and seized Lucas’s navy leather-bound diary.

‘I say, steady on.’ Grinning broadly as her arm brushed against his naked torso, he said, ‘For a moment there I thought you were about to rip off my towel.’

‘Yes, Nat’s a chef.’ Millie really wished Lucas was dressed more appropriately. ‘And he’s coming here this afternoon to see you about a job. Look.’ Finding the page at last, she stabbed at the entry in Lucas’s handwriting. ‘Three o’clock. N. Kenyon. That’s Nat. Now do you understand why this is so important?’

You complete numbskull.

‘Oh, riiight.’ Slowly Lucas nodded. ‘N. Kenyon is Hester’s boyfriend. Fancy that.’ After a moment he added, ‘He isn’t coming at three o’clock. He changed his appointment.’

‘Oh.’ Absolutely typical. All this subterfuge and rushing around for nothing.

‘I saw him at ten o’clock this morning,’ Lucas went on.

Millie blinked.

‘And?’

‘He’s got the job.’

‘Just like that?’ It came out as a squeak.

‘Why not? He’s perfect. Fantastic references. Enthusiasm. Innovative ideas.’ Lucas looked pleased with himself. ‘And best of all, he feels exactly the same way as I do about the direction the restaurant should take, what we should be aiming for. We actually have a great deal in common.’

‘You’ve got a bit too much in common,’ Millie pointed out. ‘That’s your problem.’

‘Not my problem. Hester’s. Anyway, I rang Nat’s last restaurant and spoke to his boss there, who had nothing but praise for him. Then I took him over to the Pear Tree and explained the ideas I had for the place. The more we talked, the more I realized he was the person I was looking for. I didn’t hire him “just like that,”’ Lucas patiently explained. ‘He was here for over two hours. Nat and I are going to make a perfect team.’

Nat.

‘So you did know who he was.’ Millie’s eyes narrowed accusingly.

‘Millie, I’m not stupid. Of course I knew who he was. Apart from anything else,’ Lucas added with a flicker of amusement, ‘there’s a framed photo of him on the chest of drawers next to Hester’s bed.’

Millie winced.

‘More to the point,’ Lucas went on, ‘Nat knew who I was.’

‘Oh God. Well, I suppose he was bound to.’ During the last three years Nat could hardly have escaped hearing about Lucas, the heartthrob DJ who had made such an impact on Hester’s teenage hormones. As well as the not-so-teenage ones.

‘You seem a bit agitated.’

‘I am agitated,’ Millie shot back. ‘I’m very very agitated.’

Lucas shrugged easily. ‘No need.’

Oh phew. She clutched her chest with relief.

‘So you didn’t say anything about you and Hester, and cross-your-heart-and-hope-to-die you absolutely promise never to breathe a word about it to Nat.’

‘Oh no.’ Lucas looked surprised. ‘I’ve already told him.’

‘WHAAAT??’

‘Millie, calm down. I had to. If we’re going to be working together it’s best to get everything out in the open. So I told him. And when I’d finished explaining what had happened, Nat agreed that it was the best thing I could have done. He thanked me. We shook hands. No problem. So you see, honesty is the best policy. You should try it some time,’ Lucas added with a wink. ‘You never know, you might like it.’

Millie’s brain was in a whirl. Nat had actually shaken Lucas’s hand and thanked him?

‘Hang on.’ She braced herself. ‘Does this mean Nat’s going to dump Hester?’

‘Not at all. Like I explained to Nat, they were going through a bad patch and she thought he was seeing someone else.’

‘Right,’ said Millie cautiously.

‘And we all know Hester’s had a crush on me for God knows how long. I realized the only way to put a stop to that was by sleeping with her.’

Which you did, after having sex with her for less time than it takes to poach an egg.

Aloud, Millie argued, ‘But it could have gone the other way! Sleeping with Hester could have made it worse, she might have ended up more besotted than ever!’

‘What, after the performance I put up?’ Lucas flashed a wicked grin. ‘No chance.’

Millie went pink.

‘I don’t know what you mean.’

‘Come on, look at your face. Of course you do.’ Enjoying himself now, Lucas raised a playful eyebrow. ‘I wasn’t sure before whether or not Hester had told you, but now I know she did. No need to blush, Millie. You didn’t seriously think I was that useless, did you?’

This was too much. Millie couldn’t believe what she was hearing.

‘You mean…?’

‘No foreplay. No rhythm. No comprehension of the female body. Just get it over with, roll over, and fall asleep within seconds. Well, pretend to fall asleep within seconds. And snore like an elephant seal,’ Lucas gave her a jaunty wink. ‘And you can’t tell me it didn’t do the trick.’

‘Lucas, are you serious?’

He looked suitably modest.

‘If I say so myself, it was a brilliant performance. Best of all, Hester fell for it. And now she doesn’t have a crush on me anymore.’

Millie rubbed her aching temples.

‘So you told Nat all of this?’

‘Oh yes.’

‘And is Nat going to tell Hester that you were rubbish in bed with her on purpose?’

‘We agreed that he shouldn’t.’

‘So much for honesty being the best policy,’ Millie retorted.

‘I know, but Hester’s perfectly happy with things as they are. If she thought I’d short-changed her, she might demand a rematch.’

‘Mr. Bean,’ giggled Millie. ‘That’s what she called you.’

‘Exactly. I was Nerdy Norris, getting lucky for the first time in my life.’ There was a twinkle in Lucas’s eye.

‘This is incredible, I still can’t believe it.’ In a strange way, she was discovering, he did have some scruples after all.

‘No? Want me to prove it?’ Lucas gave her an encouraging look. ‘Would you like me to show you how great I really am in bed?’

Hmm. Then again, maybe he didn’t.

‘So kind of you to offer,’ said Millie, ‘but actually I’d better be making a move. And you should think about putting some clothes on.’

‘Hardly worth the bother.’ Lucas tapped the open diary, in which another name was scrawled above Nat’s. ‘Only twenty minutes before the next interview.’ Winking at Millie he said, ‘Pretty little sous chef called Nadine.’

Millie managed to keep a straight face.

‘You’re a disgrace.’

‘I’m not. Just honest.’ Lucas was laughing at her. ‘You should try it, sweetheart. Find yourself a man, have a bit of fun.’ Ha.

To keep busy, Nat assembled a peppered gazpacho and calamari with linguini and sauce nero.

He needed to be occupied, but he was happy too. And when he was happy he liked to cook.

Nat knew that if he were being completely honest with himself, there had been a moment back there when he’d been sorely tempted to land a punch on Lucas Kemp’s big, handsome nose. But it had, literally, only lasted a moment. Lucas had been so upfront, so completely matter-of-fact about the Hester situation that almost before his hands had had the chance to curl themselves into fists, Nat had come to see the sense in what he was saying.

Furthermore, the truth had turned out to be a lot easier to bear than the endless awful scenarios his fevered imagination had been busily conjuring up. This had been dealable with, the best possible solution all round.

To his amazement, Nat found he didn’t hold even a vestige of a grudge.

In a funny way, he would always be grateful to Lucas for what he had done.

‘I got the job,’ he told Hester when she arrived home from work.

‘You did?’ Encouraged by the glorious cooking smells emanating from the kitchen—good news, surely?—Hester’s face lit up. ‘Oh, that’s fantastic, that’s so—’

‘And Lucas told me everything.’

Hester’s rib cage contracted with terror. How, how could Lucas have done this to her? It simply wasn’t fair.

‘Wh-what did he tell you?’

‘That you slept with him. Once.’ Nat shrugged slightly and turned down the heat on the pan of furiously bubbling linguini. ‘That it didn’t mean anything and that it’s never going to happen again.’

The color drained from Hester’s face. This was it, Nat was bound to finish with her now.

‘It’s true.’ As she nodded, a tear slid down one cheek. To her shame, Hester realized she’d been busy mentally piling all the blame on to Lucas, which wasn’t fair at all. Hastily brushing the tear away— because whatever happened now was entirely her own fault—she said, ‘It’s all true, especially the last bit. As long as I live, I’ll never be tempted to sleep with Lucas again. Not that it makes much difference to you.’ Nodding her head jerkily in the direction of the food already laid out on the kitchen table, Hester added, ‘What’s this, the last supper?’

Forgiving a girlfriend who had been unfaithful wasn’t something Nat had ever imagined himself capable of doing. But in the past few months, he had grown up a lot. Furthermore, he may have managed to resist the charms of Anastasia in Glasgow, but only by the skin of his teeth. It had so very nearly happened, that final night in her flat.

Oh yes, thought Nat, it could have been me. It really could have been me.

‘Out of interest, what was Lucas like?’ asked Nat, already knowing perfectly well.

‘Diabolical. Awful. Pathetic.’

‘Really? So is that why you wouldn’t bother again?’ Nat raised an eyebrow. ‘How about if he’d been fantastic?’

It was over now; she could say whatever she liked. In despair, Hester retaliated, ‘Don’t you get it? It wouldn’t have made a blind bit of difference, because he still wouldn’t have been you! Oh, this is ridiculous, why are we even having this conversation?’ In a rush to get out before Nat could see that she was crying again, she made a furious dash for the door.

‘It’s okay, it’s okay.’ Swiftly Nat intercepted her, grabbing her by the elbows. ‘I can handle it. We’re going to put this behind us. Okay, so maybe we can’t forget it ever happened, but it’s in the past now. We don’t have to let it spoil everything.’

‘T-truly?’ stammered Hester, her knees almost giving way.

‘That’s why Lucas told me. So that we can realize how unimportant some things are and get on with the rest of our lives.’ A glimmer of a smile lifted the corners of Nat’s mouth. ‘Seems a shame not to, now that he’s given me the chance to prove myself in this restaurant of his.’

‘Are you sure?’ Nat had always been so straight, so proud. Hester needed to be convinced.

‘Sure I’m sure. So long as you never do anything like it again. Not with anyone,’ warned Nat. ‘Because I’m telling you now, I’m only human. Once is enough.’

Hester flung her arms around his broad shoulders, so deliriously happy she could have burst into tears all over again.

‘Believe me,’ she said with feeling, ‘once was more than enough.’


Chapter 43

‘Oof! God, sorry, all my fault… oh Hugh, it’s you!’

It was absolutely typical of Orla, Hugh thought, that the reason she had cannoned into him was because she was too busy waving over her shoulder and chattering away to watch where she was going as she made her way out of the shop.

‘How lovely to bump into you again!’ Still clutching her Fogarty & Phelps carriers, Orla kissed him with enthusiasm on both cheeks. ‘And you’re looking so well. Actually, Millie and I saw you the other week doing a spot of surfing, but you didn’t notice us. I must say, we were most impressed—I had no idea you were so skilled with a board!’

As she spoke, Orla’s green eyes sparkled with laughter and spirals of red-gold hair bounced like springs around her bare shoulders. She was wearing a long silver and white squiggly-patterned dress with a purple felt-pen mark just below her left breast.

The trouble was, Hugh decided, you could disapprove of the unscrupulous way Orla went about her work, but it didn’t stop you actually liking her as a person. Her information-gathering techniques might be underhanded, but she was such a warm, impulsive character you couldn’t not like her.

‘Oh yes, hugely skilled.’ He nodded seriously. ‘In fact, I’m odds-on favorite to win the title this year at the world surfing championships.’

‘Nooo!’ Orla let out a shriek of delight.

‘No,’ agreed Hugh, his mouth twitching. ‘So how’s your computer? Behaving itself?’

‘Absolutely. Unlike my pig of a husband. Did you hear about Giles moving out?’

‘I read about it in the papers. I’m really sorry.’

‘Don’t be.’ Orla rolled her eyes dramatically. ‘I’m not. God, listen to me, I can’t believe I’m even saying this, but it’s true! I did my level best to make our marriage work, but it wasn’t enough for Giles. In the end, I just snapped and thought sod it, he’s treated me like a bit of old rubbish and I really don’t deserve it. Not that it’s all been plain sailing since he left, of course. I’ve had my miserable moments.’

Orla was glossing over the gloom and doom, Hugh realized, putting on a brave face for his sake. But there was an air of genuine optimism about her all the same.

‘You’ll be fine,’ he said, and meant it.

‘I know. And that’s half the battle, isn’t it?’ Her smile was determinedly bright. ‘My friend Millie keeps telling me I deserve better. Actually, I don’t know how I’d have managed without her. She’s been fantastic.’

Hugh wondered if this was a dig, a pointed reminder that he’d not been in touch with Millie for weeks. This too was absolutely typical of Orla; even in the middle of telling him about the break-up of her marriage she was unable to pass up the opportunity to drop a hint.

He had spent the last couple of weeks doing his best not to think about Millie. And failing utterly.

‘Lord, is that my stomach?’ Orla placed her hand apologetically over her stomach and laughed. ‘Rumbling away like an old tractor! I’ve been working since six o’clock this morning—I only popped down here because I’d run out of coffee. Of course, as soon as I walked into the shop I went completely mad.’ Holding up the bulging carriers she said impulsively, ‘I’ve got tons of stuff, enough to feed an army. Are you terribly busy or can I persuade you to come back with me and let me give you lunch?’

Hugh hesitated. He’d only called into the delicatessen on his way home to pick up a couple of sandwiches. He had no other pressing engagements this afternoon. Then again, was Orla only inviting him because she was desperate to pump him for information about his one-night stand with Millie? Because she needed to hear his side of things in order to include it in her book?

‘Oh please,’ Orla cried, suddenly aghast. ‘I really hope you’re not thinking what I think you’re thinking!’

Exercising caution—because somebody had to—Hugh said, ‘What’s that?’

‘You don’t know if you dare risk coming back to the house, because I’m single and lonely and a desperate old bat, and you’re terrified I might make an embarrassing pass at you!’ Silver bracelets dangling, Orla clutched her throat in horror. ‘I won’t, I promise!’

‘Right.’ Hugh nodded slowly, his expression deadpan. ‘The thing is, what if I wanted you to make an embarrassing pass at me?’

‘This time,’ Orla was triumphant, ‘I know you’re joking. Can’t catch me out twice. So, how about lunch?’

Hugh broke into a grin. ‘Okay. I’ll risk it.’

‘You’ll be safe.’ Orla winked at him. ‘Besides, I don’t steal men who belong to someone else. And you’re already taken.’

The World According to Orla, Hugh mused. Did she seriously think she could orchestrate people’s entire lives? Did writing it all down and deciding what should happen to each character mean it actually had to happen?

You couldn’t help admiring her nerve, he thought wryly as he followed Orla out into the street.

***

Over lunch in the conservatory they talked mainly about Giles.

‘There are good points,’ Orla confided, twiddling a slice of wafer-thin Parma ham on to her fork. ‘Not having to miss the programs I want to watch on the telly because he’s glued to Sky Sports. And I don’t have to listen to him going on and on and on about bloody golf. I don’t have to pretend to be interested anymore, when he tells me how he decided to use his eight iron on the seventeenth hole, instead of a six iron like Dougie Plumley-Pemberton. And there’s nobody to tell me off if I eat crisps in bed, or leave the top off the shampoo bottle, or accidentally get marmalade on the Sunday Times—’ Abruptly, Orla stopped herself. Reaching across the table to clasp Hugh’s hand, she shook her head, mortified. ‘God, you must want to slap me. Talk about insensitive. I’m so sorry.’

Smiling, Hugh moved the bowl of tarragon mayonnaise to a place of safety, before Orla’s elbow ended up in it.

‘Don’t be daft. You’re just saying what we’ve all said at some time. It used to drive Louisa demented, always having to clear a pile of CDs off the passenger seat before she could climb into my car. And the way she used to leave mascara splattered all over the bathroom mirror drove me mad.’ He spread his hands in amazement. ‘I’m serious. Every single day! I’d clean it off the mirror, and the next morning it’d be back again. I mean, how can that happen?’

‘Oh, easy, you just kind of flick the end of the brush. Putting your mascara on with a flourish makes your eyelashes feel longer. It’s a girl thing,’ Orla consoled him.

‘Either that or Louisa was doing it on purpose because she knew it would wind me up.’

‘Maybe it did at the time,’ said Orla. ‘But I bet you’d give anything for the chance to wipe that mascara off the mirror again now.’

There were sympathetic tears in her eyes.

‘Actually, no.’ Hugh smiled. ‘You love someone despite their faults. But I can’t honestly say I miss cleaning our bathroom mirror.’

Orla topped up their glasses of wine.

‘Anyway, I want to hear what you’ve been up to.’

I’ll bet you do, thought Hugh.

‘You know how nosy I am,’ Orla went on.

I certainly know that.

‘So how are things?’

‘Well, you know, improving.’ To tease her, Hugh said, ‘Making a start, at least.’

‘Well I know that, of course! And I couldn’t be happier for you.’ Orla nodded encouragingly. ‘I must say, I did wonder if she was quite your type, but then again, what does it matter? You’re just having a practice run, getting back into the swing of things for heaven’s sake. Having a bit of fun!’

Hugh hid his surprise. This wasn’t the kind of reaction he’d been expecting. Then again, maybe Orla was the mistress of the double-bluff.

‘Exactly.’ He shrugged and helped himself to more prosciutto.

‘Oh phew, for a moment there I thought I’d put my foot in it again.’ Orla fanned herself with relief. ‘But you’re doing the right thing. I mean, it’s not as if she’s the kind of girl you’d be remotely interested in settling down with!’ Lowering her voice, she added, ‘The only thing that worries me slightly is, does she realize that?’

Carefully, Hugh tore off a chunk of baguette. Wasn’t Orla being a bit unkind here, singing Millie’s praises one minute and criticizing her the next?

Feeling incensed on Millie’s behalf—and heaven only knew why, after the way she had used him—he shrugged. ‘Never say never. You can’t plan these things. By this time next year we could be married with… well, anything could have happened.’

‘Married with a baby?’ Pouncing like a panther on the unspoken words, Orla’s eyebrows shot up. ‘That’s what you were about to say, isn’t it?!’

Hugh shrugged. Honestly, it was a wonder she didn’t have a tape recorder whirring on the table between them to make sure no detail was lost.

‘I’m just saying anything can happen.’ He kept a straight face; no doubt this entire conversation would be relayed back to Millie before nightfall.

‘Hugh, now listen to me, I may not be the world’s greatest expert on happy marriages, but I can tell you now that would be a disaster.’ Orla’s earrings jangled with agitation. ‘You have to promise me you won’t do that! Okay, she’s a sweet enough girl, but let’s face it, she’s simply not in your league!’

‘How can you say that?’

‘Because I’ve got eyes in my head.’ Vigorously, Orla poked her fingers at her eyes. ‘I’ve seen the way she looks at you. And the way you look at her. For heaven’s sake, you could have any girl you wanted.’

‘Maybe I’ve found the girl I want.’

‘I’m sorry, but you’re wrong.’ Orla was getting really worked up now, the food on her plate forgotten. ‘She isn’t good enough for you. A pretty face isn’t everything, you know. There has to be more to it than that. And let’s face it, she’s so immature.’

Coldly Hugh said, ‘In what way, exactly?’

‘Oh God, now you’re really cross with me. I don’t mean immature in the derogatory sense.’ Orla flapped her hands in an attempt to appease him. ‘I’m just saying she’s so much younger than you. I mean, how old is she? Sixteen? Seventeen?’

Click click click, the cogs slipped into place. Orla wasn’t describing Millie. As far as she was concerned, Hugh belatedly deduced, this entire conversation had been about his next-door neighbor, Kate.

The relief, for some reason, was indescribable.

‘Sixteen,’ said Hugh, pushing his plate away.

‘And now I’ve made you hate me.’ Orla looked at him with a mixture of determination and regret. ‘Darling, I’m sorry, but someone had to say it, and I won’t take it back.’

‘You’re entitled to your opinion.’ Hugh’s tone softened. ‘We’ll just have to see what happens, won’t we?’

Rather like reading one of your novels.

Click click click…

‘What’s wrong?’ Alarmed by his air of distraction, Orla said, ‘We’re still friends, aren’t we?’ Jumping to her feet, she blurted out, ‘There’s a lemon tart for pudding!’

Hugh frowned, deep in thought.

‘And pomegranate ice cream!’

He shook his head.

‘It’s not that. I was wondering about your hard drive.’

‘What?’ The abrupt change of subject completely wrong-footed Orla.

‘The hard drive in your computer. It just occurred to me. If you’ve been doing as much work as you say you have, it must be getting pretty cluttered.’

‘Oh.’

Computer talk was something of a no-go area, as far as Orla was concerned. Technology wasn’t her forte.

‘Well?’ Hugh prompted. ‘Is it?’

Orla looked blank; she hadn’t the least idea. Crikey, she didn’t even understand the question. This was like being asked to stand up and explain the inner workings of a carburetor.

‘I don’t know.’

‘Well, is the provider taking a long time to connect?’

Mystified, Orla shrugged.

‘It’s not a good idea to overload the system. The hard drive probably needs clearing.’ Hugh added kindly, ‘Would you like me to take a look while I’m here? Sort it out for you, before…?’

He didn’t say so, but the implication was clear. Before it crashed, basically. Taking her entire manuscript with it.

‘Heavens, would you?’ Orla’s feet jiggled with anxiety. ‘I had no idea this could happen.’

‘I did mention it when I installed the system,’ said Hugh.

‘I didn’t listen! It’s not the kind of thing I listen to!’

‘Never mind. I’m here now.’

Oh, those reassuring words, like Batman swooping to the rescue.

‘Thank goodness I bumped into you today!’ Orla exclaimed. ‘This is so kind of you.’

Hugh broke into a smile as he pushed back his chair.

‘I know.’


Chapter 44

Upstairs in her office, from the safety of the window seat, Orla watched him with the kind of awe generally reserved for army experts detonating an unexploded bomb.

Hugh, working in silence to access the hard drive, determinedly didn’t feel mean.

Ten minutes later, Orla reached for her cigarettes. Without looking up, Hugh said, ‘You shouldn’t smoke around computers. It buggers them up.’

She pulled a face; this was definitely something he’d told her before. Not that she’d taken a blind bit of notice.

‘I don’t know what this world’s coming to, I really don’t.’ Orla heaved a sigh and fiddled with her necklaces instead. ‘Can’t smoke in front of children or pregnant women or computers. If I went back to writing by hand, I’d probably be had up for cruelty to felt-tips.’

‘Look.’ Hugh pointed to the screen. ‘Forty megabytes of memory. Everything shoved in, willy-nilly. It’s taking up too much space, like bundling clothes into a chest of drawers. You have to throw out the stuff you don’t need and put the rest into some kind of order.’

Orla rolled her eyes like a teenager being nagged to tidy her room.

‘And you need backup on an external hard drive.’

‘What I need is a cigarette.’ Defiantly, Orla slid a Marlboro out of the packet. ‘Darling, don’t look at me like that. You can manage all this external hard drive business without me, can’t you? I’ll just be in the garden getting some fresh air.’

Hugh forced himself to wait until the backing-up was in progress before studying the various charts pinned up around the office. This time Orla had had no idea that he would be coming in here and no opportunity to take down the relevant sections.

The ones with his name on them.

As the computer busily clicked and whirred behind him, Hugh checked each chart in turn.

His name wasn’t there. It wasn’t anywhere.

The sense of relief was incredible. Orla hadn’t been lying to him after all. Millie hadn’t used him. She hadn’t breathed so much as a word to Orla about their night together.

Then again, this might have less to do with sparing his feelings and more with being too embarrassed to admit to Orla that she’d slept with someone who’d run out on her with no rational explanation.

At least, not one that he’d been able to put across.

Hugh pushed his fingers through his hair and gazed out of the window. He’d treated Millie abysmally and she hadn’t done anything to deserve it.

Something she did deserve was an apology.

Then again, how much of a success was that likely to be? Absently fiddling with the loose button on the cuff of his white cotton shirt, he ran swiftly through the dialogue in his mind. Oh Millie, by the way, sorry if I’ve been keeping my distance lately, but a couple of things happened that I needed to sort out. First, I panicked after our night together. It was guilt, pure and simple. I felt like I was betraying Louisa… well, I was betraying Louisa… anyway, it hit me for six. And then the next thing was, I thought you’d been relaying every detail of our relationship back to Orla to give her book a bit of a boost. Except now, I realize you weren’t telling her about us at all. So, well done you!

Bugger. Hugh cursed under his breath as the button came off his shirt. Apologizing was all very well, but what was he supposed to do after that? More to the point, what was Millie likely to do? Because if she flung her arms around him crying, ‘Oh thank God, I knew you loved me really,’ he was going to be faced with the horrid task of disentangling himself and explaining that no, no, sorry, she’d got hold of completely the wrong end of the stick here. This was an apology, pure and simple. It didn’t mean he wanted them to be together. In fact, that was the last thing he wanted. She really shouldn’t jump to conclusions.

Hugh shuddered at the thought of actually saying the words. Basically, he knew he couldn’t.

But that was the situation. If Millie had been upset when he’d done his runner—if she really had liked him a lot—then getting her hopes up and dashing them again would be cruel. Not to mention awkward.

Then again, maybe he was flattering himself. She might not have given him a second thought. As far as she was concerned, it could simply have been a no-strings one-night stand.

In which case, there was no need to even bring the subject up. She would have moved on by now, consigned it to the past and embarked on new adventures.

With the likes of Con Deveraux.

By the time Orla returned, several chain-smoked cigarettes later, he had finished backing-up her files and clearing space on the hard drive. He had also learnt from the chaotically scrawled charts pinned up around the office that Con Deveraux was currently in New York, that Hester’s boyfriend Nat was back from Glasgow, and that, having in the meantime slept with Lucas Kemp, Hester had discovered that he was staggeringly inept in bed.

He found this last snippet of information hard to believe but curiously comforting.

‘All done?’ Orla, reeking of smoke, flashed him a bright smile.

‘All done.’ Hugh switched off the computer, then nodded casually at the charts on the walls. ‘These to do with the new book?’

‘Yes! I’m having a complete change of direction—this is my fly-on-the-wall, coming-of-age, literary novel.’ Orla beamed, as proud as any new mother.

Hugh nodded. ‘And how’s it going?’

‘Really well! I’m actually enjoying the discipline of writing properly, after all these years of churning out mindless pap. Apart from the fact that it’s supposed to be about sex and relationships and my main character’s being completely hopeless and leading the life of an agoraphobic nun.’ Orla pulled a face and laughed. ‘Still, we’ll soon snap her out of that. It’s my friend Millie,’ she explained as an afterthought. ‘She was at my party the other week, but I’m fairly sure I didn’t introduce you.’

Truthfully, Hugh replied, ‘No, you didn’t.’

‘Anyway, I’ve been doing a spot of matchmaking, so things are starting to look up.’ Orla’s green eyes sparkled with mischief. ‘In fact, she’s got a date tomorrow night with a lovely chap and I just know they’re going to get on.’

Hugh’s faint smile concealed the involuntary tightening of the muscles in his jaw. ‘Really?’

‘Oh yes. See for yourself.’ Kneeling up on the window seat, Orla excitedly beckoned him over. ‘There he is, down there!’

The man trimming the edges of the lawn was stripped to the waist, with broad, tanned shoulders and a capable air about him. He was also instantly recognizable as the drunk at Orla’s party who had grabbed hold of Millie and—in her own words—kissed like an Aquavac.

‘Your gardener.’ Hugh felt the muscles in his jaw relax.

‘He’s very well educated,’ Orla announced with pride. ‘His favorite author is Salman Rushdie.’

Moving away from the window so she wouldn’t see the expression on his face, Hugh said idly, ‘And how can you be sure that this girl…’ he searched for the name ‘… Millie, tells you about everything she’s been up to?’

Orla burst out laughing.

‘Honestly, that is such a typical man thing to say! I’ve already told you, Millie’s my friend. I trust her.’

‘How do you know you can trust her?’ Hugh was enjoying himself.

The look Orla gave him was full of pity.

‘Because, Mr. Doubting Thomas, I know her. And she wouldn’t dream of lying to me. Millie Brady is as honest as the day is long.’

Just so long as it’s a day in the middle of winter in Greenland, thought Hugh.

‘Anyway, we have to keep our fingers crossed for them.’ Crossing her own with a dazzle of diamonds, Orla wagged them gaily under his nose. ‘Because I’m telling you, I have very high hopes for tomorrow night.’

‘Oh come on, cheer up, you’re not that ugly.’

Millie, gazing without enthusiasm at her reflection in the mirror above the fireplace, said, ‘I don’t want to do this.’

‘Don’t do it then.’ Hester shrugged, as if it were that simple.

‘I have to. I feel sorry for him. You can’t be mean to someone whose dad’s just died.’

‘Fine. I was only trying to help. You go off out to dinner with Richard-the-gardener-whose-dad’s-just-died. Just try not to have too much fun, okay? We don’t want you keeling over with the excitement of it all!’

A happy Hester was almost as unbearable as a suicidal one, Millie decided as the front door swung open heralding Nat’s return. Until Lucas’s new restaurant was up and running, Nat was working in a tapas bar on the promenade. Squealing with delight, Hester wound herself around him and covered him with kisses. In the mirror, Millie saw Nat grin and murmur something naughty in Hester’s ear. Then, catching Millie’s eye, he made an effort to control himself. Clearing his throat, he gave Hester a nudge. Because that was the kind of person Nat was, Millie reminded herself. Thoughtful. Kind and considerate. He wouldn’t want her to feel awkward.

Taking several steps back, Millie surveyed her outfit in the mirror. Nothing dazzling, just a light green strappy dress and matching fluffy angora cardigan in case she was chilly later. A bit boring, to be honest, but somehow appropriate for dinner with a horticulturist.

Waiting patiently for Hester to finish canoodling with Nat, she said, ‘How do I look?’

Sensitivity and consideration for other people’s feelings had never been Hester’s big thing. She beamed at Millie.

‘Like a gooseberry.’

Richard turned up, as Millie had known he would, bang on time and looking like every mother’s dream son-in-law. Muscly, but not too muscly. Clean-cut and handsome, but not too handsome. Wearing a navy polo shirt, crisply ironed beige chinos, and—most important— a pair of well-polished tan brogues. He was also wearing aftershave, but not too much of it. Short, clean nails. And one of those nice, honest, crinkly-eyed smiles so beloved of prospective mothers-in-law the world over.

Millie’s heart sank into her bronze sandals. Here was exactly the kind of man she should be settling down with, the faithful, hardworking kind who’d treat you like a princess and bring you breakfast in bed.

And he did absolutely nothing for her.

It was so unfair.

‘You look fantastic.’ Richard’s cheeks promptly reddened, in a clean-cut, healthy way.

‘Thanks. Um, so do you.’

Doh!

‘Ready to go?’

Millie smiled brightly and reached for her bag. ‘All ready!’ Turning, she yelled, ‘Hess? We’re off now. See you later.’

Hester appeared at the top of the stairs clutching an empty Evian bottle.

‘I’ve just spilt water all over my bedroom carpet.’ Innocently raising her eyebrows, she said, ‘Okay if I borrow your Aquavac?’

Twenty-seven hours later, Richard went to the gents’, leaving Millie alone at their table. Actually, it wasn’t twenty-seven hours, it was only two, but it felt like twenty-seven.

He had brought her to Vincenzo’s, a popular Italian harborside restaurant with candles flickering on every table, fishing nets slung authentically from the ceiling, and Just-One-Cornetto-type music oozing sensually from the rickety speakers above the bar. Nobody could accuse Vincenzo of failing to provide potential young lovers with lots and lots of atmosphere.

Poor old Vincenzo, thought Millie, it certainly wasn’t his fault their evening wasn’t going with a swing.

The problem was Richard, who had all the charisma of a party political broadcast. Her earlier fears that he might talk non-stop about his father hadn’t materialized. Instead, he’d gone on and on about something far worse.

Gardening.

With the occasional dollop of Salman Rushdie thrown in for light relief.

Feeling mean, but not mean enough to stop, Millie fantasized about the toilet door getting stuck shut, forcing Richard to spend the rest of the evening in the gents’. She was bored, bored, bored. Not to mention horribly sober.

Terrified of repeating his performance at Orla’s party, Richard was sticking resolutely to mineral water. When he had asked Millie earlier if she’d like some wine, she had nodded eagerly, expecting him to order a bottle. Richard, in turn, had smiled his true-blue, crinkly-eyed smile at the waitress and announced with pride, ‘And a small glass of white wine for the lady.’

To be fair, he’d ordered her another, fifty-five minutes later. Forty-five minutes after she’d finished the first.

Feeling wicked—why, why?—Millie resolved to take advantage of his absence. Reaching for her empty glass, she attempted, valiantly, to gain the attention of a waiter.

He whisked past without noticing the pleading tilt of her eyebrows. Bugger, so much for subtlety. Nat had always told her it was the height of rudeness to click your fingers for attention, but it had worked for that fat bloke over by the window. Maybe if she stood on her chair, pointed, and bawled, ‘Oi, you!’ that might do the trick.

Millie’s shoulders were in the process of slumping in defeat when a voice murmured in her ear, ‘If there’s one thing I can’t stand, it’s a damsel in distress.’


Chapter 45

The tables at Vincenzo’s were squashed together—to make it more atmospheric, Millie presumed. Startled, she watched one of the men at the adjoining table whisk her glass from her hand and fill it to the brim with red wine. With a flourish, he presented it to her, his chair still tilted back on its hind legs, and added, ‘There you go, you look as if you need it.’

He was in his late twenties, Millie guessed, and he was laughing at her. But in a nice way. And he’d certainly done a kind thing, even if he did appear to think she was an alcoholic.

‘Thanks. But I’m not a damsel in distress.’

‘Ha, could have fooled us.’ The other one grinned at her.

‘Really, I’m not!’ Even as she was protesting her innocence, Millie couldn’t resist glugging back the wine.

‘My dear girl, you can’t fool us. We’ve been sitting here eavesdropping for the last forty minutes. And you are not having a happy time of it,’ the first one solemnly pronounced. ‘Furthermore, as doctors, we are in complete agreement. Our diagnosis is acute distress.’ He refilled her glass as he spoke. ‘Triggered by terminal boredom and talk of rhododendrons.’

‘And deciduous seedlings,’ monotoned his friend.

‘And rockeries and nasturtiums and the importance of mulching your grass cuttings.’

‘Although, to be fair, we did find the bit about cross-fertilization techniques almost interesting.’

‘Only because you thought he was leading the conversation around to sex,’ the other one chided. He shook his head at Millie in sorrowful fashion. ‘We’re right though, aren’t we? You’re in the middle of the date from hell and you need rescuing.’

Oh I do, I do!

‘He’s a nice person,’ Millie feebly protested.

‘Treatment is simple. A good brisk walk. I’m Jed, by the way.’ He winked and nodded in the direction of the propped-open front door.

‘I can’t. His father just died.’

‘Probably from boredom, having to sit and listen to his son droning on and on about potting compost and adequate drainage and the importance of pruning—’

‘He’s coming back,’ squeaked Millie as Richard reappeared, threading his way between the packed-together tables.

As he sat down, Richard said with enthusiasm, ‘Sorry I’ve been a while. There’s a pot of pelargoniums on the window ledge in the gents’, about to expire! I’ve just been explaining to the owner of the restaurant that it needs regular watering and its tips pinched out if it’s going to have any chance of flourishing back there.’

‘Really?’ Out of the corner of her eye Millie could see Jed’s shoulders shaking. Cradling her glass so Richard couldn’t see the dregs of red in it, she said bravely, ‘I’d love another drink.’

Ten minutes later, Jed and his friend finished their meal and asked for the bill. When they’d paid, Jed stood up and announced, ‘Right, we’re off. Actually, I need the loo first. You go on ahead.’

As he moved away he glanced over his shoulder, catching Millie’s eye for a fraction of a second. Waiting until he had disappeared through the swing doors, she reached for her bag and pushed back her own chair.

‘Excuse me for a moment.’

Jed was waiting for her in the narrow corridor leading to the loos.

‘I couldn’t go without checking on that pelargonium,’ he told Millie. ‘I’ve been worried sick about it.’

‘Me too,’ said Millie. ‘I just hope Vincenzo remembers to pinch those tips out.’

‘I knew I knew you from somewhere. Couldn’t figure it out before.’ Jed grinned at her. ‘You’re the gorillagram.’

‘Fame at last!’ Millie was delighted. ‘Where did you see me?’

‘At the hospital. You were great. And all the more reason to rescue you,’ he declared. ‘After all, gorillas are an endangered species.’

‘I can’t just climb out of the toilet window.’ Millie shook her head. ‘His—’

‘Dad’s just died. I hadn’t forgotten.’ Drawing a mobile phone out of his jacket pocket, Jed dropped it into her unfastened bag. ‘I’m not completely insensitive, you know.’

‘I’m sorry.’

He flashed her a wicked grin.

‘Maybe you could tell him it’s nature’s way of pruning the tree of life.’

The next moment, like Superman, he was gone.

Except he wasn’t wearing his underpants over his trousers.

To pass the time, Millie went into the loo and redid her lipstick. The windows, she noticed, were too small to squeeze through anyway. Her bottom would have got stuck and she’d have been stranded there like a wolfhound wedged in a cat flap.

Her bag began to trill five minutes later, interrupting Richard’s in-depth lecture on water features just as he was getting to a really exciting bit. Joke.

‘Sorry about this. Excuse me.’ Reaching for the phone, Millie pressed it tight to her ear. ‘Yes, hello?’

‘We’re outside.’

‘What do you mean, where am I? I’m having dinner with a friend,’ Millie replied indignantly.

‘In a dirty, D-reg Toyota with a dented front wing.’

‘But I’m not supposed to be working tonight! Oh God!’ Millie exclaimed, the look on her face changing to one of horror, ‘I completely forgot!’

‘Oh dear me, that’ll never do,’ Jed tut-tutted.

‘So you’ve told them I’m on my way? Okay, okay. I’m at Vincenzo’s. Lucas, I’m so sorry about this… you’re where? Just around the corner? And you’ve got my costume in the car? That’s fantastic, okay, see you outside in thirty seconds. And listen, I really really owe you one.’

‘Don’t mention it,’ said Jed cheerfully, before hanging up.

‘What’s happened?’ said Richard. As if a five-year-old couldn’t have worked it out.

‘I can’t believe it.’ Millie banged the side of her head. ‘I’m supposed to be doing a wedding reception tonight, in Truro. I wrote down all the details and forgot to transfer them to my diary. The mother of the bride just rang Lucas to find out why I hadn’t turned up. God, I’m such an idiot. And Lucas is on his way here now to pick me up… look, I’m sorry, I’m going to have to go.’ Shaking her head and reaching for her purse, Millie pulled out a twenty-pound note.

‘You don’t have to do that.’ Richard looked astonished.

I do, I do, because I’m running away from you!

‘Please. Let me.’ Hastily she squashed the money into his hand. ‘I’d rather pay my half, I’d feel terrible otherwise. Right, Lucas is probably here by now, I’d better shoot off! Bye!’

***

A piercing whistle from across the street rang out as Millie emerged from the restaurant.

‘This is like doing a bank job,’ Jed whooped as she ran over to the filthy silver Toyota. ‘I always wanted to be a getaway driver. Come on, jump in!’

Millie hesitated.

‘I’m not supposed to jump into cars with strange men.’

‘Oh that’s good, coming from the girl who earns a living impersonating a gorilla. Anyway, we’re not strange, we’re surgical registrars.’ Jed flashed his hospital ID card as he spoke. ‘What’s more, we’ve just rescued you from the gardener who’s about as much fun as compost. And you’ve still got my phone,’ he reminded her. ‘Still, it’s your call. We’re off to the Mandrake Club. If you want to come along, you’re more than welcome. But I have to warn you, in case you fancy me rotten, I never sleep with strange girls on the first night.’

Millie glanced back at the lit-up entrance to Vincenzo’s. Then she checked her watch. Ten-fifteen. If she went home now, she’d have to sit in the armchair while Hester and Nat canoodled together on the sofa.

Hopping into the back seat of the car—and landing on a stethoscope—Millie said, ‘The Mandrake sounds good to me.’

The club was packed and there wasn’t an inch of space on the dance floor, but that didn’t stop Jed and Warren—his co-conspirator—dragging Millie into the fray. Their enthusiasm knew no bounds and they danced like boisterous Labradors, until thirst and exhaustion drove them in the direction of the bar. As soon as they’d downed their pints of lager, they piled back onto the dance floor to trample on yet more people’s feet. Millie found herself being flung between the pair of them like a frisbee. It was fraught but it was fun. Jed and Warren weren’t out to impress anyone—just as well, really—they were simply enjoying themselves, making the most of their precious night off. Neither of them had allowed her to buy a single round of drinks. And—best of all—nobody had so much as mentioned gardening.

This is more like it, Millie thought, panting as she was hurled from Warren to Jed and back again—this time less like a frisbee, more like a grenade. Getting out and having fun, this is what I need to stop me thinking about…

Well, other stuff.

Other people.

Other people who shall remain nameless and who, no doubt, hadn’t wasted a moment of their precious time thinking about her.

What was his name again? Gosh, wasn’t that strange, she couldn’t remember.

‘Knackered!’ bellowed Warren in her ear. ‘Tell Jed it’s his round!’

Ker-plaaang! Millie spun across the dance floor and ricocheted off Jed’s broad chest.

‘Warren says it’s your round,’ she yelled above the music.

Jed lifted her up and spun her round like a top. When he lowered her to the ground Millie was forced to steady herself against his arms. Clutching her to his side, he grinned and steered her in the direction of the bar.

‘Ready for another pint? Down in one, mind. Last one to finish is a nancy.’

Millie’s bladder was at bursting point. The glasses of wine earlier plus three pints of lager in the last hour were making their presence felt.

‘Just a half,’ she pleaded.

‘A half?’ Jed’s eyebrows rose in dismay. ‘What are you, some kind of girl?’

‘And my name is Nancy.’ She gave his arm an apologetic squeeze. ‘What can I say? I’m a weak and feeble female, I can’t keep up.’

As the music died down for a moment, the phone in her bag began to ring again. Millie, who had forgotten she still had it, looked around to see where the noise was coming from.

Amused, Jed slid his arm casually around her waist and lifted it from her bag.

‘Yes? Hey, where are you lot? No, we’re at the Mandrake,’ he bawled above the resurgent thud of music. ‘Coming down? Great! See you in a bit.’ Switching off, he grinned at Millie. ‘The late shift have just come off duty. They’re on their way.’

‘Fine.’ Millie crossed her legs.

‘Look, can I ask you something? Um, it’s pretty personal.’

‘Go ahead. Only be quick,’ Millie said romantically, ‘because I’m desperate for a wee.’

Jed hesitated. Already flushed and perspiring from their recent exertions on the dance floor, he now turned a deeper shade of crimson.

‘The thing is, do you like me?’

Millie looked shocked. ‘Of course I like you! You rescued me, didn’t you? I was the damsel in distress and you were my heroic knight! Plus, you bought me loads of drinks, which always helps—’

‘I mean,’ Jed cut through her babbling, ‘do you fancy me?’

Millie fell silent.

‘You don’t, do you?’ He looked anxious.

‘Um… well, no.’

‘Brilliant.’ Jed heaved a sigh of relief and gave her shoulder a clumsy pat. ‘Phew. I mean, I was pretty sure you didn’t, but I thought I’d better double-check.’

His ears had by this time gone bright red. Grinning, because it was actually pretty obvious, Millie said, ‘Why?’

Jed shrugged and looked bashful, resembling a gauche young farmer more than a dashing surgeon.

‘There’s this nurse I’m quite keen on, and she’s one of the crowd from the hospital on their way down. I just wanted to make sure you wouldn’t be upset if I—’

‘Had a crack at her,’ smirked Warren, having just joined them at the bar. ‘This is Jenny we’re talking about, I take it? He’s been psyching himself up for this for weeks.’

‘If you’re sure you don’t mind.’ Jed ignored him. ‘I mean we did drag you here. I don’t want you to feel—’

‘You big pillock, of course I don’t mind!’ Millie laughed at the expression on his face. ‘Go for it.’

Relieved, he planted a damp kiss on her forehead.

‘Cheers, I’ll introduce you to the rest of the crew when they get here. You never know, one of them might take your fancy,’ he added with a wink. ‘There’s Raoul, one of the orthopods, he’s a bit of a catch by all accounts.’

‘Thanks, but I’m really not looking for a… you know…’

‘Hey,’ Warren interrupted with a groan of impatience, ‘we’re losing valuable drinking time here.’ He gave Jed a hefty nudge. ‘Are you getting this round in or not? I need another drink.’

Millie, whose legs had by this time wound themselves around each other all the way down to her ankles, said, ‘And I need the loo. Back in a sec.’


Chapter 46

The air in the ladies’ was thick with cigarette smoke, hairspray, perfume, and gossip. Leaning against the cool tiled wall, waiting her turn, Millie closed her eyes and concentrated on the snatches of conversation buzzing around her. Basically, because anything was better than thinking how desperate she was for a wee.

‘… I’m telling you, it’s like kissing a camel.’

‘… Oh shit, one of my bra-fillers is missing… bloody thing must’ve fallen out on the dance floor.’

‘… How can he fancy her? The girl’s a walking bag of cellulite.’

‘… I’m telling you, he’s gorgeous. He can access my system any day.’

‘… We’ve got to find it, they cost forty quid in La Senza!’

‘… But I love him and he said he loved me and now he’s all over that fat cow and I just don’t know what I’m going to do-hoo-hooo…’

‘… He got it caught in her belly-button ring. They had to dial nine-nine-nine and be lifted on to the stretcher together.’

‘… His wife died last year.’

Millie’s eyes snapped open. Her toes stiffened. This last remark had come from a tall brunette over by the sinks, busy slapping powder on to her cheeks. Next to her, her dumpy friend was overdoing the lilac eyeshadow.

The door of the toilet cubicle opened. It was Millie’s turn to pee.

I’m overreacting, thought Millie. They could be talking about anyone, I need to pull myself together, I really do.

But she peed as slowly and quietly as she could, in order not to miss a word.

‘How d’you know?’

‘I asked him, dumbo! He was working in the café yesterday and Jerry was yakking on as usual about his girlfriend—God, that man is a complete wet lettuce—and I said, “So how about you? Do you have a girlfriend?” and he said “No,” and I thought, Yay. So I went, “Why not? What’s wrong with you—too ugly?” and he kind of smiled and went, “I think that’s probably it.” Then Jerry gave me a big kick and dragged me into the kitchen and hissed, “He was married, you idiot. His wife died last year.” And I was like, Ohmygod, that is sooo sad. That is, like, tragic.’

Millie, having finished her excruciatingly slow, silent wee, pulled the chain and emerged from the cubicle. Sooo Sad was now vigorously brushing her hair, flicking it back over her shoulders, and grimacing at herself in the mirror, making sure she didn’t have lipstick on her teeth.

‘Then again, tragic for him,’ she went on happily, ‘but luck-luck-lucky for me. I’m definitely going to have a crack at him tonight.’

‘Yeah.’ Dumbo sounded doubtful. ‘But how d’you know he fancies you?’

Sooo Sad snorted with derision.

‘Come on. Who wouldn’t fancy me?’

Dumbo, who was much less attractive and clearly jealous, said, ‘You might not be his type.’

Having adjusted her fluorescent pink bra strap and squirted breath freshener into her mouth, Sooo Sad stepped back to admire her reflection. Satisfied, she smiled and said, ‘I’m a girl, aren’t I? And a thirty-six double D. Of course I’m his type.’

Millie was none the wiser. They could have been talking about anyone. And since the object of their attention worked in a café, it was unlikely to be Hugh. But she was still seized by a terrible urge to launch herself at Sooo Sad, pin her against the sink, and scribble all over her face with eyebrow pencil.

She could definitely do with a Groucho Marx moustache.

Anyway, it wouldn’t be Hugh.

Damn, and she’d been doing so brilliantly earlier, not thinking about him. Practically not even being able to remember his name.

And if you believe that, you’ll believe anything.

Stomach lurching, Millie scrabbled around in her bag for her apricot lip gloss.

Just to be on the safe side.

Although of course, it wouldn’t be Hugh.

It was Hugh.

Spotting him at once, Millie realized she’d known, deep down, all along. Just from the predatory way Sooo Sad had been talking about him. Because, let’s face it, there might be plenty of other widowers in Newquay, but in all honesty, how many would a nubile twenty-something describe as gorgeous?

And there she was, talking to him now, having wasted no time and homed in like a heat-seeking missile.

A fountain of jealousy welled up inside Millie, lurking like a peeping Tom at the back of the club. Sooo Sad was standing inches away from him, leaning closer still as she murmured something in his ear then tossed back her long hair and laughed.

Hugh laughed too. The bastard.

What was he doing here anyway? This was a nightclub, a place where men went to pick up women and women went to pick up men. Why would Hugh want to come here? He wasn’t supposed to be interested in this kind of thing.

Bastard.

Her mouth dry, Millie watched him talking and smiling as though he hadn’t a care in the world. Sooo Sad was nodding and gesturing and angling her body provocatively towards his as she shifted from one spiky high-heel to the other. Her 36DD breasts spilt over the top of her minuscule, electric blue camisole and her legs, encased in microscopic white shorts, were endless.

Glancing down at her own gooseberry-green jersey dress, Millie felt like a bowl of left-out, dried-up cat food. By contrast—and offering herself up on the proverbial plate—Sooo Sad was an enticing mound of plump, juicy prawns.

Millie’s blood curdled with envy. By now it wasn’t just her dress that was green. Sooo Sad was fluttering her long fingers against the front of Hugh’s dark blue shirt. It was practically foreplay. And he was standing there, letting her do it.

I know why he’s here tonight. Hugh tried me once and walked away. Actually, ran away. But now he’s being promised fresh prawns…

‘There you are! We thought you’d run out on us!’

Jed materialized through the haze of smoke like a genie, clutching two slopped-about pints of lager and perspiring more dramatically than ever. His shirt had come untucked and his hair was sticking up like dandelion fluff. Touched that he’d come in search of her, Millie smiled.

‘Is she here yet?’

‘Who, Madonna? Nah.’ He grinned and patted the pocket containing his mobile. ‘She rang and said she’d be late. I told her if she couldn’t be bothered to turn up on time, she could take a running jump.’

‘Well done you. Don’t take any nonsense from half-baked C-list celebrities.’ Millie nodded her approval. ‘How about your nurse?’

‘No sign so far. D’you think I smell of garlic?’

He was breathing anxiously into his cupped hand. Honestly, these medical types, brains as sharp as custard.

‘You ate spaghetti marinara in an Italian restaurant,’ Millie pointed out. ‘Of course you smell of garlic.’

‘Oh God.’

‘Here.’ Delving into her bag, she slid a couple of peppermint TicTacs into his hand—probably the equivalent of the mouse scratching the elephant’s ear, but every little helped. Jed took them and gave her shoulder a grateful squeeze as she popped a TicTac into her own mouth.

‘Thanks. Hey, “Chumbawumba”!’ His eyes lit up as the thumping beat started up. ‘I love this song!’

Millie winced but she had no choice; her pint glass was whisked from her grasp—again—and she was carted onto the dance floor. Happily bawling along to the song—‘I take a lager drink, And then a lager drink, And then a lager drink, And then a lager drink’—Jed bounced her around like a ping pong ball.

Agonizingly aware of Hugh’s presence less than ten feet away, Millie pretended she hadn’t seen him there. All she could do was be a good sport and act like she was having the time of her life. Then again, who was to say Hugh had even noticed her? Sooo Sad was still preening in front of him, doing her Pantene impression and giving him her undivided attention. Why would he even bother to glance at the lunatics pogoing across the dance floor?

‘Wa-hey, she’s here!’ yelled Jed, screeching to a halt. ‘Quick, got any more of those things?’

Rummaging in her bag once more, Millie found a loose TicTac in the side pocket—bit fluffy but still edible—and popped it into his mouth. Jed was all of a quiver, like an overgrown greyhound itching to race after a hare.

‘Off you go.’

‘Are you sure?’

‘Don’t be daft. I need to sit down anyway. Best of luck.’

It was like firing a starting pistol. With a huge grin of relief— and a blast of garlicky-minty breath—Jed shot off in the direction of the bar and the girl of his dreams. Leaving her stranded alone in the middle of the seething dance floor.

Bugger, now I look as if I’ve been dumped.

This time—although her eyes didn’t so much as flicker in his direction—Millie just knew Hugh was watching her. Attempting an air of nonchalance—and overdoing it horribly, as usual—she glanced at her watch (why?), patted her handbag (pointless), fiddled with her hair (still there), and sauntered casually back to where Jed had abandoned their drinks.

There was a small empty table right in the corner, out of sight of the dance floor. Feeling safe, but still stupid, Millie sat down and started riffling through her bag. She had the number of a taxi firm in there somewhere. Jed had already explained that in view of the astounding amount of alcohol they planned on drinking tonight, they were leaving the car and cabbing it home. He’d offered to drop her off en route. But that wouldn’t be for hours yet, and she was ready to go now. Where was that card anyway? Unless it had decided to run off and abandon her, just like everyone else in this—

‘Millie.’

Her head jerked up, and there he was.


Chapter 47

Oh Lord, thought Millie, and there was her stomach, off again, squirming like that pit of snakes in Indiana Jones.

Praying that Hugh couldn’t actually see her stomach squirming, she mustered a bright, nonchalant smile and said, ‘Oh, hi, I didn’t know you were here.’

He look amused.

‘Oh, I think you did.’

‘I didn’t!’

‘Yes you did.’

This was ridiculous.

‘Okay.’ Millie gave him a humor-the-lunatic nod. ‘What makes you think I knew you were here?’

‘You weren’t looking at me. When you were on the dance floor just now, with that friend of yours.’ Hugh paused. ‘You were looking everywhere except at me. Which can only mean you’d spotted me earlier and were deliberately avoiding looking at me. Should you be drinking that, by the way?’ He nodded at her half-empty lager glass.

For an earth-tilting moment, Millie wondered if he thought she was pregnant.

‘It’s allowed. I’m over eighteen.’

‘I saw you taking something earlier. A tablet.’ His tone was even. ‘And you gave one to your boyfriend.’

Millie smothered a grin. No wonder he sounded so disapproving.

‘And you thought it was Ecstasy. For heaven’s sake, do I look ecstatic?’

‘The pair of you were dancing as if you were on drugs,’ Hugh pointed out reasonably.

‘Actually, we were on TicTacs.’ Millie took a gulp of her drink. ‘And I was only dancing like that to keep Jed company.’

‘Hmm. Shame your boyfriend couldn’t return the compliment. He’s over by the bar chatting up some other girl now.’

‘Jed isn’t my boyfriend. Just a friend.’ Craning her neck, Millie was able to see Jed at the bar, making his long-awaited play for the nurse he’d secretly fancied for months. She was tall, with mad frizzy hair and a Julia Roberts mouth. ‘Anyway, what are you doing here? I mean, I know what you’re doing here,’ she amended, flapping her free hand, ‘but I wouldn’t have thought this was your kind of place.’

As the words came tumbling clumsily out, Millie realized she was being watched. It was her turn now. Through a gap in the crowd, Sooo Sad was staring across at them both, completely ignoring the man who was standing next to her whispering into her ear.

‘It isn’t. I was dragged here against my better judgment.’ Hugh followed the direction of Millie’s gaze. ‘I’ve been designing a website for a new company. They opened for business last week and insisted I came out with them tonight to celebrate.’

‘Really? I’d heard you were working in a café these days.’ Millie’s insides were still squirming but she felt she was doing a pretty good job of hiding it. Gosh, they were practically having a normal, polite conversation.

‘That’s the business.’ Hugh smiled slightly. ‘It’s an Internet café on Wardour Street. I’ve been overseeing the technical side.’

Oh. Not washing up then.

‘Her name’s Anita,’ he went on. ‘She’s one of the waitresses.’

‘She’s going to have a crack at you tonight.’ Millie didn’t know whether or not she should be saying this, so she said it anyway. Well, what the hell.

Hugh laughed and pulled up a chair.

‘I’d gathered that much.’

‘I heard her talking about you in the loo. She’s a thirty-six double D,’ Millie added recklessly. God, what was she, some kind of masochist?

‘I knew that too. She told me.’

‘Shouldn’t you be over there with her?’

‘Come on,’ Hugh said dryly. ‘The whole point of coming over here was to get away from Anita.’

How deeply flattering. Miffed, Millie wondered if he had any more tricks up his sleeve. Like asking her to dance with him to something slow and smoochy, perhaps. Not because he fancied her or anything; just to get Sooo Sad off his back.

This was a scenario familiar from her teenage years, an effective way of letting someone know you weren’t interested in them. The trouble was, when you secretly fancied the boy who was using you to get the message across, it hurt like anything when the music stopped and he declared with satisfaction, ‘Right, that’s her sorted out, you can go now.’

Or even—ugh—‘Cheers Millie, you’re a sport.’

Not the kind of words you could forget in a hurry. Especially when you were fifteen.

‘Actually, that’s not true,’ said Hugh.

‘It is true! That’s what he called me! And he clapped me on the back as he said it.’

Hugh gave her an odd look.

‘What?’

Too late, Millie realized that they hadn’t actually been talking about the ritual humiliations of her teenage years. Now he was going to think she was completely loopy.

As well as the girl you wouldn’t want to sleep with twice.

Shaking her head, trying to appear sane, she said, ‘Sorry, sorry. What isn’t true?’

Thankfully, he decided to overlook her moment of madness.

‘I mean I didn’t just come over here to get away from Anita. There’s something we need to talk about.’ Hugh hesitated, searching for the right words. ‘I owe you an apology.’

Damn right you do, matey!

‘Look, there’s no need,’ Millie lied. ‘Really. It’s fine.’

‘It isn’t. I have to explain why—’

‘Hugh?’ Anita, clearly tired of waiting, had materialized in front of them. ‘Will you dance with me?’

Just like that, Millie marveled. No hesitation, no shilly-shallying about. Sooo Sad wanted him back, so she’d come to get him. Like a three-year-old bluntly demanding the return of her favorite toy.

‘Actually,’ Hugh replied, ‘I was—’

‘Please? This is my favorite song.’

The DJ, who prided himself on his quirkiness, had replaced pounding techno-rap with Celine Dion warbling that her heart must go onnnnnn.

‘Actually,’ Hugh repeated, ‘I was about to ask Millie if she’d like to dance.’

The years fell away; all at once, she was fifteen again. With braces on her teeth and a whopping crush on Andy Trent. Millie knew she didn’t mean a thing to Andy—he was only asking her to dance to make Stefanie Chambers jealous—but turning him down was easier said than done. If she said no to Andy, he’d simply shrug and laugh and ask someone else. If she said yes, she’d have three minutes of bliss to hug to herself for weeks to come, three minutes of heavenly physical contact before the music ended and he gave her a matey clap on the back before heading back to his friends.

Which was why she never had been able to bring herself to say no. Who cared about pride anyway? Three minutes of unimaginable bliss were better than none. Saying no was simply cutting off your nose to spite your face.

Stop it, stop it, I’m not fifteen any more. I’m twenty-five. I’m a mature adult with buckets of pride and metal-free teeth.

‘Okay,’ Millie blurted out.

‘Sorry.’ Hugh shrugged and smiled up at Sooo Sad.

Sooo Sad shot a withering glance in Millie’s direction and stalked off.

‘We’ll have to go through with it now,’ murmured Hugh, which boosted her self-esteem no end.

‘No need. In fact, I’d rather stay here.’

‘Don’t be daft.’

Millie was no longer sure she wanted to dance.

‘I thought you had something you needed to tell me.’

Smiling fractionally as he reached for her clammy hand, Hugh pulled her to her feet.

‘It can wait.’

Oh dear, was there any form of torture more exquisite than this? As they danced together every cell in Millie’s body clamored for more, shamelessly urging her to move her thigh against his thigh, allow her hand to slide over his back, tilt her head an inch closer to his shoulder… and then another inch… and another…

Come on, squealed her overexcited hormones, let’s get this show on the road! It’s him, isn’t it? Don’t try and pretend you’ve forgotten! This is the one we had so much fun with last time, so what are we waiting for?

They were only hormones; they didn’t understand. Millie, employing every last ounce of willpower, concentrated on the music instead. When she’d gone to see Titanic with Hester, the manager of the cinema had been forced to ask them to cry more quietly. Apparently other members of the audience were complaining that they couldn’t hear the film. Don’t think about Hugh, don’t think about Hugh, it’ll be over soon, just keep going and don’t think about Hugh. Oh good grief, he just pinched my bum!

‘What?’ said Hugh, all innocence.

‘Why did you do that?’

‘Do what?’ he teased.

‘That!’ It was such an inappropriate, unromantic thing to do. He hadn’t even been gentle.

Outraged, Millie pinched his backside—hard—in return.

‘Ow, that hurt.’

‘Good.’

A split-second later she felt it happen again. Twisting round, Millie saw Jed happily smooching away behind her with the nurse of his dreams. He gave her a broad wink and a deeply inappropriate and unromantic double-thumbs-up.

For his sake, Millie hoped he was gentler with his patients.

‘Sorry. Thought it was you.’ Mumbling the words, she avoided Hugh’s dark eyes. She had a horrid feeling he was laughing at her. She also wished Celine Dion would hurry up and finish; this song was dragging on for longer than it had taken the Titanic to sink.

More than anything else though, she wished Hugh didn’t have to be wearing that aftershave, the one he always wore. It reminded her so strongly of their night in bed together that she knew the rest of her life would be haunted by it. Her body was programmed to react to that particular smell.

It wasn’t funny, Millie gloomily decided, realizing you were at the mercy of a bottle of aftershave. Not funny and not fair. If she could drag Hugh through to the cloakroom, strip off his clothes, and scrub him all over with a stiff-bristled brush, she would do it in a flash.

Then again, there was always the possibility that she might complete the first two tasks and then… oh gosh… get distracted…

‘Are you all right?’

‘What?’

‘Your breathing’s gone a bit funny,’ said Hugh.

Oh crikey, it had too. Realizing she’d been getting carried away, practically hyperventilating into his ear, Millie took an abrupt step backwards.

‘I’m okay. Just feeling a bit, um, faint.’

He looked alarmed. ‘You idiot! Why didn’t you say something?’

‘I’m saying it now.’ Millie swayed on her feet for added authenticity, then let out a shriek as they abruptly lost contact with the ground. ‘Jesus, what are you doing?’

‘Getting you out of here before you keel over.’ Having lifted her into his arms, Hugh moved swiftly through the crowds on the dance floor and headed towards the exit. Behind her, Millie heard an ear-splitting wolf-whistle and a raucous—inappropriate, even—whoop of approval.

Aware of her handbag dangling from its strap and bashing less than glamorously against her bottom, Millie wailed, ‘Put me down. I didn’t mean I was going to faint—I’m not a fainty person!’

‘This place is enough to make anyone pass out. It’s okay,’ Hugh told the smirking bouncers on the door, ‘I’m not kidnapping her. She just needs some fresh air.’


Chapter 48

Outside, he sat Millie down on a bench and tried to persuade her to put her head between her knees. Feeling this was undignified—and not wanting to look any sillier than he’d already made her look—Millie flatly refused.

‘I’m fine, really. See?’ She waggled her head at him like a top-heavy sunflower. ‘Never felt better.’

‘Give yourself a couple of minutes. Then you can go back in.’

Millie thought this was an unenticing prospect. Jed had his nurse to occupy him now. And Sooo Sad, no doubt, was in there waiting to reclaim Hugh. Glancing up the street, she saw a taxi slow down and disgorge a gaggle of rowdy clubgoers.

‘Actually, I think I’ll call it a night. Catch a cab home.’

‘I’d give you a lift, but I don’t have my car,’ said Hugh. ‘No, don’t.’ He placed a hand on Millie’s arm as she made a move to flag down the cab. ‘Don’t go yet. We still need to talk.’

Millie winced. She wasn’t really in the mood just now for one of those you’re-a-great-girl-but lectures.

Let’s face it, she never was going to be in the mood.

Watching the cab sail past, she said flippantly, ‘I’ve got a better idea. Let’s not talk about it.’

Hugh ignored this suggestion.

‘The reason I didn’t contact you after that night is because I felt guilty about my wife. Then, before I had the chance to apologize, I found out about your arrangement with Orla.’ He paused. ‘I assumed you’d told her about us.’

‘I didn’t.’

‘I know that now.’

He was sitting next to her on the bench, his elbows resting on his knees and his hands loosely clasped. Was this what it had all been about? Millie held her breath and allowed her hopes to rise, by the tiniest of notches.

‘You could have asked me.’

‘I know that too. Look, I’m sorry.’

‘Okay. Apology accepted.’ Millie’s stomach was off again, squirming away. Was Hugh going to kiss her now? She shifted round, just a fraction, to make it easier for him if he did. Ever the optimist, her hopes rose another semi-notch. But he wasn’t looking as if he was about to sweep her into his arms and kiss her. His gaze was still fixed on the pavement.

When he spoke, it was clearly with some difficulty.

‘I’m sorry about the other thing as well. That night. It shouldn’t have happened.’

What? What are you talking about?

Aloud, she murmured, ‘Oh.’

‘It’s all my fault. I should never have turned up at your house like that. I don’t know what made me do it. You see—’

‘No, no, that’s fine, it really doesn’t matter.’ Millie blurted the words out before he could get on to the bit about her being a great girl—possibly even a sport. ‘I know what you’re trying to say, and there’s absolutely no need. It was one of those spur-of-the-moment things, that’s all. A complete one-off. I’d practically forgotten it ever happened!’

‘Really?’

‘Really! Gosh, it couldn’t matter less. Now could we please change the subject? Talk about something else?’

Something easier to handle maybe, like quantum physics?

Hugh shot her a sidelong, crooked smile; there was no disguising his relief.

‘Could we change the subject,’ he echoed thoughtfully. ‘I usually hate it when people say that.’

‘Do you? I hate it when people say they’re off to a swanky restaurant.’ Millie knew she was babbling but she didn’t care. Babbling was a damn sight better than having to listen to someone explain just how much they didn’t fancy you. ‘I mean, swanky. I can’t bear that word! And going for a slap-up meal… what’s that all about? How can a meal be slap-up?’

‘Munching a biscuit,’ said Hugh. ‘There’s an expression I can’t stand. Munching’s a hideous word. You just know it means really noisy.’

Delighted that he could play this game, Millie yelped, ‘And I hate it when people say, “Ooh, Blossom’s playing up today,” and you realize they’re talking about their car. They actually think it’s cute to give their car a pet name—and they always choose really nauseating names like Flossie or FunBun or Eric.’

‘Men don’t do that,’ Hugh pointed out. ‘Only girls.’

‘Go on,’ Millie urged. ‘Your turn.’

‘Mensa members,’ he said promptly. ‘People who slide the fact that they have an IQ of two hundred and fifty into the conversation to prove how intelligent they are. Because otherwise you might think they’re thick.’

‘I joined Mensa last year,’ said Millie. ‘Actually, I’ve got an IQ of over sixteen thousand.’

‘And my car’s called Tinkerbell,’ Hugh riposted.

‘I always want to slap people who go: Oh. My. God.’

‘I cringe when someone says, “The world is your lobster.”’

‘In fact,’ Millie said happily, ‘between the two of us, we hate pretty much everyone.’

‘I know, isn’t it great?’

They grinned at each other. Hugh stood up and held out his hand.

‘We’re more likely to find a cab in the square, if you’re up to walking that far.’

‘Know what I really hate? People who make a big fuss of you when you’re feeling absolutely fine.’ To prove how fine she was, Millie pointedly ignored his outstretched hand.

‘Next time you collapse in a nightclub I’ll leave you in a heap on the floor.’ Glancing behind her, he added casually, ‘By the way, I’m not wild about walking down the street with a girl whose dress is tucked into her knickers.’

‘Nooo!’ Millie clapped her hands to her bottom in dismay. When she realized her dress wasn’t tucked into her knickers she gave Hugh a whack on the arm.

‘Two more things I can’t stand,’ said Hugh. ‘Violent women. And girls who can’t take a joke.’

‘I hate men who wear nasty, cheap aftershave.’

‘What really annoys me is getting phone calls from people putting on ridiculous accents, asking me the answer to crossword clues.’

‘That isn’t true!’ Millie exclaimed. ‘You asked me to give you the clues. You were bursting to show off how clever you were. And that’s something I really can’t stand in a man.’

‘I was trying to help you out. I felt sorry for you because you were obviously thick. Anyway, it’s a man thing. We can’t resist showing off our superior knowledge. Through here,’ Hugh gestured as they reached the entrance to the park. ‘It’s a shortcut to the square.’

‘What I also hate is someone new to the area thinking they know more about the shortcuts than somebody who’s lived here all her life.’

He laughed; she saw his teeth gleaming dazzlingly white in the darkness.

‘Fine. We’ll do whatever you say. You tell me the best way to get to the square.’

‘Through the park, dipstick.’

‘Now that,’ Hugh announced, ‘is something I do like. A girl who can admit when she’s in the wrong.’

‘I didn’t say I was wrong.’ Millie was in her element now. ‘I’m just saying this time you happened to be right, but don’t assume you’ll always know best. Because I am, in fact, the shortcut Queen of Newquay. Trying to out-shortcut me would be like offering to show Delia Smith the best way to bake a cake. It’s like demonstrating to Michael Schumacher how he should be taking his corners.’

‘Like teaching your grandmother to suck eggs.’ Hugh nodded gravely.

‘Oh yeeuch, I hate that saying. Makes me feel sick.’

‘You mean you try not to, but you can’t help picturing it? And you just know she’s going to have bits of broken egg shell around her wrinkled mouth and raw yolk dribbling down her whiskery old chin?’

Millie started to laugh. How could he possibly know that?

‘Exactly! You too?’

‘Oh yes,’ said Hugh. ‘Every time.’

Swooooosh…

It was one of those moments, Millie realized, that she would remember for ever. Captured in her mind as efficiently as a butterfly in a box. Every sense was heightened; she could feel the blades of grass tickling her feet, the warm night breeze on her bare shoulders. The silhouettes of the trees shifted in the darkness. She could hear the rustling of the leaves and shouts of revelry in the far distance and the sound of Hugh’s breathing. She could smell his aftershave and the sweet green scent of the just-cut grass. His blond hair glistened in the reflected moonlight. His dark eyes were—for the moment— completely serious, as if he too had realized what was happening.

Millie’s body felt like a buzzing bundle of electricity. It was at this precise moment that she realized just how in love with this man she was.

Completely and utterly and helplessly.

Not to mention pointlessly, seeing as he’d made it abundantly clear to her that what had happened before would never ever happen again.

Millie closed her eyes in defeat. She may have thought she’d known it before, but now she truly knew it. This was so much more than mere physical attraction and the realization that here was someone you got on fantastically well with.

This was the man with whom she knew she could spend the rest of her life.

He was The One for her. There couldn’t be anyone else.

And who did she have to thank for this discovery? Some toothless old egg-sucking grandmother.

‘Hear that?’ said Hugh, turning his head.

Oh, don’t worry, it’s just my heart breaking, shattering into a zillion pieces.

‘If I’m not mistaken,’ Millie pronounced, ‘it’s the mating call of the greater-spotted, swallow-tailed, ring-necked redwing.’

Obligingly, at that moment, a bird sang out from one of the trees overhead.

Hugh gave her a pitying look.

‘If there’s one thing I can’t stand, it’s a smug intellectual. And if you listen again I think you’ll find that’s the call of the lesser-spotted, swallow-tailed, ring-necked redwing.’

‘Tell you what,’ said Millie, ‘let’s just shoot it anyway.’ Peering ahead into the darkness, she glimpsed movement. ‘There’s somebody over there.’

‘That’s the noise I heard. Two people talking. I can see them now,’ Hugh added as they followed the curve of the path and drew nearer. ‘Over there on that bench.’

The bench was close to the park’s exit gates; to get out they had to pass it. As they approached, Millie saw that the couple were entwined in a pretty intimate embrace.

‘I hope they aren’t having sex,’ whispered Millie.

Sounding amused, Hugh whispered back, ‘Why? They’re the ones who’ll be embarrassed.’

Yes, you big nitwit, but I’ll be jealous!

They had almost reached the park bench now. The couple on it were kissing passionately… and audibly.

‘Yuk,’ Millie murmured. ‘I hate noisy kissers.’

‘They haven’t seen us. They don’t know we’re here.’ Hugh spoke in an undertone. ‘Otherwise I’m sure they’d do it more quietly.’

Millie was tempted to clear her throat and startle them out of their passion-fueled snog. Thankfully, it appeared to be no more than a snog, although the two of them were by this time practically horizontal on the bench. It couldn’t be comfortable either—those narrow wooden slats had no give in them—and from the look of the couple they weren’t what you’d call spring chickens. Not that Millie could see their faces, but the man’s shoes and trousers weren’t the kind anyone under the age of thirty would be seen dead in, and it stood to reason that no female under thirty would be seen dead with the kind of man who went out in public dressed like that.

The next moment two things happened more or less simultaneously. The man who was lying almost on top of the woman stopped kissing her noisily for just long enough to let out a groan of longing. Cupping her face in his hands, he sighed passionately, ‘Oh God, you drive me insane.’

‘It drives me insane when people say that,’ Hugh whispered in Millie’s ear.

But Millie didn’t hear him; she was too busy being in shock.

Surely not. It couldn’t really be her ex-boss, could it? Tim Fleetwood? It sounded exactly like him, but how could it be?

Because apart from anything else, the woman lying underneath him sure as hell wasn’t his wife, scary Sylvia.

A split-second later the woman’s shoe, which had been dangling from her toes, slid off and fell to the ground. It was an elegant lime green stiletto with a leather bow on the heel and a gold lining.

Millie promptly went into triple shock. The shoe was a size three and a half. She knew this because she had tried it on last week. Or, at least, had tried to try it on. Being a size five herself, it hadn’t fit.

‘Oh darling, you look just like one of the ugly sisters,’ the owner of the expensive new shoes had trilled with her customary lack of tact.

Millie closed her eyes but it was too late, she’d already recognized the slender stockinged leg now minus its shoe. There was surely no mistaking that leg, nor the hands that were entwined in Tim Fleetwood’s hair—although maybe entwined was putting it a bit strongly, considering there wasn’t actually that much of it.

But the clincher, the absolute clincher, was the jewelry. Those rings, that bracelet, the narrow gold watch.


Chapter 49

‘What was that all about?’ demanded Hugh thirty seconds later. He rubbed his arm where Millie’s fingers had dug in so hard she’d left a series of nail-shaped indentations. One minute they’d been wandering at a leisurely pace through the park; the next, she had seized his arm and with superhuman strength practically dragged him out through the gates.

Millie didn’t reply. Seemingly unaware of her surroundings, she was heading away from the square at a rate of knots, her spine rigid and her arms folded tightly across her chest. Hurrying to catch up, Hugh marveled at the pace she was setting.

‘Millie? Slow down a minute. Tell me what’s going on.’

When she turned to look at him, he saw that her face was white.

‘I can’t tell you.’

‘You have to.’ Seeing her like this, Hugh’s chest tightened with concern. He wanted to protect Millie from whatever had upset her. Put his arms around her and make everything better. He couldn’t bear the thought of anyone hurting her.

As if I haven’t hurt her enough myself.

Millie was trembling violently. Her green angora cardigan was tied around her waist. Gently, Hugh untied the sleeves and helped her into it as if she were a child.

‘That man on the bench back there.’ The words came out jerkily, between chattering teeth. ‘I know him. It’s Tim Fleetwood, my old boss.’

‘Okay.’ Hugh nodded slowly, wondering what all the fuss was about. He knew why Millie had left the travel agency; she’d told him all about the downtrodden husband and his possessive, wildly jealous wife. But why would seeing him now—

‘I know the woman too, the one he was with,’ Millie blurted out. ‘Oh Hugh, this is awful, I’m so ashamed. It’s my mother.’

Down on the beach, the tide was in. An almost-full moon lit up the inky water. Millie sat on the dry sand above the high-tide line and hugged her knees. Hugh, sitting next to her, allowed her to talk.

‘I mean, we knew she was seeing someone and we’d guessed he was married. In theory I could cope with that. It’s just the shock of actually seeing them together, your own mother kissing some man… it’s so gross… and in public, where anyone could have seen them! And to cap it all she had to choose Tim Fleetwood!’

‘At least she didn’t see you,’ said Hugh.

‘Of course she didn’t see me, she was too busy sticking her tongue down her hideous old boyfriend’s throat… ugh, double-gross! Just the thought of it makes me feel sick.’ Repulsed, Millie covered her face with her hands. ‘I wanted to yell at them, throw a bucket of water over them, anything to make them stop pawing each other like that!’

Hugh hid a smile. Poor Millie, she was upset, but actually there was a funny side to this. Picturing her flinging a bucket of cold water over her mother and her ex-boss, he struggled to keep a straight face.

Lucky, really, that there hadn’t been any buckets lying about.

‘Why didn’t you yell at them?’ In fact, he was surprised she hadn’t; it would have been a Millie thing to do.

‘I couldn’t. I couldn’t. It would have been too embarrassing for you.’ Her voice rose again. ‘I’m so ashamed—God, my own mother! How would that have made you feel?’

Touched, Hugh put his arm around her.

‘You idiot. You know, I think I could probably have coped.’

‘Tuh,’ Millie retorted. ‘You might have been able to, but I couldn’t.’

His mouth twitched.

‘Why not? What did you think I’d say? Ugh, get away from me, Millie Brady, I don’t want anything to do with a girl whose mother cavorts shamelessly on park benches with married men?’

Millie picked up a pale grey pebble and lobbed it—plop—into the sea. Funnily enough, this was almost exactly what she had expected Hugh to say. Well, maybe not say, because he simply wasn’t that rude. But she could picture him thinking it, which was just as bad.

Still, he had his arm around her waist, which wasn’t bad at all. In fact, it was extremely nice, even if she knew it didn’t mean anything. It was a cheer-up-and-don’t-worry-about-your-delinquent-mother gesture rather than a romantic one. Then again, beggars can’t be choosers, and right now any friendly gesture was better than none, especially when the merest physical contact was making her go zingy all over and want to writhe helplessly with pleasure like a puppy having its stomach tickled.

Millie’s breathing grew shallower and more rapid as Hugh’s fingers, idly stroking her hypersensitive skin, began to head in a direction they really shouldn’t have been heading.

Oh, but he was doing it so seductively she didn’t know if she could bring herself to stop him.

‘Please don’t,’ croaked Millie.

‘I want to. I have to,’ Hugh whispered back, his breath warm on her ear. ‘You’ve kept me in suspense long enough. I can’t stand it any longer.’

‘No. You mustn’t.’ Summoning all her mental strength, Millie clamped her hand over his fingers and peeled them away from her leg. She took a deep breath. ‘No, no, no.’

Hugh grinned.

‘Spoilsport.’

‘I promise you,’ Millie said with feeling, ‘you don’t want to know.’

She kept the flat of her hand firmly over the tattoo as she spoke. To her relief Hugh didn’t persist.

‘Okay, fair enough. But there’s something else I’m curious about. Why didn’t you tell Orla about us?’

Actually, not that relieved.

‘Because it was a one-off. It didn’t mean anything,’ Millie lied— since it had, of course, meant the exact opposite. ‘It wasn’t… relevant,’ she floundered on, ‘and I knew you wouldn’t want to be included, no matter how much Orla disguised your identity. Anyway, I’m allowed to keep some stuff private.’ Especially stuff that makes me look like a wally and a complete pushover. ‘I didn’t happen to think that was any of Orla’s business.’

Hugh raised an eyebrow.

‘I thought she paid you to tell her everything.’

‘Look, what Orla doesn’t know won’t hurt her.’ Shifting uncomfortably on the sand—her bottom was going numb—Millie retorted, ‘You aren’t going to tell her, are you? And neither am I. So basically, Orla’s never going to find out.’

‘You’re sure that’s not cheating?’

‘Of course I’m sure!’ Honestly, what was he suggesting, that she gave the five thousand pounds back to Orla? ‘She’s got heaps of stuff to write about.’ Getting huffy, Millie tugged the gooseberry-green angora cardigan up over her shoulders. ‘The thing is, you’re acting as though what happened between us that one night was important, and it wasn’t. Compared with all the other stuff that’s been going on, crikey, it was nothing! It meant nothing. It was just a… blip.’

Silence. Millie wondered if she’d gone too far. It was, after all, the kind of declaration at which a man could take offense.

Finally, slowly, after studying her face for what seemed like an hour, Hugh tilted his head to one side.

‘A blip. Of course it was. You’re absolutely right.’

The taxi drew to a halt outside Millie’s house. Hugh, who was traveling on to Padstow, said, ‘I’ll move to the front.’

It was an excuse to get out of the cab and say good night to Millie. This evening’s events had shaken him more than he cared to admit, even to himself, and he was fighting to keep his feelings under control.

First, seeing Millie at the club with Jed, assuming that he was a new boyfriend, and not liking it one bit. Then, dancing with Millie and wondering if it was affecting her as profoundly as it had affected him.

He truly hadn’t known the answer to this until she had called him a blip. That was when he’d known for sure that he wasn’t a blip.

Guilt had mingled with relief. There was no easy answer. He didn’t want to feel this way about anyone, but he just couldn’t help it.

Standing on the pavement together while the taxi driver lit a cigarette, they gazed into each other’s eyes.

‘Gosh, it’s late,’ said Millie, shivering. ‘Two o’clock.’

He wanted to kiss her so badly but knew he mustn’t. It wasn’t fair on Millie. He knew what else he wanted to do, but that wouldn’t be fair either.

Instead, smiling slightly, he said, ‘Thanks for rescuing me this evening.’

‘Any time.’

She was either shivering or trembling. Hugh couldn’t tell which.

He didn’t want to go.

But he must.

‘I ended up enjoying myself more than I’d expected.’

‘Me too.’ Millie pulled a face. ‘Apart from the bit where we bumped into my mother.’

‘And the bit where you called me a blip.’ Jesus, what am I doing? Why am I saying this? Do I want her to tell me it isn’t true?

‘I love that word,’ said Millie. ‘Actually, it’s one of my all-time favorites.’ Slowly, she repeated it. ‘Blip.’

Hugh nodded. ‘I’m very fond of Tombola.’

‘Lozenge.’

‘Jinx.’

‘Swizzlestick.’ She twirled the syllables around her tongue with relish.

‘Yodel.’

‘Fandango. Although,’ Millie confessed, ‘I don’t really know what it means.’

She was smiling and still shivering, stumbling slightly over the words. Hugh shivered too; there it was, happening again, just as it had happened on the beach. Some indefinable chemistry was at work, zapping between them. Millie had this effect on him. He wished she didn’t, but she did. There was no escaping it.

He really liked the word testosterone, but it hardly seemed appropriate to say so.

He mustn’t weaken, he mustn’t. If the guilt came flooding back, as it had last time, that would be it. He would hate himself and Millie would certainly never forgive him.

Not again.

Hugh tilted his head slightly to avoid the glare of an approaching car’s headlights. Misconstruing the movement, clearly thinking he was about to kiss her, Millie angled her own cheek towards his. Awkwardly, because a decorous peck on the cheek was so far removed from the kiss he wanted to give her, but knew he couldn’t risk, he did the gentlemanly thing. Fleeting contact, two inches from the corner of her mouth.

They gazed at each other with silent, throbbing longing as the car moved steadily past them.

Millie cleared her throat as she fumbled in her bag for her frontdoor key.

‘Doppelgänger’s a gorgeous word.’

‘It’s German. That’s cheating.’ A tiny insect was dancing just in front of her face and he brushed it gently away with the back of his hand. ‘No foreign words allowed. Otherwise you just end up reciting types of pasta. Pappardella. Conchiglia. Vermicelli. See?’ He shrugged. ‘Those Italians have all the best words. Who can compete with that?’

‘Vermicelli means little worms.’

‘Exactly. That’s why they win every time.’

The taxi driver, having finished his cigarette and begun fiddling with the dial on his radio, located some sad local DJ with a penchant for country and western. Tammy Wynette yodelling, ‘Staaayaand by your maaayaaan,’ made them both jump.

‘God, now I’m definitely going,’ said Millie.

Hugh smiled; she’d once told him she’d rather knit her own intestines into a vest than listen to country and western.

‘Let me know what happens with your mother,’ he said as Millie unlocked the front door.

Now that they were several feet apart, it was easier to pretend they were just good friends.

‘Don’t worry.’ Millie waved over her shoulder as he climbed back into the cab. ‘First thing tomorrow morning, she’s going to get the talking-to of her life.’

Lucas had reached the end of the road and stopped. There was no other traffic about but he waited at the junction anyway, watching the goings-on in his rearview mirror with deepening interest.

Nobody was more of an expert than Lucas when it came to body language. Interpreting those barely there, seemingly insignificant signals was what he did best; it was a particular talent, like possessing perfect pitch or the ability to paint like Degas.

Not that there had been anything insignificant about the signals being given out back down the road outside Millie’s house. But whereas anyone else seeing them might simply have assumed that here was a couple who fancied each other, Lucas was able to read far more into the situation than that.

This was Millie as he had never seen her before, caught up in the grip of emotions he seriously doubted she had ever experienced before. Lucas recognized the tall blond guy she was with—he’d bumped into them once, months ago, in a bar. But Millie had barely seemed to know him herself back then; there had been no atmosphere of intimacy between them. Lucas also recalled seeing him at Orla’s party but was fairly sure he’d been there with someone else. Nor did he recall there being any contact between him and Millie.

But there was no mistaking the situation now. This was serious. As he’d driven slowly past, they had been oblivious to anything but each other; the air around them had practically been vibrating with mutual longing. Pure Brief Encounter. Minus the railway platform, of course, and the billowing clouds of steam. If Lucas had tooted his horn they wouldn’t have heard it. If he’d leapt out of his car and danced naked on the hood they wouldn’t have noticed him.

Interesting that Millie hadn’t mentioned this new development in her life.

But what intrigued Lucas most of all was the fact that they were saying goodbye to each other on the doorstep, rather than taking the evening to its logical conclusion.

When it was so clearly what both of them wanted to do.

As he watched in the rearview mirror, Millie stepped back and the blond guy climbed into the passenger seat of the waiting taxi. Lucas was too far away to see the expression on her face, but he guessed she wasn’t wearing one of her phew-that’s-got-rid-of-him smiles.

The next moment, the taxi pulled away and Millie disappeared inside the house.

Very interesting indeed, thought Lucas. Millie had found herself a man at last, one she was evidently head over heels in love with.

And for some reason he wasn’t able to spend the night with her.

Plus, she was keeping their relationship a secret.

Ha! thought Lucas, entertained to recall all the times Millie had had a hissy fit and lectured him about his own sex life.

No doubt about it. Millie’s new man was married.


Chapter 50

Millie didn’t get the chance to speak to her mother about Tim Fleetwood. When the front doorbell rang at eight o’clock the next morning she was still upstairs, asleep.

Nat, answering the door in his striped boxer shorts, found a middle-aged woman in a severe navy jacket and grey knife-pleated skirt on the doorstep.

‘Hello. Does Millie Brady still live here?’

‘Um, hi.’ Nat wondered if the woman was a probation officer. ‘Yes, yes she does. But she’s not up yet.’

‘Don’t worry, it isn’t Millie I’m after.’ The woman smiled tightly and gestured towards her briefcase. ‘I was actually looking for Adele Brady, Millie’s mother. I know she was down here visiting her daughter, but—’

‘Oh, right. No, Millie’s mum’s not here,’ Nat explained. ‘She’s staying with Millie’s dad.’

‘Really?’ The woman’s eyebrows rose. ‘I thought they were divorced.’

‘They are. She’s staying with Millie’s dad and his ladyfriend.’ With a grin, Nat added, ‘Millie’s mum’s still young, free, and single.’

‘I see.’ Another chilly smile. ‘Well, I wonder if you could give me the address.’

Nat scratched his head, ‘I haven’t got a clue where they live. Hess? Hess?’ he yelled. The next moment, wrapped in a towel and still dripping from her shower, Hester appeared at the top of the stairs.

‘Hello. So sorry to trouble you. My name’s Sylvia Fleetwood. Millie used to work for my husband and me.’ Flipping open her briefcase, Sylvia withdrew a handful of glossy brochures. ‘The thing is, Millie’s mother is a client of ours and she’s been desperate to get hold of some brochures. These were delivered to the office yesterday afternoon, so I thought I’d drop them off this morning on my way to work.’

‘Oh, right.’ Hester had heard all about Sylvia Fleetwood from Millie. Obsessively jealous and paranoid that other women were after her henpecked husband. As if any woman in her right mind would be interested in the kind of man who allowed himself to be henpecked. ‘Well, you can leave the brochures here. Millie’ll make sure her mum gets them.’

‘Mrs Brady is extremely anxious to see the brochures,’ Sylvia insisted. ‘It’ll be quicker if I take them to her now.’

Hester shrugged; it made no difference to her.

‘Okay, if you’re sure.’ She told Sylvia Fleetwood the address and helpfully gave her directions to Lloyd and Judy’s hard-to-find house at the end of a narrow lane off the main road leading from Newquay to Padstow.

‘Thank you. You’ve been most helpful.’ Sylvia Fleetwood headed briskly back towards her car.

‘Bit keen, isn’t she?’ said Nat when they had closed the front door. ‘All that way, just to drop off a few holiday brochures?’

Hester squirmed with pleasure as he caught hold of her and began to kiss her neck.

‘That woman’s so paranoid, she’s probably doing it to keep Adele away from the office and out of her husband’s sight. One glimpse of him and she’s worried Millie’s mum will be consumed with uncontrollable lust…’

‘Speaking of being consumed with lust.’ Nat’s hands began to wander teasingly over her damp, towel-clad body.

‘Nooo! I’ll be late for work,’ Hester protested unconvincingly.

‘Tell the boss you’ll be half an hour late. Actually, don’t bother, I’ll tell your boss.’ His expression solemn, Nat removed her towel and let it fall to the floor. ‘Hester, you’re going to be half an hour late.’

She grinned. That was the blissful thing about being self-employed.

‘Oh, okay then. Thanks for letting me know.’

‘My pleasure,’ said Nat.

‘In fact, just to be on the safe side, maybe we should say an hour.’

As she took his hand and led him upstairs, Hester wondered if she’d ever been happier in her life. How could she ever have thought Lucas was more of a catch than Nat?

‘You’d think that woman from the travel agency would have Millie’s mother’s address on their computer files,’ she mused idly.

Nat, pushing her gently backwards through the bedroom door and on to the rumpled bed, murmured, ‘Sshh. You talk too much.’

When Millie emerged from her own bedroom forty minutes later, Hester was by the front door hurriedly dragging a brush through her hair and jamming her feet into a pair of pink Reeboks.

‘You’re late for work.’ Millie pretended she didn’t know why.

Hester winked. ‘Some things are more important.’

Frowning, Millie said, ‘Did I hear the doorbell earlier?’

‘Oh, yeah. Your mum’s off to Trinidad.’

WHAT?

Millie blinked. ‘Excuse me?’

‘Or Tobago. One of the two. Trinidad and Tobago, that’s what it said on the front of the brochure.’

‘Are you serious? My mother came round to tell me she’s off to Trinidad and it didn’t even occur to you to wake me up?’

Hester’s eyes widened with astonishment as Millie’s voice spiraled up through several octaves.

‘Blimey, keep your knickers on. You sound like Bjork when you do that squeaky dolphin thing. And it wasn’t your mother who was here, anyway. It was that truly lovely ex-boss of yours.’

Faintly, Millie said, ‘You mean Tim Fleetwood?’

‘No, you twit. That bunny-boiler wife of his.’

Oh God. Sylvia.

‘What was she doing here?’ squeaked Millie.

‘Honestly, you aren’t paying attention at all, are you? She had these brochures your mum wanted. For Trinidad and Tobago.’ Hester enunciated the words slowly and carefully, since Millie was clearly having trouble keeping up. ‘She needed your mum’s address so she could drop them round to her, that’s all. And now, thanks to you, I really am late for work. I’m off.’

As the front door slammed shut, Millie clutched her head and murmured, ‘Oh shit.’

With Lloyd and Judy out of the house—having disappeared on one of their long, early-morning walks—Adele had the kitchen to herself and was enjoying a breakfast of Earl Grey tea, buttery croissants, and blackcurrant preserves. Keeping the sleeves of her lemon satin peignoir hitched up so they wouldn’t trail in the butter dish, she helped herself to more tea from the pot and idly admired her new French-manicured fingernails. The phone began to ring again, but since Adele knew it wouldn’t be for her at this hour of the morning, she didn’t bother to answer it. She had better things to do—like think about darling Tim—than spend all her time taking down messages for Lloyd and Judy like some downtrodden secretary.

The moment the phone stopped ringing, the doorbell started. Heaving a sigh of irritation—and almost dropping a jammy blackcurrant down the front of her satin robe—Adele pushed her chair back and rose slowly to her feet. If it was that frightful old farmer-neighbor of Lloyd’s, calling round for one of his dreary chats, she would just have to pretend not to understand a word he was saying— which, with his impenetrable Cornish accent, wasn’t difficult—and shoo him away. Preferably before he trod cow muck from his dirt-encrusted wellies into the house.

Her nostrils pinched in readiness against the farmyard stench, as well as the thought of having to converse with a man who kept his trousers up with blue nylon baler twine, Adele braced herself and opened the front door.

‘Are you having an affair with my husband?’ demanded Sylvia Fleetwood.

Stunned, Adele took a step backwards.

‘I beg your pardon?’

‘You heard.’

‘I’m sorry, this is ridiculous.’ Adele shook her head. ‘You can’t turn up on someone’s doorstep and start accusing them of—’

‘Fine, let’s put it another way. I know you’re having an affair with my husband, and I’m here to tell you it’s over. God, the smell of you,’ spat Sylvia, her face wrinkling with revulsion. ‘I searched Tim’s car this morning, and it stank of your cheap scent.’

This was too much; this was insupportable. Quivering with outrage, Adele snapped back, ‘It is not cheap, it’s by Giorgio Armani.’

‘And it makes me want to be sick,’ sneered Sylvia. ‘How dare you try and steal another woman’s husband? We have a happy marriage—’

‘Oh come off it,’ Adele laughed mirthlessly, since the cat appeared to be well and truly out of the bag. ‘He’s been miserable for years.’

Sylvia shifted from one sensibly shod foot to the other, her eyes narrowing like a snake’s.

‘I’ve come to tell you that it’s time you left Cornwall. If you stay, I’ll make your life a misery, and that’s a promise.’

‘But I’m quite happy here. And you can’t order me to leave. Just as you can’t order Tim to stop seeing me,’ Adele continued smoothly. ‘You see, you may have spent the last twenty years bossing him around and generally treating him like some little lapdog, but he is actually a grown man capable of making his own decisions, and I think you’ll find he doesn’t actually want to stop seeing—AAARRGH!’

Adele sprang back as the liquid hurtled towards her, spraying her face before she had the chance to throw up her hands. Jesus! Jesus! Tim’s wife was a madwoman! If this was bleach… or some kind of acid… oh God, this couldn’t be happening…

Stumbling backwards, fumbling blindly for the phone in the hall, Adele whimpered, ‘Dial nine-nine-nine, oh please, not my face… just dial nine-nine-nine…’

Sylvia laughed at her distress.

‘You stupid bitch, look at yourself. Go on, you can open your eyes. It’s not acid.’

‘AAAAARRRGGH!’ screamed Adele twice as loudly when she had peeled her hands away from her face. The front of her yellow satin robe was splattered with dense black liquid. It was dripping from her arms, her hands, her face, her hair. ‘WHAT THE HELL HAVE YOU DONE TO ME?’ she bellowed, shaking her head furiously and spraying black droplets like a wet dog.

‘Given you something to think about.’ Sylvia smiled with grim satisfaction. ‘Not looking quite so gorgeous now, are you?’

Triumphantly she held up an empty bottle. ‘Don’t worry, it’s only indelible ink.’

‘Indelible ink? Are you MAD?’ shrieked Adele, clapping her hands to her chest in horror. ‘This peignoir cost two hundred and fifty pounds.’

***

By the time Millie reached the house, Adele had gone.

‘Your car,’ Millie spluttered, as Lloyd and Judy came out to greet her.

‘I know. I’ve never been called a whore before.’ Lloyd chuckled, taking the situation in his usual easygoing stride. ‘I shall be the talk of the town.’

His beautiful red Audi, parked on the driveway, had been dramatically graffitied with the words, ‘TART,’ ‘SLUT,’ and ‘WHORE.’

‘Your father was too lazy to walk down to the beach this morning so we set out in my car,’ Judy explained. ‘We saw a woman in a grey Renault as we pulled out of our lane. She must have assumed Lloyd’s car belonged to Adele.’

‘So Sylvia did all this before knocking on the door. Crikey, Mum must have been in a complete state.’

‘By the time we got back she’d been scrubbing away in the shower for a good forty minutes. That ink isn’t going to be coming off in a hurry. I can’t imagine what the other people on the train back to London are going to make of your mother.’ Lloyd was doing his best to keep a straight face. ‘It’s the hottest day of the year and she’s done up like a beekeeper… black veil, long-sleeved gloves, and a hat the size of a sombrero.’

‘This is all my fault,’ Millie fretted. ‘If I’d been awake this morning when Sylvia came round, I’d never have given her your address.’

‘Oh please, will you listen to yourself?’ Lloyd shook his head and tut-tutted. ‘It’s your mother’s fault for getting herself involved with a married man in the first place.’

‘So what’s going to happen now? Is it all over between them?’

‘She was on the phone to Tim Fleetwood before she left,’ Judy said easily. ‘Reading out train times and basically telling him he had twenty-four hours to leave Sylvia and join her in London.’

Millie was wide-eyed.

‘Blimey, d’you think he will?’

‘Well, we could only hear Adele’s side of the conversation.’ Judy shrugged. ‘But I have to say she sounded like a mother ordering a sulky teenager to tidy his room.’

‘I still can’t believe it,’ Millie marveled, polishing her sunglasses on the hem of her polka-dotted skirt. ‘Of all the men to have an affair with. How did he ever get away from Sylvia for long enough to see my mother? I thought she had him electronically tagged.’

‘He joined an evening class,’ said Judy. ‘Adele told me while she was packing.’

‘And Sylvia didn’t join up with him?’ This was astounding. Every year they had enrolled for some course or other, always as a couple.

‘He joined a men-only discussion group: The Role of the Male in the Twenty-First Century: Exploring Repressed Emotions.’ Heroically, Judy managed to keep a straight face. ‘Apparently, he told Sylvia he needed to discover his inner self. And it worked a treat, until Sylvia caught on last week. She turned up at the community center as the rest of the class was leaving and found out that Tim hadn’t actually bothered to attend any of the meetings.’

Millie still felt as if she were in some way to blame. She watched as her father licked an index finger and gave the indelible felt-pen graffiti on the bonnet of his car an experimental rub.

It wasn’t coming off.

‘Are you going to call the police?’

‘What, and have the poor woman arrested for a spot of grievous car-bodily harm?’ Lloyd laughed. ‘I don’t think there’s any need for that.’

Millie nodded at the graffiti—hardly the kind you’d want to flaunt as you drove around Cornwall.

‘It’s going to need a respray. That’ll cost a bit.’

‘My darling, look at it from my point of view.’ Lloyd placed a genial arm around her shoulders. ‘Thanks to Sylvia Fleetwood, my ex-wife has upped sticks and moved out, gone back to London for good. Sylvia provided the answer to my prayers. She has removed the thorn from my side.’ His grey eyes crinkling at the corners, he lowered his voice and confided, ‘My darling, getting the car resprayed is a small price to pay, believe me. That woman has done me a massive favor. In fact, I should probably send her red roses and a crate of champagne.’


Chapter 51

Millie was in the kitchen being taught by Nat how to create the perfect souffle omelette when the phone rang the following afternoon.

‘… and then you fold the egg whites into the beaten yolks with a metal spoon—no, not a wooden one…’

‘Millie, it’s for you.’ Hester appeared in the doorway with a phwoarh expression on her face. ‘Some gorgeous-sounding French guy, says it’s très importante.’

‘Excuse me.’ Nat feigned despair. ‘What’s more très importante: some gorgeous-sounding French guy or my omelette-making masterclass?’

‘Ask a silly question.’ Briskly, Millie seized the phone. ‘Hello?’

‘Ah mademoiselle, bon soir. Per’aps you could eenform your charming friend that I am not only gorgeous-soundeeng but gorgeous-lookeeng also.’

Oh! Millie’s heart began to flap about inside her rib cage like a landed haddock. This was definitely a turn-up for the books.

‘He says he makes Olivier Martinez look like Quasimodo,’ she told Hester, without covering the receiver. ‘Then again, we only have his word for it. He could look like Quasimodo’s ugly brother.’

‘Ze thing ees, I need some ‘elp wiz a crossword,’ said Hugh. ‘Seexteen across, two words, six and three letters, cricketer found guilty.’

‘D’you know what I think?’ said Millie. ‘I think all men should speak all the time with a French accent. It ought to be compulsory.’ Shivering happily, she added, ‘Caught out.’

‘Hey, excellente, merci beaucoup mademoiselle. Actually,’ Hugh reverted to his normal voice, ‘the reason I rang was because—’

‘Don’t tell me, you’re dying to know what I said to my mother.’ Clutching the cordless phone, Millie sidled past Nat out of the kitchen. In the living room, she told Hugh what had happened.

‘So there you have it,’ she concluded several minutes later. ‘Mum’s back in London scrubbing away at her face with Comet and a Brillo pad. My dad’s busy celebrating. And my mother’s lover has decided not to join her because he’s too much of a wet lettuce to leave his wife.’

At that moment a shriek echoed through from the kitchen, followed by a volley of giggles. ‘Excuse my flatmate,’ Millie sighed. ‘Sounds like she’s being ravished. Again.’

‘How’s it going with those two?’

‘Oh, they’re still sickeningly happy, like a couple of newlyweds. Which I’m pleased about, of course, but…’

‘Still thinking of moving out?’

Why? Are you going to invite me to move in with you? Really? Wow, that’d be great!

Wisely, Millie kept this rogue fantasy to herself. Instead, she said, ‘Probably. Well, it makes sense.’

‘Where will you live?’ said Hugh.

Huh, so not with you, obviously.

‘Well, Lucas has offered me a room at his place. He says I’m welcome to stay as long as I like.’

There was a brief pause.

‘And will you go?’

‘I don’t know.’ Millie heaved another gusty sigh. ‘Seems a bit ridiculous, moving out of here to get away from all the sex that’s going on… and ending up at Lucas’s house. Talk about jumping out of the frying pan. Still, it was kind of him to offer.’

Unlike you, Mr. Can’t-take-a-hint.

‘He might expect you to sleep with him.’ Hugh sounded disapproving. ‘As a way of saying thank you.’

‘Suppose he might,’ Millie agreed.

‘You’d be another notch on his bedpost.’

‘I’ll let you in on a secret,’ said Millie. ‘Lucas has carved so many notches there’s no actual bedpost left.’

When she hung up five minutes later, she wondered what the phone call had really been about. Was it her overactive imagination or had Hugh sounded as if he were biting his tongue, willing himself not to tell her she mustn’t sleep with Lucas?

Actually, it probably was her imagination. If Hugh had something he wanted to say, in Millie’s experience he generally said it.

And it wasn’t as if he could be jealous, that just wasn’t possible, because he’d already made it abundantly clear that he wasn’t interested in being any more than friends.

Oh well, forget it. As if she’d be even remotely tempted to sleep with Lucas Kemp anyway.

Recalling the rest of their conversation yesterday, Millie marveled at Lucas’s ability to get hold of completely the wrong end of the stick. Having dropped a casual inquiry about her love life into the conversation, he had shot her a knowing grin when she’d told him—perfectly truthfully—that she had no love life.

‘Come on, you can tell me.’ The grin had broadened and he had given Millie a persuasive nod. Gosh, he could be annoying when he wanted to be.

‘I just have,’ Millie repeated patiently. ‘I promise you, there’s nothing to tell.’

‘Not what it looked like last night.’ Lucas was busy proving it was possible to be both annoying and persistent. Lightly he added, ‘I saw you.’

‘You did? Who was I with?’

He raised a teasing eyebrow. ‘You mean you can’t remember?’

He could have seen her with Richard at the restaurant… Jed at the club…

‘What time?’ said Millie.

‘Late.’

Ah. Millie felt herself going pink.

‘You can trust me, you know,’ Lucas went on. ‘I’m very discreet.’

‘Oh right, of course you are. So discreet that you announced to Hester’s boyfriend that you’d slept with Hester.’

Lucas shrugged, unperturbed.

‘That was just common sense. No point trying to keep something like that a secret, not when Nat’s going to be working for me. Better out than in, that’s what I say.’

Millie marveled at his reasoning. She vowed never ever to tell Lucas anything remotely private.

‘Anyway. He’s nobody,’ she announced.

Lucas gave her a playful smile.

‘So I was right.’

‘About what?’

‘He’s married.’

Millie had looked flustered and hurriedly changed the subject, letting him think he’d hit the nail on the head. Basically, it had been the easy option.

Plus, of course, it was a lot less humiliating than having to admit the truth. That Hugh wasn’t married, he simply didn’t fancy her.

Come to think of it, even Jed hadn’t been interested.

God, I must have as much sex appeal as soggy shredded wheat.

The kitchen was empty, the beaten egg whites slowly deflating in their glass bowl. Hester and Nat had evidently sloped off while she’d been on the phone; she could hear scuffling noises and whoops of laughter filtering down from Hester’s bedroom.

Honestly, those two were a disgrace. They should be ashamed of themselves. Didn’t they realize there was such a thing as too much sex?

Seeing as her masterclass in omelette making appeared to have been abandoned—thanks to the chef being made an offer he couldn’t refuse—Millie found a slice of lemon cheesecake in the fridge and ate that instead. Then she picked up her car keys.

‘I’m going out,’ she yelled up the stairs.

The scuffling and squeals abruptly stopped.

‘Okay,’ Hester bawled back. ‘Have fun!’

Tuh.

Orla was sunbathing by the pool when Millie arrived. Thankfully, there was no sign of Richard-the-gardener.

‘Come and sit down.’ Eager to hear the latest, Orla patted the indigo padded recliner next to her own. Judging by the amount of paraphernalia surrounding her, she had been out there for some time. As well as piles of glossy magazines, various notebooks, and discarded newspapers, the grass was littered with empty Coke cans, ice cream sandwich wrappers, a scattering of opened post, and several packets of chewing gum.

Orla, her red-gold hair piled up and fastened with an assortment of combs, was wearing a crocus yellow bikini and generous quantities of Ambre Solaire to protect her pale, freckled skin. Clutching her pen-top between her teeth, she balanced a notebook on her knees and scribbled down all the details as Millie relayed them.

‘I’m so disappointed about Richard.’ Mournfully, she shook her head. ‘I really thought you two would be great together.’

‘He’s boring.’ Slowly, Millie intoned, ‘Very very very very very very very boring indeed.’

‘But such a fantastic body!’

‘Maybe, but having a conversation with Richard is about as interesting as watching grass grow.’

Regretfully, Orla spat out her pen-top and began chewing the arm of her sunglasses instead.

‘I suppose Richard would think watching grass grow is interesting, poor lamb.’

Millie carried on bringing Orla up to date. She told her all about the flight from the restaurant with Jed and Warren—which Orla loved—and about Jed’s nurse turning up at the club—which made her tut with disappointment. Orla whooped with delight upon hearing about Millie’s mother and Tim Fleetwood, but not about the incident in the park, because Millie left that bit out. Then she whooped even louder when Millie mentioned in passing that Lucas had offered her a room in his house.

‘Oh that would be fantastic.’ Orla did a triumphant little jiggle on her recliner. ‘Heaps of potential there, just imagine! You and Lucas—this is so great—darling, you have to do it.’

‘I don’t know.’ Millie pulled a face. ‘I’m not sure.’

‘Come on! I’ve got a book to write here… stuff needs to start happening,’ Orla protested. ‘At this rate, all my readers are going to die of boredom. They need a will-she-won’t-she situation to capture their interest, they want a man they can drool over—and let’s face it, Lucas fits the bill perfectly. He is a bit of a god!’

‘He’s a wicked, unscrupulous ex-DJ with no morals and a one-track mind.’ Since he also had a sense of humor, Millie felt sure Lucas wouldn’t object to this description of him. ‘He’s incapable of staying faithful to one woman,’ she went on, ‘and he doesn’t care who he hurts. All Lucas cares about is no-strings sex.’

‘All the better.’ Orla flashed a naughty smile. Just because she was writing a ‘proper’ novel to impress the critics didn’t mean it couldn’t have any shenanigans going on in it. Even reviewers as plugugly as Christie Carson were entitled to some form of love life.

Not much of one. Just a bit.

‘But I don’t want to have sex with Lucas,’ Millie protested.

‘Darling, the trouble with you is, you don’t want to have sex with anyone.’

Oh I do, I do, Millie thought with a stab of longing.

‘Not even Con Deveraux,’ Orla went on despairingly. ‘I mean, how could you not like Con? What was wrong with him?’

You mean apart from the fact that he fancied Lucas?

‘Nothing,’ Millie sighed. ‘Except he’s in America. Look, I’m really sorry, I did warn you I was boring.’

But Orla wasn’t listening, she had already swung her legs over the edge of the recliner and was busy rummaging amongst the assorted letters and discarded envelopes on the grass. Having found what she was looking for, she seized a stiff, white card and waved it triumphantly at Millie.

Millie flinched out of sheer habit. God, what had Orla done now—signed her up for membership of some singles club?

She wouldn’t put anything past her.

‘Sorted.’ Orla was looking smug.

Peering at the card with suspicion, Millie said, ‘What is it?’

‘Next weekend. A big book awards ceremony in London. Great fun and extremely glitzy. See?’ Orla pointed to the embossed lettering. ‘It says Orla Hart plus guest. Of course Giles always used to be my “plus guest,” but this time I can invite you instead. We’ll have the most fabulous time, I promise! I’ll introduce you to everyone I know and, out of eight hundred or so guests, you’re bound to see someone who takes your fancy. Plus,’ Orla rattled on, as excited as a child by her brilliant plan, ‘you never know, I may even have an extra surprise for you!’

Her eyes had lit up as she rejoiced in her own cleverness. It didn’t take a genius to work out that Orla had flipped through her mental file of eligible males and come up with another contender in the make-it-happen-for-Millie stakes. She was evidently going to match-make successfully if it killed her.

‘I don’t want to be a party pooper,’ said Millie, ‘but I’m working next weekend. Retirement do for one of the keepers at Paignton Zoo. Honestly,’ she protested, as Orla’s eyes narrowed with suspicion. Scrabbling in her bag, she hauled out her diary. ‘See? Sunday afternoon, three o’clock sharp outside the monkey house.’

Having snatched the diary from her, Orla broke into a broad smile.

‘No problem, Cinders, you shall go to the book awards. I was referring to the weekend in its broadest sense—they’re actually being held on Thursday night. And on Thursday night,’ she jabbed triumphantly at the relevant empty page, ‘you are free.’

Millie gave in with good grace. A trip to London might be just what she needed to take her mind off Hugh. Looking on the bright side, it wasn’t beyond the realms of possibility that she might meet her perfect man at a book awards ceremony in a top London hotel.

A swanky hotel, even.

While they were enjoying a slap-up meal.

Maybe even munching it.

Hmm. Taking her mind off Hugh was evidently going to be easier said than done.

‘So that’s a date,’ Orla announced, pleased with herself. ‘I’ll book us into the hotel. In fact, no time like the present…’

‘Something’s missing.’ Millie found herself peering suspiciously at Orla as she made the call. It wasn’t until the rooms had been booked and Orla had leaned over to slide the mobile phone back under the sun-lounger that she suddenly twigged. ‘You smell different.’

It sounded mad, but it was true. Orla smelt of Ambre Solaire and minty chewing gum, mingled with a dash of Rive Gauche.

She didn’t reek of stale cigarettes.

Millie, her tone accusing, said, ‘You’ve given up smoking!’ As she spoke, her gaze dropped instinctively to the grass, which would normally be littered with Marlboro packets, a couple of lighters, and numerous stubbed-out fag ends. ‘I don’t believe it—when did this happen?’

‘Five days ago.’ Orla’s eyes glittered with pride. ‘Isn’t it amazing? And I’m feeling fantastic! The first day was pretty hellish of course, but it’s so much easier already, I can’t understand why I didn’t do it years ago. Well,’ she amended with a lopsided smile, ‘actually, I can.’

Millie could too.

‘Let me guess. You were married to Giles.’

‘That’s it! I really think that was it,’ Orla exclaimed. ‘I mean, I know he didn’t physically force me to smoke, but I was just so on-edge all the time, having another cigarette was the only way of calming myself down.’ She spread her arms wide, clearly dazzled by the simplicity of the solution. ‘Now I don’t have Giles any more, I’m a million times more relaxed, and I don’t even need a cigarette. Honestly, it’s like being a born-again Christian, I just want to run up to people in the street and tell them how completely brilliant it is not to smoke. In fact, every time I even see someone smoking I want to rip the cigarette out of their fingers and tell them how disgusting and pathetic they are!’

Orla was in the grip of acute post-nicotine euphoria, where the novelty of not smoking hadn’t yet worn off. Millie, who had seen it all before, dutifully nodded and pretended to be impressed. She recognized the symptoms only too well. Throughout her growing-up years, her father had been the same, binning his cigarettes with a flourish and waxing evangelical on the evils of addiction for… ooh, about a fortnight, generally, before getting bored and taking up smoking once more.

It had taken him fifteen goes at least before he’d finally managed to give up for good.

‘… and sometimes I just want to bury their faces in a filthy old ashtray and say, “See? See? That’s what you smell like!” I know I mustn’t,’ Orla conceded with reluctance, ‘because I’d probably end up getting arrested or punched on the nose or something, but honestly, these people have no idea how much damage they’re doing to their bodies—’

‘What’s this doing here?’ Hastily, Millie picked up the proof copy of Christie Carson’s novel. Anything to get Orla off the subject of cigarettes. ‘I thought you’d written your review.’

The paperback proof copy was now dog-eared and distinctly battered, and she was baffled as to why Orla would have brought it out to the garden. Unless she’d been using it to kill wasps.

‘I know, I know. I just felt like reading it again.’ Orla looked shamefaced. ‘Christie Carson might be a complete pig, but his book’s actually quite good.’


Chapter 52

‘Oh, hi, come on in. He isn’t here,’ said Sasha when Millie arrived at Lucas’s house the next morning. ‘He’s gone over to the restaurant to bully the electricians. Stick the kettle on if you fancy a cup of tea.’

Millie followed her into the kitchen, trying not to stare at Sasha’s glorious curves. A statuesque platinum blonde in a white bikini was an arresting sight under any circumstances. The fact that Sasha was carefully ironing her nun’s habit made it even more of a showstopper.

‘I just popped over to check the bookings for next week.’ Millie filled the kettle as she spoke. While her future living arrangements remained undecided, the business was still being run from Lucas’s house.

‘They’re fine. See for yourself.’ Sasha jerked her head in the direction of the pine dresser, where the bookings diary lay open. ‘I’ve been manning the phone. I checked that Eric could manage Truro on Monday. I’ve drafted an ad to go in the local paper for someone to replace Lucas. Now there’s an audition to look forward to,’ she dead-panned. ‘Oh, and I’ve fitted in another booking for you as well.’

Contrary to appearances, Sasha was fantastically efficient. Marveling at the way she flipped the immaculately pressed nun’s habit off the ironing board and on to a padded hanger, Millie said, ‘Doesn’t it bother you that Lucas sleeps with other women?’

Heavens, she hadn’t meant it to come out quite that abruptly. But it was something that had been puzzling her for months. And it wasn’t as if Lucas made any secret of the fact; he often discussed his exploits in front of Sasha.

‘No.’ Sasha looked amused. ‘Why?’

‘Well, look at you! You could have anyone you want. And here you are living with Lucas who does have anyone he wants. I mean, don’t you think you deserve better?’

‘Millie, are you serious? Lucas and I aren’t a couple! I have my own room here.’ Sasha gestured at the ceiling. ‘I pay him rent. Okay, we slept together a few times when we first met, but it didn’t take long for both of us to realize we were better off as friends. Nowadays Lucas does his thing and I do mine. In fact,’ she added with a grin, ‘there’s someone I’ve been seeing quite a lot of recently. He’s a lawyer in Truro. And Lucas is fine about it. But I can’t believe that all this time you actually thought we were an item. That’s just too funny for words!’

Millie couldn’t believe it either. Yet again, she’d managed to get hold of the wrong end of the stick. Sasha had looked the part and she’d simply jumped to conclusions, assumed they were living together like a proper couple.

‘I’m such an idiot,’ she said humbly.

‘And you’ve spent all this time feeling sorry for me. That is so sweet of you! Although I daresay Lucas perpetuated the myth—he does like to uphold this image he has of himself.’

‘Well, yes, he did drop the occasional hint.’

‘Shall I let you into a secret?’ The comers of Sasha’s generous mouth twitched with mischief. ‘Lucas doesn’t sleep with nearly as many girls as he makes out. He’s actually far pickier than you’d imagine.’

‘You’re kidding!’ Now this was hard to believe.

‘I’m not. It’s true.’ Sasha raised an eyebrow. ‘Of course, his bad-boy reputation would be in tatters if this got out, so you mustn’t breathe a word to anyone. But in his own way, our Lucas is quite a gentleman.’

‘Gentleman,’ Millie echoed faintly.

‘He has more morals than most men I know.’

‘Morals.’ Fainter still.

‘I know it’s come as a terrible shock. Why don’t you sit down?’ said Sasha kindly. ‘You’re looking pale.’

Clutching the appointments diary, Millie slumped on to one of the high kitchen stools.

‘It’s like discovering that Father Christmas doesn’t exist.’

‘I’m sorry I’ve shattered your illusions. I’ll make us that cup of tea.’

‘Oh bum,’ cried Millie as Sasha flung teabags into mugs and broke open a fresh packet of custard creams. ‘You’ve booked me in for Thursday.’

‘Hmm? Is that a problem?’ Humming happily to herself, Sasha glanced over her shoulder. Millie had been checking through the diary.

‘I can’t do Thursday. I’m in London.’

‘Oh. Doesn’t say that anywhere. You should have let me know.’

She was absolutely right. Gloomily Millie said, ‘I only found out yesterday.’

The booking was for her to appear at Polperro village hall at eight o’clock on Thursday evening, where a local family were holding a surprise party to celebrate the return of a brother who had emigrated years before to Australia. For a change, they’d composed a poem that was actually witty.

Mentally crossing her fingers, Millie looked up.

‘You couldn’t do it, could you?’

Sasha plonked a mug of tea down on the table and flicked the attached poem-sheet with a magenta fingernail, revealing the rest of the writing on the page beneath.

‘Sorry, big Royal National Lifeboat Institution bash on Thursday night. I’m booked to do my naughty nun.’ She winked, lit a cigarette, and did a lascivious wiggle by way of demonstration. ‘And I can’t let down our brave lifeboatmen, can I?’

Millie groaned.

‘You could always ask Eric,’ Sasha suggested.

Millie pulled a face. Eric the history teacher specialized in comedy kissograms. His Full Monty went down a storm with raucous women of a certain age who enjoyed a good laugh. Which was just as well, seeing as Eric—bless him—weighed fifteen stone and, minus his clothes, looked like a gyrating strawberry blancmange.

Millie, who weighed half that, sighed and said, ‘They want a gorilla. He’d never fit into the suit.’

‘In that case, you’ll just have to cancel the booking.’ Unconcerned, Sasha blew a smoke ring and slid the phone across the counter.

The contact number was there in the diary. To her shame, Millie realized that a fortnight ago she would have rung and canceled without a qualm. But now that Lucas had offered her the job of running the business, her conscience wouldn’t allow it. Letting people down smacked of inefficiency. It was deeply unprofessional.

Which meant, basically, that she was left with two choices. Either find someone else to step into the breach on Thursday night or cancel her own plans and do the job herself.

‘Do you want me to phone them?’ offered Sasha. ‘I could tell them you’ve been rushed to hospital with appendicitis.’

Decisions, decisions. It was still tempting.

‘No, it’s okay.’ Millie pushed the phone firmly out of reach. ‘I’ll sort something out.’

At six o’clock that evening, half-way round the supermarket, Millie heard a voice she recognized and promptly stopped dead in her tracks.

‘No no no, you’ve picked up the quick-cook pasta by mistake. We prefer the normal kind, remember?’

It was Sylvia Fleetwood’s voice, coming from the next aisle along. Unable to resist it, Millie skulked to the end of her own aisle and prepared to peer round into Sylvia’s.

‘Now, olive oil. Virgin, darling? Or extra-virgin? Which do you think we should go for? Ooh, and we mustn’t forget the ciabatta.’

Feeling very Charlie’s Angels, Millie sidled past a towering display of tinned tomato puree and spied on Sylvia and Tim, whose backs were towards her.

‘The extra-virgin, I think,’ Tim decided, having carefully weighed up the merits of each in turn. ‘It costs more, but the flavor’s infinitely superior.’

Sylvia was nodding in agreement. ‘You’re right, Timmy. Definitely the extra-virgin. We do prefer the flavor, don’t we?’

‘We do, darling, we do. Right, bread next. Are you sure about the ciabatta or shall we try the focaccia for a change?’

‘Focaccia’s fine by me,’ Sylvia crooned happily. ‘Infact, we may as well get a large one, you know how hungry we always are after our round of golf.’

Millie slipped away before they turned and saw her. Sylvia and Tim were back in the old routine, as if the hiccup that had been her mother had never happened. A dash of excitement had been more than enough for Tim, it seemed. He would never leave Sylvia and the endless comforting routines of their marriage.

Nat gazed with satisfaction around him at the gleaming kitchen, now freshly repainted and fully equipped with the tools of his trade. The pristine white walls were hung with aluminum pans and every cooking implement known to man. The pale grey tiled floor was spotless, as were the stainless-steel ovens. Within the next day or two they would begin stocking up the glass-fronted cupboards with supplies. The first menus, both set and à la carte, had already been agreed upon. In less than a fortnight, Kemp’s would open for business.

You had to give Lucas his due—when it came to getting things done, he didn’t hang about.

Opening the linen cupboard and running his hand down over the neatly stacked piles of marigold orange tablecloths and napkins, Nat wondered if he’d ever been happier in his life. And basically, he hadn’t. Everything was coming together now; he had the job of his dreams and the girl of his dreams. He also knew—without a shadow of a doubt—that he and Lucas were going to make a terrific team.

Through the swing doors, propped open to dispel the smell of fresh paint, Nat heard Hester laughing at some comment Lucas had made. They got on like a house on fire nowadays. Smiling to himself, Nat marveled at the irony of the situation.

Lucas Kemp was a man you could trust.

Nat made his way through to the dining room to find Hester wobbling on top of a stepladder, tweaking the last of the curtain pelmets into place.

‘Excellent,’ Lucas pronounced, turning to grin at Nat. ‘I’ll say this, your girlfriend knows how to hang a mean curtain.’

Proudly, Hester took a bow.

‘I am the queen of curtain-hanging. So, what’s the verdict?’

‘Fantastic.’ Having helped her down from the stepladder, Nat moved back to take a proper look. The room had been transformed in the past week. Out had gone the atrocious flower prints and hideous ruffles and flounces. In their place, the walls had been painted marigold orange and amethyst blue, great swathes of color glowing jewel-like against a white background. The patterned carpet had been ripped out too, revealing scuffed floorboards beneath. Now, thanks to an industrial sander and several coats of honey varnish, the wood gleamed with a life of its own. The paintings on the wall were modern, individual, and expertly lit. A talking-point chandelier by a local artist hung from the ceiling, chunks of violet and orange glass swaying and glittering in the sunlight. The marigold curtains needed tie-backs to stop them flapping about in the breeze from the open sash-windows.

‘Completely fantastic,’ Nat amended.

‘Especially the curtains.’ Hester gave him an encouraging prod.

‘Oh, goes without saying. Especially the curtains.’

‘Doesn’t matter how great the place looks,’ Lucas pronounced. ‘The food’s the important thing. Not too many people are going to say, “Ooh, I know, let’s go back to that place where the food was rubbish but they had those really great curtains.”’

Nat grinned. ‘The food in this restaurant is going to be even better than the curtains.’

Having heard a car drawing up outside, Lucas glanced at his watch. Great, the computer chap was here on time.


Chapter 53

As he pulled open the front door, Lucas recognized him in an instant. Well, well. He smiled his easiest smile and stuck out his hand.

‘Hi. I’m Lucas Kemp. Thanks for coming over.’

This was going to be interesting. Quite a coincidence too, the computer expert Fogarty and Phelps had recommended to him turning out to be Millie’s bloke. The one she so vehemently denied being involved with.

‘Hugh Emerson.’ He was smiling too, looking completely relaxed as he shook hands. Lucas checked for a wedding ring. There wasn’t one, but that didn’t mean anything. Privately, he was still convinced Hugh Emerson had to be married.

Lucas didn’t approve of extra-marital affairs. Why bother to get married if all you were interested in doing was cheating on your wife? And what did Millie think she was playing at? How could she have been silly enough to get involved with someone else’s husband in the first place?

He had, nevertheless, been struck by the evident strength of feeling between the two of them. No doubt about it, this was no casual fling.

Basically, Millie was in big trouble. One way or another it would end in—

‘Hugh! Good grief, what are you doing here?’ Hester let out a high-pitched shriek of delight and Lucas found himself barreled out of the way as she greeted Millie’s lover with an enthusiastic hug and a kiss.

Even Hugh Emerson looked momentarily taken aback.

‘He’s going to be designing the restaurant’s website.’ Casually Lucas added, ‘So you two know each other?’

It was a rhetorical question, obviously.

‘We certainly do! Millie and I both know Hugh.’ Hester gave Hugh Emerson’s arm a squeeze as she spoke. ‘We’re great friends, aren’t we?’

More and more interesting, thought Lucas, observing the flicker of reaction in Hugh’s dark eyes at the mention of Millie’s name. Interesting that Hester hadn’t added, ‘And of course, Hugh and Millie are having the most rip-roaring affair.’

More to the point, Hester didn’t even appear to be thinking it. Millie had evidently chosen not to confide in her best friend.

Which in turn made Lucas wonder whether, maybe, Hester was on friendly terms with Hugh’s wife.

Jesus, this was like being trapped in an episode of Coronation Street.

‘Why d’you want a website?’ said Hester, as Hugh and Lucas sat down at the computer.

‘Customers like to be able to see a restaurant before they use it for the first time.’ Hugh was rolling up the sleeves of his white shirt and loosening his tie. He slid a CD into the machine. ‘We can give them all the information they need, from a list of available tables to that day’s specials. They can book online and read the reviews posted up by other diners. Fogarty and Phelps have increased their turnover by four hundred and fifty percent since setting up their website. Okay now, I’ll just run through a few of my preliminary ideas. I don’t think a webcam’s viable, by the way.’ He glanced briefly at Lucas. ‘Too many men scared stiff of getting caught out having dinner with their secretaries. Anyone up to no good would avoid the place like the plague.’

He was right, of course. Lucas, who hadn’t thought of that, decided that this was because he, unlike Hugh Emerson, wasn’t a cheating husband.

Correction: a lying, cheating, no-good bastard.

Leaning back on his chair he said casually, ‘Are you married?’

Behind them, Lucas heard Hester’s speedy intake of breath. Hmm, evidently a touchy subject.

Hugh’s dark eyes remained fixed on the flickering computer screen.

‘Me? No.’

So why had Hester gasped?

Shaking his head in self-deprecating fashion, Lucas said lightly, ‘I must be losing my touch. I’d have bet money you were a married man.’

Hester didn’t suck in her breath this time, she let out a wail of dismay.

‘God, Lucas, you’re such a pillock sometimes! How can you be so insensitive? Hugh was married but his wife died, okay? And the last thing he needs is to be interrogated by a complete dumbbell asking stupid questions!’

Twisting round, amused by the expression of outrage on Hester’s face, Hugh said, ‘It’s fine, really.’

‘It’s not fine, it must be awful for you,’ Hester protested.

‘Look, all he did was ask if I was married. It’s a reasonable question. He didn’t know. And if it makes you feel better, I promise I’m not about to burst into tears. Which,’ Hugh added, ‘is what most people are terrified might happen should they accidentally mention anything to do with death or dying.’ He broke into a grin, as if remembering something. ‘In fact, Millie did it, the first time we met. She worked herself up into a complete state and I hadn’t even noticed what she’d been saying.’

Lucas wasn’t slow. It had taken him less than a second, following Hester’s outburst, to make the connection. Hugh Emerson was Millie’s Dropped-Wallet-man. It all fit together now.

Or rather, most of it did.

‘I’m sorry about your wife. How long ago?’

‘Ten months.’ Hugh was getting into the files, his hand expertly whisking the mouse to and fro, clicking on various icons.

‘Something like that must knock you for six,’ Lucas remarked. ‘I can’t imagine how you begin to get through it.’ He paused. ‘If it’s not a rude question, are you involved with anyone else yet?’

‘Oh for God’s sake,’ Hester exploded, incensed by such monumental lack of tact. ‘Just because you can’t imagine going without a shag for more than a week! Lucas, you moron, not everyone else is as obsessed as you are with sex. Hugh was happily married, can’t you understand that? Of course he isn’t involved with anyone else yet!’

Lucas was listening to Hester’s outburst—actually, she was magnificent when she was angry—but he kept his gaze fixed on Hugh’s profile. Blink and you would have missed it, but Lucas hadn’t blinked.

And the brief, giveaway flicker in his eyes told him all he needed to know.

‘It’s too soon,’ Hugh agreed, before pointing at the screen. ‘Right, here we are. See what you think about the layout of what I’ve done so far.’

They spent an hour going over all aspects of the proposed website. Nat had disappeared back into his beloved kitchen and Hester, press-ganged into helping out, was hunched over a sunny window table busily compiling a list of must-haves to attend the opening night. Around two hundred guests were being invited for canapes, champagne, and maximum press coverage.

By the time Hugh closed down the computer, Hester had scribbled down a hundred or so names.

‘Your old boss from the radio station—I can’t remember his name,’ she announced, tapping her pen against the list.

Lucas winked.

‘Shouldn’t think he can either, the amount of white powder he’s shoveled up his nose. We’ll ask his secretary instead—Gloria pretty much runs the station these days.’ Taking the list from Hester, he swiftly added a few more names. ‘Orla Hart, Fogarty and Phelps. And Hugh, of course.’

‘Excellent decision,’ said Hugh. ‘Otherwise, I’d be forced to completely sabotage your appointments system.’

‘Representatives from all the local papers,’ Lucas went on. ‘The president of the golf club and his fat wife.’ He paused. ‘My grandparents.’

Hester burst out laughing.

‘Fancy you having grandparents! What are they like?’

‘Brilliant.’

‘And how do they feel about having you as a grandson?’ Hester glanced mischievously at his black leather trousers. ‘I bet your sweet little old granny spends all her time knitting, desperately trying to convert you to Fair Isle tank tops.’

‘My sweet little old granny,’ said Lucas, ‘could drink you under the table. She can also ski better than any of us, drive faster than us, and fly her own plane.’

It was Hugh’s turn to laugh.

‘I’m serious. And she’s a crack shot. They’re incredible, the pair of them,’ Lucas told him. ‘She still paints professionally. My grandfather’s retired from the RAF but he’s rebuilding an old Spitfire in a hangar in the back garden. Actually, theirs is a great story,’ he went on. ‘Grandad’s first wife was killed in a bombing raid during the war. He was devastated. Five months later he met this dazzling eighteen-year-old, Zillah, and fell head over heels in love with her. He was appalled, disgusted with himself, thought everyone would accuse him of never having really loved his wife—no respect for the dead, and all that—so he finished with Zillah and went back to flying Spitfires. This was nineteen forty-four and you didn’t know what would happen from one day to the next. Anyway, he came back from a mission several weeks later, drove up to a party at the Savoy, saw Zillah dancing with another officer, and realized there and then that she was the girl for him. Sod what anyone else might think. He had to marry her. And two weeks later,’ Lucas concluded with a brief smile, ‘he did.’

‘And Zillah was your grandmother?’ Hester was enthralled.

‘She still is. That was fifty-six years ago and theirs is the happiest marriage I know. In fact,’ Lucas said dryly, ‘they’re entirely to blame for the fact that I’m still single. I vowed years ago that until I felt like that about somebody, I wouldn’t get married. And here I am,’ he shrugged, ‘still trawling my way through the female population in search of the perfect wife. Ah well, it’s a tough job but somebody has to do it.’

Hester’s eyes were bright. ‘It’s like one of those old black and white films, so romantic it makes you want to cry. Lucas, that is a fantastic story.’

Certainly is, thought Lucas. It’d be even more fantastic if it was true.

Glancing at Hugh, who was sliding a CD back into its sleeve, he announced, ‘Films that make you cry are strictly a girl thing. Give me a decent thriller any day. Now, you haven’t even seen over the rest of the place yet. Why don’t we give you the guided tour?’

Hugh couldn’t believe he was about to do what he was about to do. After visiting Kemp’s restaurant yesterday evening, he had been seized by a compulsion to rush straight over to Millie’s house and tell her how he felt about her. Just turn up and blurt it all out.

But common sense had taken him to one side and warned him that this was something he needed to think through. Very thoroughly indeed. Common sense had also told him that Lucas Kemp hadn’t been entirely truthful with them; Hester might have fallen for it, but Hugh suspected the majority of the touching story they’d been told was pure fiction.

Nevertheless, he was grateful. It had taken him long enough to arrive at the same conclusion. It was nice to know that Lucas agreed, and approved.

But this time, Hugh knew he had to be absolutely sure he was doing the right thing. As a result, he had spent a sleepless night, tossing and turning, examining his conscience, playing over and over in his mind the events of the past months, planning what he would say to Millie should he decide to do it. At least he’d overcome the fear that lightning could strike twice. Before, he had been determined never to fall in love again because the prospect of losing someone else would be too much to bear. But as time had passed, he’d realized this was no way to live. There was an element of risk—however small—in everything. You just had to accept that and get on with it. Besides, it was no longer an issue because he simply couldn’t imagine life without Millie…

At six o’clock in the morning he had finally fallen asleep. In fact, he had slept until four o’clock in the afternoon, which was one of the advantages of being self-employed, but bad news for those clients waiting for him to come up with the work they were paying him to do.

By five-thirty Hugh’s mind was made up. Irrevocably. This was it. No going back. Lucas had been right; when it happened, it happened. You couldn’t risk losing something this important. Even if the thought of doing it—and possibly being rejected—was scarier than he had imagined possible.

And now it was six-thirty and he was actually here, turning into the road where Millie lived. Pulling up outside Millie’s house.

Switching off the engine, Hugh observed his hands shaking. This was definitely scary. Worse than sitting finals. Worse than preparing to bungee jump off a tower block. Worse than… well, pretty much anything.

Feeling sick, he checked his appearance in the rearview mirror. Jesus, just like a girl. Still, it gave him something to do. And this was one of those moments that could only be improved by the knowledge that you didn’t have a bit of spinach caught between your front teeth.

Okay. Hair, same as ever.

Face, still there.

Teeth, no spinach. Which wasn’t altogether surprising, seeing as he never ate the filthy stuff.

Aftershave, yes.

Too much aftershave? Hope not.

Deep breath.

Another deep breath.

All this gearing himself up, and Millie might not even be at home.

But she was, he knew she was. There, parked just across the street, was her lime green Mini with its almost-expired tax disc and a jaunty pink sun hat perched on the back shelf.

Right. You can either sit here all evening like a complete dick-head or get on with it.

Hugh opened the car and stepped out on to the dusty pavement.

Remember the last time you were here, standing outside Millie’s front door, wanting more than anything to kiss her and telling yourself you mustn’t?

Well, now he knew he must.

Raising his hand, he knocked on the door.

Moments later, the door swung open.

Millie was wearing her gorilla suit; she must be on her way out to a job. Hugh realized that he was glad; saying what he had to say to a girl dressed as a gorilla might be unconventional, but not being able to see the expression on her face actually made it easier.

Not easy. But easier. Just a bit.

‘Okay, let me just say this.’ Hugh held up his hands because Millie was breaking into a little dance and this was the kind of distraction he didn’t need.

Obediently she stopped and tilted her head inquiringly to one side.

Here we go.

‘Right then. The thing is, I’ve been a complete idiot. I panicked after that night when we… you know. I panicked because I realized how I felt about you and that wasn’t supposed to happen. I knew I couldn’t let it happen. I’ve treated you so badly and I didn’t mean to… dammit, you wouldn’t believe how many times I’ve rehearsed this, and it’s coming out all wrong.’ Hugh shook his head, sweat prickling the back of his neck. ‘Look, I just want to say sorry for everything and… I love you. I mean, really love you. If you think you can forgive me for everything I’ve put you through, maybe we can try again. Properly, this time.’ Shit, this wasn’t easy at all. Raking back his hair, he concluded, ‘And if you can’t forgive me, please feel free to slam the door in my face.’

There, he’d done it. Told a gorilla he loved her. It was all out in the open now. In her hands.

Well, hairy paws.

Filled with trepidation, Hugh watched as the paws went up to remove the gorilla’s head. There was a ripping sound as the velcro attaching it to the neck of the suit was wrenched apart.

The head came off and he was greeted with a broad smile.

‘This is really great, and I can’t tell you how flattered I am,’ Hester said cheerfully, ‘but I’m actually very happy with Nat.’


Chapter 54

‘You’d better come in,’ Hester said kindly. ‘Before you pass out on the pavement.’

Having just crammed fifty years’ worth of mortification into five seconds, it occurred to Hugh that passing out on the pavement might be the most desirable option. Seeing as there was no sign of a big hole conveniently opening up.

But since passing out clearly wasn’t going to happen either, he followed Hester into the living room.

‘Sit down.’ Solicitously, she patted the back of the sofa. ‘Now, can I get you something? Cup of tea, glass of nice cold lemonade?’ Fractional pause. ‘Great big bucket of Scotch?’

Hester was struggling hard to keep a straight face. She was having the time of her life, Hugh realized, extracting maximum enjoyment from the situation.

In other words, taking the piss. To be fair, he couldn’t blame her.

‘Come on, cheer up.’ Hester broke into a huge, irreverent grin. ‘In years to come, we’ll be able to laugh about this. Well, you will,’ she happily amended. ‘I’m laughing about it already.’

All the buckets of Scotch in the world weren’t going to help him now.

‘Can I ask you something?’ Hugh gestured to her costume. ‘Why are you wearing Millie’s gorilla suit?’

‘I’m her stand-in. Millie had a job booked for tonight. She couldn’t make it, so she asked me to do it instead. Can I ask you a question now? How long has this thing between you and Millie been going on? And why haven’t I heard a word about it? And what did you do, exactly, that was so terrible?’

Hugh sighed. ‘That’s three questions.’

‘No problem. I don’t have to be at Polperro until eight, so we’ve got plenty of time.’ As she spoke, Hester unzipped the suit and wiggled out of it, brushed a few moulting nylon hairs from her Faith No More T-shirt, and plonked herself companionably down beside him on the sofa. ‘I was only trying it on to get the feel of it. When the doorbell went I thought I’d give Nat a surprise. Now, take a deep breath and relax.’ Her tone was soothing but her eyes danced with glee. ‘You’ll feel a million times better once you’ve told me everything, I promise.’

Hugh ignored this blatant lie.

‘Where’s Millie?’

‘In the kitchen.’

‘What? ’

‘Only joking.’ Triumphantly, Hester mimicked his look of horror. ‘Up in London. Orla was invited to some big party. She didn’t want to go on her own, apparently, so she dragged Millie along with her.’

‘What kind of big party?’

‘God knows. Some kind of awards ceremony, I think Millie said. They’re staying up there for a couple of days, but she’ll definitely be back by Sunday lunchtime because she’s got a booking on Sunday afternoon. Anyway, that’s enough about that.’ In schoolmistressy fashion, Hester tapped his arm. ‘You still have some serious explaining to do. And what I especially want to know is when did all this start?’

Hugh closed his eyes; he was in an impossible situation here. If he told Hester to mind her own business, she could spoil everything for him. With Millie away for the next three nights, she was bound to phone Hester from London at some stage. And Hester would take ghoulish delight in telling her what had happened here this evening.

No, no, he couldn’t let that happen. He’d messed up enough of this relationship already. Okay, it might not literally be the end of the world if Hester spoke to Millie first, but after so much had gone wrong, it was important to at least get this part right.

I should be the one to tell her, not Hester. Dammit, thought Hugh, I have to be the one to tell her.

Shit, he needed to get Hester on his side. He was going to have to appeal to her better nature.

If she had one.

This was definitely one of life’s major dilemmas, Hugh decided. Like being confronted by a ravenous grizzly bear and wondering if throwing it one of your arms would be enough.

‘The night of Orla’s party,’ he finally admitted.

‘You’re kidding! And did you and Millie sleep together?’

Oh now, this was outrageous. Ravenous grizzly bear or no grizzly bear, he wasn’t going to answer that question.

Unfortunately, not answering told Hester all she needed to know.

‘You DID,’ she whooped, bouncing around on the sofa like a two-year-old. ‘You really did! So that’s why she said I needn’t pay her two hundred pounds for losing our Celibet. By the time I had sex with Lucas she’d already done it with you… and I thought she was being so nice, letting me off. Can you believe I actually thanked her? Honestly, that girl is a complete tart!’

‘It only happened once.’

‘Doesn’t matter. A bet’s a bet.’

‘And then I panicked. Thinking of my wife. After Louisa died, I swore I’d never get involved with anyone again.’

Hester stopped gloating and gave him a sympathetic look.

‘But that’s not realistic.’

‘I can see that now. But there are certain unwritten rules.’ Hugh shrugged. ‘Like yesterday at the restaurant when you got mad with Lucas, just because he asked me if I was involved with anyone else. You were outraged at the very idea, remember?’

‘I was mad with Lucas because I thought you’d be outraged by the idea!’ Hester exclaimed. ‘That’s not the same thing at all! Asking someone if they’ve met someone else yet when they haven’t is horrible. But there’s absolutely nothing wrong with it if they have.’

‘Well, I was pretty disgusted with myself.’ He shook his head. ‘I thought it was too soon. Disrespectful and all that. I dropped Millie like a hot potato, couldn’t even bring myself to explain why. And I tried my best to forget her. But I couldn’t. The feelings just refused to go away. Basically, the last couple of months have been pretty hellish.’

‘But you can’t help how you feel!’ Hester spoke with passion. ‘Some people lose their partners and it takes them twenty years to find someone else. And there are others who find someone in twenty weeks. I mean, look at—’

‘I know,’ Hugh interjected with a brief smile. ‘Lucas’s grandparents.’ He wasn’t going to be the one to tell her Lucas had more than likely made the whole story up.

‘Exactly. God, this is fantastic.’ Hester clasped her hands together in delight. ‘You and Millie. It’s perfect! Ooh, and she said she’d probably ring me tomorrow—just wait until she hears about this!’

Shit.

He’d ripped his own arm off for nothing. The grizzly bear was going to eat him alive after all.

‘No. No! ’ Hugh kept his voice level. ‘Hester, you mustn’t do that. This is between Millie and me. If she phones, you have to promise me you won’t breathe a word.’

Hester’s face fell. He watched it happen, like a lift with severed cables plummeting to earth.

‘I’m serious,’ he said. ‘Very serious indeed.’

Finally, she managed a brave-little-soldier nod.

‘Of course. I understand. You’re absolutely right. I won’t tell Millie anything.’ She shook her head with such vigor her emerald green parrot earrings bounced off the sides of her neck. For added emphasis she mimed zipping her mouth shut.

Her great big blabbermouth, Hugh reminded himself, wondering if it might not be simpler to superglue it shut.

Illegal. But tempting.

He gave it one last shot. ‘Do you promise?’

In reply, Hester gave him her most trustworthy—in other words, not trustworthy at all—Cheshire-cat smile.

‘Absolutely. Definitely. You can rely on me, I promise.’

Hugh wondered why he wasn’t reassured.

The Royal Lancaster was the poshest hotel Millie had ever stayed at. Actually, apart from a dreary little boarding house masquerading as a hotel in Blackpool where she’d once spent a dirty weekend with an accountant called Kevin, it was the only hotel she’d ever stayed at. And it was turning out to be a completely thrilling experience. Hot water shot out of the taps at such a rate that she’d had two baths already. Her room was vast, six times the size of her bedroom at home. And the view over Hyde Park and Kensington Gardens was stunning.

Feeling like a yokel up from the sticks—which, of course, she was—Millie pressed her nose to the window, marveling at the red double-decker buses trundling along the busy road below, as well as the sheer number of black cabs zipping past. It was so completely different from Cornwall. Apart from a few brief visits to her mother, she had never spent any real time here. Thanks to Adele, who regarded it as hopelessly common, she’d never even done any proper sightseeing.

Well, it was about time she did.

I might decide I love it enough to move here, thought Millie, feeling reckless. Maybe a change of scenery is just what I need.

Because basically, now that Hester was settled with Nat, she was going to have to find somewhere else to live anyway. And apart from her job—which was, after all, only a job—there was precious little to keep her in Newquay. It wasn’t as if her father and Judy were likely to slip into a Victorian decline.

Plus, moving away would hopefully take her mind off Hugh. Because, let’s face it, all this bumping into him and just-being-friends simply wasn’t working out. It was hard to cope with. Falling in love with someone who didn’t love you back was the pits. And if she stayed in Newquay, they would only keep bumping into each other.

Whereas if she moved up here, she could get on with making a new life for herself. With a bit of luck, her memory would be wiped clean of him, like turning the wheel on an Etch-a-Sketch. In a couple of months, she might wake up one morning and think, Hugh? Hugh who?

Ooh, look at that black cab doing a U-turn right in front of that truck! The taxi drivers in this city drove like demons, they just—

‘Millie, it’s me! Ready to go?’

Millie raced barefoot across the pale carpet—so thick and springy it was like bouncing on a trampoline—and flung open the door.

‘My God!’ she exclaimed. ‘What happened? You look awful.’’

Orla grinned, because she knew she didn’t. Her eyes sparkled, her pre-Raphaelite curls tumbled past her shoulders, and she was poured into a memorably low-cut dress of sea green shot-silk that shimmered every time she moved.

‘I know, I’m a complete disaster. They probably won’t let me in.’

The message was clear. Orla was proving to the world that she was well and truly over Giles. Looking at her now, no one would doubt it. Millie had nothing but admiration for her.

‘Honestly, someone’s smoking in one of these rooms.’ Lifting her head like an outraged bloodhound, Orla sniffed the air and glared at the many doors lining the broad corridor. ‘It smells completely repulsive. People who smoke shouldn’t be allowed to stay in hotels—as soon as we get downstairs I’m going to report them to the manager!’

Oh, and she was still off the cigarettes.

‘Not looking so bad yourself,’ Orla teased as they stepped into the lift. It was also the poshest lift Millie had ever been in in her life—to be fair, there weren’t many buildings with lifts in Newquay—but she didn’t mention this to Orla. There was such a thing as sounding too much like Crocodile Dundee.

Checking herself briefly in the mirror as they traveled downwards, Millie made sure her hair and make-up were okay. She was wearing the Dolce & Gabbana caramel suede dress. (If Orla was her matchmaking fairy godmother, this was her version of Cinderella’s ballgown.) She’d even remembered to polish up the tiger’s eye earrings Hester had given her last Christmas.

Well, as Orla kept gleefully pointing out, tonight could be the night that changed her whole life.

Then again, so could any night. If you were at home watching TV and a spider ran across your foot, you could panic and leap up on to the coffee table, lose your balance, topple over backwards, fracture your skull, and… well, die.

Which would also change your life.

With any luck, this evening wouldn’t provoke anything quite so dramatic.

‘Here we are,’ Orla announced as the lift door slid noiselessly open. ‘And we are going to enjoy ourselves. Smile, darling. It’s showtime!’

Orla certainly knew a lot of people. Millie, incapable of remembering the names of everyone she was being introduced to, could only marvel as Orla worked her way through the throng. They were having drinks in the Lounge Bar before the ceremony itself got underway. More guests were arriving all the time. As the noise level rose, so did the perfume and smoke levels in the room.

Brightly, Orla called out, ‘How are we doing so far? Spotted anyone you like the look of?’

It was like being injected with a giant dose of anti-aphrodisiac. Being ordered to find someone and chat them up simply wasn’t natural. Especially not with Orla standing there avidly charting your progress.

Like having a wee, thought Millie. It was one of those things she just couldn’t do in front of an audience.

‘Why don’t you introduce me to someone you like the look of?’ she countered. ‘Anyway, I thought you already had someone in mind.’

‘Oh yes. My surprise.’ Orla pulled a face. ‘Except there’s no sign of him so far. To be honest, I don’t know if he’s going to be able to make it. Okay, okay, my choice.’ Keenly, she scanned the room. Moments later, her eyes lighting up, she said, ‘There’s someone you might like. Noel Blackwall. Writes horror novels, lives in Sussex, just sold the film rights to his last book for two mill.’

Millie dutifully looked over and her heart did… nothing. Noel Blackwall was of average height. Looks-wise, he was average. He appeared to be around thirty and was engaged in conversation with a slightly older woman sporting a towering blonde beehive.

‘Is that his girlfriend?’ said Millie.

‘Nooo, only his agent.’ Briskly, Orla nudged her forward. ‘Come on, I’ll do the honors.’

The trouble with Orla, Millie belatedly realized, was that she had extremely dodgy taste in men. Look at who she’d married, for a start.

‘… So that was how I got the idea for my new book, Crunching Cockroaches.’ Noel was still droning on in her ear. He’d barely paused for breath since Orla had foisted Millie on to him. Even his agent had looked relieved when Orla had dragged her away in order to give ‘these two young people time to get to know each other.’ Having heard enough stomach-churning detail in the last twenty minutes to put her off her food for life, Millie was now wondering if she was ever going to be able to escape. With his monotonous voice, complete absence of humor, and supercilious manner—he loathed and despised everyone in publishing—he was, officially, the most awful man she ever met.

Ever.

‘Gosh, that’s fantastic,’ she lied. ‘I wonder where Orla’s got to, it’s probably time I went and found her before—’

‘No, you can’t go yet.’ Urgently, Noel placed a damp, pale hand on her arm, his eyes bulging with irritation. ‘I haven’t finished telling you about the book-signing session I did for Crunching Cockroaches. This weird guy turned up with a bucket and you’ll never guess what was in it.’

Millie, her skin crawling from the contact with his hand, suppressed a shudder. Oh Hugh, where are you? Why can’t I be with you now, instead of stuck here with this weirdo?

Except, depressingly, she knew the answer to that one. Because Hugh doesn’t want to be with me, thought Millie. He probably thinks I’m a weirdo.

Aloud, she said, ‘Um… cockroaches?’

Noel Blackwall stared at her, unblinking.

‘How did you know that?’

Orla coughed and made pointed get-it-away-from-me gestures with her arm. Usually it had the desired effect; people apologized at once and moved their cigarettes away. This time she might as well have been invisible. The man carried on puffing and waving his own hands about as he spoke to his companion. Orla, standing less than two feet to his left, tsked and coughed again, more loudly, as the noxious fumes swirled around her head.

And still he seemed not to notice her.

‘Excuse me.’ Leaning over, bashing the clouds of smoke away like centuries-old cobwebs, she tapped him on the shoulder. ‘Would you mind?’

Breaking off his conversation, the man appeared to see her for the first time.

‘I’m sorry? Oh…’ Realizing that Orla was looking at his cigarette, he smiled and pulled a packet of Marlboros from his jacket pocket. ‘Of course not. Here you go, help yourself!’

Having geared herself up to get angry with him, Orla was now forced to be nicer than she’d planned.

‘No, I don’t want one. I was trying to tell you that your smoke is going in my eyes.’

‘Ah, that’s the trouble with smoke,’ he confided comfortably. ‘You have no control over it. It’s like trying to be in charge of a field full of sheep—you do your best, but before you know it, they’re bounding off all over the place.’

He had a seductive Irish accent and laughing eyes that crinkled up at the corners. Aware that she was sounding prissy and school-teacherish, Orla said evenly, ‘You could control it if you put it out.’

‘What?’ Feigning alarm, he held up the offending half-smoked cigarette. ‘You mean before I’ve had all the goodness out of it? That’s a terrible idea, and one that only an extremely successful and wealthy novelist could suggest.’

He was in his mid-thirties, Orla guessed. Tall, with cropped curly hair, a thin, tanned face, and a quirky smile.

‘You really shouldn’t smoke, you know. It’s so bad for you. Stains your teeth, gives you wrinkles, makes you smell disgusting.’

‘And causes cancer. Don’t forget that one.’

‘I don’t know if you even realize this,’ said Orla, getting into her stride now, ‘but every single time you light up a cigarette, all the non-smokers in the room wish you wouldn’t. They look at you and despise you for being so weak-willed and selfish. I mean, how would you like it if we spat in your food?’

He raised an eyebrow.

‘You’d do that?’

‘You see? As far as you’re concerned, that’s a terrible thing to do. Yet you’re allowed to kill us with your secondhand smoke!’

‘You’re very… passionate about this,’ he observed. ‘May I ask how long it’s been since you renounced the evil weed yourself?’

Orla sensed he was making fun of her.

‘Quite a while.’ As if that had anything to do with it, damn cheek! ‘In fact, a long time ago.’

‘Is that so? Truly?’ Taking another pleasurable puff of his cigarette, her tormentor drawled innocently, ‘Sure it’s not just a couple of weeks?’

He had the most mischievous eyes Orla had ever seen, silvery-grey and narrowed with laughter. She knew she should be crosser with him than this.

‘Look, how long ago I gave it up is irrelevant. I’m now a non-smoker.’

‘I’m sorry. That’s grand.’ Acknowledging her superiority, he nodded in deferential fashion. ‘Good for you. I’m deeply impressed. So how are you doing, on the vice-front? Any left, or was that the last?’ A dimple appeared in his cheek. ‘Are you now a vice-free zone?’

Heavens, what was going on here? Aware that goose pimples were breaking out all over her arms, Orla wondered if she could get away with blaming it on the air-conditioning.

It had been so long since anything like this had happened to her that for a moment she genuinely couldn’t figure out what it was. Then it hit her like a football in the chest; she was actually experiencing sexual attraction.

Sexual attraction to a stranger, Orla amended. Not the married kind, where you somehow slipped into a comfortable routine of sleeping together. This was completely—completely—different. Heightened awareness fuelled by adrenalin. A kind of fizzy whoosh of anticipation, like Alka-Seltzer bubbling up in a glass. Tingling all over. A delicious eagerness to hear what he would say next.

How ironic to think that she spent her life writing about these sensations, yet it had actually been twenty-odd years since she’d last experienced them herself.

So long, frankly, that she’d had trouble recognizing them.

This is flirting, Orla realized in a haze of happiness. I’m standing here flirting with a complete stranger. And it feels… fantastic.

He liked her, she could tell. The spark was definitely mutual. Furthermore, it had been acknowledged by the man he’d been talking to earlier; he had moved discreetly away, leaving them alone together to get on with it.

It, thought Orla with a pleasurable shiver. Crikey, I can barely remember how it goes. Let’s hope he’s less out of practice than I am.

Belatedly she realized that he was still waiting for her to reply to the question he had put to her several hours ago. Well, thirty seconds.

What had the question been? Oh yes…

‘Me? No vices left at all. I’m now one hundred percent flawless.’ Orla smiled as she spoke, basically because it was impossible not to smile. ‘A temple of perfection. And a very lovely person to boot.’

‘I can tell. In fact, I already knew that. It must be great,’ he added. ‘There aren’t all that many completely perfect people around.’

Orla had so many questions; she longed to know everything about him. She wanted to find out his name for a start, and how old he was, what he did, where he lived, and whether or not he was married.

But at the same time she was terrified of breaking the spell. What if he was happily married with five children? What if he turned out to be twenty-three and just over on a flying visit from Australia? What if he told her his name was Ernest?

To their right, a flashbulb went off. One of the photographers who had been circulating all evening called out, ‘Orla, could you turn this way?’

Orla turned and smiled automatically for the next picture, then realized that it was no good, she simply had to ask.

Out of the corner of her mouth she murmured, ‘Are you married?’

He didn’t flinch or hesitate.

‘No.’

‘How old are you?’

‘Thirty-seven.’

‘Where do you live?’

‘Just bought a place in Wimbledon.’

‘Lovely! ’ exclaimed the photographer. ‘Just move a bit closer together now, could you?’

My pleasure, thought Orla, doing as she was instructed and squirming with delight as, for the first time, their bodies brushed together. The sparks might not be visible but she could certainly feel them.

Anyway, next question.

‘Do you work in publishing?’

‘Me? I write a bit.’ His shrug was modest, his mouth twitching playfully at the corners. ‘Of course, I’m not in your league.’

‘Great.’ The photographer gave them an encouraging thumbs-up. ‘Just one more. I want you looking really happy now!’

Orla had no trouble looking happy. In fact, she was finding it ludicrously easy.

‘Would I have read any of your work?’

‘Oh, I think you have.’

‘Really?’ Delighted, she clutched his arm. ‘What’s your name?’

Pause.

‘Actually, it’s Carson.’

Carson. Carson. Orla racked her brains; there was a thriller writer called Carson Phillips, but he was a born and bred New Yorker.

Slowly, slowly, she made the connection.

The Irish connection.

No wonder he hadn’t introduced himself earlier.

‘Oh, I get it now. You’re related to Christie Carson.’ She drew back slightly, studying his face. ‘You don’t look like him, but you must be. Who are you, his son?’

At that moment a big arm was flung around Orla’s shoulder.

‘Hello there, Christie,’ JD boomed in her ear. ‘Fancy bumping into you like this.’ Giving Orla a bone-crunching squeeze he went on in his loud voice, ‘And as for you, my darling, what do you think you’re doing, consorting with the enemy?’


Chapter 55

‘… It’s no picnic, you know, being a millionaire. When you meet up with your old friends they expect you to buy every round.’ Noel was still droning on, relating a seemingly endless list of grievances. ‘They seem to think they’re doing you a favor, just by coming out with you for a drink or a meal. And the moment you’ve picked up the tab, they’re off. Jealousy, that’s all it is. They resent the fact that I’m successful and they’re just a bunch of losers. Are you listening to me?’

‘What? Oh, sorry.’ Millie had been peering round in search of Orla who was—typically—nowhere in sight. ‘Why don’t you ditch your friends if you don’t like them? Make some new ones?’

Well, try.

Noel looked at her as if she was thick.

‘I am. That’s why I’m talking to you.’

Oh God. Definitely time to escape.

‘We could meet up tomorrow,’ he went on. ‘Go out for lunch somewhere.’

Millie hesitated, wondering how best to convey the news that she would rather tip a bucket of live cockroaches over her head.

‘Thanks, but—’

‘I’d pay. Seeing as it’d be our first meal together.’

She broke into a light sweat. Where the bloody hell had Orla got to?

‘Look, it’s really nice of you to offer, but I can’t.’

‘Okay.’ Noel shrugged. ‘We’ll go Dutch.’

Millie wished she was fifteen again; life had been so simple then. When you were pestered by a boy you didn’t fancy, you just screeched with laughter and howled, ‘Do I look desperate? Get lost, frogface, I’d rather die than go out with you! Just the thought of you makes me want to vomit!’

But she wasn’t fifteen, she was a grown-up. It wasn’t so easy now.

‘I mean I can’t meet you.’ Inside her shoes, her toes were curling up with embarrassment; the fact that Noel Blackwall was so awful only made her feel more guilty. ‘I have other plans.’

Noel said stolidly, ‘Dinner, then.’

‘I’ll still be busy.’

For crying out loud! Take a hint, can’t you?

‘Are you sure?’ Noel frowned, his eyebrows drawing together like curtains. ‘Because—’

‘She’s sure,’ a male voice announced behind Millie. ‘She’s absolutely sure. In fact, she’s spending tomorrow and the rest of the weekend with me.’

‘Con!’ Millie let out a shriek of delight as he picked her up and whirled her around. Wrapping her arms tightly around his neck, she whispered into his ear, ‘Keep whirling.’

Finally, when they were twenty feet away from droning Noel, Con Deveraux put her down.

Millie kissed him, noisily, on both cheeks.

‘You have no idea how glad I am to see you. I thought I was going to be trapped with that boring man all night.’

‘I know. I was listening.’ Mischievously Con added, ‘I didn’t like to interrupt at first, in case you were crazy about him.’

‘As if. Orla made me talk to him. But what are you doing here? Oh my God!’ Millie exclaimed, as realization dawned. ‘Don’t tell me. You’re my surprise!’

Con broke into a grin.

‘Got it in one. Good old Orla, up to her matchmaking tricks again. She rang and persuaded me that all we needed was another chance. As it happened, I wasn’t doing anything else, so I thought I may as well come along. Just as long as you aren’t expecting rampant sex,’ he added with a straight face.

‘Poor Orla, you can’t say she doesn’t try. Still, never mind.’ Thinking how handsome he looked in black tie, Millie gave him another ecstatic hug. ‘It’s lovely to see you again. I couldn’t have asked for a nicer surprise.’

Well, maybe just one…

‘Unlike Orla.’ As he spoke, Con deftly spun her round and pointed across the room.

‘Where is she? I can’t even see her.’

‘Left a bit, left a bit, behind the woman in purple with the huge backside.’ Guiding Millie like a periscope, he whispered gleefully, ‘There she is. Getting the biggest shock of her life.’

Millie saw. Orla was indeed looking dumbstruck. Her eyes were like saucers, her mouth a perfect O as she gazed at a good-looking man with something approaching horror.

‘Why? What’s he saying to her?’ Millie couldn’t work it out at all. JD was there, roaring with laughter, with his arm around Orla. A photographer was busy capturing her comical reaction for posterity.

‘I think he’s just told her who he is.’ Admiringly, Con added, ‘Brave chap.’

‘Well, I’ve never seen him before. He’s certainly not famous. How do you know him?’

‘I don’t. Dad was introduced to him as we arrived. This should be good.’ Con looked amused. ‘He could be about to experience a close encounter with Orla’s glass of wine.’

‘Crikey. Should we go over?’

‘Absolutely not. I’d hate to get wet.’

‘But who is he?’

‘Christie Carson. The one who gave Orla that stinking review, remember?’

Millie remembered only too well; it was the review that had changed her life.

She also remembered the photograph of the author adorning the proof copy of his own book.

Shaking her head pityingly at Con, Millie said, ‘No it isn’t.’

Across the room, Orla declared, ‘You can’t be Christie Carson. You don’t look anything like him.’

His eyes were twinkling but he was clearly on edge, ready to leap out of the way should any wine come hurtling in his direction.

‘Actually, I do. We’re astonishingly alike.’

Orla frowned.

‘I saw your photo. Was that not you?’

‘Oh yes, it was me.’

‘You looked like the wild man of Borneo.’

‘Ah well, that was taken while I was going through my wild man of Borneo phase,’ he replied gravely. ‘Long hair, beard, fierce expression, the works.’

‘We thought you were about fifty.’

‘I know. All that facial hair. Terribly aging.’ Lightly, he added, ‘Promise me you’ll never grow a beard.’

‘But why would you want people to think you look like that?’

‘Okay. Your publicity photos.’ Christie Carson fixed her with a steady gaze. ‘You have a hairdresser in attendance, am I right? A make-up artist, maybe even a stylist. And a photographer angling his lights to capture you at your absolute best.’

This was true. Defensively, Orla said, ‘So?’

‘So, that’s fine. Practically de rigueur for the kind of books you write. It’s what your readers expect.’ He shrugged. ‘It’s different for me. My style of writing is more—’

‘Intellectual?’ bristled Orla.

‘Masculine. Anyway, if it’s any comfort to you, my mother had an absolute fit when she saw that photo. She told me I looked a sight and ordered me to spruce myself up. So here I am.’ He ran a hand briefly over his cropped curly hair and clean-shaven chin. ‘Well and truly spruced.’

Orla was lost for words.

But not for long.

‘You’re supposed to be a recluse.’ Her tone was accusing, her fingers tightly laced around her wine glass. ‘You’ve never given an interview. So what are you doing here tonight?’

Orla had long ago convinced herself that Christie Carson lived the life of a hermit in an unheated, crumbling stone cottage in the wilds of Ireland. Any journalists daring to approach his hovel of a home would be met with a barrage of abuse and the business-end of a double-barrelled shotgun.

She couldn’t help it. She was a novelist.

‘I don’t like giving interviews,’ Christie Carson agreed, the laughter lines deepening around his eyes. ‘But that doesn’t make me a recluse. So anyhow, now we have the misunderstandings cleared up and the introductions out of the way. Maybe we could get down to the serious business of the evening.’ Nodding at Orla’s almost-full glass, he drawled, ‘Are you going to throw that over me or not?’

Orla hesitated. The shock of discovering who he was had begun to wear off. The butterflies in her stomach were starting up again.

‘I haven’t decided yet.’

Oh, that smile! She was at a serious disadvantage here. Flinging wine into the horrid bearded face of the wild man of Borneo would have been easy—a positive delight, in fact—but this was a different matter altogether.

Somehow she knew her heart would no longer be in it.

Besides, the dinner jacket he was wearing was well cut and clearly expensive.

Watching her weigh up the options, he raised his eyebrows.

‘Yes? No?’

‘I’ll keep you in suspense.’

The hovering photographer looked disappointed.

‘They’re going through to dinner,’ JD announced, having heroically kept quiet throughout this exchange. ‘Come along, darling, you’re on my table.’

Orla felt like a two-year-old having her birthday present abruptly snatched away. Practically before she’d had a chance to unwrap it.

Everyone was moving away from the Lounge Bar, drifting towards the double doors at the far end of the corridor. Ahead, in the Nine Kings’ Suite lay two hours—minimum—of eating and making polite conversation with your fellow diners, listening to a daunting number of speeches (some funny, some not), and watching the dozen or so awards being presented. Which, if you hadn’t been nominated yourself, was frankly boring.

Plus, you were expected to applaud until your hands were sore.

Orla, who usually adored every minute, realized that she would only enjoy it this time if Christie Carson was on their table.

‘Ready, darling?’ Jovially, JD held out his arm. ‘Let’s go and find the rest of our gang.’

Of course, they weren’t on the same table. Not even close. From her position at the back of the vast room, Orla saw that Christie Carson was occupying one of the tables close to the stage at the front. If she tilted her chair slightly, she had a clear view of him chatting easily to the woman on his left, a flirtatious actress who had just published her autobiography.

Wishing he could be chatting easily to her, Orla flushed as he glanced over at that moment and caught her looking at him. Hastily filling her glass, she beamed as Millie and Con joined them. Laughing and teasing each other, they really did make a perfect couple.

Pleased with herself, Orla said, ‘How d’you like your surprise?’

‘Brilliant. How do you like yours?’ Millie beamed across at her. ‘I couldn’t believe it was actually him!’

‘Me neither.’ It was the kind of face a fifteen-year-old might pull, but Orla pulled it anyway. It was a yeeuch face, designed to prove that you loathed someone and definitely didn’t secretly fancy them rotten.

‘I thought they’d have to call security to drag you off him.’ Con winked. ‘Maybe even an ambulance.’

Modestly, Orla fluttered her hands. ‘Oh, all in good time.’

‘But how did he react when you had a go at him?’ Millie was dying to hear all about it; to her frustration, Con hadn’t allowed her within eavesdropping distance. ‘What made him write that horrible review?’

‘Haven’t asked him yet.’ Orla leaned back, allowing the waiter to serve their first course.

Millie was astounded. ‘Why not?’

‘No hurry. We’ve got all evening.’ Once the awards had been dished out, the business of serious drinking and networking would begin. Orla could hardly wait. Aloud she added casually, ‘Let him sweat.’

‘She’s playing it like a pro,’ boasted JD. ‘Reel him in, reel him in, then—bam. That lad won’t know what’s hit him.’

Her starter looked delicious but Orla’s stomach was in too much of a tangle for her to eat it. Glancing across the room, she saw that Christie Carson had—oh God—caught her out once more.

Never mind him, thought Orla. What’s hit me!

As if she didn’t know.

‘Are you okay?’ said Millie.

Picking up her fork, Orla smiled brightly.

‘I’m fine!’

For the next hour she forced herself to join in. Conversation whirled around the table and Orla bantered along with the best of them. Dinner came and went. As their plates were efficiently cleared, the speeches began. The first awards were announced and the winners mounted the stage to receive their trophies.

When her bladder began to protest at the unfairness of having been filled with wine and squashed within the confines of such a tight-fitting dress, Orla discreetly excused herself. The compere was announcing the shortlist for Best Travel Guide as she slipped out to the loo.

Five minutes later she was in the process of carefully re-powdering her nose in the gilded mirror above the basin when the door swung open and Christie Carson sauntered in.

Not walked. Sauntered.

Orla, her heart clanging away like a school bell, promptly doused her nose with far too much loose powder.

‘Wrong loo. This is the ladies.’’

‘Right loo.’ He broke into a slow, mesmerizing smile. ‘It’s actually a lady I’m looking for.’

Clang clang clang, went Orla’s heart, clang clanggg.

Hastily brushing Estée Lauder’s finest off her nose, she said, ‘Are you following me?’

Christie Carson looked around the otherwise deserted cloakroom, then back at her.

‘I’d say that’s highly likely, wouldn’t you?’

At least he’d allowed her enough time to go to the loo first. It showed he was thoughtful. Imagine if he’d interrupted her in mid-pee.

Aloud, Orla said, ‘Why?’

‘I missed you.’ His tone good-humored, he moved closer. ‘I was lonely without you. I didn’t want to wait another whole hour before talking to you again.’

Phew.

‘Why not?’

‘Because sometimes you meet someone and… you just know.’ Christie paused, then shrugged. ‘Don’t you agree?’

YES,YES!

‘I’m not sure. Know what?’

‘I haven’t the foggiest. You just… know.’

He was Irish. It was blarney time. With those eyes and that lilting accent he could say pretty much anything and get away with it.

‘Why did you write that review?’ Helplessly, Orla blurted the words out.

‘Why? Because it was the truth.’ He faced her without flinching. ‘Come on, you already knew that. There you were, churning out rubbish without even thinking about it. The lazy person’s way to make a few million. You’re actually a much better writer than you give yourself credit for. All you needed was a good shake-up. Look at me honestly and tell me I’m not right.’

‘That review was way below the belt. You have no idea how much it hurt me.’

‘It had to, if it was going to do its job. Tell me what you’re working on now.’

‘Something completely different.’ Recklessly Orla added, ‘Something that’s going to knock your socks off.’

Not very modest, perhaps. But it was the truth.

Christie’s eyes crinkled at the corners.

‘See? It did the trick.’

As he moved closer still, Orla caught a waft of aftershave and cigarettes. All of a sudden, she discovered, the smell of smoke was no longer a turnoff.

‘What are you doing?’

‘I haven’t thanked you yet, for the nice things you wrote about me. I must say,’ he flashed a self-deprecating smile, ‘I nearly wet my pants and ran away when I heard you were reviewing my book.’

‘I didn’t write nice things about you. Only your work.’ He had the most beautiful mouth Orla had ever seen. Dimly, she heard cheering and wild applause drifting through from the ceremony in the Nine Kings’ Suite.

‘I thought you might retaliate.’

‘I did. If you give me your address I’ll send you copies of the first drafts I put together. There are two hundred and eighteen of them.’ She forced herself to stop watching his magical mouth. ‘But publicly, we decided to be gracious. Rise above it. Put you to shame.’

‘And you did. Still, thank you anyway.’ Closing the distance between them, Christie raised Orla’s mouth to his and kissed her.

And kissed her, and kissed her, and kissed her.

Orla, almost dissolving on the spot, gasped, ‘I don’t believe this. Anyone could come in here. You have to stop it now.’

Embarrassingly, her fingers were still entwined in his silky dark curls as she panted out the words. They didn’t appear to want to let go.

‘I’ve got a better idea.’ Smiling, Christie led her towards one of the open cubicles. As he drew her inside and kicked the door shut, another thunderous burst of applause rang out, accompanied by laughter and raucous whoops of delight.

‘Just so long as this loo isn’t bugged,’ Orla shuddered with anticipation as his hand skillfully unzipped her mermaid dress, ‘and they aren’t all out there applauding us.’


Chapter 56

On the one hand, Millie felt it was probably just as well Orla was missing out on this part of the ceremony. On the other hand, she had been gone from their table for quite some time.

Almost fifteen minutes now.

Pushing her chair back, Millie leaned over to Con and said, ‘I’m just going to find out where Orla’s got to. Check she’s okay.’

The ladies’ loo appeared to be deserted when Millie pushed through the door. Pausing on the threshold, she wondered if Orla had been feeling ill and had made her way back to her room.

Then, hearing a slight noise, she saw that one of the cubicle doors was locked.

‘Orla?’

No reply.

‘Orla?’

Nothing. Had she fainted?

‘Orla, is that you? Are you okay?’

A moment later, sounding distinctly strange, Orla’s voice drifted out from the closed cubicle.

‘It’s okay, I’m fine. I’ll be… um, out in a minute.’

Millie frowned.

‘You don’t sound fine. You’ve been gone for ages. What’s up?’

This time she heard hastily stifled laughter. Followed by more shuffling around. Instinctively, Millie crouched down and peered through the narrow gap between the cubicle door and the green and black marble tiled floor.

Since she wasn’t entirely stupid, she had actually worked it out for herself by now.

‘Orla. Bad news. You’ve grown a couple of extra legs.’

More muffled laughter, this time bordering on the hysterical.

‘Damn,’ Orla gasped finally. ‘Two extra legs. I hate it when that happens.’

‘And I hate to be an old killjoy, but any minute now somebody else is going to walk in here and then you’ll be stuck. I really think you’d better come out now.’

So that I can see who you’re in there with, you shameless tramp!

At that moment, in the corridor outside, an agitated male voice could clearly be heard shouting, ‘Has anyone seen Christie Carson?’

Inside the cubicle, much giggling and rustling accompanied the sound of a zip being done up. Then the door of the cubicle was unlocked and opened.

‘… so you see, that’s the basic principle of the flushing mechanism, it’s all in the S-bend,’ Christie Carson was earnestly explaining as he emerged behind a smirking, pink-cheeked Orla. Apparently surprised to find Millie there, he said, ‘Oh, hi!’

‘You may want to tuck the back of your shirt in before you go up on stage,’ Millie solemnly informed him. ‘They’re waiting to present you with the award for Author of the Year.’

‘Really?’ Christie Carson grinned. ‘That’s the second-nicest thing to happen to me all night.’

After the ceremony was over, the serious business of drinking, table-hopping, celebrating, and gossiping began in earnest. Those who had been nominated for awards and failed to win them were commiserated with and told they deserved to have won. The winners were subjected to endless photos and interviews. Champagne bottles proliferated on the tables. JD was off boasting to journalists of his latest acquisition, a twenty-five-year-old milkman who had written a swords-and-sorcery blockbuster set to trounce Harry Potter into the ground.

‘It’s his way of coping with Mum’s illness,’ Con explained, as he refilled Millie’s glass. Having no need to network, they were finally alone at their table.

‘How is she?’

‘Not so bad. At home, resting. She insisted on Dad coming tonight.’ He paused. ‘She’s not in any pain, which is a relief.’

‘And how are things with you?’

He smiled and sat back in his chair.

‘Good. I’ve met someone.’

Delighted, Millie clutched his arm.

‘That’s fantastic! Is it serious?’

‘Who can tell? Still, we’re enjoying ourselves. He’s a lighting technician. And his name’s Joe, which is handy. My mother thinks it’s short for Josephine. But he understands my situation, why we need to be discreet. We’ll just have to see how things go.’ He paused. ‘How about you?’

Millie almost kissed him—she’d thought he’d never ask. Con was the only person she could truly confide in. Within minutes she had blurted out the whole depressing story.

‘The one I talked to on the beach.’ Con nodded, recalling the day after Orla’s party. ‘We tried to get a look at that tattoo of yours. Has it occurred to you that maybe your tattoo is jinxing your love life? If you’d have let us see it, everything might have turned out differently for you and Hugh. You could be blissfully happy together now. Like when a Catholic confesses his sins. Maybe if you showed me…’

He was laughing at her, his warm hand inching up her leg as he spoke.

‘Sshh.’ Millie slapped the hand away as it reached the hem of her dress. ‘Change the subject. Here comes Orla.’

Orla, back from her table-hopping, was grinning uncontrollably. Her green eyes were bright. If she’d had a tail, it would be a bushy one. She’d never looked happier or more vibrant in her life.

‘Just came over to say good night. I’m absolutely shattered. Phew, what an evening—I can hardly stand up!’

‘What a surprise,’ Con murmured, nearly under his breath.

‘Oh! She told you!’ Orla pretended to be indignant.

‘All that unaccustomed activity in a confined space, bound to take it out of you,’ he teased. ‘Of course she told me.’

‘And tomorrow morning it’ll be my turn—I’ll want to hear everything you’ve been up to.’ Still incapable of wiping the idiotic grin off her face, Orla pointed sternly—well, fairly sternly—at Millie. To Con, she added, ‘And it had better be good.’

‘What time would you like me to wake you?’ Millie innocently inquired. ‘Six? Seven?’

‘Heavens no. I told you, I’m absolutely exhausted—desperate to catch up on some sleep!’ Having gaily kissed them both, Orla feigned a huge yawn.

‘The thing is, I’ve had my wallet nicked and I can’t get home,’ said Con. ‘You couldn’t put me up in your room for the night, could you? I’d be no trouble, I promise.’

‘Sorry, no.’ Orla smiled sweetly at him. ‘Absolutely not.’

Christie Carson said his good-byes and slipped discreetly out of the room shortly afterwards. He winked at Millie as he left.

Millie, who had been timing him, murmured, ‘Five minutes and twenty-three seconds. I won.’

‘You can tell he’s not gay,’ Con sighed. ‘If he were, he’d have been out of here and up those stairs in no time flat.’ Shaking his dark head he added, ‘I hope he isn’t going to break Orla’s heart.’

‘Don’t be such a pessimist. She’s having the time of her life.’ Sitting back, Millie twirled the stem of her champagne glass. ‘Crikey, after putting up with Giles all these years she deserves it.’

‘Like discovering Cottonelle after a lifetime of that awful scratchy, hard stuff.’

Millie hiccuped.

‘I don’t know how flattered Orla’s going to be when she hears you’ve been comparing her lovers to loo rolls.’

‘I’m tired. Blame it on the jet-lag.’ Con stretched out and yawned, revealing a couple of gold fillings. ‘God, sorry, it’s just caught up with me.’

He yawned again. Unlike Orla, he really was shattered.

‘You’ve done your duty.’ Millie patted his arm. ‘Time you went home.’

‘What about you? Will you be okay?’

Across the crowded room Noel Blackwall was glancing over, the determined look on his face indicating—yuk—that he hadn’t given up on her yet.

‘I’ll be fine, I’m pretty tired myself,’ Millie lied. ‘I think I’ll call it a night.’

In her room, she changed out of the Dolce & Gabbana dress and into her second-best nightie. (No tatty old T-shirts for the Royal Lancaster, thank you very much.) Since it was only just gone midnight and she wasn’t sleepy at all, Millie arranged herself comfortably on the bed with the TV remote control, one of the tooth mugs from the bathroom, and the almost-full bottle of champagne she had brought upstairs with her because it had looked so lonely all on its own on their empty table. Unsure whether or not this counted as stealing—and keen not to be arrested and forced to spend the rest of her long weekend in some smelly police cell—she had therefore stolen it discreetly, smuggling it out of the Nine Kings’ Suite clasped between her hip and her handbag. The bottle, of course, had slipped sideways as she was stepping into the lift. By the time Millie had managed to straighten it back up, champagne was dripping and fizzing down the front of her dress. At least she’ d been fast enough to catch the bottle before any more champagne could spill out. There was still plenty left.

Crikey, thought Millie as she filled her tooth mug, with reflexes like that I should be wicket-keeping for England.

Flip, flip, flip.

Glug.

Flip, flip, flip.

Slurp.

Alternately zapping through the many cable channels and guzzling Veuve Clicquot—lukewarm, but she’d never have got away with smuggling up an ice bucket—Millie watched a couple of minutes of some dire sci-fi drama before switching off the TV. There were more important things to think about, like what she wanted to do with the rest of her life.

Relocate to London?

Get a job in a travel agency?

Set about finding herself a new man, one she could fall in love with who might even love her in return?

In other words, move on?

Millie waggled her toes, briefly admiring the silvery-bronze polish on them. She gazed at the blank TV screen, then took another slurp of champagne and felt the bubbles pop on her tongue.

As the alcohol began to swirl through her bloodstream, she thought how nice it would be to hear Hugh’s voice now, the light, sexy, amused drawl he used when he was teasing her.

The voice that made her shiver with longing.

The voice she craved, almost like a drug.

Ridiculous. Vigorously, Millie shook her head. No, no, no. It’s almost half past midnight. You can’t possibly ring him now. Not unless you’ve got a jolly good reason.

Oh, but that was the trouble with phones, they were just too tempting. They were… there.

A hundred years ago, if you were in London and you experienced a sudden, violent urge to speak to someone in, say, Cornwall, you had to jump on to a horse and gallop the three hundred-odd miles in order to do so. It probably took more than a week before you were able to reach the person and say what you wanted to say.

Millie, snatching up the phone and jabbing out the numbers, decided that it was all Alexander Graham Bell’s fault. If he’d stuck to stamp collecting or train-spotting, she wouldn’t be able to do this now.

Ha, if it weren’t for Alexander Graham Know-it-all Cleverclogs Brainbox Bell, she’d never have got herself into this mess in the first place.

Oh well, too late, it was ringing.

Hugh picked up on the third ring. This was good, Millie decided. At least it meant he’d been awake.

‘Allo? Allo? Ah, bonjour m’sieur, thees eez the News of ze World, yes? I ’ave a scoop for you! A beeg, beeg item of gossip you weel not believe!’


Chapter 57

In Cornwall, Hugh’s heart began to pound. Unable to sleep himself, he had been lying in bed thinking about Millie. And now here she was, ringing him.

The question was, had Hester phoned her?

Feeling sick, forcing himself to sound normal, he replied gravely, ‘Oui, mademoiselle, this is the News of the World. You are through to the Beeg Beeg Gossip department. May I ask what this is about?’

‘Ah, mais oui! Ze beautiful bestselling novelist, Orla Hart! I tell you, you vill not believe zis!’

Hugh began to relax. He knew Millie well enough by now to know that she hadn’t spoken to Hester.

He still had a chance to get this right.

‘You’re slipping into German,’ he warned.

‘Bugger, so I am.’ In her hotel room, Millie took another slurp of champagne. ‘Better give up on the accent.’ She paused, then said, ‘You still won’t believe it when I tell you about Orla.’

‘Where are you?’

‘In London. In the poshest hotel you ever saw. Well, maybe not the poshest one you ever saw,’ Millie conceded. ‘But as far as I’m concerned, it’s a palace.’

‘The Ritz?’

‘Nooo! The Royal Lancaster, overlooking Hyde Park and Kensington Gardens,’ boasted Millie. ‘Chandeliers like you wouldn’t believe and carpet so thick you could hide a sniper in it. Orla brought me up here, we’ve been to an awards ceremony.’ Unable to resist name-dropping, she added proudly, ‘Michael Palin was there.’

‘Don’t tell me, Orla ripped off her clothes and did a streak across the stage.’

‘Nope!’

‘She ripped off Michael Palin’s clothes and made him streak across the stage.’

‘If only. Much worse than that,’ Millie pronounced with relish. ‘Oh dear, maybe I shouldn’t tell you.’

‘Millie. You have to.’

‘Okay! Orla’s been shagging! I caught her in the ladies’ loo… you’ll never guess who she was with.’

Hugh, clearly amused, said, ‘Michael Palin?’

‘Ha! Much much much worse. Christie Carson!’

‘You mean the ugly old bloke with the beard?’ Hugh was laughing now. ‘Her sworn enemy? That Christie Carson?’

‘I know, I know, but it turns out he isn’t old and he isn’t ugly. And they aren’t sworn enemies anymore. In fact, they’re probably in her suite right now, still doing it. Good thing Orla booked us into separate rooms!’ Millie exclaimed. ‘Otherwise I’d be spending the night curled up on one of the sofas in reception.’

Tucking her bare feet under her, she told Hugh everything. The longer they talked, the less she wanted to hang up the phone. She could happily carry on like this all night. Hearing his voice. Imagining his face. Picturing his dark eyes and the way his mouth curved up at the corners when he smiled…

Damn, getting tiddly now. The bottle of Veuve Clicquot was almost empty. And—completely pathetically—hot tears were beginning to well up in her eyes.

‘By the way, I’ve come to a decision. I’m leaving Cornwall, moving up to London,’ Millie blurted out. Tell him now, then you’ll have to do it, you can’t back down.

‘What? Why?’ Hugh sounded taken aback. ‘Why would you want to leave?’

‘I’ve just made up my mind. It’s the best thing to do. Lots of people move to London.’

‘Lots of people living in London wish they could move to Cornwall.’

Tears were now rolling down Millie’s cheeks. Silently, they dripped on to the starched cotton sheets pulled up over her knees. When she was confident she could sound normal—and not as if she was blubbing like a big baby—she said, ‘I just think I need a change. Nothing wrong with that. Oh, and there’s something else I’ve decided.’

There was a long pause.

‘What?’

‘The next time we bump into each other, I’m going to show you something. My tattoo.’

‘Why?’

‘Because it doesn’t matter anymore. I’ll be moving away, won’t I?’ Draining the last dregs from the bottle into her tooth mug, Millie wiped her eyes. ‘Anyway, it’s no big deal. Only a stupid tattoo. If you want to see it, you can.’

This is ridiculous. He probably isn’t even interested. So much for Con’s brilliant suggestion.

Another, even longer pause.

‘I’d like that.’

He was just being polite, she could tell.

Glancing at her watch, Millie saw that it was almost one o’clock. Now that she’d stopped crying, her swollen eyelids were beginning to droop.

‘I suppose I’m keeping you up.’

Please don’t agree with me! Don’t say yes!

‘It’s getting pretty late,’ Hugh agreed. (Bastard. Wrong answer!) ‘Maybe you should get some sleep.’

He didn’t want to talk to her anymore. Feeling rejected, Millie knocked back the last inch of flat champagne.

‘I’m not tired. Are you tired?’

He sounded amused.

‘Actually, I am. Exhausted. And I do have a busy day tomorrow.’

Millie blinked hard. Here it was again, the oh-so-familiar brush-off. He’d been listening to her patiently, pretending to be interested, and all the time wondering how much longer she was going to be on the phone.

She’d been endlessly prattling on and he’d indulged her. Because he simply wasn’t the type to interrupt and retort, ‘For Christ’s sake woman, will you listen to yourself?’ before slamming the phone down.

Oh God, I’m so selfish.

‘That’s fine!’ Summoning up a carefree, cheerful voice, as opposed to a whiny, self-pitying, and somewhat-the-worse-for-drink one, Millie took a deep breath. ‘You get some sleep now. Sorry I’ve kept you up. You really should have said.’

‘No problem.’ Hugh sounded equally cheerful. ‘And I’m glad you rang. Bye, then.’

You pig, you just don’t get it, do you? You don’t understand me at all!

Aloud, Millie said, ‘Bye.’

At eight-thirty the next morning the phone shrilled next to Millie’s bed.

‘What? What? Who is it?’ Jolted into consciousness, she stared blankly around the room. A strange room, with the door on the wrong side and unfamiliar curtains.

Extremely posh curtains.

The phone carried on shrilling. Feeling stupid, Millie realized it hadn’t been the doorbell after all. That was the trouble with waking up somewhere you weren’t used to. The telephone didn’t ring like the one at home. It caught you on the hop, deliberately confused you…

Shrill, shrill.

Answering it might be a good idea.

Millie seized the receiver and mumbled, ‘Hello?’

If it was Con, she would kill him. It surely couldn’t be Orla, who never woke before nine. Particularly when she’d spent a torrid night shagging with the enemy.

‘Miss Brady? Good morning, it’s reception here.’ The voice clearly belonged to someone who had been up since six and had eaten a muesli-and-orange-juice-type breakfast before jogging three miles to work. She sounded disgustingly healthy.

‘Oh, hi.’ Eyeing last night’s empty bottle of Veuve Clicquot on the bedside table, Millie briefly closed her eyes and waited for her hangover to kick in. Oh no, and she’d phoned Hugh last night. Droned on and on like one of those sad people who rang late-night radio phone-ins and stubbornly refused to get off the line.

I’ve turned into a nuisance caller. Any more hassle and he’ll be forced to get one of those court order thingies to stop me harassing him—

‘Miss Brady, I’m sorry, but there appears to be some kind of mix-up with your reservation.’

The sun was streaming through the curtains Millie had last night forgotten to close. Averting her eyes from its glare, she huddled into the pillows.

‘Mix-up? What kind of mix-up?’

‘I’m really sorry. Maybe if you could come down here to reception we can get it sorted out.’

‘Now?’ Millie was having trouble concentrating. ‘You want me to come down now?’

The receptionist replied chirpily, ‘If you could, that’d be great. See you in a mo!’

A mo?

This girl had to be joking.

The phone went dead in Millie’s hand. Little Ms. Bright’n’Breezy had hung up.

Regular bowels. Millie would bet a month’s wages the girl had regular bowels.

But was that actually such a great thing? What if you had a bowel movement at seven-thirty every morning without fail? What if you were on the Central Line surrounded by fellow commuters at the time?

Ha! Wouldn’t be so great then, would it?

In the bathroom, Millie splashed cold water over her face, hurriedly brushed her teeth, and combed her morning-after-the-night-before hair into some kind of order.

Back in her room, she discovered the downside of not closing the curtains. Her suitcase, lying open on the floor next to the window, contained her white jeans. Sadly it also contained the Cadbury bar she had torn open and half eaten yesterday afternoon. The remaining half, having liquefied in the heat, had melted all over one leg of her jeans.

The moral of the story being, once you’ve started a Cadbury bar, always always finish it.

Wrecked trousers. Bugger. Champagne-stained suede dress. Bum. Bending down and rummaging through the extremely small case, Millie pulled out her best nightie—last year’s Christmas present from Hester. Made of heavy lilac silk with a deeper lilac velvet trim, it really wasn’t nightieish at all. In fact, with its spaghetti straps, fitted bodice and just-above-the-knee hemline it could easily pass as a summer dress.

Which was just as well, seeing as it was going to have to.

Making her way down in the lift, Millie tried to imagine how the mix-up could have come about. Had her room been double-booked? If the hotel was full, did that mean she was about to be turfed out into the street?

The lift doors slid open and Millie instantly spotted the receptionist in question. Everything about the girl was pert. She was even wearing her hair in pigtails. Her favorite film had to be, just had to be The Sound of Music.

‘Millie Brady?’ The receptionist flashed an apologetic smile. The badge she wore announced that her name was Wendi. With an i. ‘I’m sorry about this. He made me do it.’

As her perfectly made-up eyes slid sideways, so did Millie’s. Before, she had been concentrating on Wendi-with-an-i. Now she saw who was standing a few feet away and her stomach went DOINNGGG, like a Sumo wrestler crash-landing on a trampoline.

Hugh was leaning against the desk, watching her reaction.

‘My God, I don’t believe this!’ Crazily, it occurred to her that maybe he had a twin brother he’d never told her about. Staring at him, Millie said carefully, ‘Hugh? ’

‘Is this okay?’ Wendi looked as though she might be about to pounce on the nearest panic button. ‘You do know him?’

In a daze, Millie said, ‘Well, I thought I did.’

‘You told me Orla had abandoned you.’ Hugh’s tone was conversational. ‘I thought you might not be safe here all on your own. Also,’ he added, ‘you did say that the next time we bumped into each other you’d show me your tattoo.’

‘You’re certain this is all right?’ Wendi needed reassurance. ‘I mean, he seems normal enough, but he did ask me to do something pretty weird just now. I told him straight, there was no way I was doing that.’

Having somehow made it from Cornwall, Hugh now appeared to have forgotten what he was supposed to say next. Similarly, finding it easier to talk to Wendi-with-an-i than to him, Millie cleared her throat and said delicately, ‘Um… did he by any chance want you to dress up in a gorilla suit and burst into my room on roller skates?’

‘What? No!’ Wendi’s eyebrows rocketed into her fringe. Turning to Hugh, she gasped, ‘My God, you really are weird.’

Hugh’s tone was consoling. ‘I’d never have asked you to do that.’

‘What then?’ prompted Millie.

‘He wanted me to phone your room, put on a Dutch accent and ask you some kind of… well, here, I can’t figure it out.’ Wendi pushed a piece of paper across the desk. ‘I mean, this is bizarre. He says he’s driven up here from Cornwall overnight, but how can anyone be that desperate for the answer to some dumb riddle?’

Millie read what was written on the sheet of paper.

Clue: Idiot. Two words, four and seven letters. Last letter, N.

Wendi might be pert, but she wasn’t the brightest fairy light on the Christmas tree.

‘It’s not a riddle. It’s a crossword clue,’ Millie explained. ‘And I think I know the answer. Hugh Emerson.’

Hugh nodded.

‘That’s me. I am that idiot.’ He paused, then added steadily, ‘But I’m over it now, I promise.’

Millie began to tingle all over. Was he actually saying what she thought he was saying? Or, at least, trying to say?


Chapter 58

‘Where are we going?’ Millie protested as he led her out of the hotel. ‘I haven’t got my handbag with me.’

Come to think of it, I’m not even wearing any knickers.

Oops.

‘No problem. My treat.’ Hugh nodded at the open-top double-decker across the road. It was one of those sightseeing buses, Millie realized, the kind that provided hour-long tours of the city.

‘You don’t want to live in London,’ Hugh went on. ‘It’s dirty and crowded and horrible.’

The bus driver was leaning against the railings of Hyde Park, smoking a roll-up and waiting for the first tourists of the day.

‘It’s got Buckingham Palace.’ Millie pointed to the board propped up against the side of the bus, depicting the delights on offer. ‘Look, and Downing Street and the Millennium Wheel, Regent’s Park and Kew Gardens,’ she recited. ‘Not to mention the Houses of Parliament, Tower Bridge, and much much more.’

‘That’s why I’m going to show them to you now. Get it out of your system. Once you’ve seen everything, the novelty will wear off.’

‘It might not.’

‘Newquay’s better,’ Hugh assured her. ‘It has the sea, for a start. And beaches.’

Millie feigned horror.

‘You mean London doesn’t have a sea? It doesn’t have beaches?’

‘There’s always the Thames. We might be able to rustle you up a few mudflats.’

‘Will I not be able to surf?’ gasped Millie, who had never surfed in her life.

‘Two please,’ Hugh told the bus driver, who was looking at them as if they were barmy.

Millie made sure she followed him up the narrow, curving staircase. She was also careful to keep her nightie tightly wrapped around her legs—accidentally coming out minus your knickers wasn’t what you’d call restful.

‘This is weird.’ Millie shook her head when they’d chosen their seats. ‘I still can’t believe you drove up here. Have you any idea how cross I was with you, when you practically hung up on me last night?’

Hugh, looking amused, said, ‘You did sound the teeniest bit pissed off.’

The Sumo wrestler was still trampolining away inside her stomach. Millie felt that, all in all, she was doing a pretty good job of sounding normal. What’s more, considering the distance he’d driven, Hugh was looking pretty good himself. His white cotton shirt was crumpled, but that didn’t matter one bit. His black trousers were gorgeous, her favorites. She longed to run her fingers through his hair, so sun-streaked by now it was practically honey blond. His humorous dark eyes were flecked with gold in the sunlight, as was the stubble on his tanned face. Millie was finding this stubble disturbingly attractive. She also liked the fact that he wasn’t wearing aftershave; instead, he smelt clean and sexy and intensely Hughish. Phew, so this was what they meant by pheromones. She could sit here and breathe in his heavenly smell all day.

‘Anyway.’ Hugh tapped her right thigh. ‘You promised.’

They hadn’t been alone together on the open top deck for long. It was filling up fast with chattering, camcorder-wielding tourists.

Bracing herself, Millie slowly raised the hem of her dress-cum-nightie to reveal the tattoo on her tanned thigh.

Hugh surveyed it in silence for several seconds.

Finally he spoke.

‘When did this happen?’

For heaven’s sake, when did he think she’d had it done— last week?

‘Six years ago.’

‘Are you serious?’

‘You have to understand. I was only nineteen. I’d been going out with this boy for a couple of months and he persuaded me to have it done. I was mad about him, so I thought it was a great idea. Plus, I knew it would infuriate my mother. Of course,’ Millie sighed, ‘we split up ten days later when I found out he’d been seeing some other girl behind my back. So there you go,’ she added dryly. ‘My first ever love-rat.’

Sadly though, not my last.

The corners of Hugh’s mouth began to twitch.

‘And you’ve been stuck with this permanent reminder of him ever since. Still, he wasn’t all bad.’

Millie gazed down at the neatly executed heart shape, with the name of her ex-boyfriend enclosed within it.

Hugh.

‘So, don’t tell me, you’ve been waiting all these years for the right man to come along,’ Hugh deadpanned. ‘Or at least some man with the right name. You must have been delighted when you found my wallet under that bush.’

‘Ha ha,’ said Millie.

‘Were you never tempted to give Hugh Grant a ring?’

‘Oh I did, loads of times. But he just kept saying, “Look, it’s terribly nice of you to offer, but I’m just the teensiest bit busy right now… ”’

‘Bad luck,’ Hugh sympathized.

‘I was going to get the heart filled in,’ said Millie. ‘But it hurt so much having the stupid thing done in the first place I kept putting it off. Then I thought I’d just leave it there as a reminder never to do anything so completely ridiculous ever again.’

‘And has it done the trick?’ Hugh still looked as if he was trying hard not to laugh.

‘Don’t be daft, of course it hasn’t. Doing ridiculous things is what I do best. Anyway, now you know.’ Signaling that the show was over, Millie slid the hem of her dress-cum-nightie back down over her thigh.

‘Well,’ said Hugh, ‘thanks for showing me.’

‘Worth the trip?’

‘Oh definitely. Every mile.’

At that moment the bus rumbled into life and began moving jerkily forwards. Everyone on the top deck obediently plugged themselves into the headphones that would enable them to listen to the tour guide’s running commentary.

Millie didn’t need to do this. She had Hugh.

‘… and this is Buckingham Palace,’ he said as the bus trundled up The Mall. ‘What a dump. Damp, poky little place. Full of Ikea furniture and nasty modern prints in plastic frames.’

‘I see what you mean.’ Millie nodded. ‘I certainly wouldn’t want to live there.’

‘That’s Tower Bridge,’ Hugh pointed out some time later. ‘See the Thames? Told you it was manky.’

Followed by: ‘Trafalgar Square. You can’t move without treading on a pigeon. Did you ever see that Alfred Hitchcock film, The Birds?’

Millie leapt excitedly to her feet at one stage, convinced she’d just spotted Prince William emerging from a Burger King in Piccadilly Circus. Yanking her back down, Hugh said, ‘You mustn’t do that.’

‘I only wanted to look at him!’ Millie wondered if it was one of those London rules she didn’t know about, where you could be prosecuted for hassling a Royal. Crikey, what did he imagine she’d been about to do—throw herself at their future king from the top of the bus?

‘For a start, it wasn’t Prince William. And for another start,’ Hugh kept a straight face, ‘everyone can see right through that nightie you’re wearing.’

Luckily the tourists’ camcorders were trained elsewhere, on some boring statue thing. Millie decided to brazen it out.

‘It’s not a nightie. It’s a dress.’

‘Really? I thought it might be a nightie. What with it being so transparent.’

‘You know nothing about fashion. It’s actually quite the thing this season… What? ’ Millie protested, all of a sudden finding it hard to breathe normally. ‘Why are you looking at me like that?’

‘You might be gorgeous,’ Hugh shook his head good-naturedly, ‘but you’re a diabolical liar.’

Oh! He called me gorgeous!

‘Thank you.’ Lightly, Millie added, ‘I think.’

‘So what’s the verdict?’

‘On what?’

Hugh gestured with his arm. ‘London.’

‘Horrible.’ She pulled a face. ‘Like you said, not a patch on Cornwall.’

‘Changed your mind about coming to live here?’

His tone was playful, but Millie no longer felt like playing along. She had to know what this was really all about.

‘Why don’t you tell me why you’re here?’ Her attempt to sound sophisticated and in control was spoilt somewhat by the fact that her teeth had begun to chatter.

Quite loudly, in fact.

Hugh nodded.

‘Okay. Right. Remember the recurring dream I told you about? The one where the phone rings and I think it’s Louisa.’

Of course I remember.

‘Yes.’

‘Well, that doesn’t happen any more. It stopped.’ He paused. ‘After Orla’s party.’

Millie held her breath.

‘And?’

‘And I know I swore I’d never fall in love again. But I did. And it’s taken me a while to accept that, but now I have.’

‘R-really?’ Her teeth were still at it, like boisterous school children incapable of keeping still in assembly.

‘In fact, I went to see her last night.’ Hugh stopped, his dark eyes serious. ‘I went to see her and I told her I loved her.’

‘Wh-what?’

Millie felt sick. His face swam in and out of focus. Oh God, all of a sudden things were going horribly horribly wrong.

‘She was wearing her gorilla suit at the time.’ His tone was wry. ‘Well, I thought she was wearing her gorilla suit. Turns out, she’d lent it to her best friend for the evening. So that’s something I’m never going to live down.’

‘No!’ It came out as a shriek. Clapping her hands to her mouth, Millie spluttered with laughter.

‘This is why I had to drive up here, to get to you before Hester did. I’m sure everyone already knows about it in Newquay.’

Millie, awash with happiness, said, ‘Are you sure?’

‘Are you kidding? Hester’s probably driving around the town as we speak, broadcasting the news through a megaphone.’

This was undoubtedly true.

‘I meant are you sure about… you know, the other stuff you just said?’

Hugh smiled slightly.

‘Only if you’re happy about it. I mean, I’ve pretty much put my neck on the line here. You might be about to tell me you aren’t interested.’

Millie considered this. It might be fun. It would definitely give him a taste of his own medicine. Then again…

‘I could,’ she admitted. ‘Except I’m a lousy liar. I’ve always been interested in you, and you’ve always known that.’

‘The thing is,’ Hugh’s expression softened, ‘can you forgive me for the way I treated you?’

‘I don’t know,’ Millie lied. ‘You’ll have to persuade me first.’

It was ten o’clock; the tour was at an end. As the bus slowed to a halt outside the Royal Lancaster Hotel, Hugh drew her into his arms and kissed her until her head began to spin.

Then he kissed her some more.

Around them, the foreign tourists prepared to disembark. Chattering and giggling, they made their way past the two mad English people. When Millie finally opened her eyes, she saw a camcorder pointed at them, whirring away. A Japanese girl said something to her friend and they both went off into peals of laughter.

‘What was that about?’ Millie murmured, not really caring at all.

‘Actually, I speak a bit of Japanese.’ Hugh raised an eyebrow. ‘She said, “That girl isn’t wearing any knickers.”’

He was joking, Millie told herself.

At least she hoped he was.

Then again, maybe they shouldn’t get off the bus just yet.

Moments later they had the top deck to themselves once more, and Hugh kissed her again. Ecstatically, she closed her eyes and wound her arms around him.

‘Millie Brady, what do you think you’re doing?’

Millie’s eyes snapped open. At the sound of the familiar voice she froze, then peered guiltily over Hugh’s shoulder.

Orla was standing outside the entrance to the hotel. Next to her, still wearing his dinner jacket and dress shirt from last night, and with a lighted cigarette dangling from his fingers, was a rumpled but happy-looking Christie Carson.

Orla stared, transfixed, at the sight of Millie on the upper deck of the open-top tour bus, enthusiastically canoodling with a man who had his back to her but who certainly wasn’t Con Deveraux.

The strumpet!

The shameless hussy!

And about time too, thought Orla, who had in recent weeks begun to inwardly despair at Millie’s spectacular lack of progress on the man front.

‘She must have picked him up at the party after we left last night.’ Delighted, Orla gave Christie’s hand a squeeze. ‘Maybe he’s a writer too.’ Raising her voice to a bellow, she gestured wildly with her free arm. ‘Hey, Millie! Come down here, this minute! Introduce us to your new friend.’

‘She’s going to go mental when she recognizes you,’ said Millie.

‘That’s nothing.’ Hugh grinned. ‘You’ve been withholding vital information. She’ll probably demand her money back. But,’ he added consolingly, ‘I’ll still love you. Five grand or no five grand.’

‘Okay. Here goes.’ Millie took a deep breath, grabbed his hand for moral support, and stood up.

Hugh, rising to his feet, turned and waved at Orla.

Orla’s mouth promptly dropped open.

‘I don’t… but… how can he be…?’ she spluttered as Hugh, laughing now, blew her a kiss. ‘This is completely… good grief, I don’t believe this.’

‘Neither do I.’ Shielding his eyes from the sun in order to get a better look, Christie Carson let out a low, appreciative whistle. ‘You can see right through that dress.’
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				Chapter 1

				Ten Years Ago

				There are some places where you might expect to bump into your boyfriend’s ultra-posh mother. At a Buckingham Palace garden party perhaps, or Glyndebourne, or turning her nose up at Ferrero Rochers at some foreign ambassador’s cocktail party. And then there are other places you wouldn’t expect to bump into her at all.

				Like, for example, the Cod Almighty at the dodgier end of Tooting High Street.

				‘Blimey, it’s Dougie’s mum.’ Instinctively wiping her hands on her green nylon apron and curbing the urge to curtsey—because Dougie’s mum was that posh—Lola said brightly, ‘Hello, Mrs Tennant, how lovely to see you!’

				And how typical that she should turn up two minutes before closing, when all they had left to offer her was a tired-looking sausage and a couple of overlooked fishcakes. Maybe Alf could be persuaded to quickly chuck a couple of fresh pieces of haddock into the fryer and—

				‘Hello, Lola. I wondered if we could have a chat.’ Even for a visit to a fish and chip shop, Dougie’s mother’s make-up was immaculate, her hair swept into a Princess Michael of Kent chignon.

				‘Oh, right. Absolutely. I’m just finishing here.’ Lola glanced across at Alf, who made good-humored off-you-go gestures. ‘We close at half past two. So you don’t want anything to take away?’

				Was that a shudder? Mrs Tennant shook her head and said with a flicker of amusement, ‘I don’t think so, do you?’

				Having retrieved her shoulder bag from the back room and shrugged off her nylon apron—youch, static—Lola ducked under the swing-top counter and took the king-sized portion of chips Alf had wrapped up for her, seeing as they had so many left.

				‘Bye, Alf. See you tomorrow.’

				‘I can drop you home if you like,’ said Dougie’s mother. ‘The car’s just outside.’

				Lola beamed; free chips and a lift home in a brand new Jaguar. This was definitely her lucky day.

				Outside on the pavement it was stiflingly hot and muggy. Inside the Jaguar the cool air smelled deliciously of expensive leather and Chanel No. 19.

				‘This is such a great car,’ sighed Lola, stroking the upholstery as Dougie’s mother started the engine.

				‘Thank you. I like it.’

				‘How could anyone not like it?’ Lola balanced the steaming parcel of chips in her lap, careful to keep it away from her bare legs. Her stomach was rumbling but she heroically resisted the temptation to open them. ‘So why did you want to see me? Is this about Dougie’s birthday?’

				‘No. Actually it’s about you and Dougie. I want you to stop seeing him.’

				Bam, just like that.

				Lola blinked. ‘Excuse me?’

				‘I’d like you to end your relationship with my son.’

				This couldn’t be happening. Her shoulders stiffening in disbelief, Lola watched as Dougie’s mother drove along, as calm and unconcerned as if they were discussing nothing more taxing than the weather.

				‘Why?’

				‘He’s eighteen years old.’

				‘Nearly nineteen.’

				‘He’s eighteen now,’ Mrs Tennant repeated firmly, ‘and on his way to university. He is going to university.’

				‘I know.’ Bewildered, Lola said, ‘I’m not stopping him. We’re going to see each other whenever we can, take it in turns to do the journey. I’ll catch the coach up to Edinburgh every other weekend, and Dougie’s going to drive down here when it’s his turn, then—’

				‘No, no, no, I’m sorry but he won’t. This isn’t the kind of relationship Doug needs right now. He told me last night that he was having second thoughts about going to university. He wants to stay here. And that’s all down to you, my girl. But I won’t stand by and let you ruin his life.’

				The hot chips were burning Lola’s legs now. ‘Honestly, I’m not ruining his life. I want the best for Dougie, just like you do. We love each other! I’ve already told him, if we miss each other too much I’ll move up to Edinburgh and we’ll live together!’

				‘Oh yes, he mentioned that too. And the next thing we know, you’d be feeling left out because he’d have all his university friends while you’re stuck working behind the counter of some backstreet fish and chip shop.’ Mrs Tennant’s lip curled with disdain. ‘So to regain his attention you’d accidentally get yourself pregnant. No, I’m sorry, I simply can’t allow this to happen. Far better for you to make the break now.’

				Who did this woman think she was?

				‘But I don’t want to.’ Lola’s breathing was fast and shallow. ‘And you can’t force me to do it.’

				‘No, dear, of course I can’t force you. But I can do my best to persuade you.’

				‘I won’t be persuaded. I love Dougie. With all my heart,’ Lola blurted out, determined to make his mother understand that this was no silly teenage fling.

				‘Ten thousand pounds, take it or leave it.’

				‘What?’

				‘That’s what I’m offering. Think it over. How much do you earn in that fish and chip shop?’ Dougie’s mother raised a perfectly plucked eyebrow. ‘No more than five pounds an hour, I’m sure.’

				Four pounds actually. But it was still a mean dig; working at the Cod Almighty was only a temporary thing while she applied for jobs that would make more use of her qualifications.

				‘And if I took your money, what kind of a person would that make me?’

				‘Oh, I don’t know. The sensible kind, perhaps?’

				Lola was so angry she could barely speak; her fingernails sank through the steamed, soggy chip paper, filling the air-conditioned interior of the car with the rank, sharp smell of vinegar. Something else was bothering her too; up until today, Dougie’s mother had always been perfectly charming whenever they’d met.

				‘I thought you liked me.’

				‘Of course you did.’ Mrs Tennant sounded entertained. ‘That was the whole idea. I know what young people are like, you see. If a parent announces that they don’t approve of their children’s choice of partner, it’s only going to make them that much more determined to stay together. Fueling the flame and all that. Goodness no, far better to pretend everything’s rosy and you think their choice is wonderful, then let the relationship fizzle out of its own accord.’

				‘But ours isn’t going to fizzle out,’ said Lola.

				‘So you keep telling me. That’s why I’m giving it a helping hand. Goodness, this traffic is a nightmare today. Is it left down here at the traffic lights or straight on?’

				‘Left. And how’s Dougie going to feel when he hears what you’ve said to me today?’

				‘Well, I should imagine he’d be very annoyed with me. If you told him.’ Mrs Tennant paused for effect. ‘But do yourself a favor, Lola. Don’t say anything just yet. Give yourself time to really think this through, because you do have a brain. And ten thousand pounds is an awful lot of money. All you have to do as soon as you’ve made up your mind is give me a ring when you know Dougie isn’t at home, and I’ll write out the check.’

				‘You can stop the car. I’ll walk the rest of the way.’ No longer willing to remain in her boyfriend’s mother’s plush Jag, Lola jabbed a finger to indicate that she should pull in at the bus stop ahead.

				‘Sure? OK then.’

				Lola paused with her hand on the passenger door handle and looked at Dougie’s mother in her crisp white linen shirt and royal chignon. ‘Can I ask you something?’

				‘Feel free.’

				‘Why don’t you approve of me?’

				‘You risk ruining my son’s future.’ Mrs Tennant didn’t hesitate.

				‘We love each other. We could be happy together for the rest of our lives.’

				‘No you couldn’t, Lola. Do you really not understand what I’m trying to explain here? You’re too brash and noisy, you have no class, you’re not good enough for Dougie. And,’ the older woman paused, her gaze lingering significantly over Lola’s low-cut red tank top and short denim skirt complete with grease stain, ‘you dress like a cheap tart.’

				‘Can I ask you something else?’ said Lola. ‘How are you going to feel when Dougie refuses to ever speak to you again?’

				And, heroically resisting the urge to tear open the parcel of chips and fling them in Dougie’s mother’s face, she climbed out of the car.

				***

				Back at home in Streatham—a far more modest house than Dougie’s, which his mother would surely sneer at—Lola paced the small blue and white living room like a caged animal and went over everything that had happened. OK, now what was she supposed to do? Dougie was currently up in Edinburgh for a few days, sorting out where he was going to be living come October and acquainting himself with the city that was due to be his home for the next three years. Doubtless Mrs Tennant had planned it this way with her usual meticulous attention to detail. Her own mother and stepfather were both out at work. The ticking of the clock in the kitchen was driving her demented. Bloody, bloody woman—how dare she do this to her? What a witch.

				By four o’clock she could no longer bear to be confined. Deliberately not changing out of her low-cut top and far-too-short denim skirt, Lola left the house. What she was wearing was practically standard issue for teenagers on a hot summer’s day, for heaven’s sake—not tarty at all. And if she didn’t talk to someone about the situation, she would burst.

				***

				‘Ten thousand pounds,’ said Jeannie.

				‘Yes.’

				‘I mean, ten thousand pounds.’

				‘So?’ Lola banged down her Coke. ‘It doesn’t matter how much it is. She can’t go around doing stuff like that. It’s just sick.’

				They were in McDonald’s. Jeannie noisily slurped her own Coke through two straws. ‘Can I say something?’

				‘Can I stop you?’

				‘OK, you say it’s a sick thing to do. And you’re going to say no. But what if Dougie comes back from Edinburgh on Friday and tells you he’s met someone else? What if he sits you down and says, “Look, sorry and all that, but I bumped into this really fit girl in a bar, we ended up in bed and she’s just fantastic”?’ Pausing to suck up the last dregs of her Coke, Jeannie pointed the straw at Lola. ‘What if he tells you you’re dumped?’

				Oh, for heaven’s sake.

				‘Dougie wouldn’t do that.’

				‘He might.’

				‘He wouldn’t.’

				‘But he might,’ said Jeannie. ‘OK, maybe not this week, or even this month. But sooner or later the chances are that you two will break up. You’re seventeen years old. How many seventeen-year-olds spend the rest of their lives with their first love? Let’s face it, that’s why it’s called first love, because you go on to have loads more. You’re too young to stay with the same person, Lola. And so’s Dougie. I know you’re crazy about each other now, but that’s not going to last. And if Dougie is the one who finishes it, you can’t go running to his mother crying that you’ve changed your mind and can you have the money now please? Because it’ll be too late by then. You’ll have lost out big time. Think about it, you’ll be all on your own.’ Mock sorrowfully, Jeannie clutched her chest. ‘Heartbroken. No more Dougie Tennant and no ten thousand pounds.’

				***

				So that was the advice from a so-called friend. Well, what else should she have expected from someone like Jeannie, whose parents had fought an epic divorce battle and left her with a jaundiced view of relationships? Jeannie now despised her mother’s new husband and was escaping all the hassle at home by moving to Majorca. The plan was to work in a bar, dance on the beach, and generally have the time of her life. Sleep with lots of men but very definitely not get emotionally involved with any of them. Any kind of romantic relationship was out.

				The memory of Dougie’s mother continued to haunt Lola all the way home, that pale patrician face and disparaging voice letting her know in no uncertain terms why she was nowhere near good enough for her precious son.

				Lola pictured the smirk on that face if Jeannie’s cheery prediction were to come true. Then again, imagine how she’d react if she and Dougie defied her and got married! Ha, wouldn’t that be fabulous?

				Except…  except… 

				I’m seventeen, I don’t want to get married just to spite someone. I’m too young.

				Back home again, Lola was overcome by an overwhelming urge to speak to Dougie. No plan in her head, but she’d play it by ear. When she heard his voice she would decide what to do, whether or not to tell him that his mother was the world’s biggest witch. God, how would he feel when he found out?

				Dougie was staying in a bed and breakfast in Edinburgh. The number was on the pad next to the phone in the narrow hallway. Dialing it, Lola checked her watch; it was five o’clock. He should be there now, back from his visit to the university campus… 

				‘No, dear, I’m afraid you’ve missed him.’ The landlady of the B&B had a kindly, Edinburgh-accented voice. ‘They came back an hour ago, Dougie changed and showered and then they were off. Said they were going to check out the pubs on Rose Street!’

				‘Oh.’ Lola’s heart sank; she’d so wanted to hear his voice. ‘Who was he with?’

				‘I didn’t catch their names, pet. Another boy and two girls…  isn’t it lovely to see him making new friends already? The boy’s from Manchester and the pretty blonde one’s from Abergavenny! I must say, they do seem absolutely charming. I’ll tell him you rang, shall I? Although goodness knows what time he’ll be back…  ’

				Hanging up, Lola heard Jeannie’s words again. It wasn’t that she was overwhelmed with jealousy that Dougie had gone out for the evening with a group of new friends, two of whom happened to be female. It was just the realization that this was the first of many hundreds of nights when she would be apart from him and—

				Lola started as a floorboard creaked overhead; she’d thought the house was empty.

				She called out, ‘Hello?’

				No reply.

				‘Mum?’ Lola frowned. ‘Dad?’

				Still nothing. Had the floorboard just creaked on its own or was someone up there? But the house seemed secure and a burglar would have his work cut out, climbing in through a bedroom window. Taking an umbrella as a precaution, Lola made her way upstairs.

				What she saw when she pushed open the white painted door of her parents’ bedroom shocked her to the core.

			

		

	
		
			
				Chapter 2

				‘Dad?’ Lola’s stomach clenched in fear. Something was horribly, horribly wrong. Her stepfather—the only father she’d ever known, the man she loved with all her heart—was packing a case, his face almost unrecognizable.

				‘Go downstairs.’ He turned his back on her, barely able to speak.

				Lola was shaking. ‘Dad, what is it?’

				‘Please, just leave me alone.’

				‘No! I won’t! Tell me what’s wrong.’ Dropping the umbrella, she cried, ‘Why are you packing? Are you ill? Are you going to hospital? Is it cancer?’

				Grief-stricken, he shook his head. ‘I’m not ill, not in that way. Lola, this is nothing to do with you…  I didn’t want you to see me like this…’

				It was such an unimaginable situation that Lola didn’t know what to think. When she approached him he made a feeble attempt to fend her off with one arm.

				‘Daddy, tell me,’ Lola whispered in desperation and tears sprang into his eyes.

				Covering his face, he sank onto the bed. ‘Oh Lola, I’m sorry.’

				She had never been so frightened in her life. ‘I’m going to phone Mum.’

				‘No, you mustn’t.’

				‘Are you having an affair? Is that why you’re packing? Don’t you want to live with us any more?’

				Another shake of the head. ‘It’s nothing like that.’

				‘So tell me what it is then.’ Lola’s voice wavered; they were both crying now. ‘You have to, because I’m scared!’

				Twenty minutes later she knew everything. Unbelievable though it seemed, Alex had been gambling and they’d never even suspected it. Through his twice-weekly visits to a pool club he had been introduced to a crowd of card players and gradually, without even realizing it, he’d found himself being sucked in. They had all met regularly at a house in Bermondsey to play poker and at first Alex had done pretty well. Now, he suspected that this had been the plan all along. Then the tide had turned, he had begun to lose and the genial group had made light of his run of bad luck. When the losses had mounted up to a worrying degree, Alex had confided in them that he needed time to pay back what he owed them. It was at this point that the genial group had stopped being genial and begun to threaten him. Terrified by the change in them, realizing he was in way over his head, Alex had done the only thing possible and concentrated all his energies on winning back all the money he’d lost. Since his bank manager wouldn’t have appreciated this as a sensible business plan, he’d borrowed the money from the friend who’d introduced him to the poker group in the first place.

				A week later he’d lost it all.

				He borrowed an emergency sum from a moneylender, tried again.

				Lost that too.

				Meanwhile his family was oblivious. When Lola’s mum asked him if he was all right, he explained that he was just tired and she told him he shouldn’t be working so hard. The following night, as he was leaving the garage where he worked as a mechanic, he was stopped by two heavies in a van who explained in graphic detail what they would do to him if he didn’t repay every penny he owed by this time next week.

				This time next week was now tomorrow and desperate times called for desperate measures. Sick with shame and in fear for his life—the heavies had been phoning him regularly, reminding him that the countdown was on—Alex had decided to disappear. It was the only answer; he couldn’t admit to Blythe what he’d done, the hideous mess he’d made of his life. She and Lola meant everything in the world to him and he couldn’t bear it any longer. If Lola had arrived home half an hour later he would have been gone for good.

				‘I wish you had,’ he said heavily. ‘You told us you were going shopping in Oxford Street this afternoon. I thought I was safe here.’

				Shopping in Oxford Street. She’d completely forgotten about that after Dougie’s mother had dropped her bombshell.

				Lola, her face wet with tears, said, ‘But I didn’t, and now I know.’

				‘I still have to go. I can’t face your mother. I’d be better off dead,’ said Alex in desperation. ‘But I’d rather do it my way than stay to find out what those bastards have in store for me…  oh God, I can’t believe this is happening, how could I have been so stupid…’

				Hugging him tightly, Lola already knew she had no choice. Her biological father, an American boy, had done a bunk the moment he’d found out that Blythe was pregnant. But it hadn’t mattered because Alex had come along two years later. He loved Lola as if she were his own daughter. He had made her boiled eggs with toast sticks, he’d taught her to ride a bike, together they had made up silly songs and driven her mother mad, singing them over and over again; she had run to him when she’d been stung by a wasp, he had driven her all the way to Birmingham to see a boy band who was playing at the NEC. His love for her was absolutely unconditional… 

				‘I can help you,’ said Lola. ‘You don’t have to leave.’

				‘Trust me, I do.’

				Dry-eyed—this was too important for tears—she said, ‘I can get the money for you.’

				‘Sweetheart, you can’t. It’s fifteen thousand pounds.’

				Her stomach in knots, Lola didn’t allow herself to think of the repercussions. ‘I can get you most of it.’

				And when Alex shook his head in disbelief she told him how.

				When she’d finished he shook his head with even more vehemence. ‘No, no, I can’t let you do that. No way in the world, absolutely not.’

				But what was the alternative? For him to disappear from their lives? For her to lose the only father she had ever known? For her mother’s world to be shattered?

				‘Listen to me.’ Although her own heart felt as if it were breaking in two, Lola played her trump card. ‘Mum would never need to know.’

				***

				‘Lola. How nice to see you again.’ Adele Tennant opened her front door and stepped to one side. ‘Come on in.’

				Following her across the echoing, high-ceilinged hall, Lola felt sick and dizzy but grimly determined. Mustn’t, mustn’t pass out. She’d barely slept last night, hadn’t been able to eat anything either.

				‘I’m glad you’ve seen sense.’ Adele sat down at the desk in her study and reached for her checkbook. Next to her, morning sunlight bounced off the glass on a silver photo frame. Shifting position to avoid the glare, Lola saw that it was a photograph of Adele and her children, Dougie on the left and Sally on the right. The photo had been taken a couple of years ago while they were on holiday somewhere unbelievably exotic, with palm trees and an ocean the color of lapis lazuli, because Adele Tennant didn’t take her holidays in Margate. Dougie, tanned and grinning in a white shirt, was looking carefree and heartbreakingly gorgeous. Sally, the older sister Lola had never met, was blonde and pretty in a flamingo-pink sarong. Now twenty-six and engaged to an Irish landowner, she was living with him in the Wicklow Mountains outside Dublin. Dougie adored his sister and Lola had been looking forward to getting to know her.

				Her throat tightened. That wouldn’t be happening now.

				‘You won’t regret this.’ Adele crisply uncapped a fat black fountain pen and hovered the glinting nib above the check.

				The old witch couldn’t wait.

				‘Hang on a minute.’ Lola briefly closed her eyes, wondering if she could do this. Yes, she could. ‘Ten thousand isn’t enough.’

				‘I beg your pardon?’

				‘It isn’t enough.’ She had to say it. ‘I need fifteen. Then I’ll leave Dougie alone. I’ll never see him again.’

				‘The cheek of you!’

				Lola’s mouth was bone-dry. ‘Otherwise I’ll move up to Edinburgh.’

				Adele shot her a look of utter loathing. Frankly, Lola didn’t blame her one bit.

				‘You have absolutely no couth.’

				Lola felt sicker than ever. ‘I need the money.’

				‘Eleven thousand,’ Adele retaliated. ‘And that’s it.’

				‘Fourteen,’ said Lola. What if she threw up all over Adele’s Persian rug?

				‘Twelve.’

				‘Thirteen.’

				‘Twelve and a half.’

				‘Done.’ That was it, she’d haggled her way up to twelve and a half thousand pounds. As far as Dougie’s mother was concerned, she was now officially despicable beyond belief. But it was enough to get Alex out of trouble; his boss at the garage was able to loan him the rest.

				‘I hope you’re proud of yourself.’ Adele dismissively wrote out the newly agreed sum.

				Lola could so easily have burst into tears. She willed herself to stay in control. ‘I’m not. I just need the money.’

				‘And hallelujah for that.’ Adele, for whom twelve and a half thousand wasn’t that much money at all, smiled her chilly, unamused smile. ‘So what are you going to be spending it on?’

				As she said it, her gaze slid disparagingly over Lola in her turquoise tank, jeans and flip-flops.

				It was all over now. No more Dougie. She no longer had to try to impress his mother. ‘Moving abroad,’ said Lola. ‘New bikinis. Silicone implants. Isn’t that what you’d expect?’

				‘It’s your money now. I don’t care what you do with it, so long as you keep out of my son’s life.’ Adele paused. ‘Will you tell him about this?’

				‘No.’ Lola shook her head and took the check which Alex would pay into his account this morning. He had arranged an overdraft to cover the days before it cleared. In exchange she handed over to Adele the letter she’d written this morning, the hardest letter she’d ever had to write. ‘I’m just going to finish with him. You can give him this when he gets home. I’ll be out of the country by then.’

				‘Delighted to hear it. Dougie will be over you in no time, but I agree it’s best to put some distance between you. Well, I’ll show you out.’ Adele rose to her feet and ushered Lola back through the house. Evidently relieved that Dougie wouldn’t be discovering the part she had played in seeing off his undesirable girlfriend, she smiled again at the front door and said, ‘Goodbye, Lola. It’s been an education doing business with you.’

				This was it, this was really it. Lola’s throat swelled up and for a moment she considered ripping the check into tiny pieces.

				It was what she wanted to do. But then what would happen to Alex?

				‘I do love Dougie.’ Her voice cracked; she still couldn’t imagine living without him. ‘I really, really do.’

				Opening the door with a flourish, Adele said cheerfully, ‘But you love money more.’

				***

				The moment he arrived home three days later, Dougie had only one thing on his mind.

				‘Hi, Mum, you OK?’ He dumped his rucksack in the hall and kissed Adele on the cheek. ‘Just going to shoot over to Lola’s.’

				Adele hugged her clever, handsome eighteen-year-old son, the light of her life. ‘Actually there’s a letter here for you from Lola.’

				It had almost killed her not to steam open the envelope. Now, as Dougie scanned the contents and she saw the color drain from his face, Adele knew she’d been right to do as she had. He was far too fond of the girl for any good to come of it; at his age it was ridiculous to have let himself get so involved with any girl, let alone one as unequal socially as Lola Malone, the cheaply dressed daughter of a mechanic.

				‘What does it say?’

				‘Nothing.’ Pain mingled with disbelief in Dougie’s dark eyes as he crumpled the letter in his fist and headed upstairs.

				Adele didn’t want to see him hurt, but it was for his own good. It was for the best. Calling up after Dougie she said, ‘Are you hungry, darling? Can I get you something to eat?’

				‘No.’ He turned abruptly, his jaw set. ‘How did you know the letter was from Lola?’

				Adele thought fast. ‘I was upstairs when I heard something coming through the letterbox. When I looked out of the window she was running up the road. Why don’t I make you a roast beef sandwich, nice and rare?’

				‘Mum, I’m not hungry.’

				Adele’s heart went out to him. ‘Sweetheart, is everything all right?’

				‘It will be.’ Filled with resolve, Dougie nodded and said evenly, ‘I’m going to my room, then I’m going out. And yes, everything will be all right.’

				But it wasn’t, thank God. Lola had kept her part of the bargain. The moment Dougie left the house, Adele infiltrated his room and found the crumpled-up note under the bed.

				Dear Dougie,

				Sorry to do it like this, but it’s easier than face to face. It’s over, Dougie, I don’t want to see you any more. We’ve had fun and I don’t regret our relationship but my feelings for you have changed recently, the magic just seems to have gone. I don’t want to move up to Edinburgh with you, it’s not my kind of place, and the thought of all that travelling up to see you is just too much. It’d never work out—we both know that, deep down. So I’ve decided to go abroad, somewhere hot and sunny. Don’t bother trying to contact me because I’ve made up my mind. You’ll find someone else in no time, and so will I.

				Have a good life, Dougie. Sorry about this, but you know it makes sense.

				Cheers,

				Lola x

				Adele nodded approvingly, crumpled the note back up again and replaced it under the bed.

				Good girl. She couldn’t have put it better herself.

				***

				Together-forever, together-forever, together-forever. The words sang tauntingly through Doug’s head in time with the rhythmic rattle of the tube train over the tracks. Just last week—seven days ago—he and Lola had taken a picnic up to Parliament Hill. Lola had let out a squeal of mock outrage when he’d pinched the last sausage roll. He’d run off with it, she’d caught him up and wrestled him to the ground and he’d given the sausage roll to her. They’d shared it in the end, laughing and kissing the crumbs from each other’s lips. It was a warm sunny day and new freckles, baby ones, had sprung up across Lola’s tanned nose. He’d rolled her onto her back and teased her about them, holding her arms above her head so she couldn’t dig him in the ribs. And then they’d stopped laughing and gazed into each other’s eyes, both recognizing that what they were experiencing was one of those perfect moments you never forget.

				‘Oh Dougie, I love you.’ Lola had whispered the words, her voice catching with emotion. ‘We’ll be together forever, won’t we? Promise me we’ll be together forever.’

				And he had. Furthermore he’d meant it. Now, sitting in the swaying carriage gazing blindly out of the window as the train clattered along singing its mocking song, Doug wondered what could have happened to make it all go so wrong.

				***

				‘She’s gone, love. I’m so sorry. You know what Lola’s like once she makes up her mind about something—whoosh, that’s it, off like a rocket.’

				Dougie couldn’t believe it. Lola had left. It was actually happening. One minute everything had been fine and they’d been completely, deliriously happy together, the next minute she’d disappeared off the face of the earth. It wasn’t manly and it wasn’t something he’d admit to his friends in a million years, but the pain of loss was so devastating it felt as if his heart might actually break.

				Instead, struggling to retain his composure, Dougie swallowed the golf ball in his throat. ‘Did she say why?’

				‘Not really.’ Blythe shrugged helplessly, as baffled as he was. ‘Just said she fancied a change. Her friend Jeannie was moving to Majorca, they met up for a chat and the next day Lola announced that she was going out there with Jeannie. To live. Well, we were shocked! And I did ask her if she’d thought things through, what with you two having been so close, but there was no stopping her. I really am sorry, love. She should have told you herself.’

				It didn’t help that Lola’s mother was looking at him as if he were an abandoned puppy in a cardboard box; she was sympathetic but there was nothing she could do.

				‘Do you have a phone number for her? An address?’

				‘Sorry, love, I can’t do that. She doesn’t want you to contact her. I think she just feels you have your own lives to lead.’ Lola’s mum struggled to console him.

				As if anything could. Dougie raked his fingers through his hair in desperation. ‘Is she seeing someone else?’

				‘No.’ Vigorously Blythe shook her head. ‘Definitely not that.’

				He didn’t know if that made things better or worse. Being dumped in favor of someone else was one thing, but being dumped in favor of no one at all was an even bigger kick in the teeth. Controlling his voice with difficulty, Dougie said, ‘Can you do me a favor? Just tell her that if she changes her mind, she knows where I am.’

				‘I’ll do that, love.’ For a moment Blythe’s blue eyes swam and she looked as if she might be about to fling her arms around him. Terrified that if she did he might burst into tears and ruin his street cred for life, Dougie hurriedly stepped away from the front door.

				‘Thanks.’

			

		

	
		
			
				Chapter 3

				Seven Years Ago

				‘Oh Lola, look at you.’ Squeezing her tightly, Blythe slipped instantly into mother hen mode. ‘It’s February. You’ll catch your death of cold!’

				‘Mum, I’m twenty, you’re not allowed to nag me any more.’ But secretly Lola enjoyed it. Hugging her mother in return, she then teasingly lifted the hem of her top to show off her toffee-brown Majorcan tan.

				‘You’ll be frostbitten once we get outside.’ Taking one of Lola’s squashy travelling bags, Blythe began threading her way through the crowded airport to the exit. ‘Are you sure you don’t want to pull a sweater out of your case?’

				‘Quite sure. What’s the point of being browner than anyone else and covering it all up with a sweater? Oh Mum, stop a moment, let me hug you again. I’ve missed you so much.’

				‘You daft thing. How’s it going with Stevie?’

				‘It’s gone. I’m not seeing him any more. We drifted apart.’ Lola smiled to show how little it mattered. Stevie had been fun but their relationship had never been serious. Patting her stomach she said, ‘And I’m starving. Are we going straight home or shall I pick up a burger here?’

				‘No burgers today. We’re eating out. Alex is treating us to lunch,’ said Blythe. ‘He’s booked a table at Emerson’s in Piccadilly.’

				‘Whoo-hoo, lunch at Emerson’s. There’s posh,’ Lola marveled. ‘What have we done to deserve this?’

				Blythe gave her arm a squeeze. ‘No special reason, love. It’s just wonderful to have you back.’

				Her mother had been lying. There was a special reason. Alex waited until they’d chosen their food before ordering a bottle of champagne.

				‘Alex, have you gone mad?’ And it was real champagne. This was plain reckless; when Lola had been growing up she’d never even been allowed proper Coca-Cola at home, only the pretend kind because it was cheaper.

				‘I’m out of the business,’ said Alex as the waiter brought the bottle to the table.

				‘Oh no.’ Lola’s heart sank; then again she’d always known it was a risky venture. Following her departure from home three years ago, Alex had given up gambling, just like that. Since that terrible time when they’d almost lost him he hadn’t so much as joined in a sweepstake on the Grand National. He had given up visiting his billiards club too. Instead he had stayed at home every night, becoming more and more interested in the business opportunities being offered up by the fast-expanding Internet. When he’d come up with a germ of an idea for a web-based hotel booking service, Lola had listened and nodded politely without really understanding how it might work. As far as she was concerned Alex could have been jabbering away in Elvish. All this Internetty stuff sounded pretty far-fetched to her; she’d had very little to do with it herself.

				But Alex had persisted, eventually setting up a company and working on it in his spare time. Then last year he’d given up his job at the garage in order to devote more hours to it. Lola had been under the impression that things were going rather well.

				Oh God…  she hoped he hadn’t slipped and gone back to gambling.

				‘So.’ Here came the sick feeling of dread again. ‘What went wrong?’

				Alex’s eyes crinkled at the corners, the lines emphasized by the light from the candle on the table.

				‘Nothing went wrong. It was too much for me to handle. I’d have needed to take on staff, find proper offices…  I couldn’t deal with everything myself.’

				Lola nodded. ‘Mum said you were working all hours.’

				‘I never imagined it would take off like that. It was incredible, but it was scary. Then another company approached me,’ Alex explained. ‘They offered to buy me out.’

				‘Oh! Well, that must have been a relief.’ As long as Alex wasn’t gambling again, she was happy.

				‘It is a relief.’ Alex gravely nodded in agreement and raised his fizzing glass. ‘So here’s to us.’

				‘To us.’ Lola enthusiastically clinked glasses with them both and took a big gulp of delicious icy-cold champagne.

				‘By the way,’ said Alex, ‘I sold the business for one point six million.’

				Luckily the champagne had already disappeared down her throat, otherwise she’d have sprayed it across the table like a garden sprinkler.

				‘Are you serious?’

				‘It’s true!’ Blythe’s eyes danced. ‘You don’t know how hard it’s been for me not to tell you. I nearly blurted it out at the airport!’

				‘My God,’ Lola breathed.

				‘And this is for you.’ Alex took a folded check from his inside pocket and passed it across the table.

				‘My God.’ Lola’s hands began to tremble as she counted the zeros, then recounted them. For several seconds she couldn’t speak. Her mother had never found out about the traumatic events of three years ago, which made it all the more difficult to say what she wanted to say. But Alex, although he hadn’t needed to, was paying her back many, many times over. It was too late, but he so badly wanted to make amends for what she had been forced to do in order to save her family.

				Finally, unsteadily, Lola said, ‘Alex, you don’t need to do this.’

				Their eyes met. He smiled. ‘You’re my daughter. Why wouldn’t I?’

				‘I said it was too much,’ Blythe chimed in proudly, ‘but he insisted. Now, you’re not to fritter it away!’

				‘You can afford to move out of that poky little rented apartment of yours,’ said Alex, ‘and buy yourself a villa up in the hills. That wouldn’t be frittering.’

				Unable to contain herself, Lola jumped up out of her chair and threw her arms around him. Never mind a villa up in the hills; now she could afford to move back to London and buy herself somewhere to live here.

				Because Majorca might be brilliant in many ways, but there really was no place like home.

				‘Lola.’ Appalled by the attention she was receiving, Blythe frantically attempted to tug down her daughter’s short skirt. ‘Stand up straight, for heaven’s sake. Everyone’s looking at your knickers!’

				***

				There was always something deliciously disorientating about emerging from a dark, candlelit restaurant at three thirty in the afternoon and discovering that it was still daylight outside, albeit chilly grey city daylight.

				But the greyness didn’t matter, because it only made the brightly illuminated shops all the more enticing. Like a human magnet, Lola found herself being drawn irresistibly in the direction of the biggest, sparkliest shops.

				‘We’ll leave you to it.’ Her mother and Alex couldn’t be persuaded to join her. ‘Don’t spend too much.’

				‘Mum, I haven’t been home for four months! I’ve got some catching up to do.’

				‘Maybe a nice warm coat.’ Blythe could never resist a dig.

				When they’d headed back to the car, Lola threaded her way through the narrow back streets of Piccadilly until she reached Regent Street. Oh yes, here they were, the department stores she’d missed so much, with their elegant beauty halls and perfume departments and escalators that led to other floors awash with yet more gorgeous things to lust over… 

				Better still, here was Kingsley’s.

				Lola paused at the entrance, savoring the moment. Department stores were fabulous, but they still came second to bookshops in her heart. Alcudia in Majorca had many things going for it but the sad collection of battered and faded English-language paperbacks on the rickety carousels in the beachfront souvenir shops wasn’t one of them. She craved a proper bookshop like an addict craves a fix. There really wasn’t much that could beat that gorgeous new-book smell, touching the covers and turning the pages of a book whose pages had, just possibly, never been turned before.

				And if it was weird to feel like that, well, she just didn’t care. Some people were obsessed with shoes and loved them with a passion. Shoes were fine but you couldn’t stay up all night reading one, could you?

				Anyway, it was freezing out here on the pavement; she might as well be naked for all the good her clothes were doing. With a delicious shiver of anticipation Lola plunged into the welcoming warmth of Kingsley’s.

				Oh, look at them all. So many books, so little time. All those piles and piles of delicious hardbacks with glossy covers, crying out to be bought and devoured. Lola ran her fingers over them, prolonging the moment and not realizing she had a dopey smile on her face until another customer caught her eye and smiled back.

				‘Sorry.’ Several glasses of champagne over lunch had loosened her tongue. ‘I live in Majorca, so it’s been a while since I saw so many books.’

				The man’s ears promptly glowed pink. ‘Lucky you. So, um, whereabouts in Majorca?’

				‘Alcudia, up on the north side of the island.’

				‘I know Alcudia!’ The man, who was middle-aged, blurted out, ‘I go there with my mother every year. We stay in an apartment in the old town. What a coincidence!’

				Hmm, not that much of one, seeing as a zillion holidaymakers invaded Alcudia each year, but Lola was touched by his enthusiasm. ‘Well, I work in a restaurant down by the harbor. So if you fancy some great seafood next time you’re there, you’ll have to drop by for a meal.’

				The man’s face was by this time so scarlet with excitement that she began to fear for his blood pressure. ‘That sounds most enjoyable. Mother isn’t tremendously keen on seafood, but I daresay chef could whisk her up an omelette as a special favor to you.’ He hesitated. ‘Unless…  um, are you very expensive?’

				‘Not expensive at all. In fact, very reasonable. And you can ask for anything you like. We’re very obliging,’ Lola assured him with a smile. ‘You’ll have a great time, that’s a promise.’

				The man, who clearly didn’t get out much, said eagerly, ‘What’s the name of the place? And whereabouts exactly are you? You’d better give me directions.’

				‘I can do better than that.’ Flipping open her silver handbag, Lola fished out one of the restaurant’s business cards and handed it over.

				‘Thanks.’ The man beamed. He squirreled it away and checked his watch. ‘It’s a date, then. Gosh, is that the time? I need to get to a cashpoint before—’

				‘Excuse me,’ barked a voice behind them, ‘that’s quite enough. I’m going to have to ask you to leave.’

				Bemused, Lola turned and saw that she was being addressed by a big-boned, grey-haired female member of staff who was positively aquiver with disapproval.

				‘I’m sorry, are you speaking to me?’

				‘Ha, don’t give me any of your smart talk. Come on, off you go, leave our customers alone.’ The woman stuck out her arm, pointing to the door like a traffic cop. ‘Out, out. We don’t need your sort in here.’

				‘What?’ Lola’s mouth dropped open; was the woman completely deranged? Half laughing in disbelief, she turned to the man next to her but he was backing away, petrified.

				‘Plying your filthy trade in here, pestering genuine customers,’ the woman went on furiously. ‘It’s disgusting and I won’t have it happening in this shop.’

				‘Plying my trade?’ Lola’s eyebrows shot up. ‘What are you talking about? I’m not a prostitute!’

				‘Don’t argue with me, young lady. I heard what you were saying to that gentleman. Look at you!’ The woman jabbed an accusing finger at Lola’s skimpy white top, abbreviated lime-green skirt and long bare legs. ‘It’s perfectly clear what you are!’ She turned to the man for back-up. ‘What did you think when you saw her?’

				‘Um…  well…’ In an agony of embarrassment he stammered, ‘I s-suppose she is r-rather exotically dressed.’

				Oh, for crying out loud.

				‘I live in Majorca! I just flew back today! I didn’t know it was going to be this cold here! Tell her what we were talking about,’ Lola demanded, but it was too late. Mortified, the man had scurried out of the shop.

				‘And you can get out too, before I call the police.’ The woman wore a look of triumph. ‘This is a respectable shop and we don’t need people like you coming in here, reeking of drink and propositioning innocent men.’

				Walking out now wasn’t an option; it simply wasn’t in Lola’s nature. If someone said, ‘don’t touch that, it’s hot,’ she had to touch it to discover how hot. If they said, ‘don’t jump off that wall, you’ll hurt yourself,’ she was compelled to jump off the wall to find out just how much it would hurt.

				The woman, she now saw from the name badge, was an assistant called Pat.

				‘I came in here to buy books and I’ll leave when I’ve bought them.’ Refusing to be intimidated, Lola said coolly, ‘But before I go, I’ll be having a word with your manager.’

				Fifteen minutes later she made her way to the till with an armful of books, aware that word of her set-to with Pat had spread around the store. Pat was no longer anywhere in sight. Other members of staff were covertly observing her from a distance. The young lad on the till rang up Lola’s purchases and did his best not to look at her legs.

				‘Could I speak to the manager please?’ said Lola.

				He nodded, picked up the phone and muttered a few words into it.

				Lola waited.

				Finally a door at the back opened and a slender woman in her forties emerged.

				It was like the gunfight at the OK Corral.

				The woman approached Lola and said, ‘I’m so sorry about Pat, she’s just been telling me what happened and I’d like to apologize on behalf of Kingsley’s. The thing is, Pat’s retiring in six weeks and if you make a formal complaint it’ll spoil everything for her.’

				‘I—’

				‘And I probably shouldn’t be telling you this but she does have a bit of a bee in her bonnet about, um, working girls.’ Lowering her voice to a whisper the woman said, ‘Her husband, you see, ran off with one and Pat was beside herself, especially when she found out she used to be a man. The girl I mean. Not Pat. Poor thing, she was devastated. So that’s why she overreacted. I’m really, really sorry. I’ve had a talk with her and she’ll never do it again.’

				‘Well, good,’ said Lola. ‘I’m happy to hear that.’

				The manager looked hopeful. ‘So does that mean everything’s OK? You won’t make an official complaint?’

				‘No, I won’t.’

				‘Oh thank you! Thank you so much.’ She clasped Lola’s hand in gratitude. ‘That’s so good of you. Poor old Pat, I know she shouldn’t have said those dreadful things, but she’s had a tough time and in a way I’m sure you can understand why she’d get upset—’

				‘I’m not a prostitute,’ said Lola.

				This stopped the manageress in her tracks.

				‘Oh!’ Covering her surprise, the woman hastily backtracked. ‘Of course you aren’t! I didn’t mean it to sound like that! Heavens, of course I didn’t think that!’

				Lola grinned because an outfit that wouldn’t merit so much as a second glance in Alcudia clearly held other connotations in a London bookshop in chilly November. Maybe the time had come to start modifying her wardrobe.

				‘I think you did. Don’t worry about it. And you haven’t asked me yet why I wanted to see you.’

				The woman looked flustered. ‘Right. Sorry, I’m in a bit of a muddle now. So why did you want to see me?’

				‘This.’ Lola tapped the sign on the counter, identical to the one she’d spotted in the window earlier. ‘It says you have a vacancy for a sales assistant.’

				‘We do. To replace Pat when she leaves.’

				Better and better.

				‘Do you need many qualifications for that?’

				‘You need to love books.’

				‘I love books,’ said Lola.

				The manageress looked stunned. ‘You mean you’re interested? In this job?’

				It was clearly an extraordinary request. ‘Sorry, would I not be allowed to work here?’

				‘It’s not that! I just thought Pat said you lived abroad.’

				Lola smiled at the woman and said, ‘I think it’s time I moved back.’

			

		

	
		
			
				Chapter 4

				Present Day

				‘You work where? In a bookies?’

				‘In a bookshop.’ Even as she yelled the words above the blaring music, Lola wondered why she was bothering. ‘Kingsley’s. I’m the manager of the Regent Street branch.’

				‘God, rather you than me. Books are boring.’ The boy winked and leered over the rim of his beer glass at Lola, evidently convinced of his own irresistibility. He had super-gelled hair and a knowing grin. Having subjected her to a slow, appreciative once-over he said, ‘Nah, you’re having me on. You don’t look like the manager of a bookshop.’

				What she could have said in reply to this was, ‘Well, you don’t look like a dickhead, but you clearly are one.’

				‘Well, I am,’ Lola said patiently. ‘I promise.’

				‘You should be wearing granny glasses and, like, a scuzzy old cardigan or something. And no make-up.’

				Lola knew what she should be doing; she should be punching the stupid smirk off his face. Aloud she said, ‘I’m guessing you don’t go into many bookshops.’

				‘Me? No way.’ Proudly the boy said, ‘Can’t stand reading, waste of time. Hey, fancy a drink?’

				‘No thanks. Can’t stand drinking, waste of time.’

				He looked shocked. ‘Really?’

				‘Not really. But drinking with you would be a huge waste of time.’ Lola excused herself and made her way over to the bar where Gabe, whose leaving party it was, was chatting to a group of friends from work.

				‘Gabe? I’m going to head home.’

				He turned, horrified. ‘No! It’s only nine o’clock.’

				‘I know. I just feel like an early night.’

				‘An early what? Hang on, where’s the real Lola?’ Gabe inspected her face closely. ‘Tell me what you’ve done with her.’

				Lola grinned because she was as mystified as he was; she absolutely wasn’t the early night type. Parties were normally her favorite thing.

				‘I know it’s weird. Maybe I’m coming down with something. Anyway, you have a great time.’ Reaching up and giving Gabe a hug she said, ‘I’ll knock on your door with tea and Panadol in the morning.’

				He looked even more alarmed. ‘Make it tomorrow evening and I might be awake.’

				Lola left the bar, shivering as a splatter of icy rain slapped her in the face. If it was raining, the chances of managing to flag down a cab were slim to nil so she set off in the direction of the tube, tugging her cropped velvet jacket around her in an attempt to huddle up against the cold and click-clacking along the pavement in her pink sparkly heels.

				It wasn’t as if it was Gabe’s only leaving party; this was just a motley collection of people from the offices where he worked as a chartered surveyor. Had worked there, anyway, for the past four years, although as from today he was out of a job and ready for the adventure of a lifetime in Australia.

				Lola made her way down the street, pleased for Gabe but aware of how much she would miss him. When she’d moved back to London seven years ago with the unexpected windfall from the sale of Alex’s business burning a hole in her bank account, she had fallen in love with the third flat she’d visited.

				She’d felt a bit like Goldilocks on that eventful day. The first flat, in Camden, had been too small. The second, in Islington, had been larger but too dark and gloomy and had smelled of mushrooms.

				Happily, the third had been just right. In fact it had exceeded Lola’s wildest dreams. Radley Road was a pretty street in Notting Hill where the houses were multicolored—like Balamory! Yes!—and number 73 was azure blue and white. On the second floor was Flat 73B, a spacious one-bed apartment with a view from the living room over the street below and windows big enough to let the sun stream in. The kitchen and the bathroom were both tiny but clean. The moment Lola had stood in that flat she’d known she had to have it. It was calling her name.

				Never one to take her time and ask sensible probing questions, she had swung round to the estate agent with tears of joy in her eyes, clasped her hands to her chest and exclaimed, ‘It’s perfect. I want to buy it! This is The One!’

				Whereas what she should have said was, ‘Hmm, not too bad I suppose. What are the neighbors like?’

				But she hadn’t, thereby allowing the super-smooth estate agent to send up a silent prayer of thanks for hopelessly impulsive property buyers everywhere and say jovially, ‘That’s what I like to see, a girl who knows her own mind!’

				And Lola, who now knew just how gullible she’d been, had beamed and taken it as a compliment.

				But neighbors were an important factor to be taken into consideration, as she had duly discovered on the day she’d moved into Flat 73B. Sharing the second floor, directly across the landing from her, was Flat 73C. Ringing the doorbell that afternoon in order to introduce herself, Lola had been filled with goodwill and happy anticipation.

				It had come as something of a shock when the door had been yanked open and a scrawny old man in his eighties had appeared, filled with malevolence and bile.

				‘What d’you want? You woke me up.’

				Lola exclaimed, ‘Oh, I’m so sorry, I just came to say hello. I’m Lola Malone, your new neighbor!’

				‘And?’

				‘Um, well, I just moved in across the hall. This afternoon!’

				The man eyed her with naked dislike. ‘So I heard, all that bloody racket you made getting your stuff upstairs.’

				‘But—’

				Too late. He’d already slammed the door in her face.

				His name was Eric, Lola later discovered, and while he wouldn’t put up with any noise from her, he wasn’t averse to making plenty himself. He played the trumpet, quite astonishingly badly, at any hour of the day or night. He liked his TV to be on at full blast, possibly so he could carry on listening to it while he was playing his trumpet. He also cooked tripe at least three times a week and the smell permeated Lola’s flat like…  well actually, quite a lot like boiled cow’s stomach.

				Oh yes, she’d gone and got herself a living, breathing nightmare of a neighbor. Too late, Lola realized why the estate agent, upon handing over the key on completion, had given her that cheery wink and said, ‘Good luck!’

				Having respect for one’s elders was all very well, but Eric was a filthy-tempered, cantankerous old stoat who’d done everything in his power to make her life a misery.

				After two years of this, Eric had died and Lola was just relieved he’d been out at his day center when it happened; as her co-workers at Kingsley’s had pointed out, if he’d been found dead in his flat, everyone would have suspected her of bumping him off.

				But the reign of Eric was over now, the flat had been cleaned up and put on the market, and Lola crossed her fingers, hoping for better luck this time.

				And it had worked. She’d got gorgeous Gabe—hooray!—and like magic the quality of her home life had improved out of all recognition, because he was the best neighbor any girl could ask for.

				Better still, she hadn’t fancied him one bit.

				Gabriel Adams, with his floppy blond hair and lean slouchy body, had been twenty-nine when he’d moved into the flat across the landing from her. And this time he had been the one who’d knocked on Lola’s door to invite her over for a drink on his roof terrace.

				Which meant she liked him already.

				‘I never even knew there was a roof terrace.’ Lola marveled at the view from the back of the house; it was like discovering a tropical island complete with hula girls in your dusty old broom cupboard.

				‘It’s a suntrap.’ Gabe grinned at her. ‘I think I’m going to like it here. Does this T-shirt make me look gay?’

				Since it was a vibrant shade of lilac, clearly expensive and quite tight-fitting, Lola said, ‘Well, a bit.’

				‘I know, it’s too much. I’m super-tidy and a great cook. I can’t wear this as well.’ Pulling off the T-shirt to reveal an enviably tanned torso, Gabe held it towards her. ‘Do you want it or shall I chuck it away?’

				It wasn’t just expensive, Lola discovered. It was Dolce and Gabbana. Liking her new neighbor more and more she said, ‘I’ll have it. Are you sure?’

				‘Sure I’m sure. The color’ll suit you. Better than me chucking it in the back of a drawer and never wearing it again.’

				Except it wasn’t, because a week later as she was on her way out one evening, Lola bumped into Gabe and his girlfriend on their way in. The girlfriend, who had flashing dark eyes and an arm snaked possessively around Gabe’s waist, stopped dead in her tracks and said, ‘What are you doing wearing my boyfriend’s T-shirt?’

				‘Um…  well, he g-gave it to…’ Catching the look on Gabe’s face, Lola amended hastily, ‘I mean, he lent it to me, because I, um, asked if I could borrow it.’

				The girlfriend shot her a killer glare before swinging round to Gabe. ‘I bought you that for your birthday! Don’t go lending it out to some girl just because she’s cheeky enough to ask to borrow it.’

				The thing was, Gabe hadn’t done it on purpose. He hadn’t meant to cause trouble, he was simply thoughtless and so generous himself it didn’t occur to him that some people might not appreciate his actions.

				But he broke up with that particular girl shortly afterwards and Lola had been able to start wearing the T-shirt again. From then on a stream of girlfriends came and went, entranced by the fact that Gabe was an entertaining, charming commitment-phobe. Each of them in turn was utterly convinced they would be the one to make him see the error of his ways and suddenly yearn for a life of monogamous domestic bliss.

				Each of them, needless to say, was wrong.

				Or had been, up until three months ago when Gabe had met an Australian backpacker called Jaydena on the last leg of her round-the-world trip. Jaydena had bucked the trend and been the one to leave Gabe, returning to Sydney when they’d only known each other for a couple of weeks and were still completely crazy about each other. Back in Australia, she emailed Gabe every day and he emailed her back. Within weeks she’d persuaded him to quit his job and fly out to join her.

				Lola was stunned when she heard. ‘But…  why?’

				‘Because I’ve never been to Australia and everyone says it’s an incredible place. If I don’t go now I could regret it forever.’

				‘So I might never see you again.’ It was a daunting prospect; Gabe was such a huge part of her life. And not only for the fun times. When Alex had died five years ago—suddenly, and desperately unfairly, of a heart attack—Lola had been distraught, unable to believe she’d never see her beloved father again. But Gabe had been a rock, helping her through that awful period. She’d always be grateful to him for that.

				‘Hey, I’m not selling the flat, just renting it out for a year. After that I could be back.’

				Lola knew she would miss him terribly but alarm bells were ringing for another, far less altruistic reason. ‘Where are you going to find a new tenant? Through a lettings agency?’

				‘Ha!’ Gabe gleefully prodded her in the ribs. ‘So it’s only yourself you’re worried about, panicking at the thought of who your new neighbor might be.’

				‘No. Well yes, that too.’

				‘Already sorted. Marcus from work just split up with his wife. He’s moving in.’

				Oh. Lola relaxed, because she knew Marcus and he was all right, if a bit on the boring side and inclined to jabber on about motorcycles. Which could well have had something to do with his marriage breaking up.

				‘So no need to panic,’ said Gabe. ‘All taken care of. You two’ll get along fine.’

				‘Good.’ Visualizing Marcus in his oil-stained, unfashionable clothes, Lola said, ‘But I can’t see me borrowing his T-shirts.’

				Ugh, it was raining harder than ever now. Wishing she was wearing flatter shoes, Lola hurried along the road with her jacket collar up, then turned left down the side street that was a short cut to the tube station. She winced as her left foot landed in a puddle and—

				‘Get off me, get off! Noooo!’

			

		

	
		
			
				Chapter 5

				Lola’s head jerked up, her heart thudding in her chest at the sight of the violent scene unfolding ahead of her. The woman’s piercing screams filled the air as she was dragged out of the driver’s seat of her car by two men who flung her roughly to the ground. One of them knelt over her, ripping at something on the woman’s hand. When she struggled against him he hit her in the face and snarled, ‘Shut up.’

				But the woman let out another shriek of fright and he hit her again, harder this time, bouncing her head off the road. ‘I said shut it. Now give me your rings.’

				‘No! Owww.’ The woman groaned as he wrenched back her arm.

				‘Leave her alone!’ bellowed Lola, punching 999 into her phone and gasping, ‘Police, ambulance, Keveley Street.’ Filled with a boiling rage, she kicked off her shoes and raced down the road to the car. ‘Get off her!’

				‘Yeah, right.’ The man sneered while his cohort revved the engine of the woman’s car.

				‘Come on,’ bellowed the cohort, ‘hurry up, hurry up.’

				‘Stop it!’ Lola grabbed hold of the attacker’s greasy hair and yanked his head back hard, shocked to see in the darkness that the face of the woman was covered in blood. ‘Leave her alone, I’ve called the police.’

				‘Let go of me,’ roared the man, fighting to free himself.

				‘No, I won’t.’ Grappling with him on the ground, Lola smelled alcohol on his fetid breath and felt ice-cold rain seeping through her tights. The woman was lying on her side facing away from her, curled up and moaning with pain. The man swore again and twisted like an eel to escape, but Lola had him now and she was damned if she’d let him go before the—

				CRRRACKK, an explosion of noise and pain filled Lola’s head and she realized the other attacker had hit her from behind with some kind of weapon. Then everything melted and went black and she slumped to the ground.

				As if from a great distance Lola heard the screech of tires as the car accelerated away. Close to, the woman groaned. Without opening her eyes, Lola stretched out an arm, encountered the woman’s foot, and clumsily patted it.

				‘S’OK, you’re all right, just hang on and the police’ll be here.’ God, she felt so sick. The pain at the back of her head was intense. But the woman next to her in the road was now sobbing hysterically, in need of reassurance and comfort.

				‘Th-they tricked m-me, I th-thought someone was hurt…  then when I stopped the c-c-car they d-dragged me out…’

				‘Hey, hey, don’t be upset.’ Lola stroked the woman’s leg, the only part of her she could reach. ‘I can hear sirens, someone’s coming, you’re OK now.’

				‘I’m not OK, there’s b-blood everywhere, he punched me in the face and b-broke my n-nose.’

				‘Sshh, don’t cry.’ Squeezing the woman’s calf and shivering with cold, Lola forced down a rising swell of nausea. ‘Here’s the ambulance. I hope they don’t run over my shoes…’

				The next twenty minutes were a confusing blur. Lola was dimly aware that she was having trouble answering the questions put to her by the paramedics and the police. She hoped they didn’t think she was paralytic with drink. Blue flashing lights gave the otherwise pitch-black street the look of an eerie disco but no one was dancing. Requested to hold out an outstretched arm then touch her nose with her forefinger, Lola missed and almost took her eye out. Asked to name the Prime Minister she struggled to put a name to the face floating around in her mind. ‘Hang on, don’t tell me, I know it…  I know it…  is it Peter Stringfellow?’

				The other woman had already been whisked off to hospital in the first ambulance. When a second arrived in the narrow, suddenly busy street and a stretcher was brought out, Lola waved her hands and protested, ‘No, no, I can’t go to the party, I’ve got work tomorrow.’

				‘You need to be checked over, love. You were knocked out.’

				‘I know I’m a knockout.’ Lola beamed up at the curiously attractive paramedic…  OK, so he was in his fifties and resembled a pig but he had lovely eyes. ‘Will you dance with me?’

				‘Course I will, love. Just as soon as you’re better.’ He grinned down at her.

				‘You’re gorgeous.’ How on earth had she never found big double chins and enormous stomachs attractive before?

				‘I know, I know. Johnny Depp, that’s me.’

				‘No you’re not, you’re way better than him.’ As she was expertly lifted onto the stretcher Lola gazed adoringly up at the paramedic and wondered why he was swaying back and forth. ‘You look like Hagrid.’

				***

				‘Mum, I’m fine. They’ve X-rayed my skull and checked me out all over. It was just a bash on the head.’ Gingerly Lola leaned forward in bed to show her mother the egg-sized bump. ‘They’re discharging me later. They only kept me in overnight because I was knocked out for a few seconds and when I came round I was a bit muddled.’

				‘So I’ve just been hearing in the nurses’ office,’ said Blythe. ‘Apparently you were hilarious, propositioning one of the poor ambulance men. I can’t believe you did something so ridiculous.’

				‘It wasn’t my fault! I was concussed!’

				‘I don’t mean that. I’m talking about you launching yourself into a dangerous situation. You could have been killed.’

				This had occurred to Lola too; at the time she’d simply acted on impulse although in retrospect it had been a bit of a reckless thing to do. ‘But I wasn’t. And I’m OK.’ Apart from the blistering headache. ‘Could you give work a ring and tell them I should be in tomorrow?’

				‘I most certainly will not. I’ll tell them you might be in next week, depending on how you feel.’

				‘Mum, how are they going to feel if you tell them that? It’s December! Everyone’s rushed off their feet!’

				‘And you were knocked unconscious,’ Blythe retorted. ‘Anything could have happened. My God, for once in your life will you listen to me?’

				A man who’d been walking up the ward stopped and said genially, ‘It always pays to do as your mother tells you.’

				He was in his sixties, well-spoken and smartly dressed in a suit. Was this her doctor? Lola sat up a bit straighter in bed and smiled expectantly, all ready to convince him that she was well enough to be allowed home. After last night’s debacle with the paramedic she’d better put on a good show.

				‘Miss Malone?’

				‘That’s me.’ Eagerly Lola nodded. To prove her brain was in good working order, he’d probably ask her the kind of questions doctors used on old people when they wanted to find out if they were on the ball. OK, what was the capital of Australia? What was thirty-three times seven? Yeesh, don’t let him ask her to name the Shadow Chancellor of the Exchequer.

				‘Hello.’ He moved towards her, smiling and extending his hand.

				‘Hi!’ Quick, was it Melbourne? Victoria? Lola’s brain was racing. People always thought it was Sydney but she knew it definitely wasn’t. Might he give her half a point for that, at least?

				The man shook her hand warmly. ‘It’s very nice to meet you. I’m Philip Nicholson.’

				He even smelled delicious. Watching him turn to shake her mother’s hand, Lola breathed in his expensive aftershave. Goodness, what charming manners, this was like being in a private hospital and getting—ooh, was it Perth?

				‘I just had to come and see you,’ he went on.

				‘Well, I suppose you couldn’t avoid it. All part of the job description!’ Lola beamed at him, aware that he was looking at her head. Touching the tender area she said, ‘Bit of a bump, that’s all. I’m absolutely fine. Except, can I just quickly tell you that I’m rubbish at capital cities?’

				Philip Nicholson hesitated and glanced over at Blythe, who shrugged and looked baffled.

				‘In case that’s what you were going to ask me,’ Lola hurriedly explained. ‘I mean, some are all right, like Paris and Amsterdam and Madrid, they’re easy, and I do happen to know that the capital of Azerbaijan is Baku, but in general I have to say that capitals aren’t my strong point.’ To be on the safe side she added, ‘Neither’s politics.’

				Carefully Dr Nicholson said, ‘That’s not a problem. I won’t ask any questions about either subject.’

				‘Phew, what a relief.’ Lola relaxed back against her piled-up pillows. ‘I’d hate to be kept in just because I couldn’t name the leader of the Liberal Democrats.’

				Dr Nicholson cleared his throat and said, ‘I’m sure that wouldn’t happen.’

				‘Well, hopefully not, but sometimes you do know the answer and you just can’t think of it. Someone fires a question at you, you know it’s important to get it right and—boom!—your mind goes blank!’

				‘Of course it does.’ He nodded understandingly.

				‘Like, let’s try it with you.’ Lola waggled an index finger at him. ‘Capital of Australia.’

				Dr Nicholson hesitated. Blythe, never able to resist a quiz question, let out a squeak of excitement and raised her arm. Lola swung the pointing finger round and barked in Paxmanesque fashion, ‘Yes, Mum?’

				‘Sydney!’

				‘No it isn’t.’ Lola returned her attention to Dr Nicholson. ‘Your turn.’

				He was looking somewhat taken aback. Opening his mouth to reply, he—

				‘Brisbane!’

				‘Sshh, Mum. It isn’t your go.’

				‘Um…’

				‘Melbourne!’ squealed Blythe.

				‘Mum, control yourself. It’s Dr Nicholson’s turn.’

				At this, his shoulders relaxed and his mouth began to twitch. ‘It’s Canberra. And I’ve just worked out what’s going on. I’m not Dr Nicholson, by the way.’

				Bemused, Lola said, ‘No?’

				He smiled. ‘Entirely my fault. I knew the police had told you our name last night and I kind of assumed you’d remember. But you were concussed. I’m sorry, let’s start again. My name’s Philip Nicholson and I’m here to thank you from the bottom of my heart for coming to my wife’s rescue. You did an incredibly brave thing and I can’t begin to tell you how grateful we are.’ His voice thickened with emotion. ‘Those thugs could have killed her if you hadn’t gone to help.’

				Lola clapped her hand over her mouth. ‘I thought you were my doctor, coming to check whether I was compos mentis.’

				Philip Nicholson looked amused. ‘I realize that now.’

				‘Phew! Just as well I didn’t think you were here to examine my chest.’ God, imagine if she’d whipped her top off, that would’ve given him a bit of a start.

				‘Quite.’

				‘How’s your wife this morning?’ said Lola.

				‘Well, still shocked. Battered and bruised. Two broken fingers.’ There was a hard edge to his voice now. ‘Where they tried to wrench her rings off.’

				‘Did they get them?’

				‘No. Which is also thanks to you. She’s pretty shaken up, and her face is swollen. But physically it could have been a lot worse.’ Philip Nicholson shook his head and slowly exhaled. ‘My wife and I owe you so much.’

				Lola squirmed, embarrassed. ‘Anyone would have done the same.’

				‘No they wouldn’t,’ Blythe retorted. ‘Most people would have had more sense.’

				Their visitor nodded. ‘I’m inclined to agree. Though very grateful, of course, that your daughter wasn’t—’

				‘Hello, hello! Morning, all!’ A little man wearing a maroon corduroy jacket over a green hand-knitted sweater came bouncing up to them. Pumping Lola’s hand and simultaneously pulling closed the curtains around the bed, he said, ‘I’m Dr Palmer, your consultant. Let’s just give you a quick once-over, shall we? If you two could leave us alone for ten minutes that’d be marvelous. I say, that’s a fair-sized bump on your head. How are you feeling after your little adventure last night?’

				‘Great.’ Lola watched as, with mesmerizing speed, he began testing her reflexes, her eyes, her coordination. ‘Are you going to be asking me questions?’

				‘Absolutely.’

				She couldn’t help feeling a bit smug. ‘The capital of Australia is Canberra.’

				‘Good grief, is it really? Always thought it was Sydney. Never been much good at capital cities, I’m afraid. When I’m checking out my patients I prefer to ask them sums. What’s twenty-seven times sixty-three?’

				‘Uh…  um…’ Lola began to panic; seven threes were twenty-one, carry two and—

				‘Only kidding.’ Mr Palmer’s eyes twinkled as he snatched up her notes. ‘What day is it today?’

				‘Wednesday the fourth of December.’ Phew, that was more like it, that was the kind of question she could answer.

				‘Cheers.’ He wrote the date on a fresh page then added o/e NAD.

				‘What does NAD mean?’ Lola peered at it. ‘Please don’t say Neurotic and Demented.’

				The consultant chuckled. ‘On examination, no abnormality detected.’

				‘My mother might not agree with you there. So does that mean I can go home?’

				‘I think we can let you go.’

				Beaming, Lola wiggled her feet. ‘Yay.’

				***

				‘What a charming man.’ Blythe, evidently quite bowled over by Philip Nicholson, found Lola’s glittery shoes in the bottom of her bedside locker. ‘And so grateful. His wife’s on Ward Thirteen, up on the next floor. Poor thing, from the sound of it her face is a terrible mess. I think they’re going to be sending you flowers, by the way. He asked for your address.’

				‘If they’re that grateful they might send me chocolates too. Did you phone work?’

				‘I did. Told them you wouldn’t be in until next week.’

				‘Who did you speak to? What did they say?’

				‘It was Cheryl.’ Blythe held out the cropped velvet jacket as if Lola were six years old. ‘And it was quite hard to hear what she was saying. Everyone was cheering so loudly when they heard you were going to be away, I could hardly make out a word.’

				‘Cheek. Everyone loves me at work. Honestly,’ said Lola, ‘if Philip Nicholson wants to get me something really useful, a new mother wouldn’t go amiss.’

			

		

	
		
			
				Chapter 6

				‘This is fantastic. I feel like the Queen.’ Being at home and having a fuss made of her was a huge novelty and Lola was relishing every minute. Once you’d been officially signed off work by the doctor, well, you may as well lie back and make the most of it. Friends called in, bringing chocolate croissants and gossip from the outside world, a couple of police officers had dropped by to tell her that the muggers hadn’t been caught, and Blythe had come over yesterday and spring-cleaned—well, winter-cleaned—the flat.

				Best of all, she had Gabe at her beck and call.

				‘You’re a fraud.’ He brought in the cheese and mushroom toasted sandwich he’d just made. ‘You don’t have to be in bed.’

				‘I know.’ Lola happily patted her ultra-squishy goose down duvet, all puffed up around her like a cloud, and wriggled into a more comfortable sitting position. ‘But I get so much more sympathy this way. It’s like being back at school and staying home with tonsillitis. All cozy, watching daytime TV, everyone being extra-nice to you and knowing you’re missing double physics. Ooh,’ she bit into the toasted sandwich and caught a string of melted cheese before it attached itself to her chin. ‘Mmmmpphh, this is heaven. Oh Gabe, don’t go to Australia. Stay here and make toasted sandwiches for me forever.’

				Gabe found her toes and tweaked them. ‘What did your last slave die of?’

				‘Nothing. I’ve never had a slave before, but now I definitely know I want one.’ At that moment the doorbell rang downstairs. ‘Like when the doorbell rings,’ said Lola. ‘And you just ask someone else to run down and see who it is.’

				‘That’ll be me, then.’

				‘Sorry. I’d do it myself if I could.’ Lola shrugged regretfully. ‘But I’m an invalid.’

				He was back a couple of minutes later with a great armful of white roses tied with straw and swathed in cellophane. ‘Flowers for the lady. From a very upmarket florist. Here’s the card.’ Gabe tossed a peacock-blue envelope over to Lola. ‘Unless you want me to read it for you because you’re too ill.’

				‘I’ll manage.’ Since she didn’t have any friends who would use such a glitzy company, Lola had already guessed the identity of the sender. And she wasn’t wrong. ‘They’re from Philip Nicholson. He hopes I’m feeling better. His wife was discharged from the hospital yesterday.’ She paused, reading on. ‘He’s inviting me to a party at their house so I can meet her and they can thank me properly.’

				‘You can’t go to a party. You’re an invalid.’

				‘It’s not until next Friday; that’s seven days away. I’ll be fine by then. It’s nice of them to invite me.’ Lola hesitated, pulled a face. ‘But won’t it be a bit embarrassing?’

				‘Spoken by the girl who once superglued her finger to her forehead and had to wait in casualty for six hours before the nurse could unglue it.’

				OK, that had been more embarrassing.

				‘I’m still not sure. They live in Barnes.’ Lola checked the address. ‘Sounds posh.’

				‘You’d hurt their feelings if you didn’t turn up.’

				This was true.

				‘And they must want me to go.’ She showed Gabe the handwritten letter. ‘He’s even organized a car to come here and pick me up on the night. Crikey, now I really feel like the Queen.’ Having finished her toasted sandwich, a thought struck Lola. ‘Is there any of that apricot cheesecake left?’

				‘No, you ate it.’

				‘Oh. Well, could we buy some more?’

				Gabe rolled his eyes. ‘You really should get back to work. You’re turning into Marie Antoinette.’

				***

				Five days later Lola was back. She adored her job and she loved her customers—dealing with the public was her forte—but sometimes they were capable of testing her patience to the limit. Especially in the run-up to Christmas, when vast hordes of people who didn’t venture into bookshops at any other time of year came pouring through the doors with a great Need to Buy coupled with Absolutely No Idea What.

				It could be an enjoyable challenge. It could also be the road to madness. Lying in bed watching lovely Fern and Phil and dunking marshmallows in hot chocolate seemed like a distant dream.

				‘No, no, it’s none of them.’ The woman with the plastic rain hat protecting her hair—why? It wasn’t raining today—rejected the array of books Lola had shown her.

				‘OK, well, that’s everything we have in stock about insects. If you like, I can look on the computer and—’

				‘It’s nothing like any of these,’ the woman retorted. ‘There’s no pictures in the one I’m after.’

				A book about insects containing no illustrations of insects. Hmm, that would probably explain why they didn’t stock it.

				‘Would you recognize the cover if you saw it?’

				‘No.’

				Lola tried for the third time. ‘And you really can’t remember who wrote it?’

				The woman frowned. ‘No. I thought you’d know that.’

				She was clearly disappointed, feeling badly let down by the incompetence of Kingsley’s staff. ‘I’m so sorry,’ said Lola, ‘I can’t think how else to do this. I’m afraid we’re not going to be able to—’

				‘Oink, oink!’

				Okaaaay. ‘Excuse me?’

				The woman said triumphantly, ‘There’s a pig in it!’

				A pig. Right. A pig in a book about insects. Zrrrrr, went Lola’s brain, assimilating this new and possibly deal-clinching clue. Zzzzrrrrrrrr… 

				‘Is it Lord of the Flies?’

				‘Yes! That’s the one!’

				Lola exchanged a glance with an older male customer currently leafing through a book on the subject of kayaking down the Nile. For a split second she saw the twinkle of suppressed laughter in his eyes and almost lost it herself.

				But no. She was a professional. To the woman in the rain hat Lola said cheerfully, ‘It’s a novel by William Golding. Let me show you where to find it,’ and led her off to the fiction section.

				When she returned, Kayak Man was waiting to speak to her.

				‘Hi. Well done with your last customer, by the way.’

				‘All in a day’s work. You nearly made me laugh.’

				‘Sorry.’ He put down the kayak book. ‘Anyway, I’m hoping you can help me now.’

				Lola smiled; he had a lean, intelligent face. ‘Fire away. I like a challenge.’

				‘Jane Austen. My wife’s read all her books. I was wondering, has she written any new ones this year?’

				Lola waited for his eyes to twinkle. They didn’t. Her heart sank.

				‘I’m sorry, Jane Austen’s dead.’

				‘She is? Oh, that’s a shame, my wife will be sorry to hear that. We must have missed her obituary in the Telegraph. What did she die of, do you know?’

				‘Um…’ What had Jane Austen died of? Multiple injuries following a parachuting accident, perhaps? Had she crashed her jet ski? Or how about—

				‘Lola, there’s someone here wanting to speak to you.’ It was Cheryl, sounding apologetic. ‘A crew from a TV station are interviewing store managers about Christmas shopping and they wondered if you could spare them five minutes. If you’re too busy, Tim says he’d be happy to do it.’

				‘I bet he would.’ Tim was besotted with the idea of being on TV; it was the reason he went along to all the film premieres in Leicester Square, why he’d dressed up as a chicken to audition for the X Factor (the judges had told him to cluck off), and what had propelled him to stand up while he’d been in the audience on Trisha to announce that as a baby he’d been found abandoned in a cardboard box at Victoria station and he was desperate to find his mother. His mum, who’d been ironing a pile of his shirts when the TV program aired, had given Tim a good clump round the ear when he’d arrived home that afternoon.

				‘It’s OK, I’ll do it myself.’ When you were having a good hair day it was a shame to waste it. ‘Cheryl, can you help this gentleman? His wife’s read everything by Jane Austen so I’m wondering if she might enjoy one of the sequels by another author.’

				Having excused herself, Lola made her way over to the young male reporter waiting at the tills with a cameraman and his assistant. ‘Hi, I’m Lola Malone. Where would you like to do this?’

				The reporter said, ‘Oh. We’re meant to be doing the interview with the manager.’

				‘I’m the manager.’

				‘God, are you really?’ The male reporter—who looked exactly like a male reporter—eyed Lola’s sleek black top, fuchsia pink skirt, and long legs in opaque black tights. ‘You don’t look like the manager of a bookshop.’

				‘Sorry. Were you expecting someone more frumpy?’

				He looked abashed. ‘Well, yes, I suppose I was.’

				It was a preconception that drove Lola mad and made her want to rattle people’s teeth. ‘I could run out and buy a grey cardigan if you like.’

				‘You’re joking, no, you look fantastic.’ He spread his hands in admiration. ‘Crikey, I just didn’t think…’

				‘You should get out more.’ Lola winked, because it was also a preconception she enjoyed shattering. ‘Try visiting a few more bookshops. You might be surprised—nowadays, some of us don’t even wear tweed.’

			

		

	
		
			
				Chapter 7

				The piece aired on the local evening news two days later. It lasted less than ninety seconds and the reporter had asked some pretty inane questions but Lola, watching herself on TV as she set about her hair with curling tongs, felt she’d acquitted herself well enough. It wasn’t easy to be witty and scintillating whilst responding to, ‘And here we are, in Kingsley’s on Regent Street, with less than a fortnight to go before Christmas! So, just how busy has it been here in this store?’

				The urge to stretch her arms wide like a fisherman and say, ‘This busy,’ had been huge.

				‘Well?’ Still wielding the tongs, Lola turned to look at Gabe when the piece ended.

				‘Yes, that was definitely you.’

				‘Was I OK?’

				Gabe was busy unwrapping a Twix bar. ‘You answered his questions, you didn’t burp or swear, or take a swig from a bottle of vodka. That has to be good news.’

				‘But did I look nice?’

				‘You looked fine and you know it. What time’s this car coming?’

				‘Seven thirty. Should I wear my red dress or the blue one?’ Curling completed, Lola bent over and gave her head a vigorous upside-down shake. ‘I feel quite jittery. I’m not going to know anyone else there. What if it’s all really embarrassing and I want to escape but they won’t let me leave?’

				‘OK, you’ll get there around eight. Leave your phone on and I’ll ring you at nine,’ said Gabe. ‘If you’re desperate to get away, tell them I’m your best friend and I’ve gone into labor.’

				‘My hero. The things you do for me. How am I going to manage without you when you’re gone?’ Vertical once more, Lola hugged him then made a lightning lunge for the Twix in his hand. She was fast, but not fast enough.

				‘I’m sure you’ll cope.’ Gabe broke off an inch and gave it to her. ‘You’ll soon find some other poor guy’s Twix bars to pinch.’

				***

				By seven fifteen Lola was ready to go—OK, it was uncool to be punctual but she simply couldn’t help herself—and peering out of the window.

				‘Wouldn’t it be great if they sent a stretch limo?’

				Gabe looked horrified. ‘That would be so cheesy.’

				‘Why would it? I love them!’ OK, she was cheesy and uncool.

				‘Don’t get your hopes up. From the sound of him, this guy has better taste than you. In fact,’ Gabe went on as a throaty roar filled the street outside, ‘that could be your lift now.’

				It was Lola’s turn to be appalled. Flinging the window open as the motorbike rumbled to a halt outside, she watched as the helmeted rider dismounted. Surely not. If someone said they were sending a car they wouldn’t economize at the last minute and send a motorbike instead. Would they? Oh God, her hair would be wrecked… 

				‘Hi there, Lola.’ Phew, panic over, it was only Marcus.

				‘Hi there, neighbor-to-be! Come on up,’ said Lola. ‘Gabe’s in my flat at the moment.’

				Upstairs in Lola’s living room, clutching his motorcycle helmet and looking sheepish, Marcus said, ‘All right, mate? The thing is, I’ve got some good news and some bad news.’

				‘Go on then,’ prompted Gabe.

				‘Well, me and Carol are back together, she’s giving me one last chance. And I’m taking it. Turning over a new leaf. Cool, right? So that’s the good news.’ An embarrassed grin spread across Marcus’s shiny face. ‘But that means I won’t be moving in here after all, mate. Sorry about that.’

				Gabe shrugged, having already pretty much guessed what Marcus had come here to say. ‘Well, I suppose I can’t blame you. Bit short notice, seeing as I’m off next week.’

				‘I know. Sorry, mate.’

				‘I’ll have to register with a lettings agency now.’

				‘I might know someone who could move in.’ Eager to help, Marcus said, ‘There’s a guy at my motorcycling club whose parents are keen to get rid of him. He could be interested.’

				Lola pictured a spotty gangly teenager inviting hundreds of his spotty gangly mates round for parties. ‘How old is he?’

				‘Terry? Early fifties. Don’t look like that,’ Marcus caught the face Lola was pulling at Gabe. ‘Terry’s a good bloke. And he works in a slaughterhouse,’ he went on encouragingly, ‘so you’d never go short of pork chops.’

				***

				The car, a gleaming black Mercedes, arrived at seven thirty on the dot. It wasn’t a stretch limo, but it was without a doubt the cleanest, most valeted car Lola had ever been in, and knowing that she wouldn’t have to pay a huge taxi fare at the end made it an even more pleasurable journey. She sat back as the car purred along, feeling like royalty and quite tempted to wave graciously at the poor people trudging along the pavements on the other side of the tinted glass.

				The house, when they reached it, was a huge double-fronted Victorian affair in Barnes, as impressive as Lola had imagined. There were plenty of cars in the driveway and discreet twinkling white Christmas lights studding the bay trees in square stone tubs that flanked the super-shiny dark blue front door. Lola was hoping to be sophisticated enough, one day, to confine herself to discreet white Christmas lights; as it was, she was more of a gaudy, every-color-you-can-think-of girl and all of it as über-bling as humanly possible.

				She tried to tip Ken, the driver, but he wouldn’t accept her money. Which felt even weirder than not having to pay the fare.

				Even the brass doorbell was classy. Lola clutched her Accessorize sequined handbag to her side—as if anyone was likely to steal it here—and took a couple of deep breaths. It wasn’t like her to be on edge. How bizarre that attempting to beat up a couple of muggers hadn’t been nerve-racking, yet this was.

				Then the door opened and there was Mr Nicholson with his lovely welcoming smile, and she relaxed.

				‘Lola, you’re here! How wonderful to see you again. I’m so glad you were able to come along tonight.’ He gave her a kiss on each cheek. ‘And you look terrific.’

				Compared with the last time he’d seen her, she supposed she must. Not having uncombed, blood-soaked hair was always a bonus.

				‘It’s good to see you too, Mr Nicholson.’

				‘Please call me Philip. Now, my wife doesn’t know I’ve invited you. You’re our surprise guest of honor.’ His grey eyes sparkled as he led her across the wood-panelled hall to a door at the far end. ‘I can’t wait to see her reaction when she realizes who you are.’

				Philip Nicholson pushed open the door and drew Lola into a huge glittering drawing room full of people, all chattering away and smartly dressed. A thirty-something blond in aquamarine touched his arm and raised her eyebrows questioningly; when he nodded, she grinned at Lola and whispered, ‘Ooh, I’m so excited, this is going to be great!’

				‘My stepdaughter,’ Philip murmured by way of explanation. Nodding again, this time in the direction of the fireplace, he added, ‘That’s my wife over there, in the orange frock.’

				Orange, bless him. Only a man could call it that. The woman, standing with her back to them and talking to another couple, was slim and elegant in a devoré velvet dress in delectable shades of russet, bronze, and apricot. Her hair was fashioned in a glamorous chignon and she was wearing pearls around her neck that even from this distance you could tell were real.

				Then Philip said, ‘Darling…’ and she swiveled round to look at him. In an instant Lola was seventeen again.

				Adele Tennant’s gaze in turn fastened on Lola and she took a sharp audible intake of breath.

				‘My God, what’s going on here?’ Her voice icy with disbelief, she turned pointedly back to Philip Nicholson. ‘Did she just turn up on the doorstep? Are you mad, letting her into the house?’

				Poor Philip, his shock was palpable. Lola, who was pretty stunned too, couldn’t work out who she felt more sorry for: him or herself.

				‘How did you find out where I live?’ Adele’s eyes narrowed suspiciously. ‘How did you track me down? My God, you have a nerve. This is a private party—’

				‘Adele, stop it,’ Philip intervened at last, raising his hands in horrified protest. ‘This was meant to be a surprise. This is Lola Malone, she—’

				‘I know it’s Lola Malone! I’m not senile, Philip! And if she’s come here chasing after my son…  well, I can tell you, she’s got another think coming.’

				Yeek, Dougie! As if she’d just been zapped with an electric cattle prod, Lola spun round; was he here in this room? No, no sign of him unless he’d gone bald or had a sex change.

				‘I’m so sorry.’ Philip Nicholson shook his head at Lola by way of apology. ‘This is all most unfortunate. Adele, will you stop interrupting and listen? I don’t know what’s gone on in the past but I invited Lola here tonight because she’s the one who came to the rescue when you were mugged.’ His voice breaking with emotion he said, ‘She saved your life.’

				And what’s more, thought Lola, she’s starting to wish she hadn’t bothered.

				OK, mustn’t say that. At least Philip’s pronouncement had succeeded in shutting Adele up; while her brain was busy assimilating this unwelcome information her mouth had snapped shut like a bronze-lipglossed trap.

				‘I thought you’d like the opportunity to thank her in person,’ Philip went on, and all of a sudden he sounded like a headmaster saddened by the disruptive behavior of a vociferous teenager.

				People were starting to notice now. The couple Adele had been talking to were avidly observing the proceedings. The blonde who was Philip’s stepdaughter—crikey, that meant she was Dougie’s older sister—came over and said, puzzled, ‘Mum? Is everything all right?’

				‘Fine.’ Recovering herself, Adele managed the most frozen of smiles and looked directly at Lola. ‘So it was you. Well…  what can I say? Thank you.’

				‘No problem.’ That didn’t sound quite right but what else could she say? My pleasure?

				‘It was such a brave thing you did,’ exclaimed Dougie’s sister. What was her name? Sally, that was it. ‘I can’t bear to think what might have happened to Mum if you hadn’t dived in like that. You were amazing!’

				Lola managed to maintain a suitably modest smile, while her memory busily rewound to that eventful night ten days ago. Euurrgh, she had stroked Adele’s ankle, she had squeezed Adele Tennant’s thigh… 

				Except she wasn’t Adele Tennant any more. She was Adele Nicholson.

				‘So you remarried,’ said Lola, longing to ask about Doug and feeling her stomach clench just at the thought of him.

				‘Four years ago.’ Adele was being forced to be polite now, in a through-gritted-teeth, I-really-wish-you-weren’t-here kind of way.

				‘Congratulations.’ Lola wondered what Philip, who was lovely, had done to deserve Cruella de Vil as a wife. Presumably Adele did have redeeming qualities; she just hadn’t encountered them yet.

				‘Thank you. Well, it’s…  nice to see you again. Can we offer you a drink? Or,’ Adele said hopefully, ‘do you have to rush off?’

				Rushing off suddenly seemed a highly desirable thing to do. Excellent idea. Since every minute here was clearly set to be an excruciating ordeal, Lola looked at her watch and said, ‘Actually, there is somewhere else I need to—’

				‘Here he is!’ cried Sally, her face lighting up as she waved across the room to attract someone’s attention. ‘Yoohoo, we’re over here! And what sort of time do you call this anyway? You’re late.’

				Lola didn’t need to turn around. She knew who it was. Some inner certainty told her that Dougie had entered the drawing room; she could feel his presence behind her. All of a sudden every molecule in her body was on high alert and she was no longer breathing.

				Dougie. Doug. Whom she’d thought she’d never see again.

				‘Sorry, I was held up at a meeting. Some of us have a proper job. Hi, everyone, how’s it going? What have I missed?’

			

		

	
		
			
				Chapter 8

				Lola was zinging all over; now she’d completely forgotten how to breathe. Except how embarrassing if she keeled over in a dead faint in front of everyone; when a woman had done that in the shop last summer she’d lost control of her bladder.

				Imagine coming round, surrounded by Dougie and his family, and discovering you were lying in a puddle of wee.

				But this was the kind of situation you needed time to prepare yourself for, time she hadn’t been allowed, and now she was doing her usual thing of being inappropriately flippant. Whereas in reality she was filled with a mixture of giddy excitement—maybe twenty per cent—and eighty per cent fear and trepidation. Because as far as Dougie was concerned, she’d left him without a word, dumped him and run off abroad without a proper explanation. Had ten years been long enough for him to forgive her for that?

				‘Well.’ Winking at Lola, Sally spoke with relish. ‘Philip invited along a surprise guest…’

				Who turned out to be one very surprised guest. Lola dug her nails into her palms—welcome the pain, welcome the pain and don’t pass out—and turned round to look at him.

				‘Hello, Dougie.’

				For a split second their eyes locked and it was as if the last decade had never happened. Doug looked the same but taller, broader, better. He’d always had the looks, the ability to stop girls dead in their tracks, and now here he was, having that exact same effect, doing it to her all over again.

				Except it would be nice if he could be smiling, looking a bit less stony faced than this.

				OK, maybe not very likely, but nice all the same. Even if just to be polite.

				‘Lola.’ Doug’s shoulders stiffened as if she were a tax inspector. Taking care to keep his voice neutral he said, ‘What brings you here?’

				Oh God, this was awful, all the old tumultuous feelings were flooding back. She’d never been able to forget Dougie; he’d been her first love.

				What’s more, seeing as it had never really happened again since, her One and Only.

				‘I did,’ said Philip. ‘Sorry, I hope this isn’t awkward, but I had no idea you two knew each other. Anyway, surely that’s irrelevant now.’ He cast a warning glance at Adele with her mouth like a prune and rested a hand reassuringly on Lola’s shoulder. ‘Under the circumstances I’m sure we can put the past behind us. Doug, this is the young lady who came to your mother’s rescue when she was attacked.’

				Dougie’s expression altered. ‘God, really? That was you? We didn’t know. That’s incredible.’

				‘The police told me her name was Lauren something or other,’ Adele said prunily and with a hint of accusation, as if Lola had done it on purpose.

				‘It is, but I’ve been called Lola since I was a baby. It was a nickname that just stuck.’

				‘Well, thanks for doing what you did.’ There was a warmth in Dougie’s eyes now, breaking through the initial wariness. ‘From what I hear, you were pretty fantastic.’

				Oh, I was. Shaking inwardly, Lola did her best to look fantastic but at the same time incredibly self-effacing. Dougie was gorgeous and now fate had brought them back together. The break-up had happened a decade ago; they’d practically been children then. Surely Doug would forgive her for chucking him. ‘Well, when someone needs help you just go for it, you don’t stop to wonder what—’

				‘Ooh, I’ve got it now!’ Sally let out a mini-squeal of recognition and pointed excitedly at Lola. ‘You’re the one I never got to meet! You were going out with my little brother when I was living in Dublin with Tim the Tosser! Then you did a bunk and broke his heart!’

				Oh don’t say that, please don’t say that. I’m so sorry, I didn’t want to do it, Lola longed to blurt out. It broke my heart too!

				Doug said dryly, ‘Thanks, Sal.’

				‘Oh, come on, it was years and years ago, all in the past now. And she did break your heart.’ Sally gave him a jab in the ribs, visibly relishing his discomfort. ‘You were a complete pain, don’t you remember? All because you couldn’t believe your girlfriend had given you the elbow and buggered off abroad.’ She nudged Lola and added cheerfully, ‘Did him the world of good, if you ask me.’

				‘That’s funny,’ said Doug, ‘because I don’t remember anyone asking you.’

				‘That’s enough.’ Adele intervened before the bickering could start. ‘Doug, the Mastersons have to leave very soon but they really want to see you before they go.’

				‘I’ll do that now. As soon as I’ve got myself a drink.’ Evidently glad of the reprieve, Doug glanced at Lola and Sally, and said, ‘Excuse me. I’ll see you later.’

				They watched Doug cross the room with Adele, while Philip went in search of a waiter.

				‘That’s one rattled brother,’ Sally observed gleefully. ‘God, I love it when that happens!’

				Guilt and pain swirled up through Lola’s stomach. ‘Did I really break his heart?’

				‘Too right you did! Talk about miserable! Ooh, is that yours?’

				Lola’s phone was chirruping in her bag. She took it out and Gabe’s name flashed up at her.

				‘Feel free.’ Sally made encouraging answer-it gestures.

				‘Thanks. Sorry, I’ll just take it outside for a minute.’ Longing to confide in Gabe, Lola excused herself and escaped the party. She crossed the hall, quietly let herself out of the house—better safe than sorry—and answered the phone.

				‘I know, I’m early,’ said Gabe. ‘Couldn’t wait. So how’s it going? Are they showering you with diamonds?’

				She grimaced in the darkness. ‘Diamonds, wouldn’t that be nice. More like bullets.’

				‘What? Why?’

				‘You won’t believe what’s happening here.’ Lola kept walking to warm herself up, around the side of the house and along a narrow stone path leading beneath a hand-carved wooden archway into a rose garden. ‘The woman who was mugged only turns out to be the mother of an old boyfriend of mine. And she loathed me! If I’d known it was her I’d have run in the other direction. You should have seen her face tonight when she found out I was the one who’d gone to help her!’

				‘So you’re leaving? Do I feel a contraction coming on?’

				‘Hang on, don’t start boiling kettles just yet. I was going to leave,’ said Lola. ‘God, it was awful, I couldn’t wait to get out of here. And it went without saying that the Wicked Witch couldn’t wait to be shot of me.’ She paused, reliving the moment her stomach had done a Red Arrows swoop-and-dive. ‘But then it happened. He turned up. Oh Gabe, I can’t describe how it felt. I thought I’d never see Dougie again, but now I have. And he’s more gorgeous than ever. It’s like a miracle… I can’t believe he’s here. So I’m not going to leave now, even though his hateful mother wishes I would. I’ve got to talk to Doug properly… he’s only just arrived and it’s been a bit awkward so far. We’re all pretty stunned at the moment. But…  oh God, it’s just so amazing seeing him again, I haven’t been this excited since—’

				‘Hey, hey, calm down, do you not think you’re getting a bit carried away? If this guy dumped you before, what makes you think he’s going to be thrilled to see you again?’ As a heterosexual man who had dumped hundreds of weeping females in his time, Gabe said warningly, ‘What makes you think he’ll even want to talk to you?’

				‘Gabe, you don’t understand. He isn’t an ex-boyfriend. He’s the ex-boyfriend. Plus, he didn’t dump me. I was the one who left him.’ Lola swallowed. ‘According to his sister I broke his heart.’

				‘And now you’ve taken one look at him and decided you want him back. Trust me,’ said Gabe, ‘that’s a recipe for disaster. You can never go back. Whatever annoyed you about this guy before will only annoy you again.’

				‘For heaven’s sake, will you stop lecturing me? This is my first love we’re talking about here! We were crazy about each other. Dougie was about to start at Edinburgh University,’ Lola paced up and down the flagstoned path in an attempt to keep warm, ‘and we planned to visit each other every weekend, but if that wasn’t enough I was going to move up there to be with him. You have no idea how happy we were together.’

				She heard Gabe snort with derision. ‘So happy that you finished with him. That makes sense.’

				‘But that’s just it, I didn’t want to finish with him. His bloody mother made me do it!’ Lola squeezed her eyes shut as the long-ago hideous encounter in Adele Tennant’s car swam back into her brain; the smell of expensive leather upholstery had haunted her ever since. ‘She hated me, thought I was a bad influence on her precious golden boy…  she was terrified I’d put him off his studies or, even worse, persuade him to jack in university altogether.’

				‘So she asked you to stop seeing her son. Erm,’ said Gabe, ‘did it ever occur to you to say no?’

				‘She didn’t ask me. She made me an offer I couldn’t refuse.’ Lola hated even thinking about that bit; had spent years doing her best to banish it from her mind.

				‘You’re not serious!’ At last she had Gabe’s full attention. ‘You mean, like swimming with the fishes? She actually threatened you with a concrete overcoat and a trip to the bottom of the Thames?’

				‘Not that kind. She offered me money. I was seventeen years old.’ There was a bitter taste in Lola’s mouth now; no matter how compelling the reason, the inescapable fact remained that she had betrayed her boyfriend. ‘And she offered me ten thousand pounds if I’d stop seeing Dougie.’

				‘Which you took?’

				‘Which I took.’ The bitter taste was guilt; it wasn’t an action she was proud of, hence never having mentioned it to Gabe before.

				He let out an incredulous bark of laughter. ‘You let her buy you off?’

				Lola shivered as a blast of icy air wrapped itself around her stomach. ‘I didn’t want to, but I had to.’

				‘Bloody hell! Ten grand. What did you spend it on?’

				Lola hesitated, but it was no good; she couldn’t tell him. Racked with remorse, Alex had begged her never to reveal their secret to another living soul and it was a promise she had to keep. Alex might be gone now but her mother must never find out what had happened. Which meant she must never tell anyone. Choking up at the memory, she said, ‘I just needed it. You don’t understand what a—’

				Crackkk.

				She froze at the sound of a dry twig snapping underfoot behind her. Swinging round with her heart in her throat, Lola saw the tall figure just visible in the darkness at the entrance to the rose garden.

				Not just any old tall figure either. That silhouette was instantly recognizable.

				‘Ten thousand pounds,’ said a quiet voice every bit as incredulous as Gabe’s.

				Oh God.

				‘I don’t understand what?’ complained Gabe, for whom patience wasn’t a strong point. ‘Don’t stop there! What is there to not understand?’

				‘I’ll call you back.’ Her hand suddenly trembling with more than cold, Lola ended the call and dropped the phone back into her bag.

			

		

	
		
			
				Chapter 9

				‘Ten thousand pounds,’ Doug repeated, shaking his head.

				Lola swallowed. ‘Your mum was desperate to split us up.’

				‘I can’t believe I’m hearing this.’ He moved towards her. ‘You wrote me a letter and left the country.’

				‘Because that’s what she wanted me to do. Don’t you see? All that stuff I said in the letter wasn’t true!’ Lola knew she had to make him understand. ‘I still loved you! It broke my heart too, I was miserable for months.’

				‘Oh, don’t give me that.’ Doug’s tone hardened. ‘I’ve heard some lines in my time, but—’

				‘Dougie, I’m not lying! And I’m sorry, so sorry I hurt you. But it was your mother’s idea—she was the one who offered me the money. And trust me, she was desperate,’ Lola pleaded. ‘If I’d turned it down she’d only have found some other way to get rid of me.’

				‘Jesus! You could have mentioned it! Did it not even occur to you to tell me what was going on? Did you not think it might have been fair to ask me how I felt about it?’

				‘I was going to.’ Lola’s fists were clenched with frustration; not being able to tell him the truth meant he was always going to think she was a mercenary bitch. Helplessly she said, ‘But you were moving up to Edinburgh, you’d have started socializing with all those girls up there…’

				‘What?’

				‘We were so young! What were the chances, realistically, of us staying together? I knew I loved you,’ Lola rattled on in desperation, ‘but what if I’d said no to the money then a few weeks later you’d met someone you liked more than me? How stupid would I have felt if you’d sent me a Dear John letter then?’

				In the darkness Doug raised his hands. ‘Fine. You did absolutely the right thing. Let’s just forget it, shall we?’

				Did he mean that? ‘Let’s.’ Lola nodded eagerly, wondering if now might be a good moment for a lovely-to-see-you-again kiss. ‘From now on all that stuff’s behind us, right? We can start afresh.’

				‘Start afresh?’ There was a smidgen of sarcasm in his voice. ‘No need to go that far, surely. You’ll be leaving soon enough.’

				‘I don’t have to.’ Hurrying after him as he abruptly turned and headed down the path leading back to the house, Lola said, ‘I’ve only just got here! Dougie, it’s fantastic to see you again, we’ve got so much catching up to do.’

				‘Trust me, we haven’t.’

				‘But I want to know what you’ve been doing!’ Desperation made her reckless. ‘And you came outside, so that means you wanted to talk to me too.’

				Dougie reached the front door and paused to look at her. ‘I came outside for a cigarette.’

				‘You smoke now?’

				‘Not a lot.’

				‘You should give it up,’ said Lola.

				A muscle twitched irritably in his jaw. ‘I did give it up. Six weeks ago.’

				So her sudden reappearance had jolted him. Lola sniffed the air but could only detect cold earth and aftershave. ‘I can’t smell smoke.’

				Dougie pulled a single cigarette and Bic lighter from his shirt pocket. ‘I was about to light it when I heard you talking on the phone.’

				‘So you didn’t smoke it, you listened to me instead. See? I’m coming in useful already.’ Reaching out and snatching the cigarette from his hand, Lola snapped it in two and tossed it over her shoulder into a lavender bush.

				Dougie heaved a sigh and pushed open the front door. ‘If you hadn’t been here I wouldn’t have been tempted in the first place. If you want to do something really useful you’ll leave.’

				‘There you are.’ Adele, flinty eyed, was standing in the hall with Sally beside her. ‘We were wondering what had happened to you.’

				‘We’ve been catching up.’ Dougie’s tone was brusque. ‘I’ve just been hearing about the ten thousand pounds you paid Lola to stop seeing me.’

				Adele shot Lola a look capable of shriveling grapes. ‘So she told you, did she? Ten thousand pounds, is that what she said?’

				Lola’s heart sank like a dropped anchor.

				‘What’s that supposed to mean?’ Doug demanded.

				‘I offered ten thousand. But that wasn’t enough for her. She demanded fifteen.’ Adele shrugged elegantly. ‘And then, when I refused, she started haggling.’

				Oh God.

				‘So did you,’ Lola whispered.

				Doug shook his head. ‘I don’t believe this. How much did you end up with?’

				‘Twelve.’

				‘Twelve and a half,’ said Adele the hateful witch.

				‘OK, but I needed that—’

				‘Stop.’ Dougie held up his hands. ‘I’ve heard enough. Now I definitely need a drink.’ He turned and strode back into the drawing room.

				Lola watched him go. It probably wasn’t the moment to be thinking this, but he was even more irresistible when he was angry.

				‘Now see what you’ve done,’ said Adele. ‘Why don’t you leave before you ruin the entire evening?’

				It might have been a tempting proposition earlier but that was before Dougie had turned up. Since leaving was no longer an option—because what if she never saw him again?—Lola said, ‘Look, I’m not as bad as you’re making out. I only took that money because there was an emergency and I desperately needed it. I’m actually a really nice person. Can’t we just forget about all that old stuff?’

				I patted your thigh, for God’s sake.

				Adele exhaled audibly. ‘None of us was expecting this to happen this evening. I’m grateful for what you did the other night, obviously. But I can’t pretend I’m happy to see you again. Giving you the money was what I needed to do at the time, but I never wanted Doug to find out.’

				‘Trust me, neither did I. He overheard me on the phone and I really wish he hadn’t. That’s why I need to talk to him properly, to explain. Don’t worry, I won’t slag you off.’ As Lola said this she saw Adele wince at the turn of phrase, proving as it did how common she was and how wildly unsuitable for someone as well brought up as Doug.

				‘Well, let’s just get through the rest of the evening without any more unpleasantness.’ Adele shook her coiffured hair slightly as if dismissing the thought of it from her mind. Cracking a thin pseudo-smile she said, ‘Shall we go through and join the others?’

				‘I’ll follow in a minute, when I’ve just, um…’ Lola pointed to the downstairs loo, dithered over what the polite word for it was, then wondered why she was bothering. ‘After I’ve had a quick wee.’

				The cloakroom was small but stylish, all ivory marble and tasteful lighting. A bit too tasteful actually; Lola, touching up her make-up, had to lean right across the sink to get close enough to the mirror to check she didn’t have speckles of mascara on her cheeks.

				Lost in thought about Doug and how she might win him over against his better judgment, Lola jumped out of her skin when her phone suddenly rang. Losing her precarious balance and about to topple nose first into the mirror, she put out a hand to stop herself and sent her make-up bag flying off the side of the sink.

				‘Noooo!’ Lola let out a shriek of horror as the bag landed with a splosh in the toilet bowl. Not her make-up…  oh God… 

				It was too late, the contents of her cosmetics bag were already drowned. All her favorite things—lovely eyeshadows, bronzing powder, eye pencils, her three very best lipsticks—were sitting there submerged in the bottom of the loo. And to add insult to injury her bloody phone was still ringing.

				‘Gabe, I know you’re trying to help, but NOT NOW!’ Switching the phone off again, Lola surveyed the scene of devastation and let out a groan of despair. ‘Oh hell…’

				Then she jumped again, because someone was tapping cautiously on the cloakroom door.

				‘Hello? Everything OK in there?’ It was a worried female, possibly Sally.

				‘It’s all right. I’m fine.’ At the sight of her all-time favorite Urban Decay super-sparkly mocha eyeshadow, Lola could have cried.

				‘Lola? Is that you? What’s happened?’

				Seeing as it was Sally, Lola unlocked the door.

				She didn’t have to say a word.

				‘Oh no, poor you! Crikey, no wonder you let out a screech. I had my handbag stolen once.’ Sally squeezed her arm in sympathy. ‘I mean, having to replace my credit cards and stuff was a pain in the neck. But losing my make-up was just traumatic. When I found out my favorite mascara had been discontinued I practically had a nervous breakdown right there in Harvey Nicks.’

				Despite everything, Lola grinned. ‘You’re making me feel so much better.’

				‘Oh, sorry!’

				‘And we can’t leave it in there.’ Bracing herself, Lola bent down and gingerly picked the unzipped make-up bag out of the toilet bowl then dropped it—splat—into the waste bin beneath the sink. ‘Typical that it had to happen before I had a chance to do my mouth.’

				‘Well, I can help you there. You want to borrow lipstick? Just come upstairs with me.’

				Everything in Sally’s bedroom was yellow and white and super-tidy. Sitting on the king-sized bed and gazing around, Lola said, ‘This is a great room.’

				‘It’d be more great if it wasn’t in my mother’s house.’ Sally grimaced. ‘Not that I don’t love her, but it’s hardly ideal, is it? I’m thirty-six. I was living with my boyfriend in Wimbledon until a fortnight ago but we broke up so I moved in here temporarily.’

				‘What happened with you and the boyfriend?’

				‘Oh God, nightmare. I’m a walking disaster when it comes to men.’ Sally shook her head. ‘I paid for him to have his teeth bleached as a birthday present because that’s what he wanted. Next thing I know, he’s telling me he’s seeing the dental nurse. So that’s it, I’m single again, back with my mother, and giving up on men. I’m going to buy myself a dear little cottage somewhere in the country and breed llamas instead. Knit my own socks and grow my own jam. Wouldn’t that be idyllic?’ She paused, holding up a fuchsia-pink Chanel lipstick and scrutinizing Lola’s mouth. ‘What kind of color are you after?’

				‘Something rusty-bronzy rather than pink, if you’ve got it. Can you knit?’

				‘Well, no, but I could always pay some sweet little old lady to do that for me. Rusty-bronzy, rusty-bronzy…’ Sally was busily rummaging through the boxes on her dressing table.

				‘If you’d rather live in Notting Hill, my neighbor’s off to Australia next week. He’s letting his flat out for a year.’ Lola couldn’t help herself; it was worth a shot and at least Sally didn’t work in a slaughterhouse.

				‘Is he? I haven’t been to Notting Hill for years. Oooh, I know the one you need…’ Sally flitted out of the bedroom, returning moments later with a lipstick in a bullet-shaped gold case. ‘Here you go, it was on the bathroom shelf all the time. Is this more you?’

				Lola took it with relief. Versace, no less, and a gorgeous, distinctive shade of russet-red with a brownish-gold lustre. ‘This is exactly me.’ Peering into the dressing-table mirror, she applied it with a flourish and smacked her lips together. ‘Perfect. Now I can face the world again. Does Dougie have a girlfriend?’

				‘D’you know, I’m not sure. He was seeing someone a while back, but I don’t know if it’s still going on. You know what men are like, they don’t talk about that kind of stuff like we do.’ Sally fluffed translucent powder onto her nose and said, ‘Why? Do you still fancy him?’

				Only an older sister could say it quite like that, as if it was on a par with fancying Quasimodo.

				Lola said regretfully, ‘He’s gorgeous. We were so happy together once and I messed that up. It was all my own fault, I know that, I made a mistake but at the time I didn’t…  I just couldn’t…’

				‘Oh please, I didn’t mean to make you feel worse. You were only seventeen,’ Sally exclaimed. ‘We all make mistakes at that age. And, OK, Dougie was miserable but he recovered. It’s not like he joined a monastery!’

				Grateful for Sally’s understanding, Lola managed a wobbly smile. ‘I’m glad he didn’t. Sorry, seeing him again like this has been a bit overwhelming. But who knows, maybe I can persuade him I’m irresistible and he’ll forgive me…’

				The bedroom door, which hadn’t been shut, swung further open. ‘Look,’ Doug said curtly, ‘I really wish I didn’t have to keep overhearing this stuff, but Philip wants to make a speech and he asked me to round everyone up.’

				‘OK, we’re done here.’ Sally gaily flipped back her hair and headed for the door.

				‘And can I just say,’ Doug fixed Lola with a steely knee-trembler of a gaze as she passed him in the doorway, ‘don’t waste your energy with the being irresistible bit, because I’m not interested.’

				Hang on, what were the qualities he’d always admired in her when they’d been a couple? Her eternal optimism and refusal to take no for an answer?

				‘You might change your mind,’ Lola said bravely. ‘I’m very lovable.’

				‘Not to me.’

				‘I could be. If you’d just give me a chance.’

				‘Lola, don’t even bother to try. Nothing is going to happen between you and me. After this evening we won’t see each other again and that’s fine by me. So let’s just go downstairs, shall we, and get this farce over with. The sooner it’s done, the sooner you can go home.’

				***

				Everyone gathered in the drawing room for Philip’s speech. It was sweet, if hard to believe, hearing this nice man speak so movingly about the happiness Adele had brought into his life. Everyone raised their glasses to Adele, then Philip went on to talk about Lola and her actions on the night of the mugging. He concluded by announcing that they were all indebted to her, and that from now on she was part of the family. Cue applause, a toast and—hilariously—another brittle hug from Adele. It was like being embraced by a Ryvita.

				Then the embarrassing bit was over and everyone went back to drinking and chatting amongst themselves. Everyone except Adele, who looked at Lola’s mouth and said, ‘What an extraordinary coincidence, you appear to use the same lipstick as me.’

				Oh bugger, bugger. And she knew.

				‘Sorry.’ Lola couldn’t believe she hadn’t recognized it earlier. ‘I…  um, lost mine and Sally offered to lend me one. I didn’t realize it was yours.’

				‘You may as well take it with you when you leave.’ Adele shuddered as if Lola had just spat on the hors d’oeuvres. ‘It’s not as if I’d use it again now.’

				‘Everything OK?’ Doug joined them.

				‘Lola used my lipstick.’ With an incredulous half-laugh Adele said, ‘I must be old-fashioned. It just seems an incredibly brazen thing to do. So…  personal.’

				Lola opened her mouth to protest but now Dougie was surveying her with equal distaste, as if she were Typhoid Mary going around spreading her vile germs on other people’s lipsticks. There came a time when you simply had to accept that winning someone over wasn’t an option.

				When Lola’s phone trilled for the third time that evening, Adele’s mouth narrowed with fresh annoyance.

				‘Will you stop hanging up on me?’ Gabe demanded. ‘I do have better things to do with my time than keep trying to get through to you. It’s not that complicated,’ he rattled on. ‘I just need to know if everything’s going OK. A simple yes or no will—’

				‘Are you serious? The contractions are how far apart? Just wait there and stay calm,’ said Lola. ‘Boil the kettle and take deep breaths. I’m on my way.’

			

		

	
		
			
				Chapter 10

				‘I dreamt about him last night,’ said Lola.

				Cheryl was restocking the bestseller shelves at the front of the shop. Pausing to gaze at the book in her hand, she frowned and said, ‘Dreamt about whom? Harry Potter?’

				‘As if. I’m talking about Dougie, you dingbat.’

				‘Oh. You mean you’re still talking about Dougie. Do the words “not a hope in hell” mean anything to you?’

				Honestly, just because Cheryl’s marriage had ended in a bad way; now forty and happily divorced, she was enjoying a man-free life. Doggedly, Lola said, ‘Failure is not an option.’

				‘Flogging a dead horse?’ Cheryl persisted. ‘Chasing rainbows? Expecting a miracle?’

				‘Don’t be such a pessimist. I dreamt I was rowing a boat down Portobello Road and I lost one of my oars, but all of a sudden Dougie swam up to me and jumped into the boat.’

				‘And tipped you out?’

				‘And rescued me! He showed me the hidden switch that turned on the engine.’ Lola felt herself growing misty-eyed at the memory. ‘And the next thing I knew, we were whizzing along like something out of a James Bond film, all through the streets with people screaming and diving out of our way, and Dougie was sitting next to me with his leg pressing against mine…’

				‘Is this about to turn into one of those mucky dreams?’

				‘Sadly not. We didn’t have time. My alarm went off.’ Lola passed Cheryl a handful of Dan Browns; it was Monday afternoon, three days since the party, and Dougie had taken up more or less permanent residence inside her head. It wasn’t going to be easy, making someone love you again when they didn’t even want to see you, but she’d never felt this way about anyone else; having him reappear in her life like this was just—

				‘By the way, someone’s watching you,’ said Cheryl.

				‘They are? Who?’ It didn’t take long to conjure up a fantasy; in less than a split second Lola had the whole Officer-and-a-Gentleman scenario rolling. When she turned round, Dougie would be making his way across the shop floor towards her like Richard Gere. OK, maybe he wouldn’t actually be wearing that white officer’s uniform but he’d still sweep her effortlessly up into his arms and carry her out, while staff and customers alike clapped and cheered, whooping with delight and calling out, ‘Way to go, Lola.’

				‘That one over there by autobiographies.’

				Lola turned slowly and another delicious fantasy was dashed. For crying out loud, the man was in his fifties; why would she even want him to carry her out of the shop?

				‘That’s not Doug.’

				Cheryl rolled her eyes. ‘I didn’t say it was. He’s been looking over at you, that’s all. Really looking.’

				‘Probably saw me on TV last week and now he’s trying to pluck up the courage to ask for my autograph.’ Lola prepared to smile in a cheery, down-to-earth fashion and prove that fame hadn’t gone to her head—God, wouldn’t it be fantastic if he really did ask?—but the man had turned away. Oh well. Ooh, unless he was a private detective hired by Dougie to find out if she was a nicer person now than she’d been ten years ago…  he’d done his best to put her out of his mind but hadn’t been able to…  maybe he could forgive her after all… 

				‘Are you daydreaming again? Tim’s waving at you,’ Cheryl pointed out. ‘They’re short-handed over at the pay desk.’

				Ten minutes later Lola’s fan arrived at her till. Up close he was younger than she’d first thought; in his mid-forties probably. His hair was dark and just that bit longer than usual, and he was wearing a striped mulberry and olive shirt with well-cut black trousers. Quite trendy for a man of his age. Nice grey eyes too.

				‘I’ve never read one of these before.’ He passed over the book, a thriller by a prolific American author. ‘Is he good?’

				‘Seriously good. You won’t be able to stop reading even when you want to. You’ll be holding your breath for hours.’ Lola rang the book up, aware that the man was studying her name badge.

				‘Sorry.’ He saw that she’d noticed. ‘Nice name. Unusual.’

				‘Thanks.’ She took his ten pound note and scooped the change out of the till. He was way too old for her to be interested in him in any romantic way but he had an attractive smile. ‘There you go. Hope you enjoy it. Don’t blame me if you get sacked for not being able to stay awake at work tomorrow.’

				His smile broadened. ‘And if I do enjoy it, I’ll be back to buy another one.’

				There was something about the way he was looking at her that made Lola wonder if this was how it felt to be famous. She said lightly, ‘Do you recognize me?’

				He looked startled. ‘What?’

				‘I was interviewed on TV the other night. I thought maybe you’d seen it.’

				The man’s expression cleared. ‘No, I’m afraid I missed that. I just came in to buy a book.’

				Damn, she wasn’t famous after all. ‘Sorry.’

				‘No problem.’ He relaxed visibly. ‘I’m sorry I missed it. Were you good?’

				‘I was brilliant.’ As Lola passed him the bag containing his thriller a thought struck her: Why was he now visibly relaxed? Innocently she said, ‘Does anyone ever recognize you?’

				Ha, that surprised him.

				‘Excuse me?’

				‘I just wondered if people ever realized who you are.’

				Another pause. ‘Why would they?’

				‘Maybe because they’re very clever and they’ve worked it out.’ Lola flashed him a sunny smile.

				He looked at her. ‘Worked what out?’

				‘That you’re a private detective.’

				‘Me?’ He pointed to his chest, shaking his head in amused disbelief. ‘Is that what you think? I’m not a private detective.’

				Luckily there was a lull at the tills; no other customers were waiting to be served.

				‘Ah,’ said Lola, ‘but you would say that, wouldn’t you?’

				‘I suppose so. But I’m still not one.’

				‘Except that could be you covering your tracks, like any good private detective would.’

				He tilted his head to one side. ‘So if I was, which I promise I’m not, who would I be spying on?’

				‘Ooh, I don’t know. Anyone in this shop.’ Lola shrugged playfully. ‘Me, perhaps.’

				‘You. And why would a private detective be tailing you?’ Another brief pause. ‘Are you in some kind of trouble?’

				‘Not at all.’ She’d only said it on the spur of the moment—nothing ventured, nothing gained—but Lola knew now that this man was no more than a charming stranger, albeit a slightly bemused one, thanks to her interrogation. ‘OK, you’re not a private detective. I believe you.’

				He nodded gravely. ‘Thank you.’

				Out of nowhere a queue for the tills had materialized. Lola said, ‘Enjoy your book.’

				The man left, clutching his dark blue Kingsley’s carrier bag and wearing the kind of expression that people have when they think they’ve handed over a ten pound note and been given change for twenty.

			

		

	
		
			
				Chapter 11

				Weren’t Toastabags the greatest invention in the whole world ever?

				The toaster popped up and Lola hooked out the bag, tipping the gorgeous crispy toasted cheese and tomato sandwich onto a plate. Possibly her favorite food, and to think that when she’d first clapped eyes on a Toastabag she hadn’t believed it could work, because how could a plasticky baggy-type thing go into an electric toaster and not melt?

				OK, toasted sandwich: check.

				DVD in DVD player: check. She’d treated herself to the latest release starring Tom Dutton, one of her favorite actors.

				Box of tissues: check. When she’d dragged Gabe along to the cinema to see the film she’d honked like a big goose during the weepy bits and shown herself right up.

				Remote control for DVD player: check.

				Remote control for TV…  bum, where was it? Oh, under the sofa cushions. Check.

				Now she was all ready to go… 

				The doorbell rang as she was about to take the first heavenly bite of toasted sandwich. Someone had a sense of humor. Lola looked at her make-up-free reflection in the kitchen window, teamed with dripping wet hair and lime-green toweling dressing gown, and really hoped Tom Dutton hadn’t chosen this moment to pitch up on her doorstep.

				She pressed the intercom. ‘Yes?’

				‘Lola?’

				A female voice. ‘Who’s that?’

				‘It’s me! Sally Tennant!’

				Good grief. Sally. Doug’s sister. As Lola pressed the buzzer, her stomach gave a little squiggle of excitement. ‘Come on up.’

				Sally, wrapped in a glamorous cream coat and black patent high-heeled boots, was looking glossy and stylish. She would have looked even more stylish if there hadn’t been a pair of sparkly red plastic antlers flashing away on top of her head.

				‘Oh sorry.’ She pulled a face when she saw Lola’s hair and dressing gown. ‘Bad time?’

				‘Of course not. I can’t believe you’re here.’ Lola ushered her into the living room, switched off the TV. ‘Is this something to do with Doug?’

				‘Doug.’ Sally looked blank. ‘No. Haven’t seen him. Why, have you?’

				‘No.’ Lola swallowed her disappointment.

				‘I asked Philip for your address. I’m here about that flat you told me about.’

				The flat. Lola hadn’t thought for a moment that Sally would take her up on the offer—she hadn’t appeared to be even listening when she’d mentioned it. And now she was actually here. Talk about cutting it fine. But at the same time, how brilliant.

				‘You’re really interested? That’s fantastic. Gabe’s off to Australia tomorrow…  he’s out saying goodbye to his friends tonight, God only knows what time he’ll be back. But I’ve got a key. I can show you the flat now.’ Tightening the belt of her dressing gown, Lola said, ‘You’ll love it, I promise!’

				***

				‘Gabe? Can you hear me?’ At the other end of the phone Lola could make out yet more noisy celebrations. ‘I’ve just found someone for your flat. Remember I told you about Sally, Doug’s sister? Well, she’s here and she’s had a look round, and it’s just what—’

				‘What?’ hissed Sally when Lola abruptly stopped and listened. ‘Doesn’t he want me to move in? Why, what’s wrong with me? Tell him he won’t find a better tenant anywhere. Look, I can pay the deposit now, money isn’t a problem…  Lola, tell him how much I want this flat!’

				Lola said slowly, ‘Yes…  OK, right…  no, of course I understand.’ She finished listening to Gabe then hung up.

				‘What?’ wailed Sally. ‘Why can’t I have it? I want it!’

				Lola felt a twinge of guilt; she was the one who’d begged Gabe not to take on Terry-the-slaughterhouse-worker.

				‘It’s not you. Gabe registered the flat this morning with a lettings agency. He’s signed a contract with them. And they rang him a couple of hours ago to tell him they were bringing a client round tonight. If this guy says he wants it, there’s nothing we can do. He’s got first refusal,’ she explained. ‘And he’s keen to find somewhere fast.’

				‘Oh.’ Sally looked crestfallen. ‘Well, maybe he won’t like it.’

				‘Everyone likes Gabe’s flat. Damn it,’ Lola said frustratedly, ‘I want you to be my neighbor, I don’t want some smelly boy moving in next door…’

				‘What?’ Sally eyed her with curiosity as Lola’s voice trailed off. ‘What are you thinking?’

				‘Gabe says they’re due round at eight.’ Lola checked her watch. ‘I’m just wondering what time the corner shop shuts.’

				With a glimmer of a smile Sally said, ‘Has anyone ever told you you’re a little bit weird?’

				‘Excuse me.’ Lola raised her eyebrows. ‘You’re the one with the flashing antlers on your head.’

				***

				The corner shop was still open. If Sanjeev wondered why his best customer when it came to magazines, chocolate, and ice cream was all of a sudden buying up cabbages, he didn’t ask. By ten to eight the evil stench of boiled cabbage was thick in both Lola’s flat and Gabe’s. When the saucepans had been removed from Gabe’s kitchen Lola found a music channel on the TV in her own flat and turned the volume up to maximum. Eminem blared out and Sally took off her antlers, shaking out her hair and kicking off her shoes.

				At three minutes past eight they heard the front door being opened downstairs, then two people entering Gabe’s flat. Lola gave it a few seconds then crossed the landing and thumped on the door.

				It was opened by a man in a suit. ‘Yes?’

				‘Hi there, is he in?’

				‘Excuse me?’

				‘The Angel Gabriel.’ Lola raised her voice to be heard above the sound of the music. ‘Mr Let’s-Complain-About-Everything.’

				The letting agent said frostily, ‘If you mean Mr Adams, he isn’t here.’

				‘No? Best news I’ve heard all day.’ Grinning at the potential tenant behind him—gangling, thirties, spectacles, accountanty-looking—Lola said, ‘Well, can you just pass on a message from Lola and Sal across the hall, tell him we’re having a few friends round tonight. They’ll be turning up after the pub and we’d appreciate it if he didn’t give us the usual grief, seeing as this time we’re warning him in advance.’ Leaning forward conspiratorially, she added, ‘To be honest, the police are fed up with him calling them and whining about us. I mean, talk about a Neddy No-Mates! If you can’t have a party and a laugh with your friends, what’s the point of living, eh?’

				‘Maybe you could leave a note for Mr Adams.’ The letting agent spoke brusquely, keen to close the door on a potentially deal-breaking neighbor.

				‘Hang on.’ The gawky accountant-type behind him raised his voice above the thudding hip-hop beat that was now making the floor vibrate. ‘How often do you have parties?’

				‘Not often. Two or three times a week, that’s all.’

				‘And the smell,’ said the accountant. ‘What is that?’

				‘Hmm? Oh, can you notice it?’ Lola shrugged. ‘No idea. It comes and goes in waves—something to do with the drains, I think. Cost us a fortune to have everything checked out but it didn’t do any good. We thought maybe Neddy No-Mates had buried someone under his floorboards.’ She paused and said, ‘Why do you want to know?’

				‘This flat’s been registered with a lettings agency.’ The accountant blinked rapidly. ‘The owner’s moving to Australia.’

				‘You’re kidding. Hey, fantastic!’ Hearing footsteps behind her, Lola turned and said to Sally, ‘Hear that? Neddy No-Mates is off to Oz!’

				‘To get away from us?’ All of a sudden nine months pregnant beneath her coat, Sally nodded approvingly. ‘Cool. So does that mean you’re going to be our new neighbor?’

				‘I, um…’ Was that a glint of terror behind the geeky spectacles? ‘Well, I’m not…’

				‘Because if you ever fancy a spot of babysitting, I’ve got just the thing for you right here!’ Sally gave her swollen stomach a pat. ‘I mean, just because we’re having a baby doesn’t mean we have to stop doing what we want to do, does it? Whoo-hoo!’ Eminem had given way to Snoop Dogg. Sally, clutching her stomach with one hand and waving the other in the air, executed some enthusiastic hip-hop-esque dance moves. ‘Whoo-hooooo!’

				It was a sight to make a grown man nervous. Two grown men, in fact. The geek and the lettings agent edged nervously away. Lola, filled with admiration, prayed that Sally wouldn’t get carried away and attempt to shake her booty.

				Imagine the embarrassment if her cushion fell out.

				‘How many of you are there living in that flat?’ said the geek.

				‘Just me and Lola and this little creature when he gets here.’ Still energetically gyrating along to the music, Sally pointed gaily at her stomach.

				‘Who needs a man when you’ve got a turkey baster?’ said Lola, winking at the lettings agent. ‘Our baby’s going to have two mothers who know how to have fun.’

				***

				When the agent and the geek had left the building, Lola turned off the ear-splitting music and threw open the windows in both flats to disperse the nostril-curling boiled-cabbage smell.

				‘Gosh, that was fun.’ Sally pulled the balled-up velvet cushion out from under her coat and flung it onto the sofa. ‘Think it’ll do the trick?’

				‘It’d do the trick if I was the one looking for a flat.’ Lola took a bottle of white wine from the fridge and poured out two glasses.

				‘Poor bloke, he did look a bit stunned. I suppose we just have to wait now. Should I be drinking that in my condition?’

				‘You could always have water instead.’

				‘Water? Yeurgh, nasty wet watery stuff. No thanks.’

				Lola’s phone rang ten minutes later and she leapt on it.

				‘What did you do?’ Gabe came straight to the point.

				Innocently Lola said, ‘Sorry?’

				‘No you’re not. I’ve just had a call from the lettings agent,’ said Gabe, ‘telling me that in view of the Situation, I’m going to need to drop my rental price.’

				‘Oh Gabe, that’s terrible.’

				‘Quite significantly, in fact.’

				‘You poor thing!’

				‘He also said getting rid of that putrid smell had to be a priority.’

				‘Oh dear.’

				‘So this friend of yours, this sister-of-Doug,’ said Gabe. ‘I’m assuming she’s there with you now.’

				Lola looked over at Sally. ‘Might be.’

				‘And she wants my flat.’

				‘Definitely. More than anything.’

				‘What caused the smell?’

				‘Four big saucepans of boiled cabbage.’

				‘Here, give me the phone.’ Reaching over, Sally grabbed it and said, ‘Gabe? Hi, please let me be your new tenant! I’m super-housetrained, I promise. I’d really look after your flat and I’m completely trustworthy, I’ll pay the full rent by direct debit and leave the deposit with Lola now, you won’t regret it…  what? Oh, OK.’

				‘What did he say?’ demanded Lola when Sally put down the phone.

				‘That I was giving him earache.’

				‘And?’

				‘That moving to Australia was beginning to seem like the best decision he’d ever made.’

				‘And?’

				‘That you and I deserve each other and he feels sorry for our baby.’

				Since Sally was currently sitting on the sofa with one elbow digging into the abandoned velvet cushion, Lola felt quite sorry for it too. ‘So that means…?’

				Sally beamed and clinked her glass against Lola’s. ‘I can move in as soon as I like.’

			

		

	
		
			
				Chapter 12

				‘Oh, I’m going to miss you sooo much.’ Lola blinked and hiccupped; she hadn’t expected to feel this emotional but actually saying goodbye to Gabe was hard.

				‘Hang on, you’re strangling me.’ He pried her off him. ‘It’s like being hugged by a giant koala.’

				‘That’s to get you into practice. Oh bugger, what do I look like?’

				‘A panda in a pink dress.’ Gabe watched her mopping up mascara. ‘I can’t believe you’re crying. I’m only going for a year.’

				‘I know, I know I’m being stupid.’ Lola blew her nose like a trumpeting elephant. ‘But what if you change your mind? You might decide to stay there for good and I’ll never see you again. You’re my best male friend in the world and you’re about to fly off to the other side of it. What if you and Jaydena get married and buy a house and settle down and have loads of Aussie kids?’

				She expected Gabe to burst out laughing at such a ridiculous idea, but he didn’t.

				‘If that happens, you can always come out and visit us.’

				Oh God, he really meant it! He was that besotted with Jaydena. Had he never even watched Kath and Kim?

				Apart from anything else, Lola knew they had particularly evil spiders in Australia, the kind that hid under toilet seats and bit your bum. So she definitely couldn’t go.

				‘You could come back and visit me,’ she offered.

				‘What, with all those kids?’ Gabe grinned. ‘Are you crazy? We couldn’t afford it.’

				He was in love. Lola did her best to feel happy for him. She looked at her watch. ‘I’m going to be late to work.’

				‘And my cab’s due in ten minutes.’ Gabe gave her a kiss on the cheek and pushed her towards the door. ‘Go on, get yourself out of here. You’ve got your new friend Sally moving in tonight—you won’t even notice I’m gone.’

				***

				‘You were right,’ said the man who wasn’t a private detective.

				‘Oh, hi.’ Recognizing him, Lola dumped the pile of hardbacks she’d brought out from the stockroom and said cheerfully, ‘Right about what?’

				‘Last night. I couldn’t put that book down. I was awake till four this morning finishing it.’ He shook his head in baffled disbelief. ‘I didn’t know reading could be like that, I had no idea. I’ve just never been a booky person. All these years I’ve been missing out.’

				‘Ah, but now you’ve seen the light.’ Lola loved it when this happened; witnessing a conversion never failed to give her a thrill. ‘You’ve become one of us. Welcome to our world; you’re going to love it here.’

				‘I need another thriller and I don’t know where to start.’ The man was wearing a navy suit today, with a burnt-orange shirt and a turquoise silk tie. ‘There are so many to choose from. Can you recommend an author?’

				Could she recommend an author? Ha, it was only the favorite bit of her job!

				‘You’d like this one.’ Lola picked up a book with a gunmetal grey cover. ‘Or this.’ Eagerly she reached across the table for another. ‘Now he’s a gripping writer.’

				The man looked more closely at Lola. ‘Are you OK?’

				Bugger, she’d redone her make-up on the tube on the way into work. Clearly not thoroughly enough.

				‘I’m fine. It’s just…  nothing.’ Lola checked herself; he was a complete stranger. ‘Look, see how you get on with this one. When you’ve tried a few different authors we can work out which others you might like, then—’

				‘Beano!’

				‘Excuse me?’ She turned to face the hatchet-faced woman who had just barked in her ear.

				‘I need a Beano Annual for my grandson!’

				‘Sorry,’ the man in the suit shook his head apologetically and took the book with the grey cover from her. ‘You’re busy. Thanks for this. I’ll let you know how I get on with it.’

				‘Come on, come on,’ bellowed the woman, spraying saliva. ‘I haven’t got all day!’

				By the time Lola fought her way back through the crowds with the Beano Annual, the man in the suit was gone. The hatchet-faced woman didn’t even say thank you. But then people like that never did.

				Twenty minutes later Lola felt an index finger irritably poking at her left shoulder blade. ‘Excuse me, excuse me,’ came an irritated female voice. ‘I want the new book by that Dan Black.’

				Lola turned. ‘You mean Dan Brown.’

				‘Don’t tell me what I mean, missy. I don’t care what the man’s name is, just get me the book.’

				‘I tell you what,’ said Lola, ‘why don’t you stop expecting me to wait on you hand and foot, and get it yourself?’

				Outraged, the woman sucked in her breath. ‘You impertinent creature! How dare you? I shall report you to the manager and have you sacked!’

				‘And I’ll have you arrested for crimes against color coordination. Because pink,’ Lola curled her lip at the woman’s fluffy scarf and padded jacket, ‘does not go with orange.’

				Then they realized they were being watched by a bemused elderly man clutching a biography of Churchill.

				‘It’s all right.’ Lola winked at him. ‘She’s my mother.’

				‘Hello, darling.’ Blythe gave her a quick hug and kiss on the cheek and tucked a stray strand of hair behind Lola’s ear. ‘Can’t stop, I’m racing to finish all my Christmas shopping then I’ve made an appointment to have my hair done this afternoon. Just popped in to show you what I’ve bought for tonight. Tell me which outfit I should keep and I’ll take the other one back.’

				Lola didn’t get her hopes up; being allowed to choose was Blythe’s attempt at compromise. Sadly it was like telling someone they were about to be thrown into deep water and generously giving them the choice between a concrete straitjacket and lead diving boots. Blythe had as much fashion sense as a chicken, coupled with a hopeless predilection for mixing and matching things that Really Didn’t Go. Somehow it hadn’t seemed to matter when Alex had been alive—between them, they had regarded Blythe’s manner of dressing as no more than an endearing quirk. But it was five years now since Alex had died and during the last eighteen months Blythe had tentatively begun dating again. All of a sudden clothes had become more important. Keen for her mother to make a good impression on the outside world, Lola had begun attempting to steer her into more stylish waters.

				But it had to be said, this was on a par with trying to knit feathers. Lola braced herself as her mother rummaged in a pink carrier bag and pulled out a silky beige top.

				With purply-blue satin butterflies adorning each shoulder strap.

				And a purply-blue frill around each armhole.

				And scattered multicolored sequins across the cleavage area.

				Lola bit her lip. If it had been just a silky beige top, it would have been perfect.

				‘Okaaay. Now the other one.’

				‘Ta-daaa!’ Having stuffed beige’n’silky back into its bag, Blythe produced the second top and held it up against herself with a flourish, indicating that this, this one, was her favorite.

				As if Lola couldn’t have guessed. Top number two was brighter—a retina-searing geranium red—and much frillier, with jaunty layered sleeves, sparkly silver buttons down each side and a huge red and white fabric flower—bigger than a grand prize ribbon—at the base of the V-neck.

				‘Hmm,’ said Lola. ‘Is this for when you run away to join the circus?’

				‘Don’t be so cruel! It’s beautiful!’

				‘Right, so what would you wear it with?’

				Her mother looked hopeful, like a five-year-old attempting to spell her name. ‘My blue paisley skirt?’

				‘No.’

				‘Green striped trousers?’

				‘No!’

				‘Oh. Well, how about the pink and gold—’

				‘Noooo!’

				Blythe flung up her hands in defeat. ‘You’re so picky.’

				‘I’m not, I just don’t want people pointing and saying, “There goes Coco the Clown.” Mum, if you really want to keep the red top, wear it with your white skirt.’

				‘Except I can’t, because it’s got a big curry stain on the front. Ooh,’ Blythe exclaimed, her eyes lighting up as inspiration struck, ‘but I could snip the red flower off this top and superglue it to the skirt instead, that’d cover the mark! That’s it, problem solved!’

				People would point and laugh. Lola opened her mouth to protest but her mother was busily stuffing the tops back into their carriers, checking her watch and saying, ‘Gosh, is that the time? I must fly!’

				‘Where are you going tonight?’

				‘Oh, it’s just our quiz team having a Christmas get-together, something to eat followed by a bit of a bop. Malcolm’s driving, so I can have a drink.’

				Hardly the Oscars. Lola let it go. The ladies on What Not to Wear would have a field day with Malcolm, who was bearded and bear-like, with a penchant for baggy corduroys and zigzaggy patterned sweaters. Since Malcolm was to sartorial elegance what Stephen Fry was to ice dance, he was unlikely to object to an oversized flower attached to the front of a skirt. If you told him it was the latest thing from Karl Lagerfeld, he wouldn’t doubt it for a minute.

				But Malcolm wasn’t what Lola had in mind for her mother. Sweet though he was in his bumbling teddy-bear way, she had her sights set several notches higher than that. Because Blythe deserved the best.

			

		

	
		
			
				Chapter 13

				The eye-watering, throat-tightening boiled-cabbage smell had gone, thank goodness. Loaded up like a donkey, Sally struggled through to the living room then dumped her belongings on the floor.

				Excitement squiggled through her stomach. This was it, her new home for the next twelve months at least. New flat, new resolutions, whole new life.

				Chief resolution being: no more having her heart broken by boyfriends who were nothing more than rotten no-good hounds.

				And where better to start than here? Sally gazed around, taking in the unadorned cream walls, ivory rugs, and pale minimalist ultra-modern furniture. There was no denying it looked like a show home. Even the light switches were minimalist. What with the total lack of clutter, it also exuded an air of bachelor-about-town.

				Oh well, soon sort that out.

				‘In here, love?’ Huffing and puffing a bit, the taxi driver appeared in the doorway with several more cases.

				‘Just chuck them down. Thanks.’ He was in his fifties, grey-haired and ruddy-cheeked, wearing a wedding ring. Was he a lovely man, completely devoted to his wife, the kind of husband who put up shelves and mowed the lawn without having to be nagged into doing it? Or was he a shy conniving cheat who promised to do those things then sloped off to the pub instead and came home hours later reeking of other women’s perfume?

				Actually, he probably didn’t. Sally softened and gave him the benefit of the doubt. And she’d never know anyway, because you weren’t allowed to ask complete strangers personal questions like that. Which was, as far as she was concerned, a big shame. Why couldn’t there be a law passed, making it compulsory? Imagine meeting a man for the first time, finding him attractive and being allowed to inject him with a truth drug:

				‘You seem very charming, Mr X. But if we were to have a relationship, how long would it be before you started treating me like a piece of poo on a shoe?’

				‘Well, usually about a month.’

				‘Thanks. Next!’

				The taxi driver gave her an odd look. ‘You all right, love?’

				‘Me? Oh yes, fine.’ Sally hastily collected herself…  ooh, though, how about if you could also wire them up to a machine capable of delivering painful electric shocks when the response warranted it? ‘Sorry, miles away. How much do I owe you?’

				When he’d left, Sally shrugged off her coat, pushed up her sleeves and set to work opening the first couple of cases. She was going to be happy here in Radley Road. Happier still, once she’d made the flat her own.

				***

				Left standing at the altar was a lonely place to be. It sounded like a line from a country and western song. Worse still, when it had actually happened, it had felt like being trapped in a country and western song. Some memories faded but humiliation on that scale was never going to go away.

				And that had just been Barry the Bastard. There’d been loads more over the years, more than any girl should have to endure, ranging from Tim the Tosser whom she’d lived with in Ireland for over a year, to Pisshead Pete seven Christmases ago. Culminating, needless to say, in her latest calamitous choice, William the Wanker. And in truth he was no great loss; the dental nurse he’d run off with was welcome to him. His gleaming, too-white teeth had looked weird anyway, like something out of a Disney cartoon.

				‘Hellooo?’

				Sally was looping multicolored fairy lights around the fireplace when the bell buzzed and she heard Lola’s voice. Eagerly she rushed to open the door.

				‘Wow,’ said Lola, gazing around the living room. Wow was an understatement. ‘This is…  different.’

				‘Isn’t it?’ Sally beamed with pride. ‘I can’t believe how much I’ve got done in three hours! Nothing like a splash of color to cheer a place up! You know, I really think I have a flair for interior design—I should do it for a living. The world would be a happier place if we all did our homes like this.’

				The world would definitely be full of people wearing sunglasses. The floor was littered with empty bags and cases, not to mention several packets of biscuits. There were bright paintings adorning Gabe’s cool cream walls, with five…  no, six…  no, seven sets of fairy lights draped around the frames. The brushed-steel lampshade from the Conran shop had been taken down; in its place was a hot-pink chandelier. The ivory cushions on the sofa sported new fluffy orange covers. A sequined pink-and-orange throw covered the seat below the window. And a fountain of fake sparkly flowers exploded out of a silver bowl on top of the TV.

				‘Good for you,’ said Lola. ‘If Gabe could see this, he’d have a fit.’

				‘Good job he’s in Australia then.’ Unperturbed, Sally reached into one of the cases and pulled out a swathe of peacock feathers awash with iridescent blue and green glitter. ‘Pass me that gold vase, over there, would you? At the weekend I’m going to paint my bedroom to match these!’

				‘Paint the bedroom?’ Lola felt she owed it to Gabe to look dubious; he’d spent a fortune having his flat redone just three months ago.

				‘It’s too plain as it is! Like being in a prison cell! I’m here for a whole year,’ said Sally. ‘Anyway, it’s only a couple of coats of paint—if your friend really hates it, I’ll slosh some cream over the walls the day before he gets back.’

				‘Sorry. Gabe’s a bit fussy, that’s all. He had the color specially mixed.’

				Sally’s eyebrows shot up. ‘This color? Are you serious? How hard is it to go down to B&Q and buy a vat of emulsion?’

				‘I know, I know.’ Lola raised her hands, disclaiming responsibility. ‘He’s just…  particular.’

				‘Is he gay?’

				‘Trust me. Gabe’s the opposite of gay.’

				‘He’s also fifty zillion miles away. So what I think is, you don’t mention to him that I’m repainting his flat, and neither will I.’

				‘Go on then.’ Relenting, Lola opened her bag. ‘I’ll drink to that.’

				‘Oh my God, champagne!’

				‘Not quite. It was either one bottle of the proper stuff or two of pretend.’ Lola held one bottle in each hand.

				‘And we wouldn’t want to run out.’ Seizing them, Sally said joyfully, ‘Come on, let’s pop these corks—whoops, don’t step on the Garibaldis!’

				***

				‘…  I mean, I’m thirty-six years old and this is the first time I’ve been able to do out a room just the way I like. How crazy is that?’

				By ten o’clock the first bottle had been upended into the waste bin (parrot-pink, trimmed with marabou) and the second was three-quarters empty. Sally was cross-legged on the rug (purple, speckled with biscuit crumbs), waving her glass dramatically as she ran through her life history. With the chandelier switched off, the many strings of fairy lights gave the room the kind of festive multicolored glow that had Lola half expecting to be given a present. She frowned, puzzled by Sally’s statement. ‘What, you’ve never been allowed to do it before? What about when you were a teenager?’

				‘God, especially when I was a teenager! My mother sent the cleaner into my bedroom every morning to tidy everything up and make my bed. I was allowed to have three posters on my wall.’ Sally paused to scoop another biscuit from the packet on the floor next to her. ‘As long as they were posters of horses. I was more of a Spandau Ballet, Duran Duran kind of girl, but she wouldn’t let me put them on the walls. Ghastly creatures, she called Duran Duran. And Spandau were yobs. I think she was terrified I’d find myself a boyfriend who wore ruffled shirts and make-up.’

				Lola pictured Adele’s horror at the prospect. ‘So what happened next?’

				‘Daft question. I found myself a boyfriend who wore ruffled shirts and make-up.’

				‘And you were how old when you left home?’

				‘Eighteen. But I’ve never lived on my own, it’s always been either flat-sharing or moving in with boyfriends. Which means there’s always been someone around to moan about my…  decorating plans. I’ve spent the last eighteen years having to compromise. Well, not any more.’ Sally’s exuberant gesture encompassed the room and caused the contents of her glass to spill in an arc across the rug. ‘From now on I’m going to do what I want to do and no one’s going to stop me. No more Tim the Tosser, no more Pisshead Pete, no more boring men telling me I can’t have leopard-print wallpaper in my kitchen. Bum, my glass is empty.’

				‘That would be because you just swung it upside down.’

				‘Did I? Bum, now this is empty.’ Tipsily aghast, Sally gave the second bottle a shake. ‘OK, don’t panic, I’ve got a bottle of white burgundy in the fridge—whoops, my foot’s gone to sleep, I hate it when that happens.’

				‘Shall I get it?’ Lola jumped up, because Sally’s attempts to stand were of the Bambi-on-ice persuasion.

				‘Excellent plan. But you’ll have to hunt around for a corkscrew.’

				In the kitchen, Lola took out the chilled burgundy and rummaged through drawers in search of Gabe’s corkscrew. Surely he hadn’t taken it with him.

				The doorbell rang and she heard Sally say perplexedly, ‘Who can that be?’ But she must have limped over to the intercom because twenty seconds later the door to the flat was opened and Sally exclaimed, ‘I wasn’t expecting you here tonight!’

				Friend?

				Mother? Please no.

				Old boyfriend?

				Lola’s hands froze in mid-corkscrew search as she heard the visitor say, ‘I know, but I have to meet a client in Oxford tomorrow morning, so this was the only time I could bring the stuff over. I tried to call but your phone’s switched off.’

				Oh, that voice, it was like warm honey spreading through her veins. Not one of Sally’s old boyfriends then, thought Lola. One of mine!

				‘That would explain why George Clooney hasn’t rung. Thanks, just dump the cases against the wall.’ Bursting with pride Sally said, ‘So what d’you think of my new flat?’

				Lola listened, holding her breath.

				‘Bloody hell. It’s like a cross between Santa’s grotto and a Moroccan souk.’

				‘I know, isn’t it fantastic?’ Sally clapped her hands. ‘I can’t believe how gorgeous it looks!’

				Doug said dryly, ‘I can’t believe you’re my sister.’ Evidently spotting the empty wine glasses on the coffee table he added, ‘Drinking for two now? Or has someone else been round?’

				Sally giggled. ‘Someone else is still round.’

				OK, enough skulking in the kitchen. Lola stepped into the living room. ‘Actually I wouldn’t call myself round, more curvily girl-shaped.’

			

		

	
		
			
				Chapter 14

				‘Oh, for God’s sake.’ Dark eyes narrowing, Doug said impatiently, ‘Not you again.’

				It hurt, but as far as he was concerned, Lola knew she deserved it. Just as well she was the optimistic type; maybe she could win him round. ‘Dougie, I’ve already said I’m sorry.’

				‘I know you have. But what are you doing here?’ he demanded.

				‘Dougie, don’t be so rude,’ wailed Sally. ‘Lola’s my friend.’

				‘I’m more than her friend.’ Lola flashed him a playful smile and saw the split-second look of horror on his face…  Jesus, surely not…  ‘I’m her next door neighbor.’

				Doug shook his head in disbelief; being a neighbor might not be quite as alarming as being a predatory lesbian but it was evidently a close-run thing. He looked over at his sister. ‘You didn’t mention this.’

				‘Of course I didn’t. If I’d told you I was going to be moving in next door to Lola, you’d have tried to talk me out of it.’

				Exasperated, Doug retorted, ‘Damn right I would. And I’m not the only one.’

				‘Well, too bad. I don’t care what Mum says—it’s not my fault she doesn’t like Lola. You and Mum should put all that old stuff behind you, it’s irrelevant now. Anyway, this is my flat and I’m jolly well staying here.’

				Overcome with gratitude, Lola longed to burst into applause, but the line of Dougie’s jaw wasn’t exactly forgiving. Instead she attempted to change the subject.

				‘Errm, I couldn’t find the corkscrew.’

				‘OK, I think there’s one in one of the cases in my bedroom. Hang on, I’ll go and have a look.’

				‘You never know,’ Doug said softly when Sally had left the room, ‘play your cards right and you could land yourself another handy little windfall. My mother might be so keen to keep you away from Sal that she’d be prepared to pay you to move out.’

				It hurt like a knife sliding in under her ribs. Lola said, ‘Look, what do you want me to do? Fall on my knees and beg for forgiveness? I did a bad thing once and I’m sorry I hurt you, but at the time I didn’t have any choice.’

				Doug shook his head. ‘Fine. Anyway, we’re not going to argue about that again. I’m just here to drop off the rest of Sal’s things. I’ll fetch them from the car.’

				‘I’ll help you.’ Had Sally still not managed to locate the corkscrew or was she being discreet and keeping out of the way?

				‘No need.’

				‘I want to.’ Lola followed him out into the hallway.

				‘I can manage.’

				‘But it’s going to be easier if there’s two of us.’ She clattered down the stairs behind him. ‘And I’m strong! Remember that time I beat you at arm-wrestling?’

				Doug’s shoulders stiffened. ‘No.’

				‘Oh, come on. At Mandy Green’s party. Her brother started this whole arm-wrestling competition out in the garden because he said no girl could beat a boy. But he was wrong,’ Lola said proudly, ‘because I did, I beat him and I beat you—’

				‘That’s because I let you win,’ Doug said curtly.

				‘What? You didn’t! Ouch.’ As he reached the front door, Lola cannoned into his back.

				‘Of course I did.’ Doug yanked open the door, shooting her a dismissive look over his shoulder. ‘Did you seriously think you were stronger than me?’

				‘But…  but…’ Lola had spent the last decade—ten whole years—being proud of that achievement. And now Doug was shattering her illusions. This was like suddenly being told that Father Christmas didn’t exist.

				Woooooop went the dark green Mercedes on the other side of the road as Doug pointed a key at it.

				Unless…  unless he was lying when he said he’d let her win.

				‘Right, you can carry the bags with the clothes in. They’re not so heavy.’ He opened the boot. ‘I’ll deal with the boxes of books.’

				Books. If there was one thing Lola was the queen of, it was carrying piles of books. Who needed to lift weights in a gym when you worked at Kingsley’s?

				Reaching past Doug she slammed the boot shut.

				‘Jesus!’ He snatched his hand away in the nick of time. ‘You nearly had my fingers off! What d’you think you’re playing at?’

				‘I don’t believe you lost on purpose. I think that’s just your excuse.’ Pushing up the sleeve of her sweater to give her elbow some grip, Lola angled herself up against the corner of the car’s boot and waggled her fingers. ‘So we’ll just find out, shall we? On your marks, get set…’

				‘I tell you what,’ said Doug, ‘why don’t we just carry my sister’s things into the flat?’

				‘Chicken.’

				‘Lola, let me open the boot.’

				‘Clucka-lucka-luck.’

				He gave her a raised-eyebrow look. ‘What?’

				OK, if she hadn’t been a teeny bit squiffy she possibly wouldn’t have done that. ‘It’s my chicken impression.’

				‘Not exactly John Cleese, are you?’

				‘Ooh, I saw John Cleese once,’ Lola said excitedly. ‘In a delicatessen.’

				‘He must have been thrilled. Can we get the stuff out now?’

				She waggled her fingers once more. ‘You’re really scared I’ll win, aren’t you?’

				‘I don’t believe this.’ Heaving a sigh, Doug pushed up the sleeve of his pale grey sweatshirt, assumed the position against the car and clasped Lola’s right hand. Her heart lolloped as his warm fingers closed around hers. She could feel his breath on her face, smell the aftershave he was wearing, see the glint of stubble on his jaw, imagine the way his mouth would feel if she were to kiss him right now… 

				Like premature ejaculation it was all over far too soon. CLONK went the back of her forearm against the boot of the Mercedes.

				‘That’s not fair,’ Lola wailed. ‘I wasn’t ready.’

				‘Correction. You weren’t strong enough.’ He paused. ‘What are you doing now?’

				‘Nothing. Just looking at you.’ She’d seen a lot of eyes in her life but none more beautiful than Dougie’s. He had the thickest, darkest eyelashes of any man she’d ever known.

				‘Well, stop it. I don’t trust what’s going on here. All of a sudden you’re persuading my sister to move into the flat next to yours and I want to know why.’

				‘I didn’t persuade her. It was her decision. But I’m glad she chose to,’ said Lola. ‘Because I like Sally. We get on well together. And I’d rather have her living next door than the geeky nerdy type who would have moved in if she hadn’t come along in the nick of time.’

				‘Is that the only reason?’

				‘Of course!’

				‘Now why don’t I believe you? Oh yes, that’s right, because you’re a mercenary liar. Take these.’ Having sprung open the boot once more, Doug dumped a huge pink canvas holdall in Lola’s arms.

				‘How many times can I say I’m sorry?’

				‘Forget it. Not interested.’ There was that muscle again, twitching away in his jaw as he hauled out two boxes of books. ‘Just so long as you aren’t still harboring some kind of plan to persuade me to change my mind about you, because that’s not going to happen.’

				‘I know. You told me that last week.’ Honestly, whatever happened to forgive and forget?

				***

				‘…  then we went back to my flat and tore each other’s clothes off. We had wild sex all night long and it was…  ooh, fabulous!’

				‘Nice try, Pinocchio.’ Cheryl carried on stacking books on a table in readiness for an author to come in and do a stock-signing. ‘So what really happened?’

				What had really happened was far less encouraging. Lola pulled a face and said, ‘He emptied the car, dumped Sally’s things in her flat, and drove off.’

				‘Oh dear. So you won’t be bringing him along to Bernini’s tomorrow night. I was looking forward to meeting him.’

				Tomorrow night was their work’s Christmas party. This year for some reason someone had suggested it should be fancy dress and in a moment of madness Lola had agreed. ‘I wouldn’t inflict that on Dougie. I’m not sure he’s the dressing-up-like-an-idiot kind.’

				‘Plus,’ Cheryl helpfully pointed out, ‘he’s not exactly your number one fan at the moment.’

				‘I know, I know.’ Lola began folding the books’ jacket flaps to the title pages to make signing speedier. Too ashamed to reveal the whole truth, she had left out the money aspect; as far as Cheryl was concerned, all that had happened was that Dougie had reacted badly to being chucked.

				‘Oh, cheer up,’ said Cheryl. ‘If anyone can win him round, you can. Think about it, meeting up with your first love again is fate! It’s romantic! You made a mistake before, but there’s no reason why you can’t give things another whirl, especially if he’s as gorgeous as you say he—oh, hello!’

				Looking up, Lola saw that the man who wasn’t a private detective was on the other side of the table.

				‘Hi.’ He greeted them both with a friendly smile.

				‘How did you get on with…?’ Bugger, out of the books she’d recommended, Lola couldn’t remember which one he’d ended up buying.

				‘It was great. I’m going to try the other author you mentioned. It’s just that he’s written a whole lot of them and I wasn’t sure if I should start with the first in the—’

				‘Lola, there’s a drunk guy trying to steal books.’ Tim rushed up, his face puce with indignation. ‘He’s over in Mysteries, trying to stuff a load of Agatha Christies down his trousers. Quick!’

				Euww. Dropping the book in her hand, Lola raced across the shop floor in Tim’s slipstream, dodging customers and cursing shoplifters. Poor Agatha, what a grim thing to happen. She definitely didn’t deserve this.

			

		

	
		
			
				Chapter 15

				‘Where to, mate?’

				‘Airport,’ said Gabe.

				He sat back in the air-conditioned cab and didn’t glance up at the window of Jaydena’s apartment as the driver pulled away from the curb.

				That was it then. So much for happy ever after. Happy ever after, in fact, had disappeared right down the toilet.

				How had he, of all people, managed to get it so wrong?

				‘It’s not your fault.’ Tears had been streaming down Jaydena’s face last night as she finally came clean. ‘You’re a fantastic guy, really you are.’

				I know, thought Gabe.

				‘And I’m so sorry, it’s just that it never occurred to me that Paul would change his mind and want me back. But he’s, like, the big love of my life, the one I could never forget. Oh Gabe, this is the best thing that’s ever happened to me. Can you understand that? I don’t want to hurt you, but there’s no other way.’

				It was almost a relief, on one level, figuring out at last why Jaydena had been as jumpy as a cat on a hotplate ever since he’d arrived last night.

				On the other hand, discovering the truth still hurt like hell.

				‘You slept with me.’ Gabe frowned. ‘We had sex. If you and this guy are back together, why would you do that?’

				‘Oh God, because I felt so terrible,’ Jaydena wailed. ‘You flew all this way.’

				He looked at her. ‘And that was my consolation prize? Thanks a lot.’

				‘I already said I’m sorry!’

				‘Fine.’ Gabe turned away; the last thing he was going to do was beg. ‘I’m just saying you could have told me before I left London.’

				‘I know, but I couldn’t; I had to wait for Paul to make up his mind and by the time he did, you were already on the plane.’

				‘Thoughtful of him.’ In return, Gabe imagined taking Paul along for a day trip to a crocodile farm. Preferably bound and gagged.

				‘Look, I know it’s not ideal,’ Jaydena pleaded. ‘But it’s better that we do this now than next week or the week after.’

				She’d sobbed some more after that, and apologized some more, and even ended up offering to sleep with Gabe one last time by way of making things up to him. ‘So you have some kind of, like, closure, y’know?’

				‘No thanks.’ He marveled at his own idiocy; this was the girl for whom he’d given up his home, his job, his London life. And here she was, offering him a pity shag.

				‘Sure? I don’t mind. Paul wouldn’t either,’ said Jaydena. ‘I already asked and he said it’s fine by him.’

				What a hero. Gabe envisaged the feeding frenzy when he dropped Paul head first into the pool of crocodiles. ‘That’s very generous of him, but it’s still a no. I’ll use your computer, if that’s OK, and get onto the airline.’

				‘Absolutely. Help yourself.’ Nodding vigorously Jaydena said, ‘Feel free.’

				He’d managed to book a flight, then checked his emails. There was one from Lola saying, ‘Hey, how’s it going? Why haven’t you been in touch yet? OK, maybe I can guess why—too busy doing other stuff with Jaydena. Text me when you have a few seconds to spare, you big tart. And remember, there’s more to life than sex!’

				Gabe paused. If only she knew.

				There was no point emailing Lola now; he didn’t have the words. Anyhow, she’d find out soon enough.

				It hadn’t been the easiest of nights. Gabe had slept fitfully on the sofa in Jaydena’s living room and been up by six. The sensible part of him felt that after coming all this way he should stay on in Australia, for a while at least, to experience the lifestyle and the weather, see the sights and generally make the trip worthwhile.

				The other pissed-off part of him just wanted to get the hell out of the damn place, put some serious distance between himself and Jaydena and head back home.

				As the taxi made its way across Sydney towards the airport, he gazed out at the glittering ocean, the paintbox-blue sky and the scantily clad blondes on their way to the beach. Keen though he was to escape the country, it occurred to Gabe that when he reached London he’d barely have any proof that he’d even been here. Reaching over and unzipping the front compartment of his rucksack, he pulled out his digital camera and began taking photographs out of the window.

				‘Good holiday, mate?’

				It wasn’t the taxi guy’s fault that his life had just taken a nosedive. Snapping a picture of a girl in a raspberry-pink bikini cycling along with a terrier on a lead in tow, Gabe said, ‘Great, thanks.’

				‘Ah, it’s a beautiful place, mate. Nowhere else like it. Bin here long?’

				‘Not too long. But you’re right, it’s a beautiful country.’

				‘The best.’ The driver nodded with pride then pointed to the service station up ahead. ‘OK if I pull in for a couple of minutes or are you in a rush to get there?’

				‘No rush at all.’ Gabe’s flight wasn’t leaving for another five hours; he’d just been keen to get out of the flat. ‘Do what you want.’ Everyone else does.

				The man drove into the service station, parked up next to the car wash and disappeared inside the shop. Gabe, in the back of the cab, scrolled through the half-dozen or so photos he’d taken and deleted one that was blurred because they’d been driving over a bump at the time. He glanced up as a slender brunette emerged from another parked car and made her way around the corner of the building. For a split second Gabe thought she seemed familiar, before remembering he was in Sydney, Australia. It wasn’t like bumping into someone you knew in the supermarket back home.

				Moments later his head jerked up again as another figure, male this time, emerged from a second car and headed in the same direction as the brunette.

				Gabe frowned. Wasn’t that…? No, it couldn’t be.

				But as the man moved out of sight, curiosity got the better of Gabe. Opening the rear door of the cab, he climbed out. Ninety degrees of heat hit him in the face. Mystified, Gabe reached the side of the whitewashed building and saw…  blimey…  that he hadn’t been mistaken after all. Except no wonder he hadn’t twigged at first; it wasn’t every day you saw two members of Hollywood’s A-list sneaking off down a narrow alley behind a service station in order to kiss each other senseless.

				Unless it was for a movie and they were being paid millions of dollars to do it.

				Which certainly wasn’t the case here. This time they were doing it for free.

				Click. Gabe hadn’t even planned on taking their photo; somehow, the camera in his hand came up and there they were in the frame, so completely wrapped up in each other that they neither saw him nor heard the shutter close. Gabe took another photo, this time getting a clear shot of the girl’s face. Then, realizing what he was doing—God, what was he, some kind of snooper?—he turned and hurried back to the cab.

				‘All right there?’ The taxi driver emerged from the shop with a bottle of iced water and a bag of toffees.

				‘Fine.’

				‘Off we go, then.’

				As they waited to pull out onto the main road, the male half of the couple emerged from the alley. Tom Dutton, Oscar-winning actor, wearing faded denims and a red checked shirt. His long blond hair flopped over his forehead as he loped back to his car. Simply because it would thrill Lola, who had dragged him along to the cinema last summer and noisily sobbed her way through the weepy that had been Tom Dutton’s most recent film, Gabe raised his camera and took one last photo.

				Personally he’d thought the film was crap.

			

		

	
		
			
				Chapter 16

				Lola wasn’t averse to a bit of untidiness, but stepping into Gabe’s flat was something of an eye-opener. The initial impression was of utter chaos, Selfridges Christmas department mixed with a charity shop the morning after an all-night party.

				‘Hi there, I was wondering if you had any black shoe polish—whoops.’ Lola just managed to avoid stepping on a triangle of pepperoni pizza lying on an open copy of Heat. Something told her she wasn’t going to be in luck. Most of Sally’s clothes appeared to be strewn across the floor, along with a couple of damp bath towels. Just as well Gabe wasn’t here to see this.

				‘I do, I do!’ Sally gaily dropped her apple core onto Gabe’s formerly pristine glass-topped coffee table and pressed her fingers, psychic-style, to her temples. ‘Hmm, shoe polishes, shoe polishes. They’re here somewhere…  I remember taking them out of a case and putting them…  ooh, I know! On the window sill in the kitchen!’

				Where else? Following Sally into the kitchen, Lola saw a whole range of shoe polishes flung into a pink and gold flowerpot along with a Nicky Clarke hairspray, a zebra print alarm clock, a bag of satsumas, and a skipping rope.

				‘Brilliant. I’ll only be a couple of seconds.’ Holding her favorite black stilettos, Lola squeezed liquid polish onto the toes. Instant magic. The scuffs disappeared and she recapped the tube. ‘Shall I put this out of the way in the cupboard under the sink?’

				‘No need. I like things where I can see them.’ Surveying her in her dressing gown, Sally said, ‘Off out somewhere nice?’

				‘Wine bar in Soho. Work’s Christmas party.’ Lola pulled a face. ‘Fancy dress.’

				‘Ooh, I love fancy dress! What are you going as?’

				‘A Playboy Bunny. Don’t laugh,’ said Lola. ‘Everyone had to put an idea into the hat and I drew the short straw. Tim from work has gone over to the fancy dress hire place to pick everything up. He’ll be here any minute with my costume.’

				‘At least it’s sexy. I always wanted to be a Playboy Bunny when I grew up. But Mum said over her dead body. Oh well,’ Sally said cheerfully, ‘you’ll have to come and give me a twirl before you leave.’

				***

				‘Blimey.’ Coming face to face with Tim on her doorstep, lugging an enormous zip-up carrying case, Lola said, ‘That can’t all be for me.’

				Her outfit was a skimpy affair, surely. Black satin swimsuit thing, white fluffy tail and a pair of ears. How much space could that take up?

				‘Been a bit of a mix-up.’ Tim looked embarrassed.

				‘What kind of a mix-up?’

				His cheeks flamed. ‘When I ordered a Bunny outfit they thought I meant…  well, a bunny bunny.’

				‘You mean…? Oh God, let me see.’ Lola unzipped the carrying case and was confronted by a full-size rabbit suit made of white nylon fur. ‘I have to wear this?’

				‘Sorry,’ Tim said miserably.

				She pulled out the suit and gave herself a static shock. On the bright side, she wouldn’t need to spend the evening holding her stomach in.

				On the less bright side, what a waste of polishing her shoes. She was destined to spend the night with her feet encased in giant furry white rabbit’s paws.

				‘I’m going to get hot in there.’ The nylon fur crackled and gave Lola another zip of static as she stroked it.

				‘You can swap costumes with me if you want to,’ said Tim.

				The ‘if you want to’ part didn’t fill her with optimism. ‘Why, what’s yours?’

				‘Well, I was going to be a gladiator. Kind of like Russell Crowe. But the breastplate snapped and they couldn’t let me have it.’

				‘So you’re not a gladiator. Instead you’re…?’

				Tim mumbled, ‘Barney the Dinosaur.’

				Lola sighed. ‘Thanks, but I’ll stay with the rabbit. Purple was never my color.’

				***

				‘You’re all pink!’ Cheryl, looking glamorous and suitably exotic in her hula skirt, danced up to Lola.

				All pink. Fancy that.

				‘Imagine how hot it feels, being trapped inside an all-in-one bunny suit.’ Lola reached for a bottle of ice-cold water. ‘Then double it. Actually,’ she paused and glugged down several mouthfuls of the water, ‘quadruple it.’

				The DJ started to play ‘Last Christmas’ by Wham!, causing a stampede (why? why?) onto the dance floor.

				‘Fancy a dance?’ said Cheryl, shimmying her hips.

				‘Not really, no.’

				‘Couldn’t you take the bunny suit off now?’ Cheryl tilted her head sympathetically to one side.

				‘I could, if I’d thought to bring a change of clothes with me.’ Huffing her damp fringe out of her eyes, Lola couldn’t believe it hadn’t occurred to her. But beneath the nylon fur she was scantily clad and jolly though the crowd at Bernini’s were, she didn’t feel they were ready to witness her in her pink and green polka-dotty knickers and matching balcony bra.

				Mind you, it was a salutary experience dressing up like a rabbit. Until tonight she hadn’t realized how nice it was to be paid attention by members of the opposite sex. Being eyed up was something she’d pretty much taken for granted.

				‘You know, I feel as if I’m wearing an invisibility cloak,’ said Lola. ‘Nobody’s looking at me.’

				‘Oh, that’s not true.’ Cheryl did her best to sound convincing.

				‘It is.’ Lola could see the gaze of men sliding over her without pausing in their search for an attractive girl to flirt with. Tonight, she couldn’t help noticing, the attractive girl was Cheryl in her undulating hula skirt.

				‘Look.’ Eager to help, Cheryl pointed across the dance floor. ‘Those people over there are looking at you.’

				‘They’re laughing. That’s different. They’re pretending to clean their whiskers and lick their paws.’ Lola took another swig of water. ‘I don’t mind. I’m just saying. Actually, those celebrities who whine and moan about being pestered every time they go out could do a lot worse than get themselves a nice bunny suit.’

				‘Hey, at least you aren’t Barney the Dinosaur.’

				Poor old Tim, his outfit was even hotter and heavier than her own. Lola watched him attempting to dance like George Michael when he was still straight, wincing as his dinosaur tail swung lethally from side to side. Helen, dressed as Cleopatra, was gamely bopping around with Batman, aka Darren, who had legs like string beans. In the far corner of the dance floor a group of Hogwarts students with black bin-bag cloaks were climbing onto their broomsticks—

				‘I can see someone looking at you.’ Cheryl gave her a nudge.

				Lola didn’t get her hopes up. ‘Where?’

				‘Over there, just come in.’ Cheryl nodded at the door. ‘The one in the blue shirt, see him yet? He hasn’t taken his eyes off you since he got here. Actually…’ Her voice trailed off as she peered more closely at the new arrival. ‘He looks familiar. Where have I seen him before? Ooh, and now he’s coming over!’

				Lola surveyed him, glad she hadn’t got her hopes up. ‘He’s one of our customers.’

				‘God, you’re right, it is. Did we invite customers along tonight?’

				‘No.’ Mystified, Lola watched the man who wasn’t a private detective. When he reached them she noticed that the usual easy smile was tinged with something else, possibly nerves.

				‘Hi.’ As she nodded in recognition, one of the bunny ears flopped down into her field of vision, which didn’t help.

				‘Hi there. I wasn’t sure at first if it was you.’ The smile became a grin. ‘Nice outfit.’

				‘Thanks.’ Lola paused as Cheryl melted tactfully away into the crowd. ‘So is this a coincidence, you turning up here tonight?’

				‘No, it isn’t. When I was in the shop yesterday I heard your friend talking about the party here tonight.’

				At least he was honest. ‘So are you a stalker?’

				Another pause. Finally he shook his head. ‘Not really. I mean, I suppose so, kind of. But for a reason. Not in a creepy way, I promise.’

				That was the thing; he just didn’t seem creepy. ‘Well, good,’ said Lola, indicating Darren on the dance floor, ‘because otherwise I’d have to set Batman onto you.’

				The corners of the man’s eyes creased with amusement but beneath the surface he was still on edge. ‘Look, is there anywhere we could talk?’

				‘About what?’

				‘Something important. Sorry, I know this place isn’t ideal, but I didn’t want to do it at the bookshop. There’s a free table over there in the corner.’ As he steered Lola gently towards it, he eyed the empty bottle of water in her hand. ‘Can I get you another drink? Maybe a…  carrot juice?’

				Lola stopped, gave him a look.

				He raised his hands. ‘OK, sorry, sorry. I can’t believe I said that.’

				‘I can’t believe it either. So far this evening eleven people have asked me if I’d like a carrot juice. Eight have asked me if I’d like some lettuce. Four have made hilarious jokes about popping out of a magician’s hat. Honestly, this place is just one huge comedy club bursting with Billy Connollys.’

				‘Sorry, I’m usually a bit more original than that. Put it down to nerves.’

				They reached the table. The man pulled out a chair for Lola then sat down himself.

				‘Why are you nervous?’ Her right ear was falling over her eye again; impatiently Lola tossed it out of the way.

				‘Sure I can’t get you a drink?’

				‘I’d rather know what all this is about.’

				Wham! finished playing and was replaced—surprise surprise—by Slade belting out ‘Merry Christmas Everybody.’ Noddy Holder’s cheese-grater voice vibrated off the walls and everyone on the dance floor punched the air, pogo-ing madly and singing along not quite in time with the music. Having watched them for a few seconds, Lola turned her attention back to the man and said, ‘Still waiting.’

				In the dim lighting of this corner of the bar his expression was unreadable. ‘Twentieth of May?’

				Something squeezed tight in Lola’s chest. ‘That’s my birthday.’

				He sat back, exhaled, pushed his fingers through his dark hair then half smiled. ‘In that case you’re definitely my daughter.’

				The furry white nylon ear flopped once more over Lola’s face. Little stars danced in her field of vision as she fumbled with the Velcro fastening her costume at the neck. But her fingers couldn’t manage it and heat was spreading inexorably through her body. Finally she managed to say, ‘Please, could you help me take my head off? I’m feeling a bit…  um, faint.’

			

		

	
		
			
				Chapter 17

				One minute she was in a wine bar more or less blending in with the twenty-two other people cavorting around in fancy dress, the next minute she was sitting in an all-night café with a mug of hot tea, attracting all manner of smirks and funny looks from everyone else in the place.

				Lola still couldn’t assimilate what had happened; her brain had stubbornly refused to believe what he was telling her. Apart from anything else, this man wasn’t even American. Yet…  why would he be here doing this if it weren’t true?

				‘Sorry.’ The man sitting opposite her said it for the third time. ‘I knew it was going to be a shock but I couldn’t think of any way of saying it that wouldn’t be.’

				‘That’s OK.’ At least it was cooler in here. The urge to pass out had receded. Her head was still spinning but out of shock rather than syncope. ‘You can’t imagine how unexpected this is.’

				He did that rueful semi-smile again. ‘For me too.’

				Lola sipped her tea, burning her mouth but appreciating the sugar rush. ‘So you’re…  Steve?’

				The semi-smile abruptly disappeared. ‘No. That’s not me.’

				So. Not American, not called Steve. Something wasn’t right here. But he seemed so genuine, so convinced… 

				‘What’s your name then?’

				What’s your name? What a question.

				‘Nick. Nick James.’ Shaking his head, he said, ‘I can’t believe your mother didn’t tell you that.’

				‘Tuh, that’s nothing! She told me you were from New York.’ She looked at him suspiciously. ‘Are you?’ Was he, perhaps, pretending to be British?

				His eyebrows went up. ‘What else did she say?’

				‘Oh God.’ Lola almost dropped her cup. ‘Your eyebrows. That’s just how mine go when I’m surprised…’ Tea slopped onto the table as her trembling increased, because the similarity was almost uncanny. ‘You’ve got my eyebrows!’

				‘Actually, you’ve got mine,’ Nick James pointed out.

				‘That’s incredible! And we have dark hair.’

				‘You have your mother’s eyes and freckles.’

				‘But not her hair. Before you saw me, did you think I’d be a redhead?’

				He shook his head. ‘I knew you weren’t. I visited you once, when you were a baby.’

				Lola felt as if all the air had been squeezed from her lungs. ‘You did?’

				‘Oh yes. Briefly.’ He smiled. ‘You were beautiful. Seeing you for the first time…  well, it was incredible.’

				Her eyes abruptly filling with tears, Lola said, ‘And then you buggered off again.’ The tears took her by surprise and she brushed them away angrily; it wasn’t as if she’d had a miserable life without—

				‘No, no. God, that’s not what happened at all.’ Horrified, Nick James said, ‘Is that what you think, that I was the one who walked away? Because I didn’t, I swear. I loved your mother and I wanted the three of us to be a family, more than anything. She was the one who wouldn’t have it.’

				‘Hang on.’ Lola stopped him, because this was just too surreal; there had to have been some kind of misunderstanding here. ‘This is Blythe we’re talking about?’

				She had to double-check. Imagine if he sat back in dismay and said, ‘No, not Blythe! I’m talking about Linda.’

				And the eyebrows had just been an eerie coincidence.

				But he didn’t, he just nodded and said simply, ‘Blythe Malone, that’s right.’

				‘Anything to eat, love?’ A waitress bustled over to their table, mopping up the tea Lola had spilled on the Formica.

				‘No thanks.’ There was so much to take in, not least the discovery that her own mother had lied to her.

				And in a pretty major way.

				‘Sure? We’ve got a lovely lamb hotpot.’ The waitress helpfully pointed to the appropriate photograph on the laminated menu. ‘Or faggots and chips, everyone likes our faggots.’

				Normally Lola would have thought of something funny to say to this, but her brain was all over the place. ‘I’m fine. Really.’

				‘She’d rather have a plate of carrots.’ One of the men at the next table chuckled and nudged his friend, who broke into a buck-toothed Bugs Bunny impression.

				‘Sorry.’ Nick James looked at Lola. ‘I should have found somewhere better than this.’

				Offended, the waitress sniffed and said, ‘Charmed, I’m sure.’

				‘It doesn’t matter.’ Lola shook her head. ‘I wish I wasn’t wearing a bunny suit, but that can’t be helped. And the tea’s great.’ She smiled up at the waitress. ‘Actually, I’ll have another one.’

				‘My flat’s not far from here. We could go there if you want to,’ Nick James offered. ‘But I thought that might seem a bit strange.’

				‘A bit.’ Much as she’d have preferred to be wearing normal clothes, Lola had felt the same way about inviting him back to Radley Road.

				He nodded in agreement. ‘Neutral ground’s better. For now, anyway.’

				His voice was nice, well-spoken without being posh. He was wearing well-cut navy trousers and a mulberry and blue striped shirt. The watch on his wrist was a black and gold Breitling. And—she now knew it was true; believed him absolutely—he was her actual biological father.

				‘When I was little I always thought my dad was a film star,’ said Lola, ‘because the only Americans I knew were the ones I’d seen on TV.’

				‘And you got yourself an advertising exec instead. Bad luck.’

				‘That’s OK. It’s just weird, all these years imagining you being an American, talking like an American, and now having to lose that idea. I used to wonder if the dark one from Starsky and Hutch was my dad.’

				‘Sorry.’

				‘I never much liked his cardigans anyway. Or the guy from Miami Vice,’ said Lola. ‘Don Johnson.’

				Nick said gravely, ‘I promise I’ve never pushed up the sleeves of my suit.’

				‘Or Robert Wagner from Hart to Hart. Or John Travolta. Even thingummy with the dodgy moustache who was in Smokey and the Bandit.’

				‘If I’d known, I’d have brushed up on my American accent.’ He shrugged, half smiled. ‘I can’t imagine why Blythe told you that.’

				Lola glanced at her handbag, lying on the chair next to her and containing her mobile. There was nothing to stop her calling her mother right now and demanding an explanation. Or even using the camera on her phone to take a photo of Nick James, then sending it to Blythe along with a message saying ‘Guess who?’

				But she couldn’t bring herself to do that.

				Ooh, Tom Selleck, he’d been another on her list of possible fathers. She’d evidently had a bit of a hankering for one with a moustache.

				Except Nick James didn’t have one.

				God, this was so weird.

				‘How did you find me?’

				‘The piece you did on the local news,’ he admitted. ‘When I said I hadn’t seen it…  well, that was a lie. I was flicking through the TV channels that evening and there you were, with your name up on the screen. Lola Malone. You were Lauren when you were born.’

				‘I know,’ said Lola.

				‘Sorry, I meant I knew you as Lauren. But the day I came round to your mother’s house when you were a baby, she handed you over to a friend and said, “Could you take Lola out into the garden?”’

				‘Our next door neighbor’s daughter couldn’t say Lauren so she called me Lola. It stuck. Nobody calls me Lauren.’

				He nodded. ‘Well, anyway, I didn’t know for sure if it was you, but it was an unusual name and you were the right age and coloring. So I had to come to the shop and see you.’

				That was why he had engaged her in conversation.

				‘Hang on, so you didn’t really like those books I recommended.’ Lola’s pride was wounded. ‘You were just pretending.’

				Nick smiled and shook his head. ‘I loved the books. I read them because you’d recommended them. Don’t worry, I’m definitely converted.’

				He was telling the truth. That made her feel better. Lola took another sip of tea. ‘I can’t believe I’m sitting here talking to you now. Wait till I tell Mum.’

				A flicker of something crossed her father’s—her father’s!—face. ‘How is Blythe?’

				‘She’s great. Living in Streatham. Having fun.’

				‘Married?’

				‘I had a fantastic stepdad. He died five years ago.’

				Nick shook his head. ‘I’m sorry.’

				‘But Mum’s doing really well. She’s started dating again. I’m trying to do something about her clothes. Did she have really weird dress sense when you knew her?’

				He looked amused. ‘Oh yes.’

				‘At least that’s something I didn’t inherit from her.’ Lola patted her furry white nylon suit. ‘I mean, I’d rather shoot myself than go out in public wearing something that people might laugh at.’

				Nick nodded in agreement. ‘Thank goodness for that. I have pretty high standards myself.’

				He did, come to think of it. Each time she’d seen him he’d been wearing expensive clothes well. A million questions were bubbling up in Lola’s brain.

				‘So what happened?’ she blurted out. ‘I don’t understand. Why did you and Mum break up?’

				He paused. ‘What did she tell you?’

				‘Well. A big lie, obviously. But the story was that she met an American guy called Steve when he was working over here one summer. She thought he was wonderful, completely fell for him, discovered she was pregnant, told him she was pregnant, and never saw him again after that day. When she went along to the pub he’d been working in, they told her he’d left, gone back to the States. They also told her his surname wasn’t what he’d said it was. So that was that. Mum knew she was on her own. She’d fallen for a bastard and he’d let her down. She told me she never regretted it, because she got me, but that she’d learned her lesson as far as men were concerned. Then when I was four years old she married Alex Pargeter, who was the best stepfather any girl could ask for.’

				‘Good.’ Nick sounded as if he meant it. ‘I’m glad.’

				‘But none of that stuff was true, was it?’ Lola’s fingers gripped the now-empty mug in front of her. ‘Your name isn’t even Steve. So now it’s your turn. I want to know what really happened.’

				‘What really happened.’ Another pause, then Nick exhaled and shook his head. Finally, slowly, he said, ‘What really happened is I went to prison.’

			

		

	
		
			
				Chapter 18

				‘It was my own stupid fault. There’s no one else to blame. Everything would have been different if I hadn’t messed up.’

				Having left the café, they were now heading in the direction of Notting Hill. It was a frosty night and the pavement glittered under the street lamps but Lola was protected from the cold by her bunny suit. She was getting a bit fed up, though, with groups of Christmas revelers singing ‘Bright Eyes’ at her. Or bellowing out ‘Run, rabbit, run, rabbit, run run run’ while taking aim with an imaginary shotgun. Or bawdily asking her if she was feeling rampant… 

				Which was the kind of question you could do without, frankly, when you were out with your dad.

				Your jailbird dad.

				God, look at me, I’m actually walking along the Bayswater Road with my father.

				‘Blythe knew nothing about it,’ Nick went on. ‘She was four months pregnant. We’d been together for almost a year by then. Obviously we hadn’t planned on having a baby, but these things happen. We started looking around for a place to buy, so we could be together. That was an eye-opener, I can tell you. I was only twenty-one; there wasn’t much we could afford. I felt such a failure. If only we had more money. Are you cold? Because if you’re cold we can flag down a cab.’

				‘I’m fine.’ Lola’s breath was puffing out in front of her but the rest of her was warm. ‘So what did you do, rob a bank?’

				‘I got involved with a friend of a friend who’d set up a cigarette and booze smuggling operation. Bringing the stuff over from the continent, selling it on, easy profit.’ Dryly, Nick said, ‘Until you get caught. Let me tell you, that wasn’t the best day of my life.’

				‘You were arrested.’ Lola tried to imagine him being arrested; she’d only ever seen it happen on TV.

				He nodded. ‘What can I tell you? I was young and stupid, and I panicked. Blythe would have been distraught, so I couldn’t bring myself to tell her. I appeared at the magistrates court, still didn’t tell her. Had to wait four months for the case to come up in the crown court. Still didn’t tell her. Because I’d only been involved in the operation for a few weeks my solicitor said there was a chance I wouldn’t go down and I clung on to that. I know it’s crazy, but I thought maybe, just maybe, Blythe wouldn’t need to know about any of it. That she’d never find out.’

				Lola could kind of see the logic in this. Hadn’t she once failed to hand in an entire geography project and pinned all her hopes on the school burning down before her teacher found out? Oh God, she was her father’s daughter… 

				Aloud, she said, ‘Good plan.’

				‘It would have been if it had worked. Except it didn’t.’ Nick shrugged. ‘The judge wasn’t in a great mood that day. I got eighteen months.’

				They’d both gambled and lost. Except her punishment had only been a trip to the headmistress and three weeks’ detention. ‘So how did Mum find out?’

				‘My cousin had to phone her. Can you imagine what that must have been like? She came to visit me in prison ten days later, said it was all over and she never wanted to see me again. I told her I’d only done it for her and the baby, but she wasn’t going to change her mind. As far as she was concerned I was a criminal and a liar, and that wasn’t the kind of father she wanted for her child. It was pretty emotional. Understandably, Blythe was in a state. Well, we both were. But she was nine months pregnant, so all I could do was apologize and agree with everything she said. That was the second-worst day of my life.’ He paused. ‘You were born a week later.’

				Lola was beginning to understand why her mother had invented an alternative history.

				‘I served my time, behaved myself and got out of prison after nine months,’ Nick went on. ‘You and your mother were all I’d thought about. I was desperate to see you, and to make Blythe understand how sorry I was. If she still had feelings for me, I thought I might be able to persuade her to change her mind, give me another chance. So I came round to the house and that’s when I saw you for the first time. It was incredible. You were…  well, it’s not something you ever forget. You were beaming at me, with your hair in a funny little curly topknot and Ribena stains on your white T-shirt. But your mother wasn’t open to persuasion—she said she’d never be able to trust me. She also said I’d put her through hell and if I had an ounce of decency I’d leave the two of you in peace, because no father at all would be easier for you to deal with than a lying, cheating, untrustworthy one. She finished off by saying if I really wanted to prove how sorry I was, the best thing I could do was disappear. And you know what?’ As they waited for the traffic lights to change, he gave Lola a sideways look. ‘She meant it.’

				‘Hey, it’s the white rabbit!’ someone bawled out of a car window. ‘Where’s Alice?’

				The lights turned green. Together they crossed the road. ‘So that’s what you did,’ said Lola. Notting Hill tube station was ahead of them now.

				‘I didn’t want to. But I was the one who’d messed up. I felt I owed Blythe that much. So I said goodbye and left.’ He waited. ‘That was the worst day of my life.’

				Crikey, this was emotional stuff.

				‘I keep feeling as if I’m listening to you talk about some television drama.’ Lola shook her head in disbelief. ‘Then it hits me all over again; this is actually about me.’

				‘Oi, you in the fur,’ roared a bloke zooming past in a van. ‘Fancy a jump?’

				‘My flat’s down here.’ Loftily ignoring the van driver, Lola turned left into Radley Road. ‘I’ve still got loads more questions.’

				‘Fire away.’

				‘Have you been in trouble with the law since then?’

				Nick shook his head. ‘No, no. Apart from three points on my license for speeding. I learned my lesson, Your Honor.’

				‘Are you married?’

				Another shake. ‘Not any more. Amicable divorce six years ago.’

				‘Any children?’

				He broke into a smile. ‘No other children. Just you.’

				Lola swallowed; God, this was really happening. Wait until she told her mum about tonight.

				‘Well, this is where I live.’ She stopped outside number 73; they’d walked all the way from Soho.

				‘Nice place.’

				‘Thanks.’ The events of the evening abruptly caught up with Lola; one minute she’d been strolling happily along, the next she was so bone tired all she wanted to do was lie down and sleep for a week. But this man—her father—had just spent the last hour walking her home… 

				‘Right then, I’ll be off.’ Nick James watched her yawn like a hippo.

				‘I feel awful, not inviting you in for a coffee.’

				‘Hey, it’s fine. I’ll get a cab.’ He raked his fingers through his hair. ‘It’s been a lot to take in.’

				Lola nodded; gosh, and now she didn’t know how to say goodbye. This was even more awkward than the end of a disastrous blind date. Was she supposed to hug him, kiss him, shake hands or what?

				Nick James smiled and said, ‘Tricky, isn’t it?’

				‘Yes, it is.’ Relieved that he understood, Lola watched him take out his wallet. ‘Ooh, do I start getting pocket money?’

				‘I was thinking more of a business card.’ The smile broadened as he handed over his card. ‘I don’t want to put pressure on you, so from now on I’ll leave it up to you to get in touch with me. That’s if you decide you want to.’ Turning, he began to walk back down the street.

				Lola watched him go, a lump forming in her throat. What a night, what a thing to happen out of the blue. Tucking the rabbit’s head under one furry arm, she delved into her bag for her front door key.

				Nick James was about to turn the corner when she cleared her throat and called out, ‘Um…  Nick? I will be in touch.’

				He paused, turned to face her and raised a hand in acknowledgement. ‘I hope so.’

			

		

	
		
			
				Chapter 19

				At four o’clock the following afternoon the taxi pulled into Radley Road. Gabe said, ‘It’s the blue and white house up there on the left.’

				OK, he was back.

				When the cab had disappeared he hauled his luggage up the steps and let himself in through the front door. Leaving the cases in the hall, he made his way upstairs. Then, bracing himself, he knocked on Lola’s door.

				So much for bracing. No reply.

				Well, it wasn’t as if she was expecting him. As far as Lola was concerned he was still on the other side of the world.

				Gabe went downstairs and fetched his cases, piling them up outside Lola’s. Then he crossed the landing and knocked on the door of his own flat.

				The girl was out too. He knocked again to make extra sure. OK, it was his property and he had a right to enter it. Plus, drinking far too much water earlier meant he could do with using the loo. Exhausted after the flight and irrationally annoyed by the lack of welcome, Gabe twiddled the keying around until he located the right key.

				He fitted it into the lock, twisted it to the left and pushed open the door.

				Jesus Christ, the place had been burgled. Stepping back in horror, Gabe surveyed the scene of devastation. Except if burglars had been here, wouldn’t they have made off with that flat-screen TV? Or the expensive DVD recorder? Or that pile of money over there on the floor next to the plate of spaghetti bolognese?

				What the bloody hell was this? Gabe ventured further into the living room, treading a careful path between abandoned clothes, CDs, magazines, opened packets of biscuits, and half-full coffee mugs. Did the girl have some kind of stalker ex-boyfriend who’d been round to the house and trashed it?

				But he knew that wasn’t right either. The mess and devastation wasn’t…  vindictive, somehow. It was too casual to have been done in anger. Squeezing his eyes tight shut then opening them again, Gabe realized with a sinking heart what kind of a tenant had moved into his home. He investigated the rest of the flat and had his worst fears confirmed. The kitchen was beyond belief. The bedroom looked as if it had been ransacked. The bathroom resembled a small branch of Boots that had been caught in a hurricane. There was a packet of smoky bacon crisps in the sink. The bath brimmed with water that was emerald green and stone cold. There were at least six damp towels on the floor.

				He’d been away for four days.

				His beautiful flat, his pride and joy. The muscles in Gabe’s temples went into spasm and his head began to ache. As if he didn’t have enough to deal with right now.

				Oh well, the sooner the girl was out of here, the better. Maybe it was just as well he’d come back.

				That was when he heard the bang of the front door downstairs, followed by the sound of footsteps on the staircase. Was it Lola or the new girl, the Queen of Trash?

				Gabe left the flat, closed the door behind him and waited on the landing to see which one of them it—

				‘Aaaarrrggh!’ Lola let out a shriek of fright and almost lost her footing on the stairs. One hand grabbed the banister while the other covered her mouth.

				‘No, I’m not a ghost,’ said Gabe. ‘It’s really me.’

				Lola was clasping her chest now. ‘But you’re…  you’re…  what’s going on?’

				‘Didn’t work out.’ He loved Lola to death but still hated having to tell her, to admit he’d failed.

				Her mouth dropped open. ‘You changed your mind?’

				‘No.’ Gabe briefly shook his head. ‘She changed hers.’

				Lola threw herself at him, knocking the air from his lungs. Whoosh, she was in his arms babbling, ‘You mean you’re back? Oh my God, that’s fantastic! Is Jaydena completely mad? I can’t believe it, I thought I was hallucinating! What a cow!’

				This was why he loved Lola. ‘I think so too. She got back together with an ex.’

				‘Oh well, her loss.’ Lola gave him another rib-crushing squeeze. ‘Come in and tell me all about it. Shall we leave your stuff out here? My God, you went all that way for nothing! Will you be able to get your job back? Where on earth are you going to live?’

				‘What are you talking about?’ Following Lola, Gabe said, ‘I’m back. I’ll be living here, of course.’

				‘You mean in Sally’s flat?’

				‘For crying out loud, it’s not her flat! It’s mine! I’ll explain to her that I need it now, give her a week’s notice. And I’ve just been in there,’ he said incredulously. ‘Have you seen the state of the place?’

				‘She’s not terribly tidy.’ Hastily, since she was the one responsible for Sally moving in, Lola added, ‘Very nice though.’

				‘Not terribly tidy? That’s like saying the Beckhams aren’t terribly thrifty. She only moved in four days ago—imagine what it’d look like after four months! No,’ Gabe shook his head, ‘she has to go. As for a job, I’ve no idea. I haven’t even thought about that yet. The last week hasn’t exactly gone according to plan.’ He took the can of lager Lola was offering him and pinged off the ring pull.

				‘No wonder you’re a bit grumpy,’ Lola said sympathetically.

				‘I’m not a bit grumpy. I went to Australia, I came back again and I didn’t even have time to get a suntan.’ Exasperated, Gabe glugged down ice-cold lager before wiping his mouth with the back of his hand. ‘Dammit, I’m pissed off.’

				‘OK, you choose. Now, do you want to carry on talking about Australia or shall we change the subject?’

				He surveyed Lola, who was evidently dying to unleash some gossip. Nodding in realization he said, ‘Right, of course, you’ve seen that guy again. Doug, isn’t it? Has he forgiven you yet?’

				Lola’s face fell at the mention of her first love. ‘Not even slightly.’ Then she brightened. ‘But something else has happened. I’ve met another man.’

				‘And to think they call you fickle.’ Gabe regarded her with affection, because it wasn’t her fault his own life was crap. ‘Go on then. Who is he?’

				‘Actually,’ Lola grimaced, ‘this is the weird bit. He’s my father.’

				***

				At seven o’clock they heard the front door open and close, then the sound of someone climbing the stairs.

				‘Here’s Sally.’ Lola stayed sitting, clearly not looking forward to the next bit.

				‘Right, I’ll speak to her. The sooner this is sorted out, the better.’ Gabe rose to his feet, ready to do battle with the bag lady who’d wrecked his flat.

				‘The thing is, she—’

				‘Don’t worry, I know she’s Doug’s deranged sister, I won’t yell at her.’ Ha, much.

				‘But—’

				‘I shall be charm personified,’ said Gabe, opening the door.

				Except the girl he came face to face with on the landing was no bag lady. This girl was tall and curvaceous in a red wraparound dress and an elegant cream coat. Her hair was baby-blond and swingy, her eyes were the color of chestnuts, accentuated by expertly applied eyeliner. Her mouth was curvy and painted red to match her dress. She was even wearing Jo Malone’s Lime, Basil, and Mandarin, which was Gabe’s all-time favorite perfume.

				This couldn’t be the girl he’d spoken to on the phone last week, surely.

				‘Hello!’ She smiled cheerily at Gabe and, key poised, headed for the door of his flat.

				It just couldn’t.

				Gabe cleared his throat. ‘Are you Sally?’

				She stopped, turned. ‘Yes! And you must be a friend of Lola’s.’ Her eyes sparkling, she indicated the mountain of luggage and said jokily, ‘Are you moving in?’

				‘I’m Gabe Adams.’ God, it was her.

				‘Gabe?’ Sally looked puzzled. ‘But that’s the name of the one who moved to Australia.’

				‘I didn’t move to Australia, I went to Australia. But things didn’t work out,’ Gabe said evenly, ‘so now I’m back. Look, I realize this is inconvenient for you, but I’ll help you pack up your stuff. And if you could be out by the end of the week, that’d be great.’

				She stared at him. ‘Excuse me?’

				How could any girl who lived in such abject squalor look like this? How was it physically possible? ‘Well, you’ll be moving back in with your mother.’ Ha, lucky old her. ‘I’ll even hire a van if you like.’ Gabe felt he was being more than generous; with all the stuff she’d strewn around his flat he’d need a forklift. ‘And we can do it any time this week, whenever suits you best.’

				‘I don’t understand,’ said Sally. ‘I’m not going anywhere.’

				‘But you have to. Because it’s my flat and I need it back.’

				Her eyebrows furrowed. ‘And I’m saying you can’t have it back because the agreement was that I could live here for a year at least.’

				‘OK, OK.’ Gabe heaved a sigh; it had always been on the cards that she might dig her heels in, decide to be difficult. ‘I’m giving you official notice as of today. That’s in the contract. You have one month to find somewhere else. God knows where I’m going to stay until then, but—’

				‘Hang on,’ Sally interrupted. ‘What contract?’

				‘The one you signed with the lettings agency.’

				‘I haven’t signed any contract,’ said Sally.

				Behind him, Gabe heard Lola’s door click open. He turned and said evenly, ‘What’s going on here? Why didn’t she sign the contract?’

				Lola could feel her heart clattering away in overdrive. She’d been hiding behind the door listening to their heated exchange. Now it was time to face the music. Uncurling her clenched toes, she took a deep breath and said reluctantly, ‘I cancelled the agency.’

				‘Why?’

				Oh God, Gabe had been dumped by his girlfriend, he’d just arrived back from Australia, and he was suffering from jet lag on top of jet lag. All in all, he wasn’t in the sunniest of moods.

				‘OK, the thing is, I was trying to help.’ When she went on the defensive, Lola knew she used her hands a lot; now they were going like a pair of wind turbines in overdrive. ‘And you told me yourself that the lettings agency charges a fortune, so when Sally came along I thought I could save you a heap of money, which I thought you’d be happy about. Because I knew we could trust Sally, she obviously wasn’t going to be giving you any trouble with the rent, so it made sense to just, you know, deal with her direct and cut out the middleman. She gave me the deposit and the first month’s rent in cash and I paid them into your account.’

				‘No problem, I’ll give it straight back,’ Gabe retorted.

				‘This isn’t fair.’ Sally’s tone was heated. ‘You’re being completely unreasonable.’

				‘Me?’ Gabe jabbed at his own chest and yelled, ‘I’m being completely unreasonable? What about the state of my flat? Would you say the carnage you’ve reduced it to is reasonable?’

				Sally stared at him. ‘How do you know what I’ve done to it?’

				‘Because I went in and had a look!’

				She gasped. ‘You can’t just let yourself in whenever you like.’

				‘You can’t stop me.’ Gabe was really losing it now. ‘It’s my flat!’

				‘Which you rented to me. And I like living here.’ Sally’s eyes abruptly brimmed with tears. ‘What’s more, I’m not going to move out.’

				‘Oh please.’ Lola was by this stage feeling absolutely terrible. ‘I’m sure we can arrange something. Who are you phoning? Not the police?’

				Having pulled out her mobile, Sally was blindly jabbing at buttons. ‘I’m getting Doug over here. He’ll sort this out.’

				Doug? Yeek, the very name was enough to set Lola’s heart racing. Would Gabe and Sally think her shallow if she quickly washed her hair and re-did her face before he turned up?

			

		

	
		
			
				Chapter 20

				The answer to that was a resounding yes, but she’d gone ahead and done it anyway. When Doug arrived at her flat forty minutes later he surveyed the three of them and said levelly, ‘What a mess.’

				Lola really hoped he didn’t mean her. If she said so herself, she was looking pretty good.

				‘You’re telling me.’ Gabe’s tone was curt. ‘Have you seen what your sister’s done to my flat?’

				‘I don’t need to. I can guess. She’s not what you’d call tidy,’ said Doug with heroic understatement.

				‘And she’s a liar.’ Gabe turned to Sally and said accusingly, ‘When we spoke on the phone, you told me you were completely trustworthy.’

				‘I am!’

				‘You promised you were super-housetrained.’

				‘Oh God, you’re so picky.’ Sally rolled her eyes. ‘That’s just what people say when they want to rent somewhere. Like when you go for a job interview, you have to act all enthusiastic and tell everyone you’re a really hard worker. If you said you were a lazy toad who’d be late for your own funeral, they wouldn’t take you on, would they?’

				Gabe threw his hands up in the air. ‘So you lied.’

				‘It wasn’t a lie. Just a little fib. It’s not against the law to be untidy.’

				Gabe addressed Doug. ‘I just want her out.’

				‘I can see that,’ said Doug. ‘Right, tell me exactly what’s going on.’

				When they’d finished explaining the situation, Doug looked at Lola and said, ‘So basically this is all your fault.’

				‘Oh, of course it is. I do my best to help people out and this is what happens, this is the thanks I get.’

				‘Legally,’ Doug turned to the others, ‘either of you can cause untold hassle to the other. If you ask me, that’s a waste of everyone’s time and money. Shall we go and take a look at the flat now?’

				‘Everyone put on their anti-contamination suits,’ said Gabe.

				Over in Gabe’s formerly pristine living room, now awash with magazines and clothes and abandoned food and make-up, Doug nodded sagely. ‘Oh yes, this is familiar.’

				Defiantly Sally said, ‘But it’s still not an arrestable offence.’

				‘What I don’t understand,’ Lola was puzzled, ‘is when I came to the house in Barnes, your bedroom was fine. Completely normal.’

				‘That’s because I have a mother who nags for England.’ Sally heaved a sigh. ‘And because she has two cleaners who barge in and tidy my room every day. Which is why I was so keen to get out of there.’ Glaring defiantly at Gabe she added, ‘And why I’m definitely not going back.’

				‘How many bedrooms here?’ Doug was exploring the flat. ‘Two?’

				There was a pause.

				‘I hope you’re not thinking what I think you’re thinking,’ said Gabe.

				Doug shrugged. ‘Do you have any better ideas?’

				‘I have a very much better idea,’ Gabe retorted. ‘She’s your sister. You can take her home with you.’

				‘Not a chance. Lola, could you have her?’

				Sally complained. ‘You’re making me sound like a delinquent dog.’

				‘Trust me,’ Gabe gestured around the room in disgust, ‘a delinquent dog wouldn’t make this much mess.’

				‘I would take her.’ Keen though she was to scramble into Doug’s good books, Lola couldn’t quite bring herself to make the ultimate sacrifice and thankfully had a get-out clause. ‘But I’ve only got the one bedroom.’

				‘Fine. So you two,’ Doug turned back to Gabe and Sally, ‘have a choice. You either hire yourselves a couple of solicitors to slug it out or you give flat-sharing a go for a couple of weeks.’

				‘I can’t believe this is happening to me.’ The stubble on Gabe’s chin rasped as he rubbed his hands over his face.

				‘You never know,’ Lola said hopefully. ‘It might work out better than you think.’

				‘Ha! I’ll end up strangling her, then I’ll be arrested and slung in prison, then neither of us’ll end up living here.’ As he said the word prison, Gabe winced and looked apologetically at Lola. ‘Sorry.’

				‘Right, decision time.’ Doug pointed to Sally. ‘Would you be willing to give it a try?’

				Huffily she said, ‘Oh great, be chopped up into tiny pieces and hidden tidily away in a black bin bag. Just what I always wanted.’

				‘So you’d prefer a solicitor. Expensive,’ mused Doug. ‘That’s a lot of shoes.’

				You had to admire his style. Sally was now looking like a sulky fourth-grader being told her homework wasn’t up to scratch. Lola kept a straight face as Sally shrugged and said, ‘I don’t see why I should, but I suppose I could give sharing a go for a couple of weeks.’

				Doug swung back to Gabe. ‘But you still want to stick with the legal route, or…?’

				What a pro. He was like an auctioneer juggling bids. Entranced by his masterful air, Lola watched and held her breath.

				Gabe hesitated, then exhaled and threw up his hands. ‘Oh, for God’s sake. We’ll try it, then. Seeing as I don’t have any choice.’

				‘Good call,’ said Doug.

				‘But only for a couple of weeks. Then she has to move out. And I’m not living like this.’ Gabe gestured at the floor in disgust.

				‘We’ll help you clear the stuff away, won’t we?’ Lola beamed hopefully at Doug; now she could impress him by showing him how great she was at tidying up.

				But Doug just looked at her as if she’d gone mad. ‘Me? Not a chance, I’m out of here. And you,’ he instructed Sally, ‘behave yourself and don’t give him a reason to chop you into pieces. Just try and get along together, OK? And put your clothes away once in a while.’

				‘Not once in a while!’ Gabe exploded. ‘All the time!’

				‘Oh, don’t start already,’ Sally jeered. ‘You sound like such an old woman.’

				Doug forestalled their bickering. ‘My work here is done.’ His gaze fixed on Lola. ‘You can show me out.’

				Lola’s breathing quickened; she so desperately wanted him to stop regarding her as the wickedest woman in Britain.

				In the hallway downstairs Doug came straight to the point. ‘What was that about prison, earlier?’

				He didn’t miss a trick.

				‘What?’ Lola thought rapidly.

				‘Your friend Gabe mentioned prison. Then he looked embarrassed and apologized. Who’s been to prison?’

				‘My father.’

				‘Really? God. Alex?’ Doug frowned. ‘What happened?’

				Lola felt her throat tighten. ‘Not Alex. My real father. His name’s Nick James.’ Her voice began to wobble. ‘It’s all been a bit strange really. I only met him for the first time yesterday. Well, that’s not true, he’s been coming into Kingsley’s and chatting to me but it wasn’t until last night that he actually told me he was my real d-dad. And there was me, dressed like a r-rabbit…  God, sorry, I wasn’t expecting this to h-h-happen. Must be having some kind of delayed reaction.’ Hastily she pulled a tissue out of her bra and wiped her eyes. ‘To be honest I think it’s all c-come as a bit of a sh-shock.’

				‘OK, don’t cry.’ There was a note of desperation in Doug’s voice; this was rather more than he’d been expecting and way more than he could handle. Lola realized he’d never seen her crying before. It was something she hardly ever did in public, darkened cinemas excepted, largely because some girls—the Snow White brigade—might be able to cry prettily but she always turned into a pink blotchy mess. In fact, the only way to hide her face from Doug now was to bury it in his chest.

				If only he wouldn’t keep trying to back away… 

				Finally she managed to corner him against the front door and conceal her blotchiness in his shirt. Oh yes, this was where she belonged, back in Doug’s arms at last. She’d missed him so much. If she hadn’t needed to take the money, would they still have been together now? It was heartbreakingly possible.

				Gingerly he patted her heaving shoulders. ‘Hey, sshh, everything’ll be all right.’

				The fact that he was now being nice to her made the tears fall faster. Nuzzling against the warmth of his chest, making the most of every second, Lola said in a muffled, hiccupy voice, ‘All these years my mum lied to me about my f-father.’

				‘And he’s only just come out of prison?’

				‘No, that was years ago. Cigarette smuggling, nothing too terrible. He went to prison just before I was born. Pretty ironic really. My mother decided he wasn’t good enough to be my dad, so she refused to let him see me. And then seventeen years later, your mother decided I wasn’t good enough to be your girlfriend.’

				‘That is a coincidence.’ Doug paused. ‘Did she offer him twelve thousand pounds to stay away too?’

				OK, still bitter.

				‘I haven’t even told Mum yet. Heaven knows what she’s going to say when she finds out he’s been in touch. It’s just so much to take in.’ Lola raised her face and wondered if he ever watched romantic movies, the kind she loved, because this would be the perfect moment for him to sweep her into his arms for a passionate Hollywood kiss.

				‘You’ve got mascara on your nose.’ Doug evidently hadn’t read the romantic-hero rules.

				So close your eyes.

				But that didn’t happen. Even less romantically, his phone burst into life in his jacket pocket, less than three inches from her ear.

				The spell was broken. Doug disengaged himself and answered the phone. He listened for a few seconds then said, ‘No, sorry, I was held up. I’m on my way now.’ He ended the call and opened the front door. ‘I have to go.’

				‘Mustn’t be late. Or you’ll get home and find your dinner in the dog.’ She was longing—longing—to know who he was rushing off to meet, but all Doug did was give an infuriating little smile. Almost as if he knew she was fishing for clues.

				‘Why were you dressed as a rabbit when you met your father?’

				Ha, he wasn’t the only one who could smile infuriatingly. ‘It’s a long story.’ Lola was apologetic. ‘And you have to rush off.’

				He had the grace to nod in amusement. ‘Touché. So what’s he like?’

				‘Nice, I think. Normal, as far as I can tell. We have the same eyebrows.’ If he made some smart remark about the two of them having the same morals she might have to stamp on his foot.

				‘The same eyebrows? You mean you take it in turns to wear them when you go out?’ Doug shook his head. ‘You want to splash out, get yourselves a pair each.’

			

		

	
		
			
				Chapter 21

				‘Look, I’m sorry about yesterday,’ said Gabe.

				Sally, just home from yet another pre-Christmas shopping trip, dumped her bags and took off her coat. ‘Really? Yesterday you were like a grizzly bear with a sore head.’ Actually that didn’t begin to describe him; yesterday he’d been like a bear with a sore everything.

				Gabe shrugged and smiled. ‘Yesterday wasn’t the best day of my life. Now I’ve slept for thirteen hours I’m feeling a lot better.’

				Well, that was a relief.

				‘So I hope we can get along,’ he continued, clearly keen to make amends.

				‘Me too. Can I ask you something?’

				‘Fire away.’

				Sally eyed him in his falling-to-pieces Levi’s, bare feet and ancient T-shirt full of holes. ‘Don’t you think it’s a bit weird to be so tidy and nitpicky and go around looking such a scruffy mess?’

				It had been a genuine question—she was interested, that’s all—but Gabe instantly got his hackles up.

				‘No. Don’t you think it’s weird that you go around looking like you’ve stepped out of Vogue, yet at home you live in a tip?’

				She pointed a warning finger. ‘Look, we’re stuck with each other, for better or worse. Please don’t start being annoying again.’

				For several seconds their eyes locked. Sally could tell he was struggling to control his irritation. Lola hadn’t said as much, but she wouldn’t be surprised if Gabe was a little bit gay on the quiet. He was exceptionally good-looking for a start. Obsessive-compulsive when it came to tidiness. And what straight man would ever have eyelashes that long?

				‘Right. Sorry.’ Evidently having reminded himself that he was supposed to be making amends, Gabe said, ‘How about a cup of tea?’

				Oh well, she could be conciliatory too. ‘Great. White please, one sugar.’

				‘And I’m making fettuccine Alfredo if you’re hungry.’

				Ha, absolutely without a question gay. Bisexual anyway. The Australian girl must have found out—caught him flirting with some leathery-wiry Crocodile Dundee type or something—and packed him off on the first flight home.

				But who cared, if he was a good cook? Sally slipped out of her shoes and removed her silver drop earrings. ‘I love fettuccine Alfredo. OK if I have a shower first?’

				‘Fine.’ But the way the word came out, it didn’t sound fine.

				‘What? Why are you looking at me like that?’ From the way Gabe was acting, you’d think she’d just ripped the head off a baby bird.

				‘You’re just going to disappear into the bathroom and take a shower now?’

				Sally gazed at him in disbelief. ‘Am I supposed to make an appointment?’

				‘No.’

				‘You want me to say please? Is that it?’

				A muscle was thudding away in Gabe’s jaw. ‘No, I don’t want you to say please. I just don’t want you doing what you’ve just done.’

				He was off his rocker. Would he prefer her not to breathe? Bewildered, Sally said, ‘I don’t know what you’re talking about.’

				‘This!’ He pointed to the dumped carriers, and to her coat and umbrella on the chair. ‘This.’ Her handbag on the coffee table. ‘Those.’ Her shoes on the carpet. ‘And them.’ Her silver earrings on the window ledge. ‘And those.’ The armful of glossy magazines she’d tried to put on the arm of the sofa, which had slithered off and landed in a heap on the floor. ‘You came into this flat one minute ago and look at the mess!’

				‘Oh. Sorry.’ Was that really what was upsetting him? ‘I’ll pick them up later,’ Sally said nicely, to humor him. ‘I promise.’

				‘No you won’t, you’ll pick them up now.’

				‘But I’m just—’

				‘Now,’ Gabe repeated firmly.

				‘But—’

				‘Or I throw them out of the window into the street.’

				God, talk about neurotic. But since he clearly wasn’t going to give in, she rolled her eyes and retraced her steps around the living room, picking everything up. Even though it was a complete waste of time because she was going to need all these things when she left for work tomorrow morning.

				‘Good. Well done,’ said Gabe when she’d finished.

				You had to pity him really.

				Sally said sarcastically, ‘Thank you, Mr Anal.’

				‘My pleasure, Miss Slob.’

				***

				‘Where’s Sally? Have you strangled her yet?’ Having followed the smell of cooking up the stairs, Lola gave Gabe a hug.

				‘Give me a couple more days.’

				‘Ooh, Alfredo. My favorite.’ She inspected the pans on the hob. ‘So apart from the tidiness thing, how d’you think the two of you’ll get on?’

				‘God knows. If I met her in a bar I’d think she was fine,’ said Gabe. ‘But that’s because I wouldn’t know what she’s really like.’ He paused. ‘She doesn’t have a boyfriend, right?’

				Lola pulled a face. ‘No. Bit of a disastrous history with men. One of them jilted her practically at the altar.’

				‘And we don’t have to wonder why.’

				‘That’s mean. You’ve just been dumped yourself.’

				Gabe shrugged and tipped fettuccine into a pan of boiling water. ‘I’m just saying, she could get a crush on me. I don’t need that kind of hassle. Platonic flat-sharing only works as long as one person doesn’t secretly fancy the pants off the other.’

				Enthralled, Lola said, ‘You think she fancies you?’

				‘I don’t know. Maybe.’ Another pause. ‘It’s happened before. And let me tell you, it’s the last thing I need right now.’

				Lola pinched a slice of parmesan; she loved to tease Gabe about his effect on women. ‘Serves you right for being so gorgeous. What did Sally do to give herself away then?’

				‘Oh, you know those looks girls give you. She was doing it earlier.’ Gabe added a carton of double cream to the garlic sizzling in the pan. ‘That kind of moony, pouty thing. I just thought, oh God, please don’t start, I can’t be doing with—shit!’

				The hairbrush whistled past his ear and ricocheted off the kitchen wall. ‘What the…?’ Gabe twisted round in disbelief.

				‘Sorry, but someone had to shut you up.’ Sally was in the doorway, wrapped in a brown silk dressing gown, her hair wet from the shower and her face the picture of outrage. ‘You’re talking rubbish, you’re making it all up! You’ve been chucked by some girl in Australia who didn’t find you irresistible so now you’re fantasizing that someone else likes you, to give your ego a bit of a boost. But you can’t go around saying stuff like that.’ Her eyes glittered. ‘Because it’s not true.’

				‘OK, I’m sorry. I got it wrong. You could have done me an injury with that hairbrush,’ said Gabe.

				‘I meant to. I’m just not a very good shot.’ Turning to Lola, Sally said, ‘And you believed everything he was telling you!’

				Lola shook her head apologetically. ‘He’s usually right. Most girls do fancy him. Gabe’s a bit of an expert when it comes to that sort of thing.’

				‘Well, he’s got it wrong this time, because I promise you I don’t fancy him, and I definitely wasn’t giving him any kind of moony pouty look.’ Brimming with derision, Sally said, ‘If anything, I was thinking that any man who makes such a big fuss about keeping his flat perfect is probably gay.’

				Lola stifled laughter but Sally was clearly peeved.

				‘I’m not gay,’ said Gabe.

				‘And I don’t fancy you. At all.’

				‘Fine. I believe you.’

				‘Ha, you’re saying that now, to be polite. But I bet you secretly still think I do.’

				‘I promise I don’t think that. Cross my heart and hope to die. And in return you have to stop thinking I’m gay.’

				‘Could we call a truce and stop talking about you two now?’ Lola had been patient but enough was enough. Plaintively she said, ‘If nobody minds, I’d quite like us to talk about me.’

			

		

	
		
			
				Chapter 22

				Over dinner Lola brought them up to date with the Newfound Father situation.

				‘I phoned Mum today to try and casually drop Nick’s name into the conversation, and she said, “Oh hello, darling, you just caught us, Malcolm and I are off to Cardiff.” She told me they’re spending the night with Malcolm’s brother and his family. So I couldn’t really say anything about Nick James, could I? I’ll have to wait until she gets back. To be honest, I hadn’t realized she and Malcolm were getting so serious, I thought they were just good friends, but Mum said he wants to introduce her to everyone.’ Lola paused and tore into a chunk of focaccia. ‘I don’t know how I feel about that. I mean, it’s not that I don’t like Malcolm. He’s just…  well, not the kind of man I had in mind for my mum. He has this awful beard that makes you want to pin him down and hack away at it with nail scissors. And he wears weird baggy sweaters, and sandals with the hairs on his toes poking through…’

				‘Over the years I’m sure she’s wished you’d chosen different boyfriends,’ said Gabe, ‘but there wasn’t anything she could do about it. Besides, they’re visiting his brother in Cardiff, not eloping to Gretna Green.’

				Lola pulled a face. ‘I really hope they’re not sleeping together.’

				Brightly Sally said, ‘At least she’s too old to get pregnant.’

				Which was another mental image Lola could do without. Mopping up the last of the Alfredo sauce from her plate, she amused herself instead by watching Gabe pretend not to care that Sally had dripped Frascati from her glass onto the table.

				‘And how would you have felt if you’d met your father for the first time,’ Sally went on, ‘and he looked just like this Malcolm character?’ Her tone was encouraging. ‘It wouldn’t put you off him then, would it?’

				Oh crikey, it might. Especially the hairy toes. Lola went hot and cold at the thought. At least Nick James hadn’t done that to her; she was almost sure he wasn’t the type to get his toes out in public or wear—

				‘You’ve spilled a bit of wine,’ Gabe blurted out.

				Sally shrugged comfortably. ‘Never mind, it’s only white.’

				Gabe sighed. Lola kept a straight face and watched him pointedly not saying anything.

				‘Oh, look at yourself.’ Sally grinned and reached behind her for the magazine she’d been allowed to leave—neatly—in the magazine rack. She opened it out, turned it upside down and blotted up the wine. ‘There, better now?’

				‘Yes. Although a normal person might have used kitchen roll.’

				‘This was closer.’ Turning the magazine back over and studying the wet pages, Sally said, ‘Anyway, it’s only Jack Nicholson in his swimming shorts. He won’t mind.’

				‘Ah, look at him.’ Lola leaned across to peer at the shot. ‘Got a bit of a belly on him now. I had such a crush on that man when I first saw One Flew Over the Cuckoo’s Nest.’

				‘She has pretty strange taste in crushes.’ Gabe reached for the Frascati bottle. ‘More wine?’

				‘Yes please. Try not to spill it this time. Go on,’ Sally flashed him a saucy smile, ‘who else does she like?’

				‘Ricky Gervais.’

				‘Euww.’

				‘That’s supposed to be a secret.’ Commandeering the magazine, Lola riffled through in search of inspiration. ‘I have normal crushes too.’ She jabbed triumphantly at a photo on the next page. ‘Jude Law, he’s one. And Johnny Depp, obviously.’

				‘Not to mention Richard Branson,’ said Gabe.

				‘And my brother,’ Sally chimed in. She wrinkled her nose. ‘To me, that’s even weirder than fancying Alan Sugar.’

				‘They’re both mean. But in a sexy way. Ooh, that reminds me, Tom Dutton.’ Lola’s eyes lit up and she puffed out her cheeks in appreciation. ‘Now he’s mean and sexy. And wasn’t he fantastic in Over You? I cry my eyes out every time I see it. Gabe came with me to the cinema and was laughing at me as usual…  where are you going?’ She swiveled round as Gabe jumped up and headed for his bedroom. ‘Can’t stand the competition? Feeling inadequate? Worried that no one will ever fancy you again?’

				Gabe returned with his camera. ‘I forgot to tell you. I saw him.’

				‘Richard Branson?’ Lola’s heart gave a little skippety skip of excitement. It was one of her fantasies that Sir Richard would one day march into Kingsley’s in a filthy mood because he urgently needed a certain book and no one in any of the other bloody useless bookshops in the whole of London had been able to bloody help him. Then he’d fix her with his challenging, pissed-off stare and bark out the name of the book and she, Lola, would say, ‘Sir Richard, we did have a copy of this book in stock, but it was sold this morning. Happily,’ she’d continue before he could explode with frustration, ‘it was sold to me, and I have it in my bag, out in the back office. If you like, I’ll get it for you now.’ And the look of relief on Sir Richard’s face—relief and respect—would be just fantastic. Naturally he would whisk her off at once in his limo and insist on treating her to lunch at the Oxo Tower—

				‘Not him. Tom Dutton.’ Whilst Lola was joyfully running through her favorite daydream, Gabe had been busy with his laptop.

				‘What? Where? At the airport?’

				‘On the way to it. Hang on, nearly there.’

				‘You’re so lucky,’ wailed Sally. ‘I never see anyone interesting. Bumped into Dale Winton once in a newsagents and that’s about it. He was buying TicTacs and—ooh!’

				‘Let me see.’ Lola joined them in front of the laptop and jostled with Sally in order to gaze at the photo Gabe had brought up on the screen. ‘Wow, it is him. Who’s he kissing?’

				A second photo flashed up and Lola saw at once who it was. Next to her Sally let out a squeal of recognition and yelped, ‘Jessica Lee!’

				‘I thought you’d like to see them.’ Pleased with himself, Gabe clicked onto the third photo, the one showing Tom loping back to his car. ‘They pulled up separately at this service station and disappeared together up a side alley. I just happened to have the camera in my hand. I knew you’d think I was making it up if I didn’t have proof.’ His fingers hovered over the laptop’s touchpad. ‘I could make this one your screensaver if you like. Or shall I just delete them?’

				‘Excuse me! Are you mad?’ To be on the safe side Sally grabbed his hand before he could press anything drastic and lose the photos forever. ‘It’s Tom Dutton and Jessica Lee!’

				‘I know.’ Gabe looked aggrieved. ‘That’s why I thought Lola would be interested.’

				He didn’t understand. He didn’t have a clue. Lola and Sally exchanged glances.

				‘This is two major Hollywood celebs we’re talking about,’ said Sally.

				‘Bloody hell, will you stop treating me like a three-year-old? I know that!’

				Lola patted his shoulder. ‘They’re snogging.’

				‘So?’

				‘So, no one knows they’re even seeing each other.’

				‘How do you know that?’

				‘Because if it was known, it would be in all the papers,’ Sally patiently explained. ‘Because those of us who aren’t major Hollywood celebs are interested in things like that.’

				‘Ri-ight.’ Gabe was still looking baffled. Gossip magazines simply didn’t feature in his life.

				It was time to treat him like a three-year-old. Sally tapped the photos on the screen. ‘You can sell these, Gabe. For a lot of money.’

				‘Oh!’ He frowned. ‘What, to a newspaper?’

				‘To a picture agency,’ Sally said promptly. ‘They’re the experts. They’ll sell the rights to newspapers and magazines all over the world. It’s money for old rope. We can phone one right now. These photos were taken how long ago? Three days? Wow, you’re lucky no one else has caught them since then. This is what’s known as a scoop.’

				‘Hold on, hold on,’ Gabe protested. ‘I’m not so sure about this. What if they don’t want people to find out? They might already have partners.’

				‘Oh, aren’t you sweet?’ Sally looked at him as if he were a puppy, then said briskly, ‘Number one, they don’t. Jessica Lee broke up with Kevin Masterson six weeks ago and Tom hasn’t had a girlfriend for months. Number two, it’s not your job to protect celebs. If they’re playing away and get caught out, that’s not your problem. In fact it jolly well serves them right, and their other halves should know what’s been going on behind their backs.’

				Dryly Gabe said, ‘There speaks someone who’s had it done to her.’

				‘Well, yes, I have.’ Sally looked indignant. ‘Not that I did anything to deserve it.’

				‘Has it ever occurred to you that they might not have been able to handle the way you live? Who knows, maybe if you’d been a bit tidier,’ Gabe shrugged, ‘you could have been down off that shelf by now.’

				‘Oh, for heaven’s sake,’ Sally exploded. ‘I’m trying to help you here and you’re being completely ungrateful. Go on then, press the delete button, just wipe those photos out. See if I care.’

				‘Will you two give it a rest?’ complained Lola. ‘I’m starting to feel like a Relate counselor. Here you go.’ She dumped a copy of the Yellow Pages in front of Gabe. ‘Find a picture agency and give them a ring.’

				‘How do I know which one to choose?’

				‘That one.’ Leaning over Gabe’s shoulder, Sally pointed to a small box advert for the Carter Agency.

				Gabe twisted round to look at her. ‘Why?’

				‘I know Colin Carter. He’s married to my friend Janey. That’s how I know about picture agencies,’ said Sally. ‘Colin’s a good bloke and he wouldn’t rip you off. I can give him a ring now if you like, tell him what you’ve got.’

				‘Great.’ Gabe passed her his phone.

				But Sally hadn’t completely forgiven him yet. As she began keying in the number she said crisply, ‘Not that you deserve it. I can’t imagine why I’m being so kind to you when you’re always so horrible to me.’

			

		

	
		
			
				Chapter 23

				The photographs appeared in the Daily Mirror two days later. They were also sold to newspapers and magazines all over the world. Colin Carter had just phoned Gabe and told him that he had a good eye for a picture; if he came up with any more photos he should be sure to give him a call.

				It was Christmas Eve and without ever having considered it, Gabe now found himself with the possibility of a brand new career as a member of the paparazzi.

				He gazed at the newspapers spread out on the coffee table in front of him and frowned. ‘I couldn’t do it. Everyone hates the paparazzi.’

				‘It might be fun. All those celebs,’ Lola said encouragingly. ‘All that fresh air.’

				Gabe hesitated. He really didn’t want to go back to being a chartered surveyor. ‘But you know what I’m like. I wouldn’t recognize half the people I was supposed to be photographing.’

				‘God, listen to you.’ Sally emerged from her room, her arms loaded with gift-wrapped presents. ‘You old fogey! You don’t say photographing, you say papping.’ Never one to pass up the opportunity to have a dig, she said gleefully, ‘You’ll be playing records next, on your wind-up gramophone, whilst puffing away on a Woodbine.’

				Gabe rolled his eyes. ‘Are you off? Don’t let us keep you.’

				‘Oh, are you leaving now?’ Lola jumped up; it was seven in the evening and each of them was heading home to spend Christmas day with their families. ‘Are you getting a cab to Barnes? Give everyone my love.’ Well, Dougie. She didn’t want Adele appropriating any of it; more to the point, couldn’t imagine Adele wanting any of her love.

				‘No, I’m catching the tube to Doug’s then we’re going in his car. If you like,’ Sally told Gabe, ‘you can borrow my magazines and start learning who everyone is.’

				‘Maybe next week. I’m not spending Christmas doing homework.’

				Doug lived in Kensington. ‘You can’t carry all those presents on the tube by yourself,’ said Lola. ‘Why don’t I give you a hand? Kensington’s practically on the way to Streatham.’

				Sally frowned. ‘But you’ve got loads of stuff to carry too.’

				‘Less than you have. Wouldn’t it be easier for me to help you?’

				‘OK, better idea,’ said Sally, ‘how about if I give Doug a call and ask him to come and pick me up. I’ll just say I’ve got too many bags.’ She paused, looked at the expression on Lola’s face. ‘What’s wrong with that?’

				‘I don’t know. It just doesn’t seem fair on him…’

				‘But he won’t mind!’

				Lola looked doubtful. ‘He might say he doesn’t.’

				‘Well, I don’t get this.’ Sally shook her head, baffled. ‘I thought you’d have liked the idea of Doug coming over. Don’t say you’ve gone off him.’

				Gabe grinned at her. ‘Are you serious? Try turning it around. The reason Lola doesn’t want your brother driving over is because…  hmm, let me think, she’d far rather see where he lives and have a good look around his flat. Because she’s nosy.’

				‘Is that why?’ Sally turned to Lola, surprised. Lola shrugged evasively; Gabe knew her too well.

				‘Might be.’

				‘For heaven’s sake! Why didn’t you just say so, then? What am I, a mind-reader?’ Sally rolled her eyes. ‘Get your coat on and let’s go.’

				Lola didn’t need to be asked twice. Since sobbing all over Dougie the other evening he’d been occupying her thoughts even more than before. He’d been so nice to her and being back in his arms—albeit briefly—had felt so right. She’d been dreaming about those arms. And for the first time she’d seriously begun to wonder if it might be possible to win Dougie back.

				***

				Doug lived in the ground floor flat of a huge Victorian pillar-fronted house in Onslow Gardens. If Lola thought she’d done pretty well for herself property-wise, his flat was several rungs further up the ladder. Then again, he was a management consultant with a super-successful company he’d built up from scratch; it had to pay well.

				‘Phew, here we are,’ panted Sally, climbing the white marble steps and ringing the bell with her shoulder.

				‘I’m feeling so Christmassy! Wouldn’t it be great if it could start to snow now?’ Lola hugged the bags of presents and felt her stomach tighten with excitement. For so many years she’d felt this way about the thought of seeing Father Christmas; now she was feeling it at the prospect of seeing Dougie again.

				What’s more, she’d watched Love, Actually enough times to know that magical things could happen on Christmas Eve. Her cheeks were glowing and her hair was fetchingly tousled. She was wearing her favorite white fluffy scarf. And her mouth was slicked with a subtle but sparkly Guerlain lipstick that looked like pink frost and tasted delicious. If Doug wanted to throw caution to the wind and kiss her, she could guarantee he wouldn’t be disappointed.

				‘Come on, come on, hurry up,’ Sally urged through chattering teeth.

				Well, he wouldn’t be disappointed if only he’d come and open the door. Checking for CCTV cameras, Lola suppressed the less than welcome thought that Doug could have seen her on his doorstep and was now pretending to be out. He wouldn’t do that, would he? Had he never watched Love, Actually? Didn’t he know how romantic Christmas Eve could be, if only he’d relax into it, let bygones be bygones, and just let fate take its natural course?

				Then the front door opened and there he was, barefoot and wearing a blue and white striped shirt over frayed jeans. Unable to help herself, Lola took a quick intake of breath and began to cough as the ice-cold air hit the back of her throat. One day, one day, she’d learn to be elegant and in control.

				‘Bloody hell, about time too,’ Sally complained, bustling past him. ‘It’s freezing out there.’

				‘OK, two things. It’s not even eight o’clock yet. I said to come over at nine.’

				‘You said eight.’

				‘Nine. Definitely nine.’

				‘Oh well, never mind. I’m early!’

				‘And secondly,’ Doug’s dark eyes narrowed, ‘what’s Lola doing here? Because I’m fairly sure our mother hasn’t invited her to spend Christmas Day with us.’

				Lola’s heart sank. So he hadn’t ever watched Love, Actually.

				‘Don’t be sarcastic. Lola’s here because she’s doing me a favor,’ said Sally. ‘I had too much stuff to carry so she offered to help me out.’

				‘See? I’m a nice person really.’ Lola beamed hopefully. ‘And don’t panic, I’m on my way to my mum’s. I just saw that Sal was struggling with all her parcels so I said I’d lend her a hand getting them here.’

				‘Fine. I’ll take them off you, shall I?’ Having seized the bags containing the presents, Doug stepped back. ‘There we go. Thanks. Have a good Christmas.’

				He was a man. He probably only watched testosterone-fueled, action-packed films like Mission: Impossible and The Great Escape.

				‘Don’t be so rude,’ Sally exclaimed. ‘Honestly, I’m so ashamed of you sometimes. I was going to ring earlier and ask you to come and pick me up, but Lola said I mustn’t do that, you were far too busy and important to have time to drive over to us, and that she really didn’t mind struggling onto the tube and fighting through the crowds and trudging through the streets…’

				Lola cleared her throat; Sally was getting carried away now.

				‘Anyway, the least you can do is invite her in for a drink to say thank you.’

				Doug gave her a long-suffering look, then turned and said, ‘Lola, thank you for helping my sister. Won’t you come in for a drink?’

				‘Doug, that’s so kind of you.’ Checking her watch, Lola broke into a delighted smile. ‘I shouldn’t really, but…  oh, go on then. You’ve twisted my arm!’

				The living room was blissfully warm, L-shaped and comfortably furnished. Lola, greedily taking in every detail, noted that Doug—thank God—was neither as chaotically untidy as his sister nor as obsessively neat as Gabe. Charcoal-grey curtains hung at the long sash windows, contrasting with the deep crimson walls. There were magazines beside the sofa, DVDs next to the TV, a dark blue sweater left hanging over the back of a chair, various prints and paintings on the walls, two discarded wine glasses on the coffee table… 

				Oh, and a blond in the kitchen doorway. Now there was an accessory she could have happily done without.

				‘Hi,’ said the blond.

				‘Hi.’ Lola felt as if she’d just stepped into a lift that wasn’t there.

				‘Well, well, this is a surprise.’ Sally, never backward in coming forward, said, ‘Who are you?’

				‘This is Isabel. A friend of mine.’ The way Doug moved towards her was oddly protective, almost as if he was preparing to defend an innocent gazelle from a couple of boisterous lion cubs. ‘Isabel, this is my sister Sally.’ In throwaway fashion he then added, ‘And her friend Lola.’

				Just to make crystal clear to everyone in the room how completely unimportant she was, how utterly irrelevant to his life.

				To compound it, Isabel smiled widely and said, ‘Sally. I’ve heard all about you. Doug’s always talking about you!’

				‘Is he? He’s kept very quiet about you.’ Sally unwound her lime-green scarf, flung aside her handbag and plonked herself down on the sofa. ‘So, how long have you two known each other?’

				‘Glass of red?’ Evidently keen to be rid of her ASAP, Doug appeared in front of Lola with the open bottle and a clean glass.

				Talk about brisk. What could she ask for that would spin things out a bit longer?

				‘Actually, I’d love a coffee.’

				‘Well, we’ve known each other for ages.’ Across the room, Isabel flipped back her ironed blonde hair and sat down cozily next to Sally. ‘We work together,’ she confided. ‘But we’ve only recently become…  you know, closer.’

				It hadn’t been love at first sight then. That was something to be grateful for. Although it would be nice if she could have been a bit less pretty.

				‘I was seeing someone else,’ Isabel went on, ‘but we broke up. After that, Doug and I just ended up getting together.’

				Lola looked at Doug, sending him a telepathic message: we could do that, you and me… 

				‘Coffee.’ Doug’s tone was brusque; he didn’t appear to be telepathic. ‘Why don’t you sit down and I’ll make it.’

				‘Actually I’ll come with you.’ Lola flashed him a sunny smile. ‘Then I can make sure you don’t palm me off with instant.’

				As she followed Doug into the kitchen, Isabel was saying cheerily, ‘…  and I’m going down to Brighton tonight, to stay with my parents. That’s what Christmas is all about, isn’t it? Mind you, I’m going to miss Doug! I can’t wait to see what he’s bought me. He wouldn’t let me open it tonight.’

				The kitchen was nice, black and white and boasting, among other items, a huge chrome Dualit toaster.

				‘Still keen on toast, then,’ said Lola.

				‘What are you doing?’

				‘Inspecting the cupboards. What happened to the Pot Noodles? You used to love Pot Noodles.’

				Exasperated, Doug said, ‘When I was seventeen.’

				‘I bet you still secretly like them. Once a Pot Noodler, always a Pot Noodler.’ Lola carried on opening and closing drawers and cupboards; finding a secret stash of Hot’n’Spicys would bring her so much joy. ‘I bet you put on a hat and dark glasses, sneak off to some supermarket miles away, praying you won’t bump into anyone you know, and buy up trolley loads at a time. And then you have to smuggle them back to Kensington—imagine the shame if the neighbors found out!’

				‘Will you stop riffling through my cupboards?’

				‘Why, am I getting warm?’

				‘Here, just take your coffee.’ Having sunk the plunger on the cafetière in record time, Doug shoved a small cup into her hands.

				Lola peered into the cup. ‘Bit weak.’

				‘Too bad. Shall we head back through?’

				‘What did you buy Isabel for Christmas?’

				Doug looked exasperated. ‘I’m not telling you that.’

				Sally, whose eavesdropping skills were second to none, said, ‘You’re not telling her what?’ when they returned to the living room.

				‘I was wondering what he’d bought you for Christmas,’ said Lola, ‘that’s all.’

				‘Anything’s fine by me.’ Sally beamed at Doug. ‘So long as he’s kept the receipt.’

				‘Oh poor Dougie! I wouldn’t dream of taking back anything he bought me,’ trilled Isabel. ‘Whatever it was.’

				‘Remember when we bought each other the same CD? Parklife,’ Lola fondly reminisced without thinking. ‘God, we used to play that album non-stop. I can still remember the words to every song.’

				‘Hang on, you mean you and Doug bought each other the same CD?’ Isabel looked confused. ‘Oh, I’m sorry, I didn’t realize…’

				Lola shrugged and managed a smile that was both carefree and tinged with regret; it seemed a bit mean to announce that Dougie had been her first love.

				‘Oh yes,’ Sally said helpfully. ‘They were boyfriend and girlfriend.’

				‘That was a long time ago,’ Doug cut in. ‘Back in the days when I still ate Pot Noodles. As I was just explaining to Lola,’ he added pointedly, ‘our tastes change over the years.’

				Isabel let out a high-pitched shriek of laughter. ‘You used to like Pot Noodles? Oh my God!’

				Lola was extremely fond of Pot Noodles and felt as protective as a new mother whenever anyone made fun of them. She said evenly, ‘I like Pot Noodles. They’re brilliant. Chicken and Mushroom’s my favorite.’

			

		

	
		
			
				Chapter 24

				‘How are things going with Gabe?’ In order to spare Isabel’s blushes, Doug swiftly changed the subject.

				‘Hideous.’ Sally shuddered. ‘Talk about persnickety. He’s so gay, just won’t admit it.’

				‘He’s not gay.’ Lola hadn’t yet managed to convince Sally but she kept saying it anyway. ‘If Gabe was gay, he’d be gay. He’s Jack Lemmon, you’re Walter Matthau, and you drive him insane, that’s all it is. Some people leave tea bags in the kitchen sink,’ she told Doug, because there were times when you couldn’t help feeling sorry for Gabe. ‘Yesterday your sister left hers on the coffee table.’

				Sally shrugged. ‘Not on purpose. Only because I hadn’t realized it was still in my mug.’

				Lola had been making her coffee last as long as possible. Finally she was down to the lukewarm grounds.

				‘Finished? Good.’ Doug whisked away her cup, clearly keen to see the back of her.

				Which—and here was her optimism rushing to the fore again—could mean that her presence was disturbing him in a good way.

				‘Could I use your bathroom before I go?’ It was freezing out there; even Doug couldn’t banish her and her bursting bladder to the vagaries of the great outdoors, surely?

				Although he looked as if he’d quite like to.

				‘Out in the hall. Second door on the left.’

				It was actually a tricky exercise, walking the length of the living room in a natural manner, super-aware of Dougie’s eyes upon her. What was he really thinking? Was he mentally comparing her with Isabel? Come to that, how did she compare with Isabel? Her rival—the rival she hadn’t known existed before now—was a cool sleek blonde with high-maintenance hair and a hint of the ice princess about her. She was probably more classically beautiful but was she as much fun? Pretty was all very well but Lola felt she might have the edge when it came to character. She was the playful spaniel whereas Isabel was more of a pampered feline; Isabel was Grace Kelly while she was Doris Day; Isabel had the kind of high-pitched laugh that could easily start to get on a man’s nerves after a—

				‘I said second door on the left.’ Out in the hall Doug’s voice behind Lola made her jump. ‘That’s the second on the right.’

				But he was a split second too late; she’d already opened the door and walked into his bedroom.

				Bingo!

				‘Sorry. I’m always getting my left and right mixed up. Wow, this is nice!’ Taking another step into the room, she drank in the burnt-orange walls, the duvet and pillowcases in bitter chocolate, the polished oak floorboards and mahogany furniture. This was where Doug slept, this was his bed. Lola did her best to picture him in it, except there was one small but vitally important detail missing. She couldn’t see any pajamas, but…  ‘Do you still sleep naked?’

				There, she’d said it.

				Doug shook his head. ‘You don’t change, do you?’

				Oh well. She shrugged. ‘I like to know these things.’

				‘Even though “these things” aren’t any of your business?’

				But he wasn’t sounding entirely pissed off. Encouraged, Lola said innocently, ‘I just wondered if you’d turned into the kind of man who wears stripy cotton pajamas all buttoned up to the neck, like Kenneth Williams in Carry On Nurse.’

				His mouth twitched. ‘Oh yes, that’s me. That’s what I wear.’

				‘You don’t.’

				‘I definitely do.’

				‘You still sleep naked.’ Lola exhaled with relief; now she was able to picture him in his king-sized bed. Even better, ice queen Isabel wasn’t in there with him.

				Hmm, ice queens probably had cold feet.

				‘OK, you’ve had your snoop around,’ said Doug. ‘Now I’ll show you where the bathroom is.’

				She couldn’t help herself; the question was bubbling up. ‘Do you really like her?’

				‘Do I really like who?’

				‘Isabel.’

				As he steered her out of the bedroom and pointed her in the direction of the door opposite, Doug said, ‘Again, not actually any of your business. But if it helps,’ he paused, causing Lola’s heart to expand with hope, ‘then I suppose I’d have to say yes, I do.’

				The pause had been deliberate. He knew exactly why she was asking and now he was getting his own back. Recklessly Lola said, ‘Is sleeping with her as much fun as it was with me?’

				There, there was that flicker again. God, she loved that flicker behind the eyes.

				‘Lola, you’re talking about ten years ago. I don’t even remember what sleeping with you was like.’

				Which, if she’d believed him, might have counted as a put-down. Luckily Lola didn’t for a minute.

				‘You know what I think? I think I must be having an effect on you if you’re having to say stuff like that.’ There was a warm glow in the pit of her stomach that had nothing to do with needing the loo. With a playful smile Lola said, ‘Because I know you’re lying now. I remember every detail of every minute of every time with you, Dougie. And I still will when I’m ninety. Because it was the most important thing in the world to me. It meant everything. And I know you remember it too.’

				Another pause. He took a step closer and leaned forward, causing her to suck in her breath… 

				‘It was almost the most important thing in the world to you.’ Doug whispered the words in her ear. ‘Remember? It came in second, behind money.’

				Which put a bit of a dampener on a potentially promising moment. Doug turned and headed back to the living room and Lola paid her visit to the bathroom, which was white and modern and thankfully devoid of girly toiletries. Careful not to clink the bottle against the glass shelf, she unscrewed the top of Doug’s aftershave and inhaled. It never failed to astound her that smells could be so evocative. Christmas trees, her mum’s chocolate cake, fireworks, Ambre Solaire…  so many smells, each triggering a different memory, and now she had Doug’s distinctive aftershave added to the list, one more unique scent with the ability to transport her back to the night she’d met him again, the power to make her knees go weak with longing.

				And it would still be happening when she was ninety.

				OK, better put the bottle back on the shelf before she dropped it into the sink; that would be a giveaway. Time to say her goodbyes and leave. Gazing at her reflection in the bathroom mirror, Lola pinched her cheeks and jooshed up her hair. With a bit of luck, what with everyone being jolly and wishing each other Happy Christmas, she might get the chance to give Doug a festive hug and a fleeting kiss on the cheek.

				Not much to pin your hopes on, maybe. But every little helped.

				***

				‘Oh, come here, don’t you look gorgeous, where did you get that scarf?’ Blythe flung open the front door and enveloped her daughter in her arms. As the car pulled away and disappeared up the road she said, ‘Did somebody give you a lift? Why didn’t you invite them in for a drink?’

				Lola closed her eyes and reveled in being in her mother’s arms; at least it wasn’t going to be a completely hug-free evening. And yes, she was looking gorgeous, not that it had had the desired effect.

				‘I would have,’ she fibbed, ‘but they were in a hurry. It was Doug.’

				‘Doug? You mean Dougie Tennant?’ Blythe exclaimed. ‘Oh, he was always such a dear boy—I’d love to have seen him again. You should have forced him to come in!’

				Oh yes, and wouldn’t that have been relaxing? Earlier, as they’d all been preparing to leave Dougie’s flat, Lola had briefly cornered him and murmured, ‘By the way, my mum doesn’t know about the money thing, OK? I’d rather she didn’t find out.’

				Doug had given her one of his withering looks, the kind that made her insides curdle with shame. ‘I’ll bet you don’t.’

				It was horrible but there was nothing she could do. And she hadn’t been able to risk not warning him, because there was always the chance that Blythe could have come rushing out of the house, blurting out anything. As far as she was aware, Lola had known that Dougie’s mother disapproved of their relationship but that was all. The decision to finish with Dougie and move to Majorca had been Lola’s alone, typically impetuous and possibly foolhardy, and based on Lola’s decision that a long-term, long-distance relationship with Dougie could never work out.

				‘But if he gave you a lift over here, that’s a good sign, isn’t it?’ Now, studying her daughter’s face, Blythe said hopefully, ‘Do you think he might be starting to forgive you yet?’

				‘Mum, stop it, don’t get carried away.’ Phew, just as well Doug had driven off at the speed of light; Lola envisaged her mother telling him that there were worse things in life than a bit of wounded pride. Hurriedly she nipped her mother’s fantasies in the bud—it was bad enough being disappointed by her own. ‘He’s with his girlfriend. I went over to his flat with Sally. He only gave me a lift because she forced him to.’ Maybe she was being extra-suspicious but Lola also wondered if Doug had done it in order to avoid the festive goodbye hug-and-a-kiss. When she’d clambered out of the back of the Mercedes with her bags of presents, he’d pretty much made reaching him a physical impossibility by remaining in the driver’s seat with Isabel next to him.

				Had that been deliberate?

				‘Oh well, never mind. Men and their silly egos.’ Blythe was nothing if not supportive. ‘Come on inside, it’s freezing out here. We’re going to have such a lovely time,’ she went on proudly. ‘I’ve got smoked salmon and Madagascan king prawns from Marks and Spencer. Your favorites.’

				***

				It was the not knowing how her mother might react that was causing Lola to hesitate. On the one hand she wanted, more than anything, to talk about her father.

				Not her stepfather, Alex. The biological one, Nick.

				On the other hand, it was Christmas morning and the very last thing she wanted to do was upset Blythe. Their family Christmases had always been extra-special, but since Alex’s death five years ago, she and her mother had made even more of an effort, drawing closer still, both of them treasuring this time together and cherishing all the shared happy memories that meant so much.

				Which was why, despite longing to raise the subject of Nick James, every time she geared herself up to do it Lola felt her stomach clench and the words stick in her throat. She had the number of his mobile keyed into her phone. Was he wondering why she hadn’t contacted him yet? It was Christmas Day and the schmaltzy, happy-ever-after side of her—the kind that wept buckets over the festive films shown on Hallmark—had dared to fantasize about blurting everything out to her mother, followed by Blythe getting all emotional and admitting that she’d made a terrible mistake all those years ago, and that she’d never stopped loving Nick. Cut to Nick, sitting alone in his flat on Christmas Day, gazing blankly out of the window at small children having a boisterous snowball fight outside in the street—because in Hallmark films it always snows on Christmas Day. A look of regret crosses his face; he made a mistake and has spent the last twenty-seven years paying for it. Blythe is still the only woman he’s ever loved, but it’s all too late now, she’s—

				The phone rings, brrrrrr brrrrrr. Nick hesitates then answers it. His eyes widen in wonder as he whispers, ‘Blythe?’

				Cut to: a sunny, snowy hill overlooking an insanely picturesque London. Lola, wearing her beautiful sparkly white scarf, sends Blythe up the hill ahead of her and sits down on a bench to wait. At the top of the hill, Nick paces nervously to and fro through the snow. Then he sees Blythe and everything goes into warm and fuzzy slow motion until somehow they’re in each other’s arms, spinning round and round in that way that can make you feel dizzy just watching them… 

				Well, it could happen, couldn’t it?

				‘Okey dokey, that’s the parsnips done.’ Wiping her hands on her blue striped apron, Blythe counted the saucepans and consulted her list. ‘Stuffing, check. Bread sauce, check. Chipolatas, bacon, baked onions, check check check. How are those carrots coming along?’

				‘Finished.’ It was a ridiculous amount of work for one meal but that was tradition for you. They both enjoyed the whole cooking ritual. In fact, Lola discovered, while she’d been lost in her happy Hallmark reverie, she’d managed to peel and chop enough carrots to feed the entire street.

				‘Ready for a top-up?’ Blythe took the bottle of sparkling Freixenet from the fridge and gaily refilled their glasses. ‘That skirt’s wonderful on you. And the belt’s perfect with it. Oh, sweetie pie, I love you so much, give me a hug.’

				Mum, guess whose number I’ve got stored on my phone…?

				Mum, remember when I was born…?

				Mum, you know how sometimes you bump into someone you haven’t seen for years…?

				Still the words wouldn’t come. As Blythe wrapped her in a Fracas-scented embrace, Lola decided to wait until lunch was over. Maybe this afternoon, when they were relaxing together in front of the fire eating Thornton’s truffles, she could casually slide the conversation round to the opposite sex in general, then old boyfriends in particular and how they might have changed since they’d last seen them—

				‘Ooh, I’ll get that.’ Blythe darted across the kitchen as the phone began to ring. ‘It’s probably Malcolm, calling from his sister’s in Cardiff.’

				It was Malcolm. Lola popped a chunk of carrot into her mouth, tipped the rest into a pan of sugared and salted water, and went upstairs to the bathroom. By the time she came back down, her mother was off the phone.

				‘What’s wrong?’ said Lola.

				‘Nothing’s wrong.’ Blythe’s freckles always seemed to become more prominent when she was feeling guilty. ‘That was Malcolm.’

				‘I know. He’s staying with his sister’s family in Cardiff.’ Malcolm was a divorcee whose son was serving overseas in the army.

				Blythe leaned against the dishwasher. ‘He was. But now he’s back. His sister’s mother-in-law had a heart attack yesterday afternoon and they all had to rush up to the hospital in Glasgow. She’s in intensive care, poor thing, and it’s touch and go. But poor Malcolm too,’ Blythe went on pleadingly. ‘He had to drive back from Cardiff last night and now he’s all on his own at home.’

				Lola experienced a sinking sensation in her stomach, like water spiraling down a plughole.

				‘Can you imagine?’ Blythe’s eyes widened. ‘On Christmas Day.’

				It was so obvious what was coming next. Lola wanted to wail ‘Noooo’ and hated herself for it. She wished she was less selfish, more generous, one of those genuinely kind people who wouldn’t hesitate for a second to suggest what she knew perfectly well Blythe was about to suggest.

				‘On his own,’ Blythe prompted.

				The frustrated ten-year-old inside Lola was now stamping her foot and yelling, But it’s not fair, this is our Christmas and now it’s all going to be spoiled.

				The grown-up, rational twenty-seven-year-old Lola fiddled with a teaspoon and said, ‘Doesn’t he have any other friends he could spend the day with?’

				‘I don’t suppose he wants to be a burden.’ Her mother tilted her head to one side, the diamanté clip Lola had bought her from Butler and Wilson glittering in her coppery hair. ‘Everyone has their own families.’

				So he has to pick on ours, bawled the bratty ten-year-old Lola. No, Mummy, make the nasty man go away, I don’t want him here!

				God, she was horrible. How could she even think that? Awash with shame and self-loathing, Lola forced herself to say brightly, ‘So he’s coming over?’

				‘Is that all right, love? You don’t mind, do you?’ Which meant the invitation had already been extended and accepted. ‘Dear Malcolm, if it was the other way round he’d be inviting us to stay. He’s an absolute sweetheart. If ever anyone needs any help he’s there like a shot.’

				‘Of course I don’t mind.’ Disappointment hit Lola like a brick. Bang went the opportunity to raise the subject of her real father.

				‘Thanks, love.’ Beaming with relief, Blythe slotted a new compilation CD into the hi-fi. ‘You’re an angel. We’ll have a lovely day together.’ Then she clapped her hands as, in his familiar raspy voice, Bruce Springsteen began to sing ‘Merry Christmas, Baby.’ ‘Oh, my favorite! Did I ever tell you I used to lust after Bruce Springsteen? Those skintight jeans, that sexy red bandanna, those beautiful dark eyes…’

				Yeek, and now she was dancing around the kitchen in a scarily early eighties way. This was her mother; once upon a time she had lusted after snake-hipped gypsy-eyed Bruce Springsteen and now she was involved with Malcolm Parker who sported patterned sweaters, hideous sandals and the world’s bushiest beard.

				This was what getting older did to you, Lola realized. Your priorities shifted and you truly began to believe that things like hairy-hobbity toes weren’t so bad after all.

				Please, God, don’t ever let that happen to me.

			

		

	
		
			
				Chapter 25

				‘Ho ho ho! Happy Christmas one and all!’ In celebration of the day, Malcolm was wearing a bright red, Santa-sized sweater over his plaid shirt and bottle-green corduroys. As he made his way into the house he grazed Blythe’s cheek with a kiss and beamed at Lola. ‘Well, this is a treat! How kind of you both to invite me. I hope it’s not too much trouble.’

				‘Of course it isn’t.’ Lola felt ashamed of herself; he was a sweet man, if not what you’d call a heart-throb. And at least he wasn’t wearing sandals today, so the hairy toes weren’t on show.

				‘The more the merrier,’ Blythe gaily insisted. ‘Come on through to the living room. We’re going to have a lovely day!’

				Lola watched Malcolm sit down and realized that for the rest of the day, instead of sharing the comfortable squashy sofa with her mother, she was relegated to the slightly less comfortable armchair with its less good view of the TV.

				‘I didn’t know if you had a Monopoly set, so I brought my own.’ Triumphantly Malcolm produced it from his khaki haversack. ‘Nothing like a few games of Monopoly to get Christmas going with a swing! Those people who just sit around like puddings watching rubbish on TV…  what are they like, eh? They don’t know what they’re missing!’

				Lola, who couldn’t bear Monopoly and had been banking on sitting like a pudding watching TV, said brightly, ‘What can I get you to drink, Malcolm?’

				And it wasn’t rubbish.

				Evidently detecting the bat-squeak of panic in her voice, he looked anxious. ‘Unless you don’t like playing Monopoly?’

				‘Of course we do, Malcolm.’ Blythe rushed to reassure him. ‘We love it!’

				***

				The day was long. Verrrrrry lonnnnnng. Being relentlessly nice and having to pretend you were having so much fun had been exhausting. By ten o’clock, with Malcolm still showing no sign of leaving, Lola conceded defeat. Faking a few enormous yawns, she made her excuses and kissed Blythe goodnight.

				‘Sure I can’t tempt you to one last game of Monopoly?’ Malcolm’s tone was jovial, his eyes bright with hope.

				‘Thanks, Malcolm, but I just can’t stay awake.’ Poor chap, it wasn’t his fault he was boring. ‘I’m off up to bed.’

				‘Let’s hope it’s not because I’m dull company, ha ha ha!’ Crumbs from the slice of fruit cake he’d been eating quivered in his beard as he beamed at Blythe. ‘You’d tell me if I was, wouldn’t you?’

				The thing was, people said that, but they didn’t actually mean it; if you told them how staggeringly dull they were, they’d be shocked and hurt.

				‘Don’t be daft, Malcolm.’ Cheerily Blythe said, ‘How about a nice drop of Scotch to go with that fruit cake?’

				Upstairs in her old bedroom Lola sat up in bed with a book and tried hard to feel more like Mother Teresa, less like a selfish spoilt brat. Malcolm’s last words to her had been, ‘Thanks for being so welcoming, pet. I tell you, this has been one of the best Christmases of my life.’

				Which had brought a bit of a lump to her throat. Because Malcolm was a sweet, genuinely good man who had given up his Sundays for years to do volunteer dog-walking, and who would never say anything unkind about anyone. He would never hurt Blythe.

				But he was no Bruce Springsteen either. He wasn’t even Bruce Springsteen’s older, grizzled, weather-beaten uncle. Lola really, really hoped he wasn’t going to spend the night here…  oh God, how did other people with parents-who-were-dating-again cope when their parents chose partners who just weren’t…  well, right?

				The book wasn’t holding her attention. After a couple of chapters Lola gave up and listened to the murmuring voices of Malcolm and her mother downstairs in the living room. She couldn’t make out what they were saying but at least the fact that they were saying something meant they weren’t…  urrghh, snogging on the sofa.

				Reaching for her mobile, Lola scrolled through the address book until she found Nick James’s number.

				As it began to ring at the other end she felt her chest fill with butterflies and, panicking, pressed Cancel.

				OK, this was ridiculous. He was her father. It was allowed.

				Taking deep breaths she rang again. Had he spent the last five days waiting for this moment, getting all jumpy every time his phone burst into life, then being disappointed each time it wasn’t her?

				Or, or, what if she’d been a disappointment to him and he’d decided he didn’t need a daughter like her in his life after all? What if he’d hastily changed his number? Oh God, what if it had been a fake one all along?

				Five rings. Six rings. Any moment now it was going to click onto answerphone and she’d have to decide whether to leave a—

				‘Hello?’

				Whoosh, in a split second all Lola’s nerves vanished. His voice was as warm and friendly as she remembered.

				‘Nick?’ She couldn’t call him Dad, that would feel too weird. ‘Hi, it’s…  um, Lola.’

				‘Lola.’ She heard him exhale. Then, sounding as if he was smiling, he said, ‘Thank God. You don’t know how glad I am to hear from you. I was beginning to think I wouldn’t.’

				She waggled her toes with relief. ‘And I was just wondering if you’d given me a made-up number.’

				‘You seriously thought I’d do that?’

				‘Well, I was dressed as a rabbit. It could put some people off.’

				‘I’m made of sterner stuff than that. Hey, Merry Christmas.’

				Lola grinned, because her actual biological father was wishing her a Merry Christmas. How cool was that? ‘You too. Where are you?’

				‘Just got home. Spent the day with friends in Hampstead. How about you?’

				Thank goodness he hadn’t been on his own; that would have been just awful.

				‘I’m at Mum’s house.’

				He sounded pleased. ‘You mean you’ve told her?’

				‘Um, no.’ Realizing that he thought Blythe was in the room with her now, Lola said, ‘I wanted to, I was going to, then this friend of hers turned up and I couldn’t. They’re downstairs. I’m up here in bed. Too much Monopoly takes it out of you.’

				‘God, I can’t stand Monopoly.’ Nick spoke with feeling. ‘Sorry. So how do you think she’ll react when you do tell her?’

				‘That’s the thing, I just don’t know.’ She hesitated, hunching her knees under the duvet. ‘But I’m a bit worried that she might refuse to see you. And once Mum makes up her mind about something she can be a bit, well…’

				‘You don’t have to tell me.’ Nick’s tone was dry. ‘OK, let me have a think about this. What are you doing tomorrow?’

				‘Working.’ Lola shuddered, because tomorrow was going to be hell on wheels; when she was crowned Queen of the World, opening shops on Boxing Day wouldn’t be allowed.

				‘Friday?’

				‘Working.’

				‘Saturday?’

				‘I’m not working on Saturday.’

				‘How about Blythe? Would she be free then?’

				‘As far as I know.’

				‘OK, now listen,’ Nick said slowly. ‘How about this for an idea?’

				But before he could tell her what it was, there was a knock at the bedroom door and Blythe poked her head round. When she saw Lola’s mobile, she said, ‘Well, that’s a relief, I thought you were talking to yourself! Who’s that you’re on the phone to?’

				Um…  ‘Gabe.’

				Her mother, who was fond of Gabe, said brightly, ‘Say hi to him from me!’

				‘Mum’s here.’ Lola gripped the phone tightly as she spoke into it. ‘She says hi.’

				‘Am I Gabe?’ Nick sounded amused. ‘Say hi back. And wish her a Merry Christmas from me.’

				OK, this was seriously weird now. ‘He says hi, and Merry Christmas.’

				‘Tell him I hope he’s had a good day.’ Blythe smiled broadly.

				‘Tell her very good, thanks,’ said Nick. ‘All the better for hearing her voice.’

				‘And I hope he’s been behaving himself,’ said Blythe.

				‘She hopes you’ve been behaving yourself.’ OK, enough now.

				Nick sounded as if he was smiling. ‘Oh yes. Tell her I haven’t been arrested in years.’

				***

				If there was anything more manic than working in the West End after Christmas when the sales were in full swing, it was shopping in the West End after Christmas when the sales were in full swing. Elbows were out, toes and small children were getting trampled on and everyone was carrying bags of stuff they’d either just bought or had been given for Christmas and were about to take back. And it was worth queuing for forty minutes to return a load of clothes to Marks and Spencer’s, because who but a fool would want to keep them, when the exact same items were now half price on the rails, enabling you to buy—ha!—twice as many? This was Blythe’s favorite bit.

				‘Mum, we’ve been shopping for three hours. My feet hurt. My back’s starting to ache.’

				‘Lightweight!’

				‘And I’m thirsty,’ Lola said whinily.

				‘We’ll buy you a bottle of water.’ Her mother was in the grip of buying fever; her eyes were darting around, greedily taking in sequiny sparkly tops, dresses awash with flowers and frills, things with spots and stripes and fringes…  OK, some of the colors might be iffy, but they were reduced in the sale… 

				‘And I’m hungry,’ Lola pleaded. ‘Sooo hungry. Mum, if you make me carry on shopping now, I’ll last another hour. But if we stop for a proper rest and have something decent to eat, I’ll be set up for the rest of the day.’

				Blythe heaved an impatient sigh. ‘You were easier to take shopping when you were in a pram. OK, we’ll eat. Where d’you want to go?’

				‘Marco’s,’ Lola said promptly. ‘We always go to Marco’s.’

				‘Are you sure? It’s a ten-minute walk from here. We could just go to the café downstairs.’

				‘Oh no, no.’ Lola shook her head. ‘Because then you’ll just try and fob me off with orange juice and a prawn baguette. We’re going to Marco’s and we’re going to have chicken cacciatore and a nice glass of red, just like proper ladies who lunch.’

				***

				The restaurant was busy, warm and welcoming. Lola slipped her shoes off under the table and took a big sip—OK, maybe slightly bigger than a big sip—of Merlot. ‘Oh, this is better. My feet thank you. My stomach thanks you. Are we both having the chicken?’

				‘Fine by me. Steady with that wine, love. You’re glugging it down like water.’

				It was one o’clock. Lola felt the butterflies start up in earnest; any time now, her mother was going to find out why.

				She saw him twenty minutes later through the full-length front window, making his way across the street. Blythe, sitting with her back to the entrance, was chattering away about holidays. Lola took a deep breath; in an ideal world her mother’s hair would be just brushed and she’d be wearing rather more make-up, but short of lunging across the table and forcibly applying a fresh coat of lipstick to her mouth, there wasn’t a lot she could do about it. Yeek, and now the door was being pushed open, here he came, it was really going to happen.

				‘…  so I said I’d think about it, although I’m not sure it’s really my thing.’ Blythe wrinkled her nose. ‘I mean, hill walking in Snowdonia. In big clumpy hiking boots. Sleeping in a tent, for heaven’s sake! Would you say I was the tenty type? It’s all right for Malcolm, but where would I plug in my hairdryer? And what happens when I need to…  to…’ Her voice trailed away and the piece of chicken she’d been about to eat slid off her fork. All the color abruptly drained from her face, leaving only freckles behind.

				Nick, standing behind Lola’s chair, said, ‘Hello, Blythe.’

			

		

	
		
			
				Chapter 26

				Blythe was in a state of shock. For a split second Lola thought she might bolt from the restaurant. Then, visibly gathering herself, she managed a fixed smile. ‘Nick, what a surprise. How nice to see you.’ Even her voice sounded different. ‘How are you? Looking well.’ Her shoulders were stiff, her jaw clenched with terror; mentally she was screaming go away, go away, please go away.

				‘I’m fine, thanks. And you haven’t changed at all. It’s incredible.’

				Lola said, ‘Mum—’

				‘Oh, sorry, love, this is Nick.’ Blythe jumped in before Lola could ask any awkward questions. ‘We knew each other years ago…  well, nice to see you again, we mustn’t keep you…  heavens, is that the time already? We’re going to have to rush if we’re—’

				‘Mum, it’s OK.’ Desperate to explain, Lola blurted out, ‘I know who Nick is. And this isn’t a coincidence; he knew we’d be here today because I told him. We met up before Christmas. He’s my father. And we really like each other.’ Hopefully, because her mother was staring at her as if she’d just sprouted an extra pair of ears, she said, ‘So that’s good, isn’t it?’

				Blythe’s hand trembled as she took a gulp of wine. Then another gulp. ‘You planned this.’ Her voice rose in disbelief. ‘You met up before Christmas?’

				‘I was going to tell you,’ Lola said hurriedly, ‘but I didn’t know how you’d react. And then Malcolm turned up on Christmas morning…’

				‘OK if I sit down?’ Nick indicated a spare chair.

				‘My God, this is too much to take in.’ Clutching her head, Blythe said, ‘Just turning up like this, out of the blue…  how did it happen? Who found who?’

				‘Well, it wasn’t me,’ said Lola. ‘It couldn’t have been me, could it? Seeing as you told me my father was an American who never even told you his real name.’

				Her mother rubbed her forehead with both hands and said nothing.

				‘Because that wouldn’t have exactly given me a lot to go on.’ Lola’s tone was dry.

				‘Which is why I said it. And it worked,’ Blythe retaliated. ‘It did the trick perfectly well.’ Pointedly she added, ‘For twenty-seven years.’

				‘I saw Lola being interviewed on the local news.’ Nick pulled out the chair and sat down. ‘Just for a few seconds, but it was enough. I had to find out if she was my daughter. And she is.’ His eyes softening, he slid one hand across the table towards Blythe then withdrew it as she snatched hers out of reach. ‘You’ve done a fantastic job, Blythe. She’s an absolute credit to you.’

				Lola felt ridiculously proud. Her father thought she was pretty good, possibly even fantastic.

				‘And to Alex. Her stepfather,’ Blythe said stiffly. ‘He’s the one who helped to bring her up.’

				Nick nodded. ‘Of course.’

				‘I’ve told him all about Alex,’ said Lola.

				‘And did he tell you everything too?’ Breathing rapidly, Blythe turned her attention to Nick. ‘Hmm? Did you? Everything?’

				People at other tables were starting to pay attention. Maybe organizing this surprise reunion in a restaurant hadn’t been such a great idea. Lola, who had thought having other people around might help to keep things under control, said surreptitiously, ‘sshh.’

				Which was kind of pointless seeing as Nick didn’t bother to lower his own voice when he said, ‘Yes, Blythe, she knows I went to prison.’

				Now it was the turn of the avidly eavesdropping woman at the next table to go sshh at her husband who was droning boringly on about golf.

				‘That was twenty-seven years ago,’ Nick continued. ‘I made a mistake and I paid for it a hundred times over. I lost you and I lost my daughter. And before you ask, no, I haven’t been in trouble with the police since then. I am a normal decent law-abiding citizen.’

				‘Congratulations.’ Frostily Blythe said, ‘Some of us have always been that.’

				‘Hey. Blythe.’ His smile crooked, Nick seized the bottle of Merlot and poured some into Lola’s empty water glass. ‘It really is fantastic to see you again. We don’t have to fight, do we? Can’t we just be friends?’

				‘What? I don’t know. This has only just happened.’ Blythe noisily exhaled, shook her head. ‘I can’t even think straight.’

				‘I never stopped thinking about you. About both of you.’

				For a second her eyes flashed. ‘And I never stopped thinking about the way you lied to me.’

				‘Mum, it’s all in the past.’

				‘But it happened,’ Blythe insisted. ‘I was eight months pregnant when I got the phone call telling me my boyfriend was in prison. No warning, no hints, just…  bam. It was like…  God, it was like the whole world had exploded. I thought my life was over, I didn’t know what to do, I was desperate. And now here you are, turning up again out of the blue, saying, hey, never mind all that, it’s in the past, let’s just put it behind us and be friends!’ She paused, sitting back in her seat and raking her fingers through her hair. ‘Because I don’t know if I want us to be friends. I’m fine as I am, thanks.’

				‘I’m Lola’s father,’ said Nick.

				‘Not as far as I’m concerned. Alex was the one who was there for her.’ Heatedly Blythe said, ‘And guess what? He didn’t go to prison once!’

				Lola closed her eyes; not quite the Hallmark reunion she’d been hoping for. ‘Mum, you lied to me about Nick, remember? You didn’t tell me the truth because you wanted to protect me, you didn’t want me to be hurt.’

				Her mother said defensively, ‘So? Was that wrong?’

				‘No! You did it because you loved me!’ Spreading her arms wide, narrowly missing the groin of a startled passing waiter, Lola said, ‘But that’s exactly why Nick lied to you! He didn’t tell you about being arrested and charged because he loved you and didn’t want you to be upset!’

				‘And didn’t that work well.’ Bright spots of color burned in Blythe’s cheeks as she scraped back her chair. ‘No warning, no nothing, just a phone call from some stranger letting me know you were in jail. Why on earth would I be upset about that?’

				‘What are you doing?’ said Lola as Blythe made a grab for her bag.

				‘I’m going to the bathroom, then home.’

				‘Mum, don’t!’

				‘It’s OK.’ Nick rose to his feet. ‘I’ll leave. I’m sorry.’ He rested his hands on Lola’s shoulders as Blythe, blindly ricocheting off chairs, hurried to the loo. ‘We got that a bit wrong, didn’t we? Give her a while to calm down. Maybe I’ll see you later.’

				Lola nodded, unable to speak.

				Some time later her mother returned to the table.

				‘You don’t have to tell me,’ Lola said at once. ‘I made another mistake.’

				‘Sorry, love. Talk about a shock.’ Freckles glowing, Blythe energetically fanned her face. ‘Maybe next time you magic a father out of thin air I could have a few minutes’ warning. I’ve never been much of a one for surprises.’

				Was it any wonder? Lola pushed away her plate and divided the last of the wine between their glasses. Of course her mother had been shocked but had she also, deep down, been just a teeny bit impressed by how Nick had turned out? Tentatively she said, ‘Our eyebrows do the same thing.’

				Blythe hesitated, then managed a brief smile. ‘I know.’

				‘He’s very good-looking.’

				‘Oh yes, he always had that going for him. And he knew it. Nick was a charmer, all right.’

				Valiantly, Lola carried on. ‘Nice clothes too. He dresses well.’

				Her mother’s smile changed, grew faintly mocking. ‘And that makes all the difference.’

				Which was unfair, because it didn’t make all the difference. It was just that when you compared Malcolm’s external appearance, his woolly, unkempt, hairy-toed appearance, with Nick’s smooth metropolitan one, well, it made quite a lot.

				And was that really so wrong? When it was, after all, the reason why there were more posters of Johnny Depp on bedroom walls across the country than there were of Johnny Vegas?

				‘I like him,’ said Lola.

				‘Of course you do.’ Blythe shrugged. ‘Look, I’m sorry if you think I’ve deprived you of your father all these years, but—’

				‘Mum, that’s OK, you thought you were doing the right thing. But we’ve found each other now. He’s back in our lives. And we can take it slowly, all get to know each other properly. You liked him once, you can like him again.’ Lola raised her glass with a surge of hope and a flourish. ‘Same as me and Dougie.’

				‘I think you’re forgetting something.’ Signaling a waiter for the bill, Blythe said, ‘You still like Dougie. But from what you’ve told me, he doesn’t seem to be too crazy about you.’

				Mothers could be cruel. ‘He’ll change his mind,’ said Lola. ‘I haven’t given up on him yet.’

			

		

	
		
			
				Chapter 27

				Across the hallway Lola’s doorbell was ringing. Sally, engrossed in the ice skating on TV—and the bowl of Ben and Jerry’s in her lap—wiggled her toes and imagined herself in a sparkly, hot-pink figure-hugging outfit twirling across the ice.

				Ddddrrrrrrinnnggggg. Whoever was at the front door wasn’t giving up. As the skating routine drew to an end, Sally put down her ice cream and clambered off the sofa.

				She hauled up the sash window and leaned out. ‘Hello? Lola’s not at home.’ Then she almost lost her balance and toppled out, because the man gazing up at her was just… 

				Wow.

				Let’s just say he was a definite cut above your average carol singer.

				‘Any idea when she’ll be back? I’ve tried her mobile but it’s switched off.’ His dark hair gleamed in the light from the street lamp. Even at this distance his eyes were hypnotic. Effortlessly hypnotized, Sally said, ‘She could be back any time now. Do you want to come in and wait?’

				His teeth gleamed white. ‘Are you sure?’

				With a smile like that? Was he kidding? Praying Lola wouldn’t be back too soon, Sally called out, ‘Hang on, I’ll buzz you up.’

				‘Thanks.’ His smile broadened when she opened the door to her flat. ‘I don’t want to be a nuisance. But it’s pretty icy out there.’

				No worries, come here, I’ll soon warm you up!

				Thankfully she managed to keep these words inside her head. Oh, but he was to die for, really he was, with those expressive eyebrows and chiseled cheekbones, and that dark swept-back hair curling over the collar of his coat. This was definitely lust at first sight. And wasn’t there something familiar about those eyebrows?

				‘Come on in, I’ll make us a cup of tea…  oops.’ In her excitement she almost kicked over the bowl on the carpet. ‘Don’t step in the ice cream! I’m Sally, by the way.’

				‘I know. Lola’s told me all about you.’

				‘Has she?’ Ridiculously flattered, Sally turned to look at him as she filled the kettle at the sink. Whooosh, ice-cold water promptly ricocheted off the spout, drenching her from neck to navel. When you were in the grip of lust it was hard to concentrate.

				‘Why don’t I make the tea?’ Amused, he said, ‘You’d better go and change out of those wet things.’

				Which was how real life differed from the movies because if this hadn’t been real he might have offered to help her.

				By the time she reemerged in dry clothes she’d figured it out. ‘I’ve heard all about you too,’ Sally announced as he carried the tea through to the living room. ‘You’re Lola’s dad.’

				‘Nick James.’ His humorous dark grey eyes crinkled at the corners. Gorgeous eyes, gorgeous corners. And the way he dressed…  well, that was right up her street too. A dark green shirt, black trousers and black shoes, you couldn’t get plainer than that, but they were of excellent quality and so well-cut, and he wore them like a Frenchman. The glamorous citified kind you saw sitting at pavement cafés on the Champs Elysées, not the gnarled leathery farmer types with strings of onions slung around their necks.

				Unlike grungly Gabe with his bleached T-shirts and disintegrating jeans, this was a man with élan, with savoir faire…  a man who knew how to dress. He even—mais naturellement!—smelled fantastic. And he was Lola’s father. Would this make things tricky or awkward?

				Sally considered the facts then decided there was no reason why it should. If Lola was allowed to have a crush on her brother and yearn for him shamelessly, it seemed only fair that she should be allowed a shot at Lola’s dad. Crikey, if Lola married Doug and she married Nick, she’d be Lola’s stepmother and her sister-in-law; wouldn’t that be a turn-up for the books? It was the kind of thing that got you invited onto TV shows and…  um, OK, maybe getting a teeny bit carried away here, just the weeniest bit ahead of herself… 

				‘The ice cream had pretty much melted,’ said Nick. ‘So I put the bowl in the sink.’

				‘Right. Um, thanks.’ Oh God, please don’t say he was going to turn out to be another neurotic-obsessive-compulsive-tidier-upper. But he hadn’t cleared away anything else, so that was good. He had lovely hands too, capable-looking fingers and clean, well-shaped nails. Ooh, and if we all had children they’d be simultaneously each other’s cousins and uncles and aunts… 

				‘What are you thinking?’ Nick was regarding her with interest, his dark head tilted to one side.

				Again, probably best not to tell him. ‘Just wondering if I’m allowed to ask how it went today, meeting up with Lola and her mum.’

				‘Not brilliantly. It wasn’t a fairytale reunion.’ He paused, stirring his tea. ‘Hardly surprising, I suppose. Bit of a shock for Blythe. That’s why I came over to see Lola, to find out how things are now. Relationships are…  complicated.’

				‘Ha, tell me about it.’

				Nick grinned. ‘Lola did happen to mention you’d had your share of bad luck with men.’

				Oh Lola did, did she? Cheers, Lola. Then again, maybe it had been fate all along, nature’s way of forcing her to wait until Mr Right—no, Mr Absolutely Perfect—turned up.

				And since he already knew, there was no point trying to deny the past.

				‘That’s a very polite way of putting it,’ Sally said ruefully, ‘but I think you mean my share of bastards.’ On the TV a groan of disappointment went up from the audience and she pointed to the pair of skaters sprawled on the ice. ‘It’s like that, isn’t it? One minute it’s all going so well, you’re twirling and flying through the air and actually starting to think you’re in with a chance of gold. And the next minute, splat, you’re flat on your face. That’s why I love watching my old video of Torvill and Dean doing Bolero. Because I know it doesn’t go wrong, nobody falls over and they carry on being perfect right to the end.’ She paused then said with a lopsided smile, ‘Wouldn’t it be great if our lives could be like that?’

				Oops, had that been a bit too heartfelt? Did it make her sound needy and desperate? Was he going to make fun of her now?

				But that didn’t happen. Instead, nodding in agreement, he said, ‘It’s what everyone wants, if they’re honest. We just can’t help buggering things up. But the right man’s out there somewhere, I know he is.’

				Sally looked innocent. ‘For you?’

				He smiled easily. ‘For you. It’s just a question of tracking him down.’

				They carried on chatting for another hour. He was so wonderfully easy to talk to. She learned about his career in advertising and told him about her own job—you couldn’t really call it a career—as a receptionist in a busy doctors’ surgery in Wimbledon.

				Nick was surprised. ‘And this is NHS? I wouldn’t have had you down as a doctors’ receptionist.’

				‘Because I’m not tidy?’ Hurt, Sally said, ‘I’m very organized at work.’

				‘I actually meant you look too glamorous.’

				She flushed at the compliment, smoothed back her hair. ‘I love my job. OK, it’s not high-powered and it isn’t glamorous, but the doctors I work with are great. Really friendly. It’s never boring. And I’m good at what I do,’ she added with pride. ‘Dr Willis says I’m the most efficient receptionist they’ve ever had.’

				‘So this surgery then, is it not a good place to meet men? What are these doctors like?’

				‘Old and married.’ Hastily, because she knew Nick was forty-eight, Sally said, ‘I mean, ancient. Sixties. Much older than you.’

				His mouth curved at the corners. ‘Glad to hear it. How about the patients, then? Must be a few promising ones there.’

				‘Well, yes, until you look through their medical notes.’ Sally pulled a face. ‘And read all about their stomach upsets, their erectile dysfunction, the excessive sweating and eczema in their skin folds, not to mention their problems with excessive wind and snoring…  I don’t know, somehow all the magic goes out of them after that.’

				He looked appalled. ‘Jesus, who d’you have coming to your surgery? A bunch of trolls?’

				‘They don’t have all those things. And not all at once. It’s just when you type a name into the computer, the whole medical history comes up on the first page. Say it’s an ultra-respectable bank manager,’ Sally explained. ‘He might look really nice, he might sound really nice. But one glance at the screen and I know he caught a sexually transmitted disease when he was nineteen, had a stubborn fungal infection between his toes when he was twenty-eight, and for the last three years has been seeing a specialist at a center for gender reassignment.’

				‘I take your point. What’s more,’ said Nick, ‘I’ll never try and chat up my doctor’s receptionist again.’

			

		

	
		
			
				Chapter 28

				‘You missed Nick. He left twenty minutes ago.’ Sally beckoned Lola into the flat, eager to tell her everything. ‘Isn’t he great? He’s been waiting here for you to get back. In the end he had to leave, but we’ve had a lovely couple of hours getting to know each other. He’s just so—’

				‘Oh no, he waited a couple of hours? Why didn’t he ring me?’ Distracted, Lola scrabbled for her phone. ‘Damn, when did I switch that off?’

				‘It wasn’t a problem. We’ve been chatting non-stop. In fact—’

				‘Hang on, let me just give him a quick call.’

				Sally waited impatiently for Lola to get off the phone; she was longing to tell her how well they’d got along together and what an attractive man her father was. Not that Lola could have any reason to mind, but to be polite she was going to jokily ask her permission before making a proper play for him.

				‘Damn, now his phone’s switched off.’ Lola shook her head, then straightened up and broke into a dazzling smile. ‘Sorry, not concentrating. What a day! So you met Nick. Did you like him?’

				Ha, just a bit! ‘He’s great,’ Sally said eagerly. ‘I really liked him; in fact—’

				‘Oh God, I’m so glad, because when you think about it, what would you do if you met your real father and he turned out to be awful? Wouldn’t that be just the worst thing in the world? But he isn’t awful, and we get on so well together, I couldn’t—’

				‘So did we. Get on well together,’ Sally blurted out.

				‘See? That’s it exactly, he’s a genuinely nice person. That’s why I know I can do it.’

				‘Do what?’

				Lola looked smug. ‘Get them back together.’

				Do what?

				‘But, but…’

				‘Wouldn’t that be perfect?’ Lola, her eyes shining, unwound her scarf and collapsed onto the sofa. ‘And I’ve made up my mind now. I’m going to make it happen. OK, it didn’t get off to the best of starts, but that was just the shock factor. I went home with Mum this afternoon and we had a proper talk about everything. It was amazing, hearing all this stuff for the first time. And look what she gave me.’ Lola took an envelope from her bag and carefully slid out a photograph. ‘It’s the two of them together, before I came along.’

				Feeling numb, Sally gazed at the photograph. Lola’s mother, her red-gold hair swinging around her shoulders, was wearing a purple and white sundress, a stripy green cardigan, and clumpy white platform shoes. Nick, sitting on the wall next to her with a proprietary arm around her narrow waist, grinned into the camera. He was twenty years old, cocky, and good-looking in a denim shirt and jeans, with everything going for him. Lola’s mother looked like a young Jane Asher—minus the dress sense—and Nick was her Paul McCartney.

				‘This is how I know I can do it,’ said Lola, tapping the old photo. ‘My mum kept it all these years. That means she still cares about him.’

				Sally exhaled slowly. The disappointment was crushing. Why did stuff like this always have to happen to her? Struggling to sound normal, she said, ‘Maybe she just forgot it was there. I’ve got photos at home of my seventh birthday party but it doesn’t mean I care about the kids I was at infants school with. I can’t even remember their names.’

				‘That’s completely different.’ Lola shook her head. ‘You were seven years old. When it’s boyfriend-girlfriend stuff, you don’t hang on to photos of the ones you don’t like anymore. You just don’t want those pictures to exist! But if you do still care about the other person, you keep the photos. Like I’ve still got all mine of me and Dougie.’

				‘Maybe, but has he still kept his ones of you? Anyway,’ Sally was defensive, ‘it’s a personal thing. Some people keep all their photographs regardless.’ Meaning that she had. Crikey, if she were to tear up all the photos of her with the exes who’d chucked her, she wouldn’t have any left. Dammit, and now she wasn’t even going to be allowed to have a shot at Lola’s father because Lola—completely selfishly—had decided that she wanted him to get back together with her mother.

				Bum.

				The door swung open behind them and for a split second Sally’s foolish heart leapt, because what if it was Nick rushing back to tell her he couldn’t bear to be without her, that it had been love at first sight for him too, that he had no interest in getting back together with Blythe… 

				Oh, and that he’d secretly had a spare key cut, which was how he’d been able to burst back into the flat.

				‘They do it deliberately,’ Gabe announced, tipping Lola’s feet off the sofa and throwing himself down with a groan of despair. ‘I swear to God, their mission in life is to officially do my head in. Celebrities.’ He exhaled, pushing his hands through his floppy blond hair. ‘Couldn’t you just roll them up in a big red carpet and tip them over a cliff?’

				‘Not a good night?’ Lola was sympathetic.

				‘Bloody useless. Complete waste of time. I waited three hours for this actress to come out of a hair place in Primrose Hill. I was getting thirstier and thirstier, but I stuck it out because I knew she had to be finished soon. Then finally I couldn’t stand it a minute longer and raced into the shop across the road. I was in there for fifteen seconds, no more than that. And when I came out, her limo was pulling away. I tell you, I felt like throwing rocks at it.’

				‘Poor you.’ Lola gave his arm a squeeze. ‘Yeurgh, you’re freezing. What’s all this stuff in your pocket?’ She had a quick rummage, pulling out sandwich wrappers, crisp packets and a folded sheet of A4 paper.

				‘Homework. Colin gave it to me.’ Gabe shook his head wearily. ‘It’s a list of car registration numbers belonging to celebs. If you spot one in the street, you know they’re in the vicinity. I’m supposed to learn the whole list. Oh hell, I can’t do this job. How am I supposed to recognize all these people when there’s so damn many of them? And when it comes to the girls with blond hair extensions, well, they’re even worse. They all look exactly the same!’

				‘You’ll get the hang of it.’ Lola’s tone was consoling. ‘What about the other paps, are they friendly?’

				‘They’re OK,’ grumbled Gabe. ‘But they’re taking the mickey out of me because I keep getting things wrong. I thought I’d spotted Britney Spears coming out of Waterstones with an armful of dictionaries but it wasn’t her. And this morning I got a great shot of George Clooney pushing a pram in Hyde Park, except it turned out to be some bloke from last year’s Big Brother. I’m a laughing stock. They keep pointing to old homeless guys in the street and saying, “Quick, Gabe, it’s Pierce Brosnan!” and “Hey, Gabe, isn’t that George Bush?”’

				‘But your photos of Tom Dutton and Jessica Lee were in Heat this week,’ said Lola. ‘Look how much money you made from those shots. They’re just jealous.’

				‘That was a fluke. I could work for the next five years and not get another chance like that.’

				‘Or it could happen again tomorrow,’ Sally chimed in. ‘That’s the thing, you never know. It’s like panning for gold.’

				‘We’ll see. This isn’t as great as I thought it might be. And I have to work on New Year’s Eve,’ grumbled Gabe. ‘What a lousy way to spend the night, hanging around outside all the best parties, freezing my nuts off.’

				Sally looked smug. ‘You can take my photo if you like. I’m off to a fantastic glitzy do on New Year’s Eve.’

				‘That’s three days away.’ Eyeing the plates with crumbs on, the dirty cups, the pistachio nut shells and the basket of make-up on the coffee table, Gabe said evenly, ‘Any chance of clearing this mess up before you go?’

				‘See what I’m up against?’ Sally rolled her eyes and grinned at Lola. ‘Totally neurotic!’

				***

				It was seven o’clock on New Year’s Eve. ‘You won’t believe what’s happened,’ wailed Sally, bursting into Lola’s flat. ‘My bloody boss has only been and gone and stood me up.’

				Lola, hopping around with one shoe on and one shoe off, said, ‘For your posh do? You can come along to the White Hart with us if you like. It won’t be posh and you’ll definitely get beer spilled over you, but it’ll be a good night.’ It would actually be a sweaty, crowded, extremely rowdy night but Tim from work had bullied everyone into buying tickets and Lola hadn’t had the heart to refuse. Persuasively she added, ‘A tenner a ticket and all the burgers you can eat.’

				Sally looked horrified. ‘My God, I can’t imagine anything more horrible. My ticket for the Carrick cost a hundred and fifty pounds.’

				‘Blimey, I’d want gold-plated, diamond-encrusted burgers for that price.’

				But it was for charity, Lola learned. And they certainly didn’t serve burgers at the five-star, decidedly glitzy Carrick Hotel overlooking Hyde Park. The event was dinner and a quiz, with tables of ten forming teams who were to compete against each other. Dr Willis, Sally’s boss, had been due to partner her for the evening—in a platonic way, naturally, what with him being sixty-four years old and keen on astronomy—but had just phoned to apologize that he couldn’t make it after all, his daughter having begged him to babysit his grandchildren instead.

				‘So the ticket’s already been paid for,’ Sally finished. ‘Seems a shame to waste it. Wouldn’t you rather come with me to the Carrick than squeeze into some scuzzy, sticky-carpeted pub?’

				Weakening, Lola pulled a face; she hated letting people down. ‘Tim’s expecting me to be there. I don’t want to disappoint him.’

				‘Sure? It’ll be fun.’ Sally played her trump card. ‘Doug’s on our table.’

				Oh well, everyone else from Kingsley’s was going along to the White Hart; it wasn’t as if Tim would be all on his own. ‘Go on then.’ Lola’s heart began to beat faster, because this could be her chance to really impress Dougie. ‘You’ve twisted my arm.’

			

		

	
		
			
				Chapter 29

				Having changed out of her beer-friendly black lycra top and frayed jeans into an altogether more suitable peacock-blue dress with spaghetti straps and swishy sequined hem, Lola entered the Carrick’s ballroom feeling quite the bee’s knees. Moments later those same knees quavered with excitement as, through the crowds, she spotted Dougie over by the bar, looking even more handsome than ever in formal black tie. Heavens, how could any girl resist him? He was gorgeous. Giving herself time to mentally get her act together, Lola hung back as Sally approached the group at the bar.

				‘Hey, you’re here.’ Doug turned when she tapped him on the shoulder. ‘Everyone, this is my sister Sally, specialist subjects fashion and shopping. And rather more usefully she’s brought along her boss who’s a doctor, so any medical questions and he’s our man. He’s also excellent on astronomy, which…  which is…’ As he was speaking, Doug’s gaze had veered past Sally, searching for someone who would fit the description of aged, avuncular, planet-watching Dr Willis. When he spotted Lola his voice trailed off, his welcoming smile faded and he said, ‘Oh for heaven’s sake, I don’t believe it. You again?’

				Which was, frankly, more than a little hurtful.

				‘Honestly.’ Sally rolled her eyes at the rest of the group. ‘Is this what he’s like at work? Frank couldn’t make it, he has to babysit his grandchildren tonight, so I asked Lola if she’d come along in his place. Otherwise we’d have been a team member short for the quiz.’

				Doug shook his head. ‘So Lola’s our medical expert for the evening. Perfect. Let’s just hope no one needs an emergency tracheotomy.’

				‘Doug, calm down. I’ll answer the medical questions,’ said Sally.

				The tall man next to Doug said intently, ‘Are you a doctor too?’

				‘Well, no, not exactly, but I’m a GP’s receptionist.’ As the man’s lip began to curl into a sneer Sally said, ‘Do you know what papilloedema is?’

				He looked startled. ‘No.’

				‘See? I do. I know where the medulla oblongata is. I know about systolic and diastolic blood pressure measurements. I can tell you what talipes are.’ Airily Sally added, ‘And I can tell you exactly what to do with a sphygmomanometer.’

				The man took a gulp of his drink. Lola stifled a grin. Touché.

				‘Fine.’ Doug looked resigned. ‘Just don’t try and take out anyone’s appendix.’

				‘Sally, hiiii!’ Yeeurgh. Isabel joined the group, flicking back her silky ice-blond hair and clutching Sally’s arms as if they were long-lost friends. Moments later, spotting Lola, she said with rather less enthusiasm, ‘Oh, hello again.’

				‘I’m Tony, history and politics,’ the tall man announced. Gesturing towards the others he said, ‘Alice is biology and Greek mythology. Jerry’s Egyptology and maths. And this is Bob, whose specialty is—’

				‘Trying to swim the Channel with his arms and legs tied up?’ Lola couldn’t help herself; when she was nervous, stupid stuff just came out of her mouth.

				Tumbleweed rolled past. Quite deservedly, no one laughed. Tony cleared his throat and said, ‘No, Bob’s specialty is classical music.’

				‘And cricket,’ said Bob.

				‘Great,’ said Lola.

				‘How about you?’

				Crikey, how about me?

				‘Um…  well, literature.’

				‘And?’ Tony eyed her beadily; it appeared everyone was required to be an expert in two subjects.

				‘And…  er, sumo wrestling.’ That would be safe surely?

				‘Excellent, excellent.’ As he rubbed his hands together they made a rasping, sandpapery sound. ‘So which should we be hoping for this evening, hmm? Kachikoshi? Or makekoshi?’

				Bugger. And his lip was curling again. He knew.

				‘OK,’ said Lola, ‘I was lying. I don’t know anything about sumo. I only have one specialist subject and I’m sorry if that’s not enough, but I’m only here as a last-minute replacement. It’s either me or an empty chair.’

				***

				‘Don’t worry about Tony, he’s a pompous twit.’

				‘Is he? I mean, I know he is.’ To Lola’s relief, not everyone in the group was unfriendly. With the quiz due to start in five minutes, she beamed at the girl redoing her make-up in the ornate gilt mirror in the cloakroom. ‘I just didn’t realize people would be taking it so seriously.’

				‘Don’t worry, you’ll be fine. God, this skirt’s killing me.’ The girl, whose name was Elly, straightened up and gave her stomach a disgruntled prod. ‘I’ve put on almost a stone over Christmas, nothing fits any more. I’m going to have to join a gym before I turn into a complete hippo.’

				‘I hate gyms.’ Lola pulled a face.

				‘I thought of giving Doug’s a go. He says it’s all right.’ Disconsolately tugging down her corrugated skirt, Elly said, ‘But they’ll still make you suffer, won’t they? What I really need’s a magic wand.’

				Lola carefully untwiddled a strand of hair from around one of her silver earrings. ‘Is that Holmes Place?’

				Yhooooosh, Elly sprayed Elnett Ultrahold wildly around her head like a cowboy twirling a lasso. ‘No, Merton’s in Kensington—ow, sod it!’

				She’d sprayed Elnett right in her eye. ‘Here,’ Lola passed her a clean tissue; the thought of Dougie working up a sweat on a rowing machine was enough to send any girl’s aim wonky.

				‘Thanks. And just ignore Tony.’ Elly’s smile was encouraging. ‘We’ll still have fun; you don’t have to try and impress him.’

				‘You’re right.’ Lola didn’t tell her that the person she really wanted to impress was Doug.

				***

				Their table was doing well in the first round; everyone was getting their chance to shine. Rivalry between the thirty or so teams in the banqueting hall was intense. Having answered a fiendish question about the last rugby World Cup, Doug (specialist subjects sport and economics) was so elated he actually grinned across the table at Lola before realizing what he was doing and abruptly reaching for his drink instead. But the moment was already imprinted in Lola’s mind; for a split second there, it had been just like old times. Fresh hope surged inside her; please please let him be weakening, let him realize that the attraction was still there. From what she could tell, this thing with Isabel was pretty shallow, hardly the romance of the century. Isabel might be beautiful but her personality wasn’t exactly dazzling; in fact she was like an irritatingly chirpy child, tugging Doug’s arm for attention, giggling, and endlessly whispering in his ear. Basically she was nothing but an airhead… 

				‘And now,’ boomed the question master, calling the noisy room to attention, ‘the penultimate question in Round One. Pay close attention, ladies and gentlemen, because every point counts.’ He paused for effect. ‘And this question is in two parts. The first part is this. What is the speed of light?’

				Lola’s spirits sank; she was desperate to show Doug she wasn’t a deadweight, that she could be a useful member of the team, but how was anyone supposed to know—

				‘Three hundred thousand kilometers per second,’ Isabel whispered.

				What?

				What?

				‘Good girl.’ Tony wrote down the answer without blinking.

				‘And now for the second part,’ the question master announced. ‘In order for any object to escape the earth’s gravitational pull, it must be flying at or above the earth’s escape velocity. The question is, what is that velocity?’

				Everyone at the table turned their gaze on Isabel. No, Lola wanted to yell, no, you can’t know the answer to that, you just can’t… 

				With a self-deprecating smile Isabel murmured, ‘Eleven kilometers per second.’

				Smirking, Tony scribbled down the answer on their table’s card.

				‘OK, time’s up, please raise your cards.’

				All across the room, cards were lifted and checked. The question master announced, ‘The answers are three hundred thousand kilometers per second and eleven kilometers per second.’

				A great cheer went up around their table. Isabel took a sip of iced water and continued to look modest. ‘And Table Sixteen, the Sitting Tennants, were the only ones to get both parts of that question right. Well done, you Sitting Tennants!’

				Lola, leaning over to Elly on her left, said incredulously, ‘How did she know that?’

				Elly said, ‘Who, Isabel? Oh, she’s mad about stuff like that. She went along to evening classes last year, just for fun. Got an A in A-level physics.’

				Lola’s stomach clenched as she observed Isabel, with her dinky little nose and perfect smile. Geeky boffins were supposed to look like geeky boffins, not swan around like Grace Kelly in slinky sea-green silk with strappy Gucci sandals on their feet.

				‘And now, the final question of the first round.’ Up on the dais, the question master tapped a knife against his glass to regain everyone’s attention. ‘Ready? This is one for all you book lovers out there.’

				Lola’s heart promptly broke into a gallop. Now she was the center of attention. Adrenaline buzzed through her veins and her knees began to judder. Across the table, only slightly patronizingly, Isabel said, ‘Come on, Lola, you can do it!’

				‘Right, ladies and gentlemen, your question is this.’ As the question master paused for further dramatic effect, Lola concentrated on looking serious, focused, and super-intelligent. ‘What word appears one thousand eight hundred and fifty-five times in the Bible?’

				Oh, for bloody crying out loud.

				‘Lola?’ demanded Tony when she shook her head and sat back. ‘Come along now, what is it?’

				‘How am I supposed to know the answer to that?’

				He looked at her as if she were an imbecile. ‘Because it’s a literature question and books are your specialty.’

				‘It’s the Bible!’ Stung by the unfairness of it all, Lola cried, ‘Even if I had read the Bible, I promise you I wouldn’t have counted how many times each word appeared!’

				‘Quick!’ shouted Jerry.

				‘Um, OK… “and.”’ Lola blurted the word out in a panic, aware that across the table Isabel was writing something on the back of one of the programs.

				AND, Tony scrawled on the answer card.

				‘Time’s up,’ called the question master. ‘Raise your cards please. Ah, I see lots of you got it right this time. Well done, all of you who knew that the correct answer is Lord.’

				‘Oh, bad luck, Lola.’ Isabel smiled sympathetically.

				The others didn’t say anything. They didn’t need to. Then Jerry, peering at the program by Isabel’s elbow, exclaimed, ‘You wrote it down! You knew Lord was the right answer.’

				‘Shh, it doesn’t matter. Questions about books are Lola’s field of expertise. I didn’t want her to feel I was muscling in.’

				Intrigued, Sally said, ‘But how did you know it was Lord?’

				‘Same way as everyone else who got it right, I expect.’ Isabel dimpled prettily—dammit, she even had dimples. ‘It’s a Trivial Pursuit question. Once you’ve been asked it, it’s not the kind of answer you forget.’

			

		

	
		
			
				Chapter 30

				The four-course meal, each course served between rounds of questions, was sublime. The glittering ballroom with its mirrored walls, opulent décor and hundreds of tethered gold and white helium balloons was beautiful in every way. By concentrating on the good parts and reminding herself that she never had to see the ultra-competitive contingent again, Lola chatted to Elly and Sally and began to enjoy the evening. It was, after all, a far cry from warm beer and burst eardrums at the White Hart.

				By the beginning of the fifth and final round they were joint leaders along with the Deadly Dunns, a team from another management consultancy. The rivalry was intense now; there might be laughter on the surface but, deep down, reputations were at stake.

				Sally got them off to a flying start by knowing the whereabouts in the body of the islets of Langerhans, which Lola privately felt should be found not in the pancreas but somewhere off the west coast of Scotland in the vicinity of Barra, Eriskay, and Skye.

				The questions continued and their table’s points continued to mount up. Bob knew something ridiculously obscure about the composer Dmitri Shostakovich and earned himself a round of applause. Jerry the Egyptologist preened, having correctly answered a question about the identity of the tekenu. Elly dithered a bit but finally guessed correctly that David Hockney had attended Bradford Grammar.

				Lola began to wonder if she was actually the least intelligent person in the entire room. Even people who didn’t look remotely clever were getting things right whilst she was still struggling to break her duck.

				Isabel let out a shriek of delight and smothered Doug in kisses when he correctly answered that David Campese was the player who’d scored the most tries in test rugby.

				Lola helped herself to more wine. One booky-type question, that was all she asked, a question that nobody else knew the answer to. And when she answered it correctly, everyone would break into wild applause and Dougie would give her one of his heart-melting smiles… 

				Finally it was the penultimate question of the quiz. Doug’s table and the Deadly Dunns were still neck and neck. It’s only a game, Lola told herself, it’s only a game. But she felt sick anyway; it felt more important than that.

				‘Right, here we go,’ said the question master. ‘James Loveless, George Loveless, John Standfield, Thomas Standfield, James Brine, and James Hammett are the names of…?’

				Lola, busy knocking back wine, froze in mid-glug. She knew who they were. Bloody hell, she actually knew an answer!

				Everyone else looked blank. Sally whispered, ‘Is it the Arctic Monkeys?’

				‘Soldiers who won the VC?’ guessed Bob.

				History was Tony’s specialist subject. He was shaking his head, gazing in turn at the others in search of enlightenment.

				‘Are they footballers?’ hazarded Jerry the Egyptologist.

				Tony looked at Isabel, then at Doug, before glancing briefly in Lola’s direction. Hastily swallowing her mouthful of wine and keen not to let anyone at nearby tables overhear, she mouthed the answer at him.

				Tony frowned and mouthed back, ‘What?’

				Tingling with excitement, Lola mouthed the words again, more slowly this time. ‘The Tolpuddle martyrs.’

				Tony turned away as if he hadn’t seen her. Reaching for the answer card he scrawled a few words and, leaning across to Isabel, whispered in her ear.

				Lola watched open-mouthed as she cried, ‘Oh Tony, you’re brilliant.’

				‘Everyone raise your cards,’ called the question master. ‘And the correct answer…  is…  the Tolpuddle martyrs!’

				‘Yayyyy!’ Everyone else on the table let out a huge cheer. Bob and Jerry clapped Tony on the back and Lola waited for him to announce that, in fact, she, Lola, was the one who’d known the answer.

				But he didn’t. He just sat there looking smug and lapping up all the congratulations. Lola gazed around wildly; had none of them seen what had happened? Not even Doug?

				‘Damn, the Deadly Dunns got it too,’ said Doug. ‘We’re still level. It’s right down to the wire.’

				Bloody Tony, what a cheater! Lola was so busy being outraged and glaring at him that she barely listened to the final question.

				‘…  famous writer died in eighteen eighty. Her nom de plume was George Eliot. But what was her real name?’

				This was it. Lola sat up as if she’d been electrocuted. Ha, and it was a trick question! Everyone else was going to think the answer was Mary Ann Evans. More importantly, the Deadly Dunns were going to think that. But the clue was in the way the question had been phrased, and seven months before her death at the age of sixty-one, Mary Ann Evans had married a toyboy by the name of John Cross. So the question being asked was, in fact, what was her real name when she died… 

				‘Well?’ said Bob. ‘Do you know it?’

				‘Of course I know it.’ Lola signaled for the answer card and a pen. With a flourish she wrote Mary Ann Cross. Oh yes, was that a flicker of respect in Doug’s eye? About time too! She was about to win his team the competition!

				‘Raise your cards, ladies and gentlemen.’

				Trembling with excitement, Lola held it above her head.

				‘Hmm.’ Doug was looking at the other raised cards.

				Oh Dougie, have faith in me, would I let you down?

				‘And the correct…  answer…  is…’ the question master strung it out X Factor style, ‘…  Mary…  Ann…  Evans!’

				‘For fuck’s sake,’ groaned Bob.

				‘No,’ Lola heard herself blurt the word out, shock prickling at the base of her skull. Shaking her head in disbelief, she said, ‘That’s wrong!’

				Jerry’s tone was bitter. ‘You’re wrong.’

				‘YEEEAAAHHH!’ Realizing they’d won the competition, the Deadly Dunns were cheering their heads off.

				‘But I’m not wrong. Mary Ann Evans married a man called John Cross…  she did…’ The words died in Lola’s throat as she realized it no longer mattered; the game was over and she’d lost it—irony of ironies—by trying to be too clever.

				Bam, went the cork as it flew out of the Deadly Dunns’ triumphantly shaken bottle of champagne. Everyone else in the room was applauding them. They rose to their feet and bowed, before breaking into a boisterous chorus of ‘We Are the Champions.’

				Bob shook his head in disgust.

				Tony said, ‘Shit, they’re never going to let us forget this.’

				Lola was bursting for the loo. If she left the table now, they’d all talk about how rubbish she was. Oh well, who cared? If she didn’t leave the table now she’d really give them something to talk about.

				The ladies’ loo was blessedly cool, a calm ivory marble haven from the babbling crowds in the ballroom. Having touched up her make-up and enjoyed five minutes of peace and quiet, Lola was just putting away her lipstick when the door swung open and Doug said, ‘There you are.’ His miss-nothing gaze checked out her face. ‘Are you OK?’

				‘Fine.’ As one of the loos was flushed behind her, Lola said, ‘You aren’t allowed in here.’

				‘Come outside then.’ He held the door open and ushered her past him. In the corridor he said, ‘I thought you might have been upset.’

				‘You mean crying?’ Lola was glad the whites of her eyes were still clear and white. ‘I wouldn’t give your friends the satisfaction. And I’m not upset, I’m just sorry I let you down.’

				Doug shook his head. ‘Hey, it doesn’t matter. It was only meant to be a bit of fun. I had no idea Tony was going to take the whole thing so seriously. They’re not my friends either,’ he added. ‘Tony works for me. Jerry and Bob are friends of his. Tony was the one who persuaded me that coming here tonight would be good PR. He can be a bit of an arse. Well, quite a lot of an arse. Tony takes his quizzes very seriously.’

				‘He’s a cheating arse,’ said Lola; it was no good, she couldn’t not tell him. ‘I gave him the Tolpuddle martyrs answer. I did,’ she insisted when Doug look amused. ‘That was me! He just couldn’t bear to admit it.’

				‘OK. Well, I’m glad you’re all right. And I’m sorry about Tony.’

				Touched by his concern—that had to be an encouraging sign, surely—Lola smiled and said, ‘Thanks. Not your fault.’

				Doug hesitated. ‘I was going to ask you, how’s it going with your father?’

				Yay, another encouraging sign! ‘Pretty good. I’m trying to fix him up with my mum but she’s digging her heels in. I won’t give up though. When you know two people would be perfect together, if one of them could just forgive the other for some silly mistake they made years ago, you have to persevere. Otherwise it would just be a terrible waste,’ Lola said innocently. ‘Don’t you think?’

				Dougie gave her that look she knew so well. ‘Maybe your mother really isn’t interested.’

				‘Ah, but that’s the thing. Deep down, I think she still is.’ Lola gazed at him, longing to touch his face. ‘Remember that weekend we went to Brighton and you took loads of photos of me on the beach?’

				Doug paused, clearly wondering if there was any point in trying to say no. He shrugged. ‘Vaguely.’

				Vaguely, right. Which meant he was definitely lying. He’d been eighteen, she’d been seventeen and they’d made love at midnight on a lilo on the beach. How could any red-blooded male fail to remember a weekend like that?

				‘I’d love to see those photos again.’

				His mouth twitched. ‘You don’t give up, do you?’

				Lola smiled back, realizing that he wasn’t going to tell her whether or not he still had them. That was the trouble with trying to outsmart someone smarter than yourself. On the other hand, reminding him of the existence of the photos might prompt him to dig them out and the sight of her cavorting in the sea in her pink bikini might in turn remind him of how happy they’d been, and how happy they could be again.

				‘Well,’ Dougie cleared his throat. ‘I suppose we’d—’

				‘Yes, better get back.’ She dived in, saying the words before he could say them himself. ‘Don’t want people starting to wonder where we’ve got to. Just one thing first.’ Her heart beating faster, Lola rested a hand on his arm. ‘Seeing as it’s New Year’s Eve and I probably won’t get the chance later, can I wish you a…’ move towards him ‘…  Happy…’ slide your free arm around his neck ‘…  New…’ half close your eyes, half open your mouth… 

				‘Year,’ said Doug, planting a brisk kiss on her cheek before stepping back.

				Damn, foiled again. So near yet so far. This was a man with way too much self-control.

				***

				What a job. What was he doing here, freezing his nuts off outside a club, listening to everyone on the inside counting down to midnight?

				Next to Gabe, Jez muttered, ‘Hey, man, Happy New Year.’

				‘Yeah, you too.’ Gabe huddled further inside his fleece, his breath puffing out in front of him, his hands so cold he could barely grip the camera.

				‘It’s midnight. They’re all in there, going crazy.’ Shivering, Jez jerked his head. ‘Fancy a cup of tea in that café up the road?’

				Gabe nodded; this had to be the best time to get one.

				Ten minutes later they made their way back to the club.

				‘Bloody hell,’ cried one of the other paps, ‘you missed it! That EastEnders guy ran out; all he was wearing was his cowboy boots.’

				‘You’re having us on.’ Jez paled.

				‘Naked as a baby, I swear to God. And he did a handstand. Not a pretty sight.’ Chuckling, the pap showed them the shots on his camera. ‘That’s my work done for the night. Picked the wrong time to leave, you lads. Look out for these pictures in the News of the World.’ He left, crowing with delight.

				Jez said with feeling, ‘I bloody hate this bloody job.’

				‘Me too.’ But the annoying thing was, it had its addictive side. Balanced against the cold and the tedium and the endless hanging around was the knowledge that the next big picture might be only a click away. It was like shark fishing: one minute you were bored out of your mind, the next you were firing on all cylinders because at any second anything could happen…  like this stretch limo heading down the street towards them now, slowing down. Getting his camera ready, Gabe experienced the now-familiar rush of adrenaline as a blacked-out window slid down. He moved into position alongside Jez. Because this could be anyone—Jack Nicholson dressed as a nun, Mick Jagger with Lily Allen, Simon Cowell with—

				‘What the fuck?’ yelled Jez as half a dozen yellow plastic bazookas fired torrents of ice-cold water at them. Shaking his dripping hair out of his eyes, almost dropping his camera, Gabe cursed and watched the limo accelerate away. The occupants were roaring with laughter, delighted with their prank, and no one even knew who they were.

				‘Happy New Year, losers,’ one of them bellowed through the window.

				Gabe was soaked to the skin. Four interminable hours and he hadn’t managed so much as a single decent photo. This was possibly the very worst New Year’s Eve of his life.

			

		

	
		
			
				Chapter 31

				‘I’m not sure this is such a good idea,’ said Lola. ‘Remind me again why we’re here?’

				Because I’ve got the most enormous crush on your father and I’m longing to show off in front of him, knock him dead with my dazzling footwork and spinny twirls!

				Sally didn’t actually say this out loud. Turning to Lola she explained, ‘Because it’s fun and it’s something you’ve never done before. I mean, look at this place! Did you ever see anything so pretty?’

				Lola followed the expansive sweep of her arm, dutifully taking in the flaming torches and architectural lighting illuminating the courtyard’s classical façades. ‘I’m going to fall over and break my ankles.’

				‘You won’t. I’ll show you how to do it properly. Besides, falling over’s all part of the fun.’ Personally Sally felt her choice of Somerset House ice rink, off the Strand, had been inspired. ‘And it’s only here for a couple more weeks—ooh look, there’s Nick!’

				Luckily the sub-zero temperatures meant that her cheeks were already pink. In her white fake-fur hat and matching vest, worn over a red cashmere sweater and black jeans, Sally was ready to impress the hell out of Lola’s dad. When Lola had idly wondered what father-daughter things she and Nick could do together on their road to getting to know each other, it had taken Sally…  ooh, all of two seconds to think of something that could include her as well.

				Even if it meant having to sacrifice Lola’s ankles to do it.

				OK, that was just a joke; it wouldn’t really happen anyway. Oh God, look at Nick, he was so gorgeous, she could just—

				‘Over here,’ Lola called out, windmilling both arms to attract his attention.

				‘Hey, you two.’ Joining them, he gave Lola a hug and a kiss.

				She beamed, clearly delighted to see him again. ‘Look at you, so brown.’

				Nick, just back from ten days in St Kitts, in turn greeted Sally with a kiss on the cheek that made her quiver like a terrier on a leash. Even his polite kisses were thrilling.

				Nick grinned. ‘So you’re going to be teaching us all the moves tonight?’

				Was that an unintentional double entendre or was he saying it like that on purpose?

				‘Absolutely. You’re both going to love this.’ Her eyes shining—just in case he was flirting with her—Sally said, ‘By the time I finish with you two tonight, you’ll be whizzing round like pros.’

				‘And by this time next year we’ll be going for gold in the Olympics.’ Inspired, Lola said excitedly, ‘Can we get out onto the ice now?’

				‘Lesson one.’ Sally yanked her back. ‘Always best to queue up first and hire some skates.’

				Lola was a revelation on the ice, more spectacularly useless than Sally would ever have guessed. She had no sense of balance whatsoever. Clinging to the barriers and wailing, ‘This is really slippy!’ she was edging her way round the outside of the rink at the speed of a lame tortoise.

				Happily this meant Sally was free to coach Nick, who might not be any great shakes on the ice, but who was fifty times better than Lola. At least he could stand up and—more or less—manage circuits, so long as Sally was there to hold on to his hands. Which was heaven, almost as good as when, upon losing his balance and wobbling crazily in the center of the rink, he had flung both arms around her waist.

				Oh yes, that had definitely been a highlight, a moment to treasure. Maybe later she’d make it happen again and this time allow herself to stumble and fall on top of him in a laughter-filled tangle of arms and legs. When Lola wasn’t looking, of course.

				Leaning closer and breathing into her ear, Nick protested, ‘This can’t be much fun for you.’

				Was he serious? This was the most fun she’d had in years. ‘I’m fine.’ Sally experienced a frisson of excitement as his left thigh brushed against hers, then another as the right thigh followed suit.

				Was that an accident?

				‘No, it’s not fair.’ Nick shook his head. ‘Why don’t I have five minutes’ rest, then you can do some proper skating without having to hold me up. I’ll just watch from the side and admire the way you experts do it.’

				Oh dear, nobody liked a show-off. But his eyes were glittering and she couldn’t resist. Having guided him to the barriers then skated back to the less crowded center of the rink, Sally struck a pose then pushed off into an impromptu routine. God, skating was so brilliant, it was one of the few things she was really good at. And she was gliding across the ice now, as accomplished and elegant as a swan, with the stars twinkling overhead in an inky sky and hundreds of admiring eyes upon her…  if she went into a fabulous spin or launched into a triple salchow, would everyone gasp with delight and break into a spontaneous round of applause?

				OK, a triple salchow was too ambitious, but how about a double axel? Was Nick watching? Would he be suitably impressed by her technique? Yes, there he was, Lola had managed to hobble-skate over to him and they were both hanging on to the barriers, watching her. Right, here goes… 

				‘OW!’ bellowed Sally, crashing to the ice like a felled tree. ‘OW, OW, OW, who did that?’

				Because someone had come up behind her and delivered a vicious kick to the back of her calf. Letting out a shriek of pain she clutched her left leg as melted ice soaked into her jeans. What kind of psychopath would sneak up like that and kick a complete stranger so hard? Ow, God, she couldn’t breathe, she could barely think straight, it hurt so much… 

				‘Are you OK?’ Nick and Lola slithered up to her, having somehow managed to weave their way through the crowds of skaters. For heaven’s sake, did she look OK?

				‘Did you see who kicked me?’ Sally felt perspiration breaking out on her forehead.

				‘Nobody kicked you.’

				‘They did! I felt it!’

				‘There was no one near you.’ Lola pulled an apologetic face. ‘If it felt like being kicked by a donkey, you’ve probably snapped an Achilles tendon.’

				Damn, she was right. ‘Nooo!’ Sally sank down in despair and rested her face against the ice, because this was a nightmare. ‘I don’t want it to be my Achilles tendon!’

				Lola, valiantly attempting to help her into a sitting position, promptly lost her balance and gasped, ‘Oof!’ as she tumbled back like an upturned beetle on to the ice.

				***

				‘What’s going on?’ Puzzled by the commotion on the stairs, Gabe emerged with dripping wet hair and a dark blue towel draped around his hips.

				‘What does it look like?’ Sitting on her bottom, inelegantly hauling herself up one stair at a time, Sally was huffing and puffing and looking fraught.

				‘Ice skating went well, then.’ Gabe looked at Lola and her father, who were following her up the stairs carrying a pair of crutches.

				‘It’s not funny,’ Sally wailed. ‘We’ve just spent three hours in casualty. When they told me I’d torn my calf muscle I thought I’d just be limping a bit for a few days. I was actually relieved because I thought it was better than snapping an Achilles tendon, but it’s not better at all, it’s going to be a complete nightmare.’ Finally, laboriously, she reached the top step, raised both arms and demanded imperiously, ‘Don’t just stand there. Help me up.’

				Gabe’s heart sank. Was his luck ever going to change? ‘Sorry, who’s going to be a complete nightmare?’

				Nick, struggling to keep a straight face, said, ‘She has to rest the muscle completely, keep the leg elevated at all times. She’s going to need some serious looking after.’

				Oh God.

				Lola said helpfully, ‘You’ll have to lift her in and out of the bath.’

				Fat chance of that.

				‘No you won’t,’ Sally hurriedly chipped in before he could say anything about cranes. ‘I can still manage a shower.’

				‘So long as you don’t fall over.’ Lola winked as she held open the door for Sally to go through.

				Gabe winced as one of the aluminum crutches clunked against the door frame. ‘Look, wouldn’t it be easier to go and stay with your mother? Then she could look after you.’

				Crash went the other crutch against the skirting board as Sally lurched inside. ‘Whoops, these are tricky things to get the hang of.’

				Gabe took a deep breath. ‘The thing is, I’m going to be out working a lot of the time.’

				‘But if I went to my mother’s house I’d be on my own all the time.’ Over her shoulder Sally said, ‘Because she and Philip are off on holiday tomorrow. So that wouldn’t be very good, would it?’ There was a crash as she stumbled into the coffee table, sending flying the cups and plates she hadn’t cleared away earlier. With a sigh of relief she lowered herself onto the sofa and stretched out across it, propping her leg up on a couple of cushions. ‘There, that’s better. All comfy now. Ooh, I’d love a cup of tea.’

			

		

	
		
			
				Chapter 32

				Sometimes a name simply didn’t register on your personal radar but it turned out that everyone else knew at once who it belonged to. Such was the case with EJ Mack, whom Lola had never heard of. But when his publishers had announced that he’d be available during the third week of January for signing sessions, everyone else at Kingsley’s had got as over-excited as if Al Pacino had offered to turn up.

				‘But how can you know who he is?’ Bemused, Lola had studied the publisher’s press release. ‘He’s only a music producer.’

				Cheryl, Tim, and Darren had exchanged despairing looks. ‘He’s huge,’ said Darren. ‘He’s worked with everyone who’s anyone.’

				‘And he’s so brilliant, all his female artists get crushes on him,’ Cheryl chimed in with relish. ‘He’s very discreet but I bet he’s slept with loads of them.’

				‘Fine, we’ll let him come here then.’ Still unconvinced, Lola said, ‘But it’ll still be your fault if nobody turns up.’

				It was always embarrassing when that happened. Watching the poor authors’ faces fall as they sat there behind their teetering piles of books, gradually realizing that not one single person was going to come along and buy one. Their smiles faltered; sometimes they pretended they’d never wanted to sell any copies of their book anyway. Other times they feigned illness and escaped early. On one memorable occasion an author had reacted particularly badly, launching into a major temper tantrum and flinging his greatest rival’s books all across the shop.

				Anyhow, it didn’t seem as if this was a problem they were likely to encounter tonight with EJ Mack. Loads of customers had been thrilled to discover he was coming to Kingsley’s. As Lola unloaded boxes of his books and arranged them in spiral towers around the signing table, people were already starting to gather in the shop. Too cool to form an orderly queue but not cool enough to turn up at seven thirty, which was when EJ Mack was scheduled to arrive.

				And he wasn’t even good-looking, according to Cheryl. Turning over one of the hardbacks, Lola scrutinized the arty, grainy black and white portrait that gave away hardly anything at all. The face was averted from the camera and further obscured by the brim of some weird trilby-style hat.

				Oh well, he’d be here soon. Hopefully to sign two hundred copies of his book in double-quick time so they could all be home by nine thirty. OK, maybe not home by nine thirty on a Friday night if you were a super-successful uber-cool cutting-edge music producer, but definitely if you were a knackered bookshop manager with a drastically empty stomach and hot achy feet.

				‘He’s here!’ squealed Cheryl twenty minutes later.

				Lola scanned the crowded shop, absolutely none the wiser. ‘Where?’

				‘That’s him, the one in the blue anorak.’

				Oh good grief, how could anyone be cutting-edge in a turquoise anorak?

				Then her gaze stuttered to a halt and her eyes locked with those of EJ Mack.

				‘God, man, this is wicked,’ gushed Darren, appearing out of nowhere. ‘Look at him, he’s so brilliant.’

				Tim, next to him, breathed enviously, ‘And he’s slept with some of the most beautiful women on the planet.’

				Lola opened her mouth but no sound came out. Flanked by his publisher’s balding rep and blonde PR girl, EJ Mack approached them.

				‘Well, this is a coincidence.’ Smiling, he stuck out his hand. ‘Who’d have thought we’d be bumping into each other again? How’s your partner?’

				Lola tried her best to come up with an answer. Tim, keen to bridge a potentially awkward silence, leapt in with, ‘Hi, I’m Tim! She doesn’t have a partner.’

				‘God, sorry. You mean you broke up? What’s going to happen with the baby?’

				Funny how someone could look like a geeky speccy accountant-type one minute and not quite so geeky and accountanty the next, even if he was still wearing spectacles and that bizarre anorak. Although now that she knew who he was, Lola could see that the silver-rimmed rectangular spectacles were probably trendy in an ironic postmodern kind of way.

				‘It’s all going to be fine,’ she told EJ Mack.

				‘Baby?’ Cheryl stared in disbelief at Lola’s stomach. ‘What baby?’

				EJ Mack gave her a speculative look.

				‘Right,’ Lola said hurriedly. ‘Let’s get this show on the road, shall we? Can I take your coat? And welcome to Kingsley’s! You’ve got lots of fans queuing up to meet you! And can I just say how much I enjoyed your book…’

				‘That’s very kind.’ EJ Mack slowly removed his anorak and passed it over to her. ‘Which chapter did you like best?’

				‘Oh, um…  all of them.’

				‘So that means you haven’t read it.’

				‘Sorry, no, but I definitely will.’ Lola blinked as someone took a photograph. ‘Can I get you a drink? Coffee, water, anything else?’

				‘Did my publisher not send you my list of needs? Bourbon biscuits,’ EJ Mack said gravely. ‘Peeled grapes. And a bottle of Jack Daniels.’

				Cheryl was still frowning. ‘What baby?’

				***

				The signing session had been a great success. In the music world EJ was a 31-year-old legend and devotees of his work were thrilled to have this chance to meet him. EJ in turn didn’t disappoint them; he was charming, witty and interested in talking about music. He had worked with everyone who was anyone and plenty of tonight’s book-buyers were keen for him to work with them too. By the time they’d finished, EJ had been saddled with a stack of CDs pressed upon him by starry-eyed wannabes.

				‘Occupational hazard,’ he said good-naturedly.

				‘I’ll get you a carrier bag,’ Lola offered.

				‘I’d rather have a private word, if that’s all right. In your office?’

				Bum, so he hadn’t forgotten. Lola felt herself go pink, glanced awkwardly at her watch. ‘Um…’

				‘Just for a couple of minutes.’ Turning to the rep and the PR girl, EJ said, ‘That’s OK, isn’t it?’

				‘Of course it’s OK,’ the PR girl exclaimed. ‘Take as long as you like! Take a couple of hours if you want to!’ Because being lovely to her company’s authors was her job.

				The light glinted off EJ’s steel-rimmed spectacles as he smiled briefly at the enthusiastic blonde. ‘Don’t worry, a couple of minutes will be fine.’

				Once inside the office Lola said, ‘OK, I’m sorry, I told a fib.’

				‘More than one, at a guess.’ He leaned against the chaotic desk, counting off on his fingers. ‘The pregnant woman isn’t—never was—your partner. Was she even pregnant?’

				Shamefaced, Lola said, ‘No.’

				‘And the smell?’

				‘We boiled an awful lot of cabbage.’

				‘You really didn’t want me moving into that flat, did you?’

				‘Oh, please don’t take it personally. We didn’t know who you were. Whoever turned up, we were just going to do everything we could to put them off. Like playing that music…’ Lola’s voice trailed away, because they’d been playing Eminem. Damn, hadn’t she overheard a fan earlier, gushing about the album EJ had worked on with Eminem?

				‘Hmm.’ EJ raised an eyebrow. ‘The music was fine, it was the dancing that worried me. So who lives there now?’

				‘Um, Sally. The one who wasn’t pregnant. And the guy who was meant to be letting the flat unexpectedly came back from Australia so they’re both in there now, driving each other nuts.’ Eagerly Lola said, ‘So in fact you had a bit of a lucky escape…’

				‘Look, it’s not that big a deal.’ He shrugged and helped himself to a Liquorice Allsort from the bag on the desk. ‘I live in Hertfordshire and staying in hotels whenever I’m up in town gets tedious. I just thought it’d be easier to have a base here, somewhere to crash when I can’t be bothered to drive home. I’m renting a place in Hampstead now.’

				Lola was just glad he’d taken it in his stride. ‘Well, I’m sorry we messed you about.’

				‘Don’t worry about it.’ His gaze slid downwards to where, having eased off one shoe, Lola was surreptitiously flexing her aching toes. ‘Been a long day?’

				‘Just a bit. I can’t wait to get home and run a bath.’ Relieved to have been forgiven, she confided, ‘My feet are killing me and I’m completely shattered.’

				‘Shame, I was just about to ask if you fancied a drink. Ah well, never mind.’

				‘Oh!’ Lola’s eyes widened.

				‘Doesn’t matter. Thanks for this evening anyway, I enjoyed it.’ EJ had reached the office door now. ‘Shall we go?’

				‘But…  but…’ Wow, that was an invitation she hadn’t expected, a bolt from the blue. Following him, Lola said, ‘Well, maybe a drink wouldn’t be so—’

				‘No, no, you’re too tired.’ He turned back, his thin clever face pale beneath the overhead fluorescent strip lighting. ‘Forget I asked. You get yourself home and jump into that hot bath.’ With a glimmer of a smile he added, ‘You do look exhausted.’

				Ouch. Or maybe touché. Talk about getting your own back.

			

		

	
		
			
				Chapter 33

				The advance proof copy of EJ Mack’s book, given to her months ago by the publisher’s sales rep, was lying under her bed unopened and covered in dust. Wiping it clean on the carpet, Lola raced barefoot across the landing to 73C. Oh, for heaven’s sake, Gabe was bound to be out and he hadn’t thought to leave the door on the latch; how long was she going to have to wait for Sally to hobble across and unlock it?

				Impatiently she hammered on the door. ‘Sal, quick, just roll off that sofa, crawl over here and let me in this minute because you are not going to believe who I met tonight!’ Then, as the door began to open, ‘And by the way, everyone at work was agog when they heard you were my pregnant lesbian lover—ooh!’

				Of course it hadn’t been Sally answering the door that quickly. Of course it had to be Doug, whom Lola hadn’t seen for three weeks, not since New Year’s Eve at the Carrick when she’d made such a dazzling impression. Bloody Mary Ann Cross.

				‘So now you’re having a lesbian affair with my sister.’ Doug shook his head in resignation. ‘My God, you really do want to give my mother a heart attack.’

				‘Sorry. Hi, Doug, I didn’t know you were here.’ Otherwise I’d have quickly redone my make-up and definitely not just made myself that cheese and pickled onion toasted sandwich.

				‘You know, I wish I was gay,’ complained Sally, lying in state across the sofa. ‘We’re far nicer people. It’s got to be easier fancying women than fancying men.’

				‘Not when they reek of pickled onions,’ said Doug.

				Ouch.

				Then again, speaking of fancying men. Doing her best not to breathe near him, Lola said, ‘No Isabel tonight?’ and for a split second allowed herself to get her hopes up. (‘Isabel, I’m sorry, it’s not you I love, it’s—’)

				‘Yes, I’m here too!’ Emerging from the kitchen with a tray, Isabel said gaily, ‘Hi, Lola, look at us, meals on wheels!’

				‘I ran out of milk.’ Sally eased herself into more of a sitting position, wincing with pain as she shifted her leg a couple of inches on its pile of cushions. ‘Gabe’s been gone for hours and he gets cross with me when I keep phoning him, so I gave Doug a call instead.’

				To be fair to Gabe, Lola had heard about last night’s debacle when, whilst queuing at the pharmacy for Sally’s ibuprofen capsules, he had missed a headline-making punch-up between two A-listers outside Nobu.

				‘Poor lamb, stuck here all on her own with no milk for a cup of tea,’ Isabel trilled. ‘Then when we said we’d pop over with a couple of pints she mentioned how hungry she was and asked us to bring her a takeaway.’

				The poor starving lamb had the grace to look faintly ashamed at this point, as well she might. Lola said indignantly, ‘What happened to the lasagna I brought over this morning? All you had to do was heat it up.’

				‘It’s still in the fridge,’ Sally admitted. ‘Sorry, I was just in the mood for a Chinese.’ Hastily she changed the subject. ‘So who did you meet tonight?’

				Lola’s stomach was still rumbling, baying for attention, despite the toasted sandwich. Oh well, if Sally didn’t want the lasagna—the delicious homemade lasagna she’d put together completely from scratch—she’d jolly well eat it herself. ‘Remember the geeky speccy guy who wanted this flat? Him!’

				‘Yeek, you mean he came into the shop and saw you? Was it embarrassing?’

				‘Just a bit, seeing as he was doing a signing. By the way, he asked after you and the baby.’

				Sally patted her stomach. ‘We’re doing great, thanks.’

				Lola, still clutching the book in her hand, said, ‘Have you ever heard of EJ Mack?’

				‘The music bloke? Worked with Madonna last year?’ Popping a forkful of chicken Sichuan into her mouth, Sally shrugged. ‘Kind of.’

				‘EJ Mack’s a genius,’ Isabel exclaimed. ‘He’s worked with everyone.’

				‘Well, it was him,’ said Lola.

				Sally almost choked on a mushroom. ‘What? EJ Mack’s the speccy geek? Oh my God, he’s like a mega-millionaire and we didn’t even know…’

				‘Sounds like you missed your chance there, girls!’ As she said it, Isabel slipped her arm around Doug’s waist and gave it a proprietary squeeze, signaling, oh you poor creatures, here I am with the perfect man and there’s you two with not even a half-decent one to share between you…  gosh, don’t you just wish you were as pretty and lucky as me?

				Honestly, who did she think she was? Cinderella? More to the point, who were the ugly stepsisters? Inwardly nettled—for heaven’s sake, she was still clinging on to Doug—Lola said airily, ‘Who says I missed my chance? EJ and I got on brilliantly. He asked me out.’

				Oh yes, that made them sit up and take notice!

				‘Seriously?’ Isabel’s eyebrows shot up.

				Even Doug looked impressed.

				Sally squealed, ‘The geek asked you out!’

				‘Actually, he’s not as geeky as we thought.’ Lola rushed to EJ’s defence. ‘He wears those clothes because he doesn’t want to draw attention to himself. And behind those glasses his face is really quite interesting…  and he has these amazing cheekbones…’

				‘So what you’re saying is, the more money he has, the better looking he becomes,’ Doug drawled with just a hint of eyeroll.

				‘Last time we saw him he hardly said anything at all.’ Reaching over to pinch a handful of Sally’s prawn crackers, Lola said defiantly, ‘Tonight I found out he has a really nice personality.’

				Doug’s mouth twitched. ‘Of course you did.’

				‘So you’re actually going out with him?’ Sally was so excited she dropped her fork. ‘On a date?’

				‘Let’s hope he doesn’t forget to bring along his platinum Amex,’ said Doug.

				‘Could somebody pick my fork up, please?’

				‘He asked me out tonight,’ said Lola. ‘But I was worried about Sal being stuck here all on her own, so I turned him down.’ There, ha, now who was the most selfless, thoughtful and downright saintly person in this room?

				‘Aah, isn’t that nice?’ Sally beamed. ‘Then again, I bet your feet were killing you in those new shoes you wore to work today. And far nicer to have some notice to get yourself tarted up. So when are you seeing him instead?’

				Lola flushed. ‘I’m not. He asked me out and I said no thanks. We left it at that.’

				‘Are you mad? You can’t not see him again! He’s EJ Mack!’

				‘Well, it’s too late now.’ Throwing up her hands, Lola said, ‘At least I can say I turned him down.’

				Doug’s face was deadpan. ‘Either that or he never asked her out in the first place.’

				‘Oh Doug, you are wicked.’ Isabel gave him a pretend slap. ‘You can’t call Lola a liar!’

				‘You’d be surprised what I can call Lola.’ He scooped up his car keys from the coffee table and raised a hand in farewell. ‘When it comes to scruples and honesty she’s in a class of her own. Right, we’re off…’

				‘I can’t imagine why I’m in love with your brother,’ Lola said crossly when Doug and Isabel had left. ‘He’s a complete arse.’

				***

				‘You’re not doing terribly well, are you?’ said Colin Carter of the Carter Agency.

				Gabe sighed and shook his head. Was he about to be told he should give up the day job? He hadn’t had much luck during the past few weeks.

				But Colin was a kindly soul. ‘Don’t be too downhearted. You’re only ever one photo away from the next worldwide scoop. Look, we’ve had a tip-off that Savannah Hudson’s holed up in a cottage in the wilds of Gloucestershire. She’s been keeping a low profile lately. Here’s the address.’ He handed over a scrap of paper and said, ‘No one else knows about it, so this could be your big chance. Don’t bugger it up.’

				‘Right, thanks, I won’t.’ Gabe was torn because he’d been short with Sally this morning—she’d woken him at five o’clock, calling out from her bedroom to ask him to turn off her beeping, run-down mobile phone—yet he knew she was the only reason Colin was giving him this break. He owed her for that, but at the same time she was doing his head in.

				‘You do know who Savannah Hudson is,’ Colin double-checked, because last night Gabe had mistaken Keira Knightley for Natalie Portman.

				‘Don’t worry. I know who she is.’ Gabe nodded vigorously to prove it as he tucked the address into his wallet. ‘I won’t let you down.’

			

		

	
		
			
				Chapter 34

				London had been cold, grey, and a tad breezy. Out in the Cotswolds the weather was rather less subtle; huge clouds raced across a gunmetal sky and there was a howling gale. Driving across Minchinhampton Common, high and brutally exposed, Gabe half expected to see the cows and sheep being swept off their feet and whisked into the air. Even the players on the golf course were struggling to stay vertical.

				Which wasn’t great news as far as Gabe was concerned because it meant there wasn’t a huge incentive for Savannah Hudson to venture outside.

				The cottage was perched on the side of a hill, only slightly set back from the narrow lane winding its way down from the common towards the small country town of Nailsworth. There was a nondescript green Peugeot parked in the driveway and a couple of lights on in the cottage, indicating that she was probably in there. Needless to say, there was nowhere to park outside the cottage; the lane was single-track with passing places dotted along its length. No sooner had Gabe pulled into one than a tractor came chugging up the hill as a yellow Fiesta appeared behind him, forcing him on. Which meant he was going to have to leave his warm car further down the hill and spend the afternoon lurking in a wet hedge. It was probably one of the reasons Savannah Hudson had chosen to hide out in this cottage. Honestly, these camera-shy celebrities were so selfish.

				Having parked in Nailsworth, Gabe stocked up in the bakery with a selection of pies and cakes to keep him going and stave off the tedium. He put a can of Coke and a bottle of water in the pockets of his Barbour. Back at the car he took out his camera, careful to keep it hidden from view, and slung it around his neck under the waxed jacket. Please God, make today the day he got a decent shot and could prove to Colin he wasn’t a complete waste of space.

				Two hours later Gabe had cramp in his legs. He was going out of his mind with boredom. It would be getting dark soon, he’d eaten all his food and it was obvious Savannah Hudson wasn’t going to emerge from the cottage. The only good thing about the afternoon was that the pies from the bakery had been excellent.

				Bugger, he wasn’t going to be able to impress Colin after all. Unless he knocked on the door of the cottage, fell to his knees, and begged Savannah Hudson to take pity on him. Maybe she would, and he could just take a couple of quick faux-candid shots… 

				What the hell, it was worth a try. He unfolded his long legs, brushed himself down and headed for the cottage. There was definitely someone inside, he could see their outline through the drawn curtains as they moved about in the lit-up living room.

				Putting on his most charming face—the one that didn’t seem to be getting a lot of use these days—Gabe braced himself and rat-tatted the black wrought-iron knocker.

				The door was opened by a middle-aged woman in a purple velour tracksuit, clutching a duster and a can of lemon Pledge.

				‘Oh, hi,’ charming smile, charming smile, ‘I’m here to see Savannah.’

				‘Sorry, duck, she’s not here. Friend of hers, are you?’

				Gabe knew he should say yes, then he might be invited into the cottage. He sighed inwardly; this was why he was so crap at this job. ‘No, not a friend exactly…’

				‘Off you go then, duck.’ The woman’s expression changed.

				‘Wait, do you know when she might be back?’

				‘Maybe tomorrow or the day after. Bye.’ The door was closed firmly in his face.

				That was that then. If the woman had been lying and Savannah Hudson was inside the house, she wouldn’t be coming out now.

				Terrific. No photos and it was starting to rain. He may as well get back to the car before the heavens opened.

				At least it was downhill.

				As he set off down the lane, Gabe tried to work out what time he’d be home. His social life had taken a serious nosedive lately, what with work and having to look after Sally-the-whining-cripple and getting over the whole bloody soul-destroying business with Jaydena. Maybe a night off was what he needed, a few hours of mindless drinking and clubbing with old friends, chatting up girls, possibly even getting some long-overdue sex…  Ha, so long as they could go back to her place, because if he brought someone home to Radley Road they were bound to be interrupted in mid-shag by Sally banging on the wall that separated their bedrooms, bleating, ‘Gabe, I’m really thirsty and my leg hurts too much for me to get out of bed, could you bring me a glass of water pleeease?’

				Oh yes, her leg was definitely a pain. The only good thing about it as far as Gabe was concerned was that having Sally physically confined to the sofa all day meant the mess she created was confined to that area. The rest of the flat, practically undisturbed, was really quite tidy and—

				Bloody hell.

				Having rounded a bend, Gabe saw a figure hurrying up the lane towards him with a bag of shopping in one hand and a dog on a lead in the other. His brain shot into overdrive as he took in the oversized jacket, the skinny legs in skinnier jeans, the blonde head almost hidden beneath the hood of the jacket and the thick grey scarf wound round her neck…  Bloody hell, it was her; Savannah Hudson was heading straight for him, this was his big chance.

				Then her head tilted up and she saw him, her actress’s antennae on instant alert. As her hood blew back she stopped in her tracks, like a deer hearing the click of the hunter’s rifle. Gabe, already reaching for the camera slung around his neck, realized she was about to bolt and called out, ‘Please, could I just take one picture of—’

				But the wind whipped his words away. Savannah was backing off, dragging the dog with her. The dog, a black and tan Jack Russell, began barking furiously, leaping up on its back legs. Tugging harder to keep it under control, Savannah almost dropped her bag of shopping. Then a ferocious blast of wind knocked her off balance and sent her staggering sideways into the verge. She let out a shriek of alarm as the hedge bordering the lane bent and swayed, grasping at her with branches like mad spiky fingers.

				‘Look, I’m sorry,’ Gabe yelled above the noise of the wind, advancing towards her. ‘I just wanted to…’

				The words faded in his throat and he stopped dead, gazing in disbelief as the furiously waving branches clawed at her hair and, having yanked it free, waved it like an ecstatic contestant on Supermarket Sweep. Savannah Hudson let out a whimper of anguish and dropped the shopping as she attempted to shield her exposed head—click—from Gabe. Letting go of the dog’s lead, she used her other hand to grasp helplessly—click click—at the blond wig caught up on the spiky branches.

				Jesus Christ, she was as bald as an egg. This was a major scoop, bigger even than his petrol station exposé of Tom Dutton and Jessica Lee. Appalled, Gabe hastily sidestepped as the dog raced up to him barking furiously.

				‘Sshh, it’s OK, don’t do that.’ Reaching down, he grabbed the dog’s lead before a car could come along and mow it down. Together they made their way over to the verge where Savannah Hudson was still battling to free the wig. It was a hawthorn hedge and the spikes were needle-sharp. Tears swam in her eyes and she ducked her face away at Gabe’s approach, flinching as a thorn scratched her wrist.

				‘Here, let me. I’m sorry, I’m so sorry. I’ll do it,’ said Gabe. ‘You just hold the lead.’

				‘Please,’ her voice broke, ‘just leave me alone. Bunty, shh.’

				Bunty, what a name for the world’s yappiest terrier. The yaps were actually making his ears hurt. Ignoring the scratches his hands were amassing, Gabe grimly disentangled strands of hair from the vicious branches and finally managed to liberate the blond wig, although it did look as if it had just been dragged through a…  no, no, definitely not the moment to make a joke.

				‘Thank you.’ Tears slid down Savannah Hudson’s white face; angrily she dashed them away.

				‘Sorry,’ Gabe said again as she crammed the wig onto her head, covering her naked scalp and pulling up the hood of her jacket for good measure. He retrieved the dropped carrier of shopping from a clump of dead stinging nettles in the ditch and handed that back too.

				‘Sorry? Really? I doubt that.’ Savannah’s lip curled with derision. ‘I should imagine you’re jumping for joy. You’ve got just what you wanted, haven’t you?’ She indicated the camera around his neck and said sarcastically, ‘I hope you’re proud of yourself.’

				Gabe reached for the camera; earlier, Pavlovian instinct had taken over and he’d barely been aware of taking the photos. But—he checked—yes, there they were, clear as day on the screen, ready to reveal Savannah Hudson’s secret to the world.

				She’d now turned and was already hurrying on up the lane with her shopping and her ridiculous yippy-yappy dog.

				‘Wait,’ Gabe called out. He caught up within thirty seconds and put a hand on her arm to slow her down.

				‘Please, just leave me alone.’ Snatching her arm away Savannah said evenly, ‘And don’t touch me either or I’ll have you for assault.’

				‘OK, OK, just stop for a moment and watch me.’ Closing his mind to what he was about to do, Gabe waited until he had her attention. His hands trembled as he showed her the photos on the camera screen. ‘OK, see the delete button? You press it.’

				If he’d expected Savannah Hudson’s rosebud mouth to fall open, for her to turn to him in wonder and whisper, ‘Seriously? Do you mean it? Are you really sure?’ he’d have been disappointed. In a nanosecond her index finger had shot out, pressing the button and deleting the images forever.

				Dink, dink, gone. Just like that. And if Gabe had been expecting her to fling herself at him in gratitude crying, ‘Oh God, my hero, thank you, thank you,’ well, he’d have been sorely disappointed there too. Instead she turned away, muttering, ‘And don’t tell anyone either.’

				He watched Savannah Hudson trudge up the hill with Bunty still yapping at her side. Then they rounded the bend and disappeared from view. A smattering of icy rain hit Gabe in the face and he shivered at the realization of what he’d just done.

				Damn right he wouldn’t be telling anyone. If he did, they’d only call him a prat.

			

		

	
		
			
				Chapter 35

				In retrospect, Lola was able to acknowledge that she’d made a big mistake in confiding to the others at work—OK, boasting to the others at work—about having been asked out—OK, practically asked out—by EJ Mack. Now, at least half a dozen times a day someone would clutch their chest and exclaim, ‘Oh my God, here he is! Lola, EJ’s here to beg you to go out with him…  quick, look, he’s crawling on his knees through the shop…  he’s saying, “Pleeeease, Lola, pleeeeease will you go out with me?”…  Oh look, and now he’s crying, there are tears dripping all over his lovely blue anorak.’

				Which might have been mildly amusing the first couple of times but was altogether less hilarious now.

				Anyway, concentrate on the books that needed to be ordered. In the back office, huffing her hair out of her eyes, Lola returned her attention to the computer screen and double-checked a list of ISBNs.

				Across the desk, after hastily swallowing the last mouthful of her lunchtime prawn sandwich, Cheryl picked up the ringing phone.

				Seconds later, windmilling her free arm in front of Lola, she squealed, ‘It’s for you! You’ll never guess…  it’s him!’

				‘Who?’ Lola couldn’t help herself; her ever-hopeful heart leapt at the idea that it might be Doug.

				‘EJ Mack!’

				God, weren’t they sick to death of playing that game yet? Cross with herself for even thinking it could have been Dougie, Lola said, ‘Well, tell him sorry, but I don’t want to speak to someone who has the nerve to go out in public wearing a turquoise anorak. Tell him to bugger off and pester Madonna instead.’

				Hastily covering the receiver, Cheryl hissed, ‘You berk, I’m serious. It really is him.’

				‘She’s right,’ EJ confirmed when Lola took the phone. ‘It really is.’

				‘Oops. Hello.’

				‘And I’ll have you know, the anorak is Jean Paul Gaultier.’

				‘OK,’ said Lola. ‘Sorry. I’m nothing but a fashion heathen.’

				‘The trouble is, you think I dress like a trainspotter because I can’t help myself. Whereas in fact I choose to dress like a trainspotter because I am a leading proponent of cutting-edge, postmodern, pseudo-supergeek fashion, as featured by Jean Paul in his last Paris collection.’

				Shit. ‘Right. Sorry again.’

				Gravely, EJ said, ‘That’s perfectly all right. You can’t help being a heathen. How are your feet now?’

				‘What’s he saying?’ mouthed Cheryl frantically, her eyes like saucers.

				‘They’re…  much better.’ Lola ignored her.

				‘And you’re not feeling too shattered?’

				‘No, I’m fine, thanks.’

				‘So if I were to ask you if you’d like to meet me tonight, do you think you might say yes?’

				Yeek! Cautiously—because he’d caught her out last time—Lola ventured, ‘I might.’

				‘Shall we do that, then?’

				It was like, Are you dancing? Are you asking?

				‘If you want to,’ said Lola.

				‘You don’t sound very enthusiastic. Do you really want to see me?’

				‘Sorry, I’m playing it cool. Deep down I’d really like to see you.’

				‘Progress at last. Do you play pool?’

				‘Er…  crikey, not very well.’

				‘Great, more chance of me winning. Can I ask you something else?’

				‘Fire away.’

				‘If I looked like me and dressed like me but my job was collecting trolleys in a supermarket, would you still be agreeing to see me?’

				Lola thought about it. Finally she said, ‘No, I wouldn’t.’

				He laughed. ‘Good for you. A bit of old-fashioned honesty does it for me every time. When shall I pick you up?’

				‘Um, eightish?’ How long did it take to play a game of pool? ‘I live at—’

				‘Don’t worry,’ EJ cut in, sounding amused. ‘I know where you live.’

				When Lola had put the phone down, Cheryl let out a parrot-like shriek of excitement. ‘He actually rang! You’re going out on a date with EJ Mack! What was it he asked you when you said no you wouldn’t?’

				‘Oh, nothing much.’ Lola shrugged and studied the computer screen. ‘He just wanted to know if I’d sleep with him while he was wearing his geeky anorak.’

				***

				‘My leg looks as if it’s gone fifty rounds with Mike Tyson,’ Sally complained. ‘The sight of it’s starting to make me feel sick.’

				She had a point. In the ten days that had passed since the accident, her leg from the knee down had morphed into something grotesquely discolored—it was literally black and blue—and so swollen it looked ready to burst. Lola, feeling faintly queasy herself, finished gingerly unstrapping the bright blue gel pack from Sally’s overheated calf and said as the doorbell rang, ‘It’s defrosted, I’ll get the other one out of the freezer. Who’s that?’

				‘Oh,’ Sally looked at her watch, ‘is it seven already? Mum and Philip said they’d pop over. Could you buzz them in?’

				Adele, super-svelte in a pale grey wool suit and a cloud of Arpège, acknowledged Lola with the kind of distant smile one might bestow on a friend’s uninteresting five-year-old grandchild. Crossing to the sofa, she gave Sally a kiss and said, ‘Darling, how horrendous! Did you get our card?’

				‘Hello there, Lola.’ Philip, far more friendly, nodded at the defrosted gel pack in her hand. ‘Got you working overtime, has she?’

				Lola grinned. ‘Don’t worry, she’ll get a shock when she sees the bill.’ Oops, possibly not the most diplomatic thing to say, given the circumstances.

				‘Hmm.’ Her tone dry, Adele addressed her daughter. ‘Well, just don’t let her haggle the price up. Anyway, darling, now that we’re back we can have you at home with us.’

				‘Thanks, Mum, but I’m fine here. Everyone’s been great, Lola and Gabe are looking after me really well. And Doug and Isabel have been helping out too.’

				Adele beamed and said serenely, ‘Oh, isn’t Isabel an absolute angel? I’m so glad Doug’s found someone wonderful at last! We couldn’t be happier for him, could we, Philip?’

				For a split second Philip and Lola exchanged glances. Lola struggled to keep a straight face because Adele was definitely doing it on purpose. Philip cleared his throat. ‘Whatever makes Doug happy, dear. That’s good enough for me.’

				‘And she’s from such a good family,’ Adele exclaimed. ‘Her father’s a cardiac surgeon, you know.’

				Wouldn’t it be nice, thought Lola, if he could whip out the old, mean, unforgiving heart in Adele’s chest and replace it with a lovely warm new one?

				But no matter how much she knew Doug’s mother wasn’t going to change her mind about her, a small, ever-hopeful part of Lola couldn’t bear to give up trying. Returning from the kitchen with the frozen gel pack for Sally’s leg, she said, ‘I like your necklace, Mrs Nicholson. It’s beautiful.’

				‘Why thank you.’ Delighted with the compliment, Adele reached up and stroked the silver and onyx necklace. ‘It was a present from Isabel. She has the most exquisite taste.’

				***

				The Groucho Club, that was where they’d be playing pool. Lola had now read EJ’s book—not an autobiography as such, but the story of his experiences in the music industry—and there had been a couple of mentions of playing pool at the Groucho, where he was a member, so she was pretty sure this was where he’d be taking her. Which was unimaginably exciting because everyone knew the Groucho was stuffed with celebs. Imagine being able to boast to everyone at work that you’d spent last night shooting pool with Damien Hirst and Will Self and…  ooh, Madonna and Guy, Stephen Fry, the boys from Blur…  and she’d be witty and wonderful and make them all love her, then—ooh, doorbell.

				The car was, frankly, a bit of a disappointment.

				‘Is this yours?’ Lola hesitated as EJ opened the passenger door for her.

				‘Yes, that’s why we’re driving off in it. Otherwise it would be called stealing.’

				Oh well, maybe the car only looked like a grubby cherry-red Fiesta. Maybe it was actually a gleaming scarlet Ferrari Marinello in disguise.

				‘Where are we going?’ Please say the Groucho, please say the Groucho, please don’t say some grotty dive in the backstreets of Bermondsey.

				EJ’s mouth was twitching; had he read her mind? ‘Wait and see.’

				***

				‘Well?’ said EJ forty minutes later. ‘What d’you think?’

				‘I think blimey.’ The house was lit up from the outside like Buckingham Palace. In fact, it looked a bit like Buckingham Palace. They were in Hertfordshire, out in the depths of the countryside but only a few miles from Hemel Hempstead.

				‘I think blimey too,’ EJ said cheerfully, ‘every time I see it. I grew up in a council flat in Chingford. Now I live here. Pretty cool, eh?’

				So this was what he spent his money on. ‘Better not let the Beckhams see this place,’ said Lola. ‘They’ll be jealous.’

				‘Come on, we’ve got a pool match to play.’

				Security lights zapped on as they crunched across the gravel. In the distance a couple of dogs began to bark. The front door, black and solid, looked as if it would keep out an army of marauders.

				‘Did your anorak really come from Jean Paul Gaultier?’ Lola eyed its nylon sheen.

				EJ grinned. ‘Nah, Millets.’

				As evenings went, it was an experience. The house was vast and Lola got the full guided tour. EJ beat her at pool on the purple baize-covered table and she managed to shoot the yellow ball clear across the room, narrowly missing a mullioned window. There were nine bedrooms, each one with an en-suite. He showed her his offices and recording studio, and the gold and platinum discs lining the bottle-green walls. There was also a home cinema complete with plush plum-velvet seats, a fully equipped gym, a stadium-sized living room, and a kitchen bigger than Belgium.

				‘Are you hungry?’ said EJ, reaching for his phone. ‘I can give Myra a call and she’ll make us something.’

				Myra was the cook/housekeeper who lived with her husband Ted the handyman/gardener in a cottage in the grounds.

				‘I’m starving. No, don’t drag her over here.’ Having nosily inspected the fridge, so packed with food it resembled a Tesco Metro, Lola stopped him dialing the number. ‘I’ll do us both a frittata.’

				***

				At one o’clock in the morning EJ drove Lola back to Notting Hill and said, ‘Thanks, I really enjoyed this evening.’

				‘Me too.’ In the dim orange light from the street lamps overhead, Lola could see the lines and shaded angles of his thin, clever face. He still wasn’t conventionally good-looking, but it was definitely the kind of face that the longer you studied it, the better it got.

				‘Want to do it again?’

				‘Maybe.’ She paused. ‘If you do.’

				His cheekbones grew more pronounced. ‘Hedging your bets.’

				‘I didn’t know if it was a trick question. What if I said ooh, yes please, and you said oh well then, good luck with finding someone to do it with.’

				‘Hey.’ Taking her hand, EJ said, ‘I like you. And I’d like to see you again. I’m off to New York tomorrow, but can I give you a ring next week when I get back?’

				‘Fine.’ Lola liked him too; he had a dry sense of humor and was good company. Plus he’d eaten all his frittata despite her having accidentally tipped in far too much chili powder, causing it to be mouth-explodingly hot.

				‘At this point, as a general rule, I’d give you a goodnight kiss.’ EJ paused. ‘But we’re being watched.’

				Gosh, he was observant. Peering up, Lola saw he was right; the lights were off but there was a face pressed avidly to the window.

				‘It’s my pregnant lesbian lover.’ Evidently Sally’s bad leg wouldn’t allow her to get up to make a cup of tea, but hobbling over to the window to spy on other people’s nocturnal goings-on was another matter.

				‘Being nosy.’ Waving up at Sally, EJ said, ‘On the bright side, at least with her gammy leg she can’t dance.’

				Sally waved back. Seconds later, Lola’s phone began to ring.

				‘Is he nice?’ Sally demanded. ‘Have you had a good time? Where did he take you? You can bring him up for a coffee if you like. Are you going to have sex with him? And why’s he driving such a god-awful car?’

				‘I’m very nice.’ EJ, who’d grabbed the phone, said, ‘And yes, we had a great time thanks. We played pool at my place. I won. And my car isn’t awful, it’s reliable and doesn’t get vandalized in town like the Lamborghini.’

				‘Sorry,’ giggled Sally. ‘Are you coming up for coffee?’

				‘Can’t, I’m afraid. Early flight to catch.’

				‘How about sex?’

				‘Thanks, generous of you to offer, but aren’t you supposed to be giving that leg of yours a rest?’

				‘OK, stop that.’ Lola seized control of the phone.

				‘I like him,’ Sally said delightedly. ‘You should definitely sleep with him.’

				‘He can still hear you,’ said Lola. ‘I’m going to hang up now.’ Before Sally could ask if she had any idea how big EJ’s willy was.

				‘Tell her to move away from the window,’ EJ added.

				Into the phone Lola duly repeated, ‘Move away from the window.’

				‘Why?’

				‘Because I want to kiss Lola and I can’t do it if you’re watching. I’m very shy.’

			

		

	
		
			
				Chapter 36

				Coming to Malcolm’s house to celebrate his birthday hadn’t been Lola’s idea of a fun-packed way to spend a Saturday afternoon but it was part of the deal. Blythe had finally, reluctantly agreed to meet Nick again—and this time be civil to him—on condition that Lola first returned the compliment and met Malcolm’s family and friends.

				‘But why?’ Lola protested. ‘What’s the point of me being there?’ Apart from anything else, they were bound to be a load of beardy, lentil-eating, Scrabble-playing old fogeys.

				‘Because everyone’s heard all about you,’ Blythe said patiently, ‘and they’d love the chance to meet you properly. Come on, it’ll be fun.’

				Hmm, that was debatable. In truth it was all a bit too meet-the-in-laws for Lola’s liking. She didn’t want her mother’s relationship with Malcolm to be progressing in this direction. Why would Blythe even want to carry on seeing Malcolm now that Lola had found her such an infinitely more desirable alternative? How could she possibly prefer bumbling teddy-bear Malcolm to someone as sleek and stylish as Nick?

				But a deal was a deal and maybe Blythe just needed a bit more time to venture out of her comfort zone, to get used to the idea that Nick James was back in her life. Lola vowed to be utterly charming to Malcolm’s family and friends no matter how bearded and dull they might be, and then her mother would be forced to do the same when she came over to Radley Road next week to meet up again with Nick.

				Oh God, please don’t let anyone this afternoon suggest a nice game of Monopoly.

				***

				After two hours of being relentlessly charming, Lola was beginning to flag. She’d talked—well, bellowed—about books to Malcolm’s ancient deaf neighbor from across the road. Then she’d chatted some more about books to one of his other neighbors, who was very keen on gardening. The drawback of her job was that when strangers were making polite conversation, they invariably started talking about their favorite books and authors. She now knew that the ancient deaf lady was a fan of Daphne du Maurier, that the gardening fan liked books about…  um, gardening, and that Malcolm’s ruddy-faced friend Miles was immensely proud of the fact that he was capable of quoting great swathes of P. G. Wodehouse he’d learned by heart. Even when nobody was remotely interested in hearing him do it.

				It almost came as a relief when Miles’s boisterous son—‘Can you ask J.K. Rowling to put me in her next book?’—accidentally knocked a slice of pepperoni pizza down the front of Lola’s cream shirt. Resisting the urge to reply, ‘You mean squashed between the pages like a beetle?’ she excused herself and escaped to sponge off the stain.

				In the kitchen she found Annie, Malcolm’s plump daughter-in-law, busy taking trays of quiche and stuffed peppers out of the oven.

				Annie chatted away as Lola sponged the front of her shirt.

				‘It’s so lovely to meet you at last. Malcolm’s told us so much about you.’ Her bosom jiggling as she carved up the quiches, she added jovially, ‘That’s when he isn’t telling us about your mum!’

				‘Poor you.’ Lola pulled a sympathetic face.

				‘Oh we love it, it’s so sweet! They get on so well together, don’t they? Just like a couple of teenagers!’

				OK, they definitely weren’t like a couple of teenagers.

				‘Mm.’ Lola kept her voice neutral. Talk about getting carried away.

				‘It’s wonderful for both of them. Malcolm’s such a lovely person,’ Annie prattled on. ‘And of course your mum is too! And now it’s just so perfect that they’ve found each other. I’m a sucker for a good old romance, aren’t you?’

				Lola said cheerfully, ‘Old being the operative word!’ Yuk, please let Annie be wrong.

				‘Oh dear, that mark isn’t coming out.’ Annie eyed the orange pizza stain Lola had been scrubbing at on the front of her shirt. ‘And now you’re all wet!’

				‘Don’t worry, I’m fine. And definitely don’t offer to lend me one of Malcolm’s sweaters to wear instead.’ Flippantly Lola added, ‘Or one of his lumberjack shirts!’

				‘Oh but—’

				‘Honestly, I’d rather stay wet. I’m sure Malcolm’s lovely, but the geography teacher look isn’t quite me.’ Lola pulled a complicit face because Annie was herself wearing a stunning navy silk dress and jeweled Karen Millen shoes, so would understand.

				Annie paused and gave her an odd sideways look. ‘Malcolm’s just Malcolm. Clothes aren’t his number one priority.’ Tipping frozen rosti onto a baking tray she went on, ‘Why, does that bother you?’

				Damn, she didn’t understand. Hastily, Lola said, ‘No, it was just a joke.’

				‘He might not dress like Prince Charles,’ Annie said stiffly, ‘but he’s still a nice person.’

				Oh God, now she’d offended Annie. ‘Look, I’m sorry, I didn’t mean to—’

				‘And it’s not as if your mum’s a great style queen anyway.’

				Now it was Lola’s turn to be offended. She might be allowed to criticize Blythe’s dress sense but no one else was.

				‘See?’ Evidently reading her mind, Annie raised an eyebrow. ‘Not very nice, is it?’

				‘I just want my mum to be happy.’ Lola dabbed furiously at her wet shirt with a fresh handful of kitchen roll.

				‘And you don’t think Malcolm’s up to the job? You don’t think he’s good enough for her, is that it?’

				Honestly, all this kerfuffle because she’d said Malcolm dressed like a geography teacher.

				‘Not at all,’ Lola ventured carefully. ‘I just wonder if they’re as compatible as you think they are. They might enjoy each other’s company, but how much do they really have in common?’

				‘They don’t have to have anything in common! People are different! You love books,’ Annie retorted. ‘I think books are boring! But that’s just me and it doesn’t matter. My husband’s a motorbike fanatic and I love mushy movies. I like listening to Barry Manilow—he’s crazy about Meatloaf. But we’re still happily married. It doesn’t mean we don’t love each other.’

				‘You might go off him if he made you play endless games of Monopoly.’ Lola couldn’t help herself; the words popped out.

				But Annie didn’t take offense. Instead she handed Lola a tray of hot mini-samosas and said dryly, ‘OK, you may have a point with the Monopoly. Could you be an angel and take these through?’

				***

				At least at a film premiere you could safely assume that anyone turning up wouldn’t object to being snapped. Gabe, who had high hopes for this evening, marveled at the fact that the air temperature was minus several degrees and he was freezing his nuts off in his leather jacket, yet the endless parade of starlets doing their beam-and-pose bit on the red carpet were wearing dresses the size of your average dust rag.

				Maybe the layers of fake tan kept them warm.

				‘Tania, over here!’ bellowed a gaggle of paparazzi as a slinky brunette in a shimmering purple scrap of nothing emerged from the next limo in the queue. Gabe wasn’t entirely sure who she was—one of the Coronation Street girls possibly—but he clicked and snapped along with the rest of them and wondered briefly what it must be like to wear six-inch strappy stilettos. Oh well, with a bit of luck he’d never find out. Poor old Tania was developing a fine pair of bunions; soon all she’d be able to fit those feet of hers into would be flip-flops.

				‘Matt, Matt, give us a smile,’ yelled the paps as the next celebrity sauntered up the carpet. OK, Gabe was pretty sure he knew this one, he was a Channel 4 TV presenter…  or maybe a member of that boy band with the reputation for unzipping their trousers and flashing their—

				Eurgh, right the second time. What these boys didn’t seem to realize was that where the sight of their backsides was concerned, familiarity bred contempt. Once you’d seen one spotty adolescent bottom, you’d seen them all.

				‘What a tosser,’ murmured the photographer next to Gabe. ‘Their last single only just scraped into the top forty. They’re getting desperate now, terrified their record company’s about to dump them. By this time next month they could be back working in Burger King.’

				‘Me too.’ Gabe spoke with feeling. Let’s face it, he hadn’t exactly set the paparazzi world alight since his fluke photo back in Sydney. As the next limo drew up he polished the lens of his Leica Digilux, ready for whoever might be about to—

				‘Hey, Savannah, this way!’ The paparazzi lurched into a frenzy of action, galvanized by the unexpectedness of her appearance. With a jolt, Gabe saw her emerge from the car behind a huge security guy in a too-tight dark suit with the look of a debt collector about him.

				This was the public face of Savannah Hudson. Tonight she was in full-on film-star mode. Her blond hair was carefully styled, her make-up perfect. Around her narrow shoulders she wore a silvery velvet wrap; the rest of her body was draped in bias-cut white satin. She looked like an infinitely fragile, stunningly beautiful goddess. Not a plastic carrier bag, not a pair of Wellington boots in sight.

				No bald heads either, unless you counted the shaven one belonging to the security gorilla.

				Savannah posed for the photographers, showcased her outfit and dutifully smiled while turning this way and that. Having taken a few pictures, Gabe stopped and put his camera down in order to watch her. Maybe it was his stillness amongst the frenzied screaming horde that attracted her attention, but moments later she spotted him. Their eyes met for a second. Gabe nodded, acknowledging her with a brief smile, but there was no flicker of acknowledgement in return. Savannah’s gaze slid past him, the smooth professional smile moved on to dazzle the next gaggle of photographers and after a few more poses she was off up the red carpet to cheers of delight from the assembled fans.

				Well, what had he expected? For her to wave and yell out, ‘Hey, everyone, there’s the guy over there who papped me when my wig came off!’

				Gabe got on with the business of snapping the next wave of celebs, standing his ground as the other paparazzi pushed and shoved around him. Several minutes later, just as he’d bagged a telling shot of a husband and wife giving each other the kind of look that hinted their marriage might be on the rocks, he felt a hand grasp his shoulder.

				It was a firm hand and—bloody hell—an enormous one. Looking round, Gabe saw that it belonged to the security guy in the too-tight suit.

				‘What’s wrong?’ Gabe took in the grim expression on the man’s face, the interest of the photographers around him. Shit, was he about to be beaten to a pulp on the pavement?

				‘You’ve been pestering Miss Hudson.’ The words were accompanied by a menacingly jabbed finger. ‘My advice to you, sonny, is to leave her alone. Got that?’

				For a split second Gabe thought he was being targeted by a pickpocket. Then he realized his wallet wasn’t being stolen, something was being pushed into his jacket pocket.

				He murmured, ‘Got it,’ and—out of sight of the other paps—felt the huge man give his pocket a meaningful pat.

				‘Glad to hear it.’

				‘Bloody hell,’ said one of the paps when the incredible hulk had stalked off. ‘I thought he was going to hammer you into the ground.’

				‘Me too.’ With a grimace Gabe raked his fingers through his hair. ‘Close call. In fact I’m going to get myself a drink to celebrate still having a neck.’

			

		

	
		
			
				Chapter 37

				Around the corner, away from the crowds and the noise, Gabe pulled a folded cinema flyer from his pocket. In the semi-darkness he had to turn it over twice before spotting the mobile number scribbled diagonally across one corner.

				Mystified, he called the number. It was answered by the incredible hulk.

				This was getting more Dan Brown by the minute.

				‘It’s me.’ Feeling stupid, Gabe said. ‘The photographer.’

				‘That’s a polite way of putting it.’ The hulk sounded amused. ‘You could call yourself paparazzi scum.’

				‘If there weren’t any of us,’ Gabe retorted, ‘you’d be out of a job. Why am I ringing you anyway?’

				‘The boss wants to see you.’

				‘Who?’ Why ever would his boss be asking to see him?

				Evidently sensing his confusion, the hulk explained in a caring, gentle fashion, ‘Savannah, you dozy pillock. Wait on the corner of Irving Street and Charing Cross Road. We’ll be there in ten minutes.’

				This was downright weird. Looking around to see if he was having an elaborate prank played on him—was Get Back at the Paps some new reality TV show?—Gabe zipped the Leica inside his jacket and headed away from the crowds. Lost in thought, he made for Irving Street. Was he out of his mind, even going there? If the hulk turned up with a couple of ready-for-trouble friends he could end up getting more than his camera broken.

				Thirteen minutes later a limo with the obligatory blacked-out windows slowed to a halt beside Gabe. The door slid open and the hulk said, ‘Get in.’

				‘You must be joking,’ Gabe retorted. ‘Do I look stupid?’

				The hulk grinned, flashing a gold incisor. ‘Now you come to mention it…’

				‘Oh, stop that,’ exclaimed a despairing female voice and Gabe’s mouth fell open as Savannah Hudson’s face came into view. Beckoning to Gabe she said, ‘Ignore him. Just please get into the car.’

				***

				It was something of a novelty, checking there were no paps lurking around the entrance to the Soho Hotel before diving out of the limo, through reception and into the lift.

				The hulk waited downstairs in the bar. Up in her suite Savannah disappeared into the bedroom to change out of the liquid silk gown and into one of the hotel’s oversized toweling robes. When she returned Gabe sat in a chair over by the window and she perched cross-legged on the vast bed.

				‘I wanted to say thanks properly,’ she ventured at last, ‘for doing what you did.’

				‘That’s OK.’ Gabe was nursing a bottle of tonic from the minibar.

				‘And for not doing what you could have done.’ As she spoke, Savannah’s hand fiddled nervously with a tendril of styled blond hair. ‘I should have thanked you when you deleted those pictures. I was just in such a panic at the time, you have no idea. Then when you’d gone I was convinced you’d only pretended to delete them. But it’s been over a week now. If you’d still had them they’d have been everywhere by now.’

				‘I deleted them. Actually,’ Gabe pointed out, because it had been her index finger on the button, ‘you did.’

				Savannah shrugged. ‘You didn’t tell anyone, either. My manager’s been bracing himself for a barrage of phone calls about my health and there haven’t been any. Not one.’

				‘When I make a promise I keep it.’

				‘I didn’t trust you. I’m really sorry.’

				‘That’s all right. To be honest, I don’t think I’m cut out for this paparazzi business. Can I ask you two questions?’

				Savannah took a deep breath then exhaled like a diver. ‘Go on then, fire away.’

				‘Aren’t you supposed to be sitting in that cinema watching the film?’

				For a moment Savannah looked nonplussed. Then the corners of her mouth began to twitch. ‘You’re new, right? We might turn up at a premiere but it doesn’t mean we watch the film. Most of us walk up the red carpet, disappear into the cinema and then head straight out again through the back door.’

				‘Oh.’

				‘That’s so sweet. If it’s any consolation,’ said Savannah, ‘I love it that you didn’t know that.’

				‘There’s lots of things I don’t know about this stupid job. Can I ask my other question now?’

				She nodded, took a sip of water.

				‘Do you have cancer?’ said Gabe.

				Flushing, Savannah shook her head. ‘No I don’t. And thank goodness I don’t, I’m truly grateful I don’t. But if I was bald because I had cancer at least people would feel sorry for me.’ She put the bottle of water down on the bedside table and said, ‘But I don’t, I have alopecia, which is something actresses like me aren’t supposed to get because it’s not glamorous and it’s not attractive, and p-people would make f-fun of me…  oh God, and my career would be over…’ As she spoke, the tears spilled out and rolled down her cheeks. Shaking her head, she buried her face in her hands and began to sob, great heaving sobs that shook her tiny, towel-clad frame.

				‘Oh don’t do that.’ Appalled, Gabe jumped to his feet.

				The next thing he knew, she was in his arms, as fragile as a baby bird, weeping helplessly and soaking the front of his grey sweatshirt. A spider appeared and Gabe brushed it away in horror then realized when it landed on the white carpet that it was a clump of false eyelashes.

				‘You’re so k-kind,’ Savannah hiccupped, her eyes now bizarrely lopsided.

				‘Here, let me just do something…’ Gently Gabe peeled the strip of lashes from the other eye. With a handful of tissues he wiped away the dregs of the professionally applied make-up. It was surreal, doing something as intimate as this to a face he’d seen so many times on cinema screens. Everyone in the country knew Savannah Hudson from her TV and film roles. She was beautiful, talented, fragile. And he was sitting with her on a king-sized bed, consoling her as she wept. To lighten the mood he said, ‘I was just thinking I can’t believe this is happening. But I bet you never thought you’d be here doing this with someone like me.’

				She managed a watery smile. ‘Not in a million years.’

				‘Everyone hates us,’ said Gabe. ‘We’re right up there with traffic wardens, tax inspectors, and those people who club baby seals to death.’

				‘And bitchy journalists,’ Savannah added, ‘who always manage to find something horrible to say about you, like how knobbly your knees are, or how unflattering your trousers. One of them wrote a piece last year about my eyebrows looking ragged. The headline was “Savannah Needs a Damn Good Plucking.”’ She paused and tapped her wig. ‘Can you imagine the field day they’d have if they knew about this?’

				‘But it’s not your fault.’

				‘They don’t care about that.’ Two more tears popped out. ‘All they want is a good laugh and to sell a few more copies of their rotten magazine.’

				‘Listen to me,’ Gabe said firmly, ‘you’re beautiful.’

				Savannah shook her head. ‘Not without hair I’m not. My agent told me I looked like a wing nut.’

				‘That’s not true. I saw you,’ Gabe insisted. ‘And you didn’t.’

				‘You must have caught me at a flattering angle. Trust me, I do.’

				‘You don’t.’

				In response, Savannah reached up and peeled off her wig. She sat before him on her knees and gazed steadily at him.

				How had he not noticed before? Minus the hair, her ears stuck out. She looked exactly like a wing nut. A weary, fearful, deeply ashamed wing nut.

				‘See?’ whispered Savannah.

				Gabe did the only thing he could possibly do. Reaching forwards, he cupped her damp, tear-stained face between his hands, drew her towards him and kissed her on the mouth.

				He’d meant it to be a brief, reassuring kiss but Savannah clung on, wrapping her arms around his neck. Time stood still for Gabe; bloody hell, this was Savannah Hudson he was kissing and now she was the one making sure it carried on. All he’d wanted to do was stop her crying. Then again, he wasn’t going to be the one to pull away… 

				Finally Savannah did, but only by a couple of inches. Touching his cheek she whispered, ‘Do you really like me?’

				‘You’re beautiful. Why wouldn’t anyone like you?’ Gabe stroked her head, as warm and smooth as a new-laid egg.

				‘No wedding ring.’ She reached for his left hand, double-checked it was unencumbered. ‘Girlfriend?’

				‘No girlfriend.’

				‘You’re very good-looking.’

				Gabe smiled. ‘Should have seen me before the plastic surgery.’

				‘Oh no, you definitely haven’t had that. When it comes to men having plastic surgery, trust me, I’m an expert. Are you really single?’

				He nodded. ‘Since just before Christmas.’

				‘I haven’t been with anyone for over a year.’ Savannah’s smile was wry. ‘Isn’t that pathetic? My manager says it’s no wonder my hair’s dropped out. But it’s so hard to trust people, you never know what they’re going to do or say. And now with all this business going on…’ she indicated her head, ‘it’s even worse. It just seems like everyone lets you down, they can’t help themselves. Every last one of my exes has done a kiss and tell. In the end you just think it’s easier not to bother.’

				‘Right.’ Gabe realized he was still stroking her face. ‘Complicated.’

				‘It is complicated. Nothing’s ever straightforward. You have no idea.’

				‘My God, I’m glad I’m not a stunning, Oscar-nominated actress.’

				Savannah broke into a smile. ‘I’m glad you’re not too.’ Then she kissed him again. Longingly.

				And this time it didn’t stop.

				***

				‘Hey, Gabe, any joy?’

				Gabe stopped dead as he emerged from the hotel at nine o’clock the next morning. Lenny, one of the other paparazzi, was leaning against a wall smoking a roll-up and keeping his camera out of sight.

				‘What?’ Aware of the eyes of the bellboy on him, Gabe prayed he wasn’t giving himself away.

				‘Any sign of Savannah Hudson? She’s meant to be staying here.’ When Gabe hesitated, Lenny said, ‘Isn’t that who you were looking for?’

				‘Oh right, I didn’t know.’ His pulse racing, Gabe gestured vaguely behind him. ‘I just called in to use the loo.’

				Lenny rolled his eyes and grinned. Gradually Gabe’s heart slowed down. The bellboy, less amused, murmured, ‘Well, don’t do it again.’

				Back at Radley Road by nine thirty, Gabe found Sally already ensconced on the sofa with an open packet of biscuits, a pile of magazines and Friends on the TV. It was the one where Rachel discovers Ross’s list of criticisms about her. Rachel, beside herself, was stamping her foot and yelling, ‘You think I’m SPOILED?’

				‘Morning, cheap tart.’ Sally greeted Gabe jauntily through a mouthful of chocolate caramel digestive. ‘What time do you call this to crawl home?’

				‘I call it time to Sellotape your mouth shut. Don’t do that,’ said Gabe as she flicked biscuit crumbs off her skirt and onto the rug.

				‘I’m a poor helpless invalid who can’t even carry a cup of tea. What else am I supposed to do with crumbs? If I leave them on me I’ll just end up sitting on them. And I can’t exactly get the Hoover out. Anyway, don’t change the subject.’ Sally tapped her watch. ‘I still want to know where you’ve been.’

				‘What are you, my probation officer?’

				‘I’m interested!’

				Avid, more like. ‘I’ll make you a cup of tea,’ said Gabe.

				In the kitchen he rubbed his face and exhaled slowly. Of course he wanted to tell Sally that he’d spent the night with Savannah Hudson but he wasn’t going to. Nor Lola; neither of them would be finding out about it from him. When Savannah had anxiously asked him if he’d told anyone about their traumatic encounter last week, he’d been able to answer truthfully that no, he hadn’t.

				Back in the living room Gabe handed Sally her mug of tea, put the biscuits on a plate and tidied up the slew of books and magazines on the floor.

				‘Don’t put them where I can’t reach them.’ Sally’s tone was querulous.

				On the TV, Rachel snapped, ‘I do not have chubby ankles.’

				The penny finally dropped. Ha, that’s who she reminded him of.

				‘You still haven’t told me.’ Sally adjusted the cushions supporting her leg.

				‘Lenny and I were working late, staking out the Soho Hotel.’ Gabe shrugged, yawned widely. ‘Waste of time, didn’t get anything. And it was freezing too. In the end we went back to Lenny’s place to thaw out. I crashed out in a chair, woke up at eight o’clock this morning.’

				‘Do you know, I almost feel sorry for you.’ Sally gave him a pitying look. ‘You could be in the running for Most Useless Pap on the Planet.’

				‘Thank you,’ said Gabe. ‘And to think I was about to make you a bacon sandwich.’

				‘The bacon in the fridge? Oh no, you can’t cook that.’

				Gabe was both tired and hungry. ‘But that’s why I bought it.’

				‘I know, but I promised it to Lola for her dinner party tonight.’ Sally said generously, ‘You can have Weetabix instead.’

			

		

	
		
			
				Chapter 38

				Lola had fulfilled her part of the bargain. Now it was her mother’s turn. Tonight she was hosting a proper grown-up dinner party in her flat and Blythe and Nick—her actual parents!—were jolly well going to be nice to each other.

				In fact if all went well, there would be some serious rekindling going on. Even if Blythe had got the wrong end of the stick and exclaimed, ‘Ooh, lovely. Can I invite Malcolm along too?’ Tactfully Lola had been forced to say, ‘Actually, Mum, he might feel a bit awkward. Would you mind if he wasn’t here?’

				God, though, cooking proper grown-up food was hard work. She’d been slaving away for ages and there was still heaps to do, never mind getting herself ready and—

				Crash went the kitchen door as Sally bashed it open with one of her crutches and came clunking through. ‘Crikey, done enough stuff? I thought there was only five of us.’

				‘There is. I hate it when I ask for seconds and there aren’t any, so when I’m cooking for other people I always make…  well, quite a lot.’

				‘Enough for twenty-five, I’d say.’ Hobble-clunking her way over to the plate of chili-infused king prawns, Sally said, ‘I’d better just check these are all right. Mmm.’ She leaned against the worktop. ‘So, how do I look?’

				‘Like someone who hasn’t had anything else to do today except get herself dolled up.’ Pausing with a saucepan of snap peas in one hand and a tray of roast potatoes in the other, Lola said, ‘You look great. I can’t believe you’re wearing that dress. What if you spill something on it?’

				‘It’ll dry-clean.’ Sally patted her favorite pale yellow dress. She had fastened her hair up with silver, crystal-studded combs and her make-up was flawless.

				Lola was touched that she’d gone to so much trouble. ‘And you’re not even going to have anyone to flirt with. I should have invited someone nice along for you. Here, at least help yourself to a drink—oh Lord, that can’t be one of them already.’

				Sally, already helping herself to wine from the fridge, said cheerfully, ‘You never know, maybe it’s someone gorgeous for me to flirt with.’

				She was half right. It was Doug.

				Lola’s heart did its usual floppity skip-and-a-jump; he looked even more irresistible when he hadn’t shaved. What she wouldn’t give for a bit of stubble-rash.

				‘I called in on Ma earlier and she asked me to drop this off with you.’ He dumped a light blue, leather-trimmed holdall on the table in front of Sally. ‘Apparently you asked her for them. What is it, more clothes?’

				‘Better than that.’ Sally clapped her hands and unzipped the holdall. ‘Old photos!’

				Lola, busy chopping zucchini, was entranced by the look on Doug’s face. ‘Only you could pick up a bag, wonder what’s in it and not even think to take a sneaky look inside.’ Thinking that this was why she loved him so much—OK, it was one of the many reasons along with the stubble—she went on, ‘If I ever need something smuggled through customs, I’ll know who to ask.’

				Dougie shot her a look that suggested he didn’t love her in return, before turning back to Sally. ‘Why did you want them?’

				‘Lola’s mum’s bringing loads of photos over tonight to show Lola’s dad. I thought it’d be nice to have some of mine here too, so I could join in. Don’t worry, I won’t pass round any embarrassing ones of you. Well, apart from that one of you naked in a paddling pool with a plastic bucket on your head.’

				‘I won’t let her,’ Lola hastily assured him, before Doug could seize the holdall and race off into the night. On an impulse she said, ‘You could stay if you want.’

				‘What?’

				‘For dinner.’ Adrenaline sloshed through Lola’s body. ‘I’ve made mountains of food. You can see my mum again and meet my dad…  the more the merrier, honestly. It’d be great if you were here too.’ Then I can sit next to you and accidentally brush my thigh against yours, we can play footsie under the table, I’ll feed you spoonfuls of chocolate pudding and you’ll realize how perfect we are together—

				‘Thanks,’ Dougie cut into her happy fantasy, ‘but I can’t.’

				Oh. Unable to hide her disappointment, Lola blurted out, ‘But I’ve made chocolate pudding with real custard!’

				He smiled, just slightly, and shook his head. ‘Sorry. I’m seeing Isabel tonight.’

				Bring her up here, thought Lola, we can drown her in home-made custard. God knows, we’ve got enough of the stuff.

				‘Shall I get that for you?’ Seeing that Lola’s hands were wet, Sally picked up the ringing phone. ‘Hi…  no, this is Sally…  oh hello, you! Yes thanks, the baby’s fine!’ Beaming, she said, ‘Where are you, still in New York? Oh, right. No, she’s busy cooking, we’re having a dinner party this evening…  hey, why don’t you come over? Don’t be daft, of course you can—Lola’s just invited my brother but he’s busy.’ Covering the receiver Sally whispered, ‘That’s all right, isn’t it?’

				What else could Lola say? ‘Fine by me.’

				Sally hung up a couple of minutes later. ‘There, all sorted. EJ’s on his way.’

				‘Great.’ Lola forced a smile because she’d have preferred Dougie.

				‘And I’m off.’ Doug took out his car keys and headed for the door. ‘Have a good time.’

				‘Damn,’ exclaimed Sally, rummaging through the blue holdall. ‘Did you see him do it?’

				Lola was busy frying shallots in butter. ‘Do what?’

				‘There was a small dark green photo album in here five minutes ago. And now it’s disappeared. Bloody hell, my rotten sneaky Artful Dodger of a brother has only gone and sodding well half-inched it.’

				***

				By ten o’clock everyone had eaten as much as they physically could and there had been no culinary disasters. On the surface it seemed like a successful dinner party, buzzy and fun, but as far as Lola was concerned, it wasn’t going according to plan. Nor could she help wondering what EJ was making of it. Gabe, despite being as charming as ever, was definitely distracted and quieter than usual. He’d been checking his watch all evening, as jumpy as a cat. Sally wasn’t behaving normally either; possibly in an attempt to make up for Gabe’s air of distraction she was talking and laughing with that bit more enthusiasm than usual, gesturing vivaciously with her hands as she chatted away, laughing more loudly than usual, and generally behaving like an overexcited teenager in the grip of a girlie crush.

				Which was slightly weird, seeing as there wasn’t anyone here for her to have a crush on. Mystified, Lola reached for the jug and poured herself another glug of custard. Unless Sally secretly fancied EJ…  crikey, could that be it? Was that possible? When he was wearing those trousers?

				Damn, why couldn’t Doug be here now? That would help take her mind off the realization that, across the table, her wonderful plan to get her parents back together wasn’t going according to…  er, plan.

				It was deeply frustrating, trying to keep an eye on them and listen to what they were saying, but doing it subtly so they didn’t notice.

				And now they weren’t even chatting to each other; her mother was talking to EJ and Gabe, while Nick and Sally were trading holiday stories. Honestly, it was as if neither of her parents was even trying.

			

		

	
		
			
				Chapter 39

				‘Do you know what might be helpful?’ said Blythe when Lola tackled her in the kitchen. ‘If you could just stop watching us all the time.’

				‘But I can’t help it! I want to watch you!’

				‘Well, it makes us feel like two giant pandas in a zoo, with everyone waiting for us to mate.’

				‘Mum! Eew!’

				Blythe smiled faintly. ‘See? That’s how I feel too.’

				‘About Nick? But he’s my father. You were in love with him,’ Lola protested. For heaven’s sake, they’d mated at least once.

				‘Twenty-eight years ago,’ Blythe reminded her.

				‘And now he’s here again!’ Lola couldn’t understand how her mother could be this uninterested in Nick. For herself, finding Dougie again had brought all the old feelings rushing back stronger than ever. Yet for Blythe it simply wasn’t happening, which was frustrating beyond belief.

				‘Look, if your father and I had gone ahead and got married back then, we’d have been divorced by the time you were three. I know that now.’ Blythe went on as Lola opened her mouth to protest. ‘I’m old enough to know it for a fact. Look at your father and look at me.’ She gestured at herself, at her wild red hair and pink glittery blouse, the crinkled leaf-green skirt that so strongly resembled a lettuce. Then, flipping a hand towards the living room, she said dismissively, ‘And there’s him in his trendy clothes, with his hair cut by Gordon Ramsay.’

				Startled, Lola said, ‘What?’

				‘Oh, you know who I mean.’ Her mother’s tone was scornful. ‘Some celebrity hairdresser chap off the telly. You see, that’s the difference between us, love. Nick went in one direction, I went in the other. Neither of us are the same people we were back then. And now he’s turned into the kind of person who thinks it’s normal to spend a hundred pounds on a haircut. I mean, can you imagine? Talk about a fool and his money soon being parted!’

				For heaven’s sake, would you listen to her? ‘Mum, you can’t say that.’

				‘I can say anything I like, love.’

				‘About me?’ Nick appeared in the doorway, causing Lola to clatter coffee cups into their saucers.

				‘About your hair,’ Blythe said cheerfully.

				‘Sorry,’ said Lola. ‘My mother’s turning into a bit of a delinquent.’

				Nick shrugged. ‘That’s OK, Blythe’s entitled to her opinion about my hair, just as I’m allowed to have an opinion about her skirt. Would you like me to carry that coffee through?’

				‘Thanks.’ Lola passed him the tray.

				‘Maybe I wore this skirt because I knew it would annoy you.’ Blythe beamed.

				Lola said, ‘And maybe you’re about to get a pot of coffee tipped over your head. Could you please be nice to each other or should I put you at opposite ends of the table?’

				‘Hey, we’re fine.’ Nick’s tone was reassuring. ‘Just having fun.’

				‘Of course we are.’ Giving Lola a conciliatory hug, Blythe said, ‘Don’t take any notice of us. Dinner was gorgeous, by the way. And I do like EJ, very much.’

				Lola wondered if Sally did too.

				‘He’s a good chap.’ Nodding in agreement, Nick said, ‘Is he wearing those trousers for a bet?’

				Back in the living room, Lola poured out the coffee. Gabe drained his in one scalding gulp and jumped to his feet. ‘Right, I’m off to work.’

				‘Now?’ Lola said. ‘But it’s nearly midnight.’

				‘Colin wants me to get some shots outside Bouji’s. It’s somebody’s birthday there tonight.’

				Sally the Queen of OK! magazine said eagerly, ‘Ooh, whose?’

				‘Um…  can’t remember.’ Combing his hair with his fingers and shrugging on his battered suede jacket, Gabe said his goodbyes, gave Lola a thank-you kiss on the cheek and headed for the door.

				‘Um…  Gabe?’

				He turned, eyebrows registering impatience. ‘Yes?’

				Lola cleared her throat. ‘Aren’t you forgetting something?’

				‘What?’ He looked blank.

				She pointed to the coffee table behind him. ‘Might help if you took your camera.’

				***

				‘OK,’ said Lola an hour later when it was only the two of them left. ‘On a scale of one to ten, and I know he’s an older man so it isn’t easy, but how attractive would you say my father is?’

				Ten! No, twelve! No, six hundred and ninety-eight! Whoops, better not say that. Mentally reminding herself that she was several glasses of wine beyond sober, Sally gave the matter serious consideration and said carefully, ‘Well, he does have his own hair and teeth, so I would say…  sevenish. And nice clothes…  OK, maybe seven and a half.’

				‘Exactly.’ Lola thumped the dining table in agreement. ‘That’s what I think too. And for an older man, seven and a half’s perfectly respectable, it’s a good score. But when I asked Mum earlier, she said three! I mean, three. And she wasn’t being horrible, it’s what she really genuinely thought.’

				Hooray.

				‘He’s not fat, he’s not a skinny rake,’ Sally went on. ‘Maybe even an eight.’

				‘OK, now you’re getting carried away.’ Dismissively Lola shook her head. ‘He’s only my father. But the point is, how can my mum not fancy him? All those feelings she once had—where did they go?’

				‘No idea. Maybe they evaporated.’ Sally shrugged and dripped wine down her chin. ‘Just vanished. Like Doug’s feelings for you.’

				Lola winced. ‘Don’t say that! Do you have any idea how much it hurts to hear you say that?’

				‘But it’s true. Once it’s gone, it’s gone. You can’t force Doug to change the way he feels about you. And you can’t make your mum fall back in love with your father.’ Especially when I want him.

				‘You’re being mean. OK, how many marks out of ten would you give EJ?’

				There was an odd, intense look in Lola’s eyes as she asked the question. Sally, topping up their glasses, sensed that this was important to her. Lola must be keener on EJ than she was letting on.

				And he was good fun…  in a speccy, nerdy, wealthy kind of way.

				In a generous mood—and because it was in her best interests to make Lola happy—Sally said, ‘Honestly? Nine.’

				‘Nine!’ Lola looked incredulous.

				‘Why not? He’s lovely. Oh my God, what is that on your head?’ Having been idly flipping through one of the albums Blythe had brought along to show Nick, Sally was distracted by a photo of Lola, aged about seven, wearing a black leotard and unflattering black skullcap with huge pink and black ears attached.

				‘I was a mouse in the school play. Don’t make fun of me—I was the star of the show. Do you like EJ?’

				‘I just told you, of course I do.’ Turning to the next page, Sally snorted with laughter at a snap of Lola on a trip to the zoo, leaping back in fright as an elephant investigated the ice cream in her hand with its trunk.

				‘No, but do you like-like him?’

				Sally looked up; it was on the tip of her tongue to say no, the only man she like-liked was Nick. She could say it, couldn’t she? Just blurt it out, then Lola would know and she wouldn’t have to hide her feelings any more…  Oh God, but what if it caused an upset? Lola hadn’t yet given up on the idea that she could get her parents back together. Maybe tonight wasn’t the best time… 

				‘Who, EJ?’ Dimly aware that the pause between question and answer was too long and terrified that Lola might somehow be managing to read her mind, Sally took another glug of wine and said over-brightly, ‘Of course I don’t. Oh look, I love this one of you in a wig!’ Hurriedly she pointed to a snap of Lola dressed as John McEnroe during his red headband era. ‘Was that for a fancy dress party?’

				‘That’s not fancy dress, those were my best shorts.’ Her mouth twitching, Lola aimed a pudding fork at Sally’s injured, propped-up leg. ‘And I wasn’t wearing a wig.’

				Sally made her wibbly-wobbly way across the landing shortly afterwards, careering off walls and giggling wildly as she exclaimed for the fifteenth time, ‘You cannot be serious!’

				Leaving the washing-up for tomorrow, Lola headed for bed and took Sally’s photo albums with her. Doug might have made off with the album containing the most photos of him—spoilsport—but he still featured in the others often enough to make them interesting. Having had to pretend to be fascinated by the pictures of Sally earlier, she could now concentrate unashamedly on Doug. God, he’d been a beautiful baby…  and an irresistibly angelic toddler…  there he was at a school concert with his hair all neat, his knees all knobbly and one grey sock falling down…  here were ones of him as a teenager, aged thirteen or fourteen, with a mischievous look in his eyes and a cheeky grin… 

				Lola wiped her cheek as a lone tear escaped. Dougie riding his bike with no hands, Dougie diving into a swimming pool, Dougie about to tip a bucket of seawater over Sally while she sunbathed on a beach, Dougie—older now, possibly eighteen or nineteen–cavorting in a park with a group of friends she didn’t know.

				More tears dripped off Lola’s chin, because these were his university years now, the ones she could have shared with him, should have shared but hadn’t.

				Everything would have been so different and you could drive yourself mad wondering how your life might have turned out if only you’d done this or that.

				And wondering was irrelevant anyway. At the time she hadn’t had any other choice.

				Lola jumped as the phone began to ring, causing the album to slide sideways off the bed. It was gone one o’clock in the morning; who could be calling her now? Unless it was Dougie, who had been looking through the dark green photo album he’d made off with earlier and been overcome with longing and regret… 

				‘Hello?’ Lola said breathlessly, her palms damp with hope. Her imagination conjured up a split screen of the two of them in their own beds flirting over the phone with each other like Rock Hudson and Doris Day in Pillow Talk…  or Meg Ryan and Billy Crystal in When Harry Met Sally… 

				‘Ello, eez Carlo zere to spik wiz?’ It was the gruff voice of an elderly Italian woman.

				All the hope inside Lola plummeted like a rock dropped into a well. ‘Sorry. You’ve got the wrong number.’

				‘Ach.’ The old Italian woman clicked her tongue and heaved a sigh of annoyance before abruptly hanging up.

				Lola switched off the phone. Of course it hadn’t been Doug. What did she expect?

				***

				‘Do you trust me?’

				‘I trust you.’

				‘Go on then. Take it off,’ said Gabe.

				Savannah flushed and double-checked that the bedroom curtains were drawn shut. Not even the most persistent paparazzo could sneak a peek into the cottage. She was safe from prying lenses, safe from discovery. Reaching up, she removed the wig and put it on the dressing table in front of her.

				‘Maybe a bit of powder,’ Gabe suggested. ‘Just to take off the shine.’

				She did as he said, then took a steadying breath and turned on the seat to face him.

				‘Round to the left a bit. I don’t want you full on.’ Keen to avoid the wing-nut effect, he wanted to minimize her ears. A three-quarter shot would be most flattering. ‘And tilt your head slightly…  relax your shoulders, I’m not about to rip your teeth out. Now give me a hint of a smile…  perfect, that’s perfect…’

				Afterwards Savannah hugged him. Together they watched as the series of images emerged from the printer on high-gloss photographic paper. Gabe was pleased with the results; as their session had progressed, the tension in Savannah’s muscles had dissolved. Towards the end of the sitting she had begun to relax and enjoy herself. Her smile had broadened and lost its I’m-posing-for-the-camera-without-my-wig-on anxiety. The final few had achieved what he’d been aiming for; a beautiful woman who happened to have no hair was gazing into the lens without fear. She was wearing natural make-up, silver hooped earrings, and a simple white camisole top over jeans.

				‘Thank you.’ Savannah couldn’t stop gazing at them. She shook her head in wonder. ‘Thank you so much. You don’t know what this means to me.’

				‘My pleasure.’

				‘You’re incredible.’ She turned and kissed him.

				Gabe grinned. ‘You’re not so bad yourself.’

				‘Maybe if I keep looking at them, I’ll get more used to them.’

				‘Let’s hope so.’ He watched her slide the glossy color photographs into the wall safe, where no one else could get at them.

				‘You do the rest,’ said Savannah, and Gabe set about deleting first the images from the memory card, then the files from the laptop itself.

				‘All done.’ There was data recovery software on the market capable of retrieving deleted images but he didn’t mention this to her.

				‘Thank you.’ If she was aware of this she didn’t mention it either. The point was that she had trusted him to take the photographs, which was good enough for Gabe. Slowly, slowly, Savannah was gaining in confidence.

				She was also besotted with him, which was a pretty flattering thing to happen, even if it meant that for the last week or so he’d been getting less sleep than a new mother of twins with colic.

				‘You’re doing it again,’ Savannah chided.

				‘Doing what?’

				‘Looking at your watch. I hate it when you look at your watch like that.’

				Gabe smiled and kissed the tip of her nose. ‘I know, I’m sorry, it’s called being a part of the real world. We can’t all be A-list movie stars taking a few months off between films. Some of us have to get back to London, earn a living.’

				‘But I don’t want you to go. I’ll be all on my own.’ Pouting, Savannah slid her hands beneath his holey pink T-shirt.

				Gabe gently removed them; thanks to her insecurity she was exhaustingly clingy. ‘Just a quick coffee, then I really do have to leave.’

				He leaned against the stove and watched Savannah make the coffee. Her actions were delicate, precise, as neat and organized as the kitchen itself, always wiping away wet mug rings with a rag and cleaning up crumbs on the worktop. She was more than capable of keeping the cottage immaculate without Pauline the housekeeper—and owner of Bunty the yappy terrier.

				‘Would you like to stay, if you could?’

				Here came the rush of neediness again. To reassure her, Gabe said patiently, ‘Of course I would.’

				‘OK. In that case, stay.’ Savannah tilted her head. ‘I’ll pay you what you would have earned. How about that?’

				‘How about that?’ echoed Gabe. ‘How about no?’

				‘Why not?’

				‘Because I’m not a gigolo. Don’t take it personally.’ He held up his hands. ‘It’s just not something I could do. Look, I need to work tonight and tomorrow. But I can come down on Sunday.’

				‘Or I could come up tomorrow.’ Savannah looked hopeful. ‘Book a suite at the Ritz.’

				‘Sunday’s better. I’ll see you here.’ Gabe shook his head; in London there were paparazzi everywhere and being holed up in a hotel wasn’t his idea of fun. At least down here in the depths of the countryside they could go out for walks, although Savannah’s preferred form of exercise was more bedroom-related. Not that he was complaining about that, and it wasn’t as if it would last forever. Next month she was off to the States to make two films back to back and their brief fling would be over.

				‘Two whole days. I’m going to miss you.’ She threw her arms around him.

				‘I’ll miss you too,’ said Gabe. He must give Sally a call on the way back, see if there was anything she wanted him to pick up. Reaching for his cup, he spilled a couple of drops of coffee on the flagstoned kitchen floor. Before he could reach for the rag, Savannah had grabbed it and wiped up the drips, rinsed the cloth under the tap and squeezed it dry.

				Gabe smiled to himself. Sally would never have done that. At best she would have casually scuffed at the drips with the sole of her shoe.

			

		

	
		
			
				Chapter 40

				Blythe loved to watch Lola at work in the shop, helping customers and making them smile. To the rest of the world Lola might be a capable twenty-seven-year-old, but as far as Blythe was concerned she’d always be her little girl.

				Spotting her, Lola waved and called over, ‘Hey, Mum, what a coincidence. Dad was in here just now! You missed him by five minutes.’

				Blythe smiled and nodded, noting that Lola had stopped calling him Nick. She was happy for Lola that the two of them were getting on so well; she just wished Lola would stop trying to—

				‘Ooh, why don’t you come with us tonight? We’re going along to the opening of a new exhibition at the Simm Gallery, then on to dinner at Medici’s.’ Eagerly Lola said, ‘How about the three of us going together? We can pick you up and drop you home afterwards.’

				Correction, Lola would always be her persistent, never-give-up, endlessly hopeful little girl. ‘Thanks, love, but I won’t. You and Nick have a nice time. Art galleries aren’t really my thing.’

				That was putting it politely; art galleries bored her witless.

				Lola looked disappointed. ‘Oh well, what if we give the gallery a miss? We could just go to Medici’s instead, is that a better idea?’

				Never-ever-give-up… 

				‘Lola, it’s fine, I’m seeing Malcolm tonight. It’s quiz night at the Feathers and we’re going along to that. I don’t dislike your father, it’s just that we have our own lives to lead. Trust me, we’re both happier this way.’ Blythe hadn’t told Lola—had no intention of telling her—what had happened on the night of Lola’s dinner party when she and Nick had left at midnight and shared a taxi home. When it had arrived at her house in Streatham and Nick had invited himself in for a coffee, she’d gone along with the suggestion just to be polite. They’d chatted amicably enough for half an hour before Nick kissed her.

				It should have been romantic but Blythe had felt nothing. At all. He’d done his level best but she hadn’t been able to summon so much as a goosebump of excitement. It was like being kissed by a packet of cornflakes.

				Poor Nick, it hadn’t been his fault; he was undoubtedly a more than competent kisser, and with all the practice he’d undoubtedly had over the years possibly an Olympic-level one. But had he had any effect on her? No, he hadn’t. Once upon a time he’d meant everything in the world to her, but now she was completely immune to his charms.

				Nul points.

				It was a mystery how these things happened. But they did.

				‘We could go upstairs,’ he’d murmured, all seduction guns blazing. ‘For old time’s sake.’

				‘Oh Nick. Thanks for the offer.’ Blythe had smiled and given his arm a regretful pat. ‘But I don’t think so.’

				He’d done the eyebrow thing then, that instantly familiar combination of surprise and disbelief. It was the look she’d seen on Lola’s face when at the age of seven she’d opened a drawer and found, hidden away in a matchbox, all the baby teeth that hadn’t been magically whisked away by the tooth fairy after all.

				‘Why not?’

				‘I don’t want to.’

				More eyebrow action. Something told Blythe he wasn’t often turned down.

				‘Is it because of this other chap of yours? What’s his name…?’

				‘Malcolm.’

				‘Malcolm.’ For a split second Nick’s mouth twitched as if he might be on the verge of saying something disparaging about his rival. Evidently thinking better of it, he reined himself in and said instead, ‘Sweetheart, it’s us. You and me. Malcolm doesn’t have to know.’

				Blythe gave him a long look. ‘Oh Nick. I wouldn’t do that to Malcolm. And you shouldn’t ask me to.’

				He had the grace to look ashamed. This time his expression uncannily echoed Lola’s on the morning of her first-ever hangover when, at fifteen, she had gone along to a friend’s party and ended up falling asleep in her friend’s parents’ bed.

				Nick shook his head. ‘Blythe, I didn’t mean to—’

				‘I know, I know, it doesn’t matter. And I’m not saying no because of Malcolm,’ Blythe told him. ‘I’m saying it because of me.’

				He half smiled, accepting her decision. ‘Fair enough. That’s absolutely your prerogative.’ He paused, then added with a complicit glint in his eye, ‘It might have been fun though.’

				Amused, Blythe showed him to the front door. ‘I daresay. I’m just not curious enough to need to find out.’

				‘Mum? Hello?’ Lola’s voice snapped Blythe back to the present. ‘What are you daydreaming about now?’

				OK, probably best not to say sex with your father. ‘Sorry, love, just wondering whether Malcolm would like a nice book about World War II for his birthday next week. He likes that sort of thing.’

				‘I thought you’d decided to buy him a sweater.’

				‘Oh, I already have. A lovely stripy red and yellow one with an eagle on the front.’

				‘In that case, better come with me.’ Lola steered her in the direction of the history section. ‘Sounds like poor old Malcolm’s going to need a book about World War II to cheer him up.’

				***

				The weather had taken a distinct turn for the better in the last week; temperatures rose and the sun shone, drying out the ground and encouraging the first primroses to peek through the tangled undergrowth. Avoiding the public footpaths where they might bump into other walkers, Gabe and Savannah strolled arm in arm through the woods on the hill below Minchinhampton Common. Savannah was talking about her experiences of working with other actors and the fights that ensued when they discovered their co-stars had negotiated bigger Winnebagos than they had. Even when you were an A-lister, evidently, size mattered.

				‘…  he said if he couldn’t have one as big as George’s, he was walking off the set. And the director said from what she’d heard—whoops.’

				‘Careful.’ Gabe caught Savannah as she tripped over a tree root.

				‘All strong and masterful. I love being rescued by you.’

				‘Don’t need any more invalids in my life just now. One woman crashing around on crutches is plenty, thanks.’

				Savannah gazed up at him then reached up and pulled his head down to meet hers. There was new urgency in her kiss. Finally she let go and leaned back again, her chest heaving and her eyes almost feverishly bright. ‘Gabe, come with me.’

				‘Come where?’ Gabe hesitated, he couldn’t help himself; did she mean back to the cottage for yet more unbridled sex? He was as heterosexual as the next man but his heart sank slightly at the prospect. He wasn’t sure he had the energy for another bout.

				‘To LA. Why not? We want to be together, don’t we?’ Savannah gripped the sleeves of his faded blue sweatshirt. ‘Well, what’s to stop us?’

				‘Hang on, you mean Los Angeles? In California?’ It was necessary to ask. Gabe had learned this lesson the hard way years ago when he’d asked a girl if she wanted to go to Grease with him and she’d joyfully assumed he was inviting her on holiday. For all he knew, LA could be the name of some uber-trendy new London restaurant.

				Savannah beamed. ‘No, Los Angeles in Iceland. Of course Los Angeles in California!’

				This time Gabe’s heart didn’t so much sink slightly as go crashing down like a lift with its cables cut. She was making it sound like a spur of the moment idea but he knew it wasn’t; this was something she’d been waiting to spring on him.

				‘Um…’

				‘Don’t say um, say yes! And there’s no need to look so worried.’ Savannah shook her head. ‘When you think about it, it’s the obvious answer. My agent’s rented a house for me in Bel Air so that’s all taken care of. And I know you’d feel funny about coming out just to keep me company, but that’s the beauty of your job—you can work as easily over there as you can here!’

				‘Savannah, listen—’

				‘So basically it’s perfect in every way! The answer to all our prayers,’ she rattled on. ‘We can be together, we can even go public as a couple because I completely trust you now!’

				‘Hang on a—’

				‘And it’ll get you away from that messy flatmate of yours…  I mean, I’m sure she’s a nice enough person and all that but, yech, I have to say she sounds a complete nightmare to live with. Plus, she’ll be relieved to see the back of you.’

				‘Sav, listen—’

				‘So, talk about tough decisions, is it going to be picking used tea bags out of the sink in a disgusting bombsite of a flat in Notting Hill, or being waited on hand and foot by the live-in staff at an eight-bedroomed mock-Grecian mansion in Bel Air, complete with home cinema and infinity pool?’

				Gabe looked at her and said nothing. He didn’t need to; Savannah read it in his eyes.

				Finally, hesitantly, she said, ‘So…  is that a no?’

				He nodded. ‘Yes.’

				Hope flared. ‘Does that mean yes it’s a no, or yes it’s not a no, it’s a yes?’

				Gabe hastily shook his head. ‘Sorry. It means I can’t come to LA with you.’

				‘Can’t? Or won’t?’

				Oh hell, he hated it when girls got pedantic.

				‘Can’t, I suppose.’ He rubbed the back of his neck. ‘I’m sorry, but it wouldn’t be fair on you. You’re an amazing girl and I think the world of you, but there’s just…  something missing.’

				‘Like, my hair?’

				Shit. ‘No. God, no.’ Vehemently Gabe shook his head. ‘Don’t even think that.’ Fuck, was she really thinking that?

				‘It’s all right, I believe you.’ Savannah managed a ghost of a smile.

				‘Well, good, because your hair has nothing to do with it. If anything I’m thinking there must be something seriously wrong with me. I mean, you’re Savannah Hudson,’ said Gabe. ‘And I’m nobody at all. The lowest of the low. Lower than that, even. I’m a street pap.’

				She picked at a loose strip of bark on the tree trunk beside her. ‘And now you’re turning me down. Does that mean you’ll sell your story to the papers?’

				‘I won’t do that. I’d never do that. You can still trust me.’ Gabe’s voice softened. He felt sorry for her. It couldn’t be easy being Savannah Hudson.

				‘You know who I feel like?’ She made a brave stab at levity. ‘Like the Baroness in The Sound of Music when she gets dumped by Captain Von Trapp.’

				Was this an embarrassing film to admit to being familiar with? Oh well, never mind.

				‘Except I’m not about to run off with an irritating ex-nun and seven caterwauling children.’ When a shocked Lola had discovered last year that Gabe had never seen her all-time favorite film she had sat him down and forced him to watch it. Personally he’d have gone for the Baroness every time; what had Julie Andrews been on when she’d let them cut her hair like that?

				Back at the cottage for what they both knew was the last time, Gabe collected together his few belongings. Upstairs, having picked up his toothbrush and aftershave, he looked around the clinical white bathroom and Savannah’s equally immaculate bedroom. He wouldn’t miss this place; for all its traditional exterior, the inside of the cottage was modern and sparsely furnished, minimalist bordering on sterile… 

				Hang on a minute. That couldn’t be right, surely? Taken aback, Gabe looked around again. He liked sterile, didn’t he? Cool, clean lines and no clutter was his thing, had always been his thing. And this was what he was seeing here; design-wise, he and Savannah couldn’t be more perfectly matched. Yet somehow all these clean lines suddenly seemed a little bit…  well, empty.

				OK, this was too weird, like an alien invading his brain and taking over. An alien with shocking taste at that, and a predilection for gaudy knick-knacks.

				Unable to face searching through pristine drawers for the dark grey sweater he knew was in here somewhere, Gabe left it and hurried down the staircase.

				Savannah, pale but composed, was waiting in the kitchen with her back to the stove.

				‘So you’re off then.’

				‘I should be getting back.’ Thank God she wasn’t crying.

				‘Sure you don’t have a chirpy ex-nun and seven caterwauling kids waiting for you at home?’

				Gabe smiled briefly. ‘Trust me, all I have is a grumpy invalid waiting to give me an earful because she asked me to pick up a box of tea bags before I left the flat last night and I forgot.’

				‘And you really don’t have another girlfriend waiting on the horizon?’

				‘I really don’t.’

				‘I just wasn’t right for you, is that it?’

				‘Hey, you’ll be perfect for someone else. You know that.’ Gabe folded her into his arms and she clung to him.

				Against his chest Savannah mumbled, ‘I just have to find someone who likes bald girls. Mr Spock, maybe.’

				‘Don’t think like that.’ He dropped a kiss on her forehead. ‘You’re beautiful with hair or without it. Be proud.’

				She smiled. ‘I’ll do my best. And if I ever decide to go public, you can be the one to take the photos.’

				Gabe gave her one last kiss. One last hug. ‘Sweetheart, it’d be an honor.’

			

		

	
		
			
				Chapter 41

				‘I don’t believe it,’ cried Sally. ‘Another living breathing human being! After months of being marooned up here all alone, I finally have the chance to speak to someone—that’s if I can remember how to speak…’

				‘You’re doing just fine.’ Nick grinned up at her from the pavement. ‘Want to buzz me in?’

				Did she want to buzz him in? Was he kidding? Hastily clonking through to the bathroom and slapping on a bit of powder and lipgloss, Sally clonked her way back through the flat and pressed the buzzer. Somewhat embarrassingly—but at the same time rather excitingly—she’d had a dream about Nick last night in which he’d taken her to the Summer Exhibition at the Royal Academy, flirted with her endlessly, and ended up showing her into a room containing a stunning sculpture of two life-sized bodies intertwined. Then, in front of all the other visitors milling about, he had begun to demonstrate exactly how the bodies were intertwined, whispering into her ear as he did so, ‘You bend your left leg like this and put your right arm around my waist like this…’

				Tap tap tap.

				Nick was now knocking on the door. All of a fluster, Sally fast-forwarded through the rest of the dream, where he’d started kissing her and running his hands over her body and a grumpy uniformed security guard had stomped up and announced that they couldn’t do that sort of thing here and Nick had said, ‘But, it’s art…’

				‘Sally? Have you fallen over in there?’

				‘Sorry.’ She opened the door, let him in. ‘I was just having a quick tidy-up.’

				Which was so ragingly obviously untrue, it was a wonder a thunderbolt didn’t strike her dead on the spot. But Nick, ever the gentleman, simply greeted her with a kiss on the cheek and said cheerfully, ‘How are you?’

				‘Fed up. I feel like Robinson Crusoe. Gabe buggered off yesterday, God only knows where because he won’t tell me, and Lola’s gone out for the day with EJ. Gabe was supposed to pick up some tea bags yesterday but he didn’t, so I went all the way to the corner shop on my crutches…  and when I got there they were shut! So then I had to hobble what felt like fifty miles down the road to the next shop and when I finally got there, they didn’t even sell PG Tips, only horrible cheap tea bags that taste of dust. I tell you, I’m so fed up with this stupid leg of mine I just want to chop it off.’

				‘Oh dear.’ Nick was doing his best to keep a straight face.

				‘And I’ve got blisters on my hands from using the stupid crutches.’ He was wearing his navy cashmere crew-neck sweater over a white shirt and cream chinos. With a jolt Sally realized that he’d been wearing the same sweater last night in her dream…  well, until she’d pulled it off over his head.

				‘So, not the best of days.’

				‘You could say that.’ She broke into a smile to show she wasn’t a complete grump. ‘Not the best of weeks. See that?’

				‘See what?’ Nick followed the direction of her gesturing hand.

				‘That empty mantelpiece.’

				He frowned. ‘It’s not empty. There’s loads of things on it. Fairy lights, photos, candles…’

				‘But no Valentine’s cards,’ said Sally. ‘That’s where I’d put my Valentine’s cards if I’d been sent any. But I haven’t been, so I couldn’t put them there. Because nobody sent me any. Not even one.’

				‘I didn’t get any either.’

				‘Didn’t you?’ Hooray for that. Mischievously she said, ‘Not even from Lola’s mum?’

				Nick laughed. ‘Especially not from Blythe. It’s OK, I think Lola’s come round at last to the idea that she’s not going to get us back together. Sweet of her to try, but let’s face it, we’re poles apart. That Disney happy ending was never going to happen.’

				Better and better. Sally began joyfully concocting an alternative happy ending starring…  ta daa!…  herself.

				‘Anyway, this is the reason I dropped by.’ Nick took a couple of rolled-up leaflets from his pocket. ‘Lola’s got it into her head that we should be taking up badminton, so I’ve been to look at a couple of sports centers. I can leave these with you or slide them under her door.’

				All this way just to drop off a couple of leaflets? Was that true, or was he using it as an excuse to see her when he knew Lola wouldn’t be here?

				‘Leave them with me. I’ll give them to her when she gets home. Where are you off to this afternoon? Somewhere nice, I expect. Having fun, meeting friends…’

				‘The truth? There’s an account I should be doing some work on, but to be honest I’m not in the mood.’ Pausing to study her for a moment, Nick said, ‘How about if I invited you out to lunch, would that cheer you up?’

				‘Really? Are you sure?’ Sally was barely able to conceal her delight.

				‘Why not? Decent food, a few drinks, and good company.’ Nick’s grey eyes crinkled with amusement. ‘What could be nicer than that?’

				This was everything she’d hoped for and more. Every nerve ending zinging with possibilities, Sally said, ‘I can be ready in ten minutes.’ God, talk about fate bringing together two people who were perfect for each other. What a fantastic day this was turning out to be.

				***

				Nick grew better and better looking as lunch progressed. By the time coffee arrived he was irresistible. The food had probably been good too but what with all the excitement and batting back and forth of scintillating one-liners interspersed with more deep and meaningful conversation, Sally hadn’t actually got around to eating much of it. Her stomach had shrunk to the size of a thimble and adrenaline production was in overdrive. It no longer mattered that Nick was Lola’s father because—thank God—he and Blythe had no intention whatsoever of getting back together. The hurdle had been removed as deftly as Houdini might escape simple handcuffs. And along with the hurdle, Sally felt her inhibitions disappearing too, possibly helped along by the bottle of wine she appeared to have played a large part in demolishing. Every time Nick topped up her glass and she half-heartedly protested, he reminded her that he was driving and it would be a shame to let it go to waste.

				Which it most certainly would have been. And now she was bathed in a delicious, warm top-to-toe glow. Semi-accidentally brushing her hand against his, Sally said, ‘So did you not want any more children or did it just never happen?’

				Nick looked momentarily startled at this about-turn. OK, they had been in the middle of a conversation about killing time at airports when your flight’s been delayed, but she was interested. It was always a nice thing to know.

				‘Well, my ex-wife was never keen. She was a career woman, not really interested in kids. I couldn’t really force her to have them against her will.’ There, that was it; the last box ticked. Sally’s heart melted at the thought of this wonderful man wanting children and being cruelly denied them by his cold-hearted career-driven harridan of an ex.

				OK, he was now officially perfect. All her life she’d been getting herself involved with men who ran a mile if you so much as mentioned babies. And everyone knew that older men made better fathers. Look at Michael Douglas; he doted on his gorgeous children and dazzling young wife.

				***

				‘Whoops, hang on, let me just…’

				Sally gave up the struggle to haul herself out of the passenger seat and allowed Nick to do the honors, providing a shoulder to lean on as she and her crutches navigated their way onto the pavement. By some miracle she didn’t trip over them. Gathering herself, she handed the front door key to Nick and said, ‘Coming in?’

				It was a rhetorical question. Of course he was. Nick said cheerfully, ‘I think someone has to make sure you don’t fall down the stairs, don’t you?’

				Sally took deep breaths; this was it, she knew it. Gabe was out, they had the place to themselves and the situation couldn’t be more perfect. Well, OK, it would have been a teenier bit more perfect if she didn’t have her gammy leg to contend with, but it certainly wasn’t going to stop them.

				Finally they reached the flat. Somewhat unromantically, Sally discovered, all the wine she’d drunk had found its way to her bladder and she was forced to excuse herself in order to visit the bathroom. Returning, she found Nick gazing out of the living-room window. Lit from behind, he had a profile like a Greek god.

				He turned, indicating the kitchen. ‘I put the kettle on. Thought you might like a coffee.’

				OK, it was time. He wanted her to be the one to make the first move. And he was smiling, waiting for her to make it. Approaching him—clunk—and taking care—clunk—not to bash into the coffee table, Sally smiled back then deliberately took her arms out of the crutches and propped them against the wall. Facing Nick, she said, ‘I don’t want a coffee.’

				‘No? Well, that’s all right. You don’t have to have one.’ Amused, Nick said, ‘It’s not compulsory.’

				‘Can you believe this is happening?’ Without the support of the crutches Sally felt herself beginning to sway.

				‘Steady.’ He reached for her. ‘You’re not a stork.’

				Who wanted to be a stork? ‘It’s the last thing I expected.’ Sally gazed at him. ‘Is it the last thing you expected?’

				He looked bemused, frowned slightly. ‘Well, yes, but ice skaters do injure themselves, so I suppose there’s always a chance…’

				‘Doesn’t matter.’ They appeared to be talking at cross purposes but Sally was beyond caring. ‘It won’t make any difference, I promise.’ Curling her arms around his neck, unable to hold back a moment longer, she lunged forward and kissed him passionately, full on the mouth.

			

		

	
		
			
				Chapter 42

				Making his way along Radley Road, Gabe slowed and looked up at the window of the flat. Puzzled by the sight of what appeared to be two people locked in a passionate embrace, he reached instinctively for the camera around his neck and peered through the long lens, adjusting it until it slid into focus.

				What the…?

				Gabe’s heart began to thud in his chest. Jesus. Sally and Lola’s father. Sally, wrapped around him like a scarf. Lola’s father…  for crying out loud, how long had this been going on? How long had they been carrying on behind his back? And not only his back, Lola’s too, because she absolutely definitely didn’t know about this.

				Unable to watch any more, Gabe put down the camera and turned away. His hands were trembling and he felt as if he’d been punched hard in the stomach. Talk about sly, underhand, deceitful…  How dare they? He swallowed and turned back; yes, they were still there, no longer kissing but only inches apart, holding each other and gazing into each other’s eyes, murmuring sweet nothings…  So this was the kind of man Nick James was, nothing but a sleazy Lothario. How fucking dare he?

				***

				Something truly horrible was happening. When Nick jerked away, Sally said, ‘Sshh, it’s OK, you don’t have to worry about Lola any more. She understands.’

				But Nick wasn’t looking relieved. More like horrified. Eyes wide with disbelief, he said, ‘This isn’t to do with Lola.’

				‘Wh-what do you mean? I d-don’t understand.’ It came out as a whisper. ‘I thought you liked me.’

				‘I do like you.’ Nick shook his head. ‘Of course I do,’ he insisted. ‘You’re Lola’s friend.’

				This was a nightmare. Sally felt sick and suddenly, hideously sober. In a lifetime of faux pas, this one took the biscuit. Never before had she made quite such a prize idiot of herself as this.

				‘I’m so sorry.’ Nick was clearly mortified. ‘I had no idea.’

				That only made it worse.

				‘No, I’m sorry. I thought you were flirting with me.’ At least she could be honest—there was no point in trying to pretend the kiss had been some kind of accident.

				Vehemently Nick shook his head. ‘I was just being friendly. I was glad we seemed to be getting on so well. I want my daughter’s friends to like me.’

				Humiliation was washing over Sally in waves; she’d liked him so much she was mentally already pregnant with their first child. How could she have got it so utterly, completely wrong? How was she ever going to erase the memory of that kiss from her brain? She’d never be able to forget the moment she launched herself at his mouth and felt him freeze in disbelief…  oh, oh God… 

				‘Come on, sit down.’ Nick skillfully steered her away from the window and lowered her into a chair. ‘And don’t be upset. I’m incredibly flattered.’

				But not flattered enough to reciprocate her feelings, obviously.

				‘You’re a beautiful girl. Any man would be proud to have you as his girlfriend.’

				Any man except you, obviously.

				‘Look, I have to leave.’ Nick checked his watch, clearly lying but desperate to escape. ‘Why don’t I make you that coffee now, then I’ll be off.’

				Because I don’t want bloody coffee, I want a gallon of weedkiller.

				‘And don’t worry, we’ll just pretend this never happened. Lola doesn’t need to know. I won’t tell her,’ Nick said gently. ‘I won’t breathe a word to anyone. That’s a promise.’

				***

				It took Gabe half a minute to reach his car. He zapped open the door and sank into the driver’s seat, appalled by what he’d learned about himself in the last thirty seconds. Because he genuinely hadn’t had any idea, not even the remotest inkling, that the sight of Sally with another man could make him feel like this.

				Yet…  it had. Despite the fact that she drove him insane on a daily basis, that she lived her life surrounded by clutter and chaos and that domestically they were about as compatible as Tom and Jerry, in the space of just a few seconds Gabe discovered that he was capable of white-hot jealousy where Sally was concerned. Because he didn’t want her to be seeing someone else.

				Oh God, now he knew he was going stark staring mad. Sally, of all people. Gabe groaned aloud and rubbed his hands over his face. This couldn’t be happening; he didn’t want to want her. She was the last person on the planet he needed to get involved with.

				Except…  well, that wasn’t going to happen anyway, was it? It wasn’t as if it was even an option, because she was already involved with someone else.

				Bloody hell, Lola’s dad. How long had that been going on? And they’d been keeping it very quiet, although this was hardly surprising given the circumstances. Lola was currently doing her damnedest to get her mum and dad back together. If Nick and Sally were prepared to take the risk of her discovering that one of her best friends had pinched him instead…  well, it had to be serious.

				Gabe felt sick. First Savannah, then a puncture on the M4 on the way back to London, and now this. What a ridiculous situation to be in.

				Seeing as he couldn’t go back to the flat for a while, Gabe switched on the ignition. The car radio came to life, belting out an REM classic. Michael Stipe, never the cheeriest of souls, sang mournfully, ‘Eeeeeeeeeverybody huuuuuurrrrrrts…’

				Hmm, with Sally’s track record the chances were that she was the one who’d end up getting hurt.

				‘Eeeeeeeverybody huuuuuuurrrrts—’

				Oh, do shut up. Impatiently Gabe jabbed the off button, cutting Michael Stipe off in mid-warble. Who was he trying to kid? Right now, he was the one hurting. Jealousy was a new sensation and it was gnawing away in his chest like battery acid.

				He didn’t like this feeling one bit.

				***

				Sally was in the kitchen when Gabe arrived home at midnight. Hobbling out in her dressing gown clutching a packet of Kettle chips, she watched him shrug off his jacket.

				‘Where have you been? You look awful.’

				Gabe glanced at her. ‘Not looking so fantastic yourself.’

				‘Thanks.’ Sally already knew she looked like poo. Feeling sorry for yourself and having a good old two-hour blub in the bath was capable of doing that to you. She’d tried to scrub away the shame of having made an idiot of herself but it hadn’t worked. Basically, as far as men were concerned, she always had been and always would be a walking disaster.

				OK, a limping one.

				But at least Gabe didn’t know about this afternoon’s debacle with Nick. Attempting normality Sally said, ‘Been working all this time?’

				He shrugged. ‘Yes.’

				‘Any good shots?’

				‘No.’ Gabe was standing stiffly by the window gazing out into the darkness, his streaky blond hair disheveled and his hands now stuffed into the pockets of his ancient jeans.

				Annoyed by the fact that he hadn’t even noticed, Sally said, ‘Spot the difference?’

				His jaw was taut. ‘What?’

				‘Oh, for heaven’s sake, if this is how observant you are it’s no wonder you miss out on all the best photos! How does this room look to you?’

				This time his gaze swept over the floor, the sofa, the coffee table. ‘Have you tidied up a bit?’

				‘A bit?’ Incredulous, Sally exclaimed, ‘I tidied up a lot. Even with my bad leg! I cleared stuff away, put a load of magazines out for recycling, polished the table with Mr Sheen…  I took all my lipsticks and hair things off the window sill…’

				‘What brought this on?’

				She flushed. A mixture of guilt, shame, and displacement therapy had spurred her into action. Keeping busy meant she didn’t have time to keep going over all the bad stuff buzzing around in her brain.

				Aloud Sally said, ‘I just thought I should try and start making a real effort. I know it annoys you when I’m untidy.’

				‘And you suddenly decided to do it just for me?’ There was a discernible edge to Gabe’s voice. He raised an eyebrow in disbelief. ‘Or is it for the benefit of people in general?’

				‘People in general.’ Sally bristled at his tone. ‘Why are you being like this?’

				For a split second he opened his mouth and looked as if he was about to retaliate. Then he shook his head instead and said, ‘OK, forget it, I’m just tired. It’s been a hell of a day.’

				You could say that again. And Sally knew her ordeal wasn’t over yet. Since it would look suspicious if she suddenly started avoiding Nick, she was going to have to put on a brave face and pretend everything was fine whenever they encountered each other…  oh God, maybe it would be easier to emigrate… 

				‘Look, I’m sorry I snapped.’ Gabe’s voice softened. ‘Why don’t you sit down and I’ll open a bottle of wine?’

				More wine, after all the trouble it had got her into at lunchtime? Shuddering at the memory and only too aware that if Gabe were to turn sympathetic she could end up blabbing out everything—oh yes, and wouldn’t that help matters—Sally shook her head. ‘No thanks, I’m off to bed.’

			

		

	
		
			
				Chapter 43

				Lola had just finished serving a customer when she glanced up and saw a vision entering the shop.

				OK, not an actual vision. Doug.

				It really was him. In person. Incredible.

				What’s more, she hadn’t even realized she’d said his name aloud, but she must have done because Cheryl, next to her, followed the line of her gaze and said, ‘That’s Doug?’ She sounded duly impressed. As well she might.

				Lola nodded.

				‘Great suit.’ Cheryl, a sharp dresser herself, always noticed other people’s clothes. She said approvingly, ‘Made to measure.’

				Every last drop of saliva in Lola’s mouth disappeared. Because if he was coming into her store to buy a book, that was a good sign, surely? Choosing to shop at this particular branch of Kingsley’s had to mean he liked her. Gosh, he looked edible in that dark suit, all lean, mean and… 

				‘Hi!’ squeaked Lola as Doug approached the desk, clearly in a hurry. ‘Well, this is a nice surprise! What can I—?’

				‘Sally’s been trying to get hold of you. Your mobile’s switched off and there’s something wrong with the phone line here.’

				Lola knew this; a brace of telephone engineers were in the back office working on it as they spoke. ‘It’s being fixed. What’s wrong with Sally?’

				‘Nothing. She says you have to get to a TV. Now.’ Doug was slightly out of breath. ‘She rang me at work twenty minutes ago. Do you have a TV in this place?’

				‘A TV? This is a bookshop! What did Sally say it was about?’

				‘She didn’t, just said to make sure you saw it. From the sound of things, it’s important. It had better be,’ Doug went on, ‘because I had to leave a meeting to come here and tell you about it.’

				Her heart racing and her mouth drier than ever, Lola whispered, ‘Is it something bad?’

				Cheryl took charge. ‘He’s already told you he doesn’t know. Off you go,’ she said briskly, pushing Lola out from behind the desk. ‘There’s only one way to find out.’

				Televisions, televisions… 

				Out on the pavement Lola pointed across Regent Street. ‘Dover and May, fourth floor.’

				Doug said, ‘I thought we’d look for a bar with a TV in it.’

				‘This is closer.’ Dover and May was one of Lola’s favorite department stores and they had dozens of TVs, rows and rows of them, hundreds in fact. ‘Quick, after this bus—oof…’

				Yanked back by Doug in the nick of time, Lola bounced off his chest. The taxi driver shook his head in disgust.

				‘After the bus and the taxi,’ Doug said evenly. ‘OK, now we can cross the road.’

				Through the doors of Dover and May, they raced past the perfume counters and islands of make-up, dodging sales girls waiting to pounce and spray scent at anyone who couldn’t dodge out of the way fast enough. Together they ran up the escalator. On the first floor they zigzagged past dawdling shoppers in the homeware department. Up the next flight of escalators and through ladies’ clothes and shoes—Lola spotted a stunning pair with black glittery heels—then more escalators, followed by racing through menswear and almost knocking over a display of mannequins in stripy sweaters…  God, this was like getting in training for the marathon… 

				‘We’d have been better taking the lift,’ panted Lola.

				‘Never mind, we’re here now.’

				Belatedly she realized something. ‘You’re still here. Don’t you need to get back to your meeting?’

				They’d reached the fourth floor. Leaping off the escalator, Doug expertly steered her through the electrical department, past hi-fis and kettles and every kind of laptop. ‘Are you serious? After all this, I want to know what it’s about.’

				The super-expensive high definition TVs were all showing a recorded wildlife program. Over at the bank of more affordable models, Channel 4 racing was on, horses galloping towards the finish line on every screen.

				Evidently attracted by the sight of a pair of customers looking as if they were keen to buy, a salesman materialized out of nowhere.

				‘Good morning, sir, madam. Can I help you in any way?’

				‘Oh, thank you! You most certainly can!’ Lola clutched his arm with relief. ‘We need the channel changing.’

				The flashing pound signs faded in the salesman’s eyes but he put a brave face on it. ‘The channel changer. Certainly, madam, the remote control units are over here, if you’d like to follow me—’

				‘No, no, I want you to change this channel.’ Jabbing a finger at the screens filled with horses, Lola said agitatedly, ‘Please!’

				The salesman frowned. ‘Um…  which of the TVs are you interested in?’

				‘None,’ Doug intervened. ‘Not today, but my friend desperately needs to see something on one of the other channels and we’d be incredibly grateful if you could just—’

				‘Please please please.’ Lola’s voice rose as she hopped from one foot to the other. ‘I’m begging you! I’ll just die if I miss it!’

				‘OK, keep your hair on.’ No longer quite so polite now he knew there was no sale in the offing, the salesman disappeared behind the counter where a bank of switches was situated. Glancing over at Lola before addressing Doug under his breath, he said, ‘I saw a film with this kind of thing in it once. Rain Man.’

				The channels began to change. Lola held her breath. Then she saw him, on every screen, multiplied a hundred times over. ‘Stop,’ she croaked before the salesman could flick past. ‘This is the one.’

				Much as the family of strangers in Rain Man had regarded Dustin Hoffman when he’d pitched up on their doorstep, the salesman regarded Lola warily and said, ‘I’ll leave you to it then. Just don’t…  touch anything, OK?’

				Lola didn’t hear him. She was gazing transfixed at the screen where the makeover segment of a popular daytime show was in progress. The female presenter, gesturing cheerfully to a life-sized photograph, said, ‘…  so this is how he looked when he arrived at the studio first thing this morning…’

				Lola realized she was trembling. Next to her Doug said doubtfully, ‘Is that your father?’

				She shook her head.

				‘No? So who is it?’

				‘Shh.’

				‘…  and this is how Blythe looked…’

				Lola let out a bat squeak as a photograph flashed up on screen of her mother, looking typically frazzled and flyaway and wearing…  yikes…  her favorite pink sparkly waistcoat over a turquoise paisley blouse and well-worn tartan trousers.

				‘My God, that’s your mum.’ Doug shook his head in wonder.

				‘Well, that was the two of them a couple of hours ago,’ the jolly, voluptuous presenter exclaimed. ‘So let’s see how they’re looking now!’

				‘I remember those tartan trousers.’ Incredulously Doug pointed at the screen.

				The shimmering curtains parted and Blythe and Malcolm made their entrance.

			

		

	
		
			
				Chapter 44

				‘Oh my GOD!’ shouted Lola, startling several browsing shoppers.

				‘Shh.’ Doug gave her a nudge. ‘Stay calm or we’ll get chucked out.’

				Stay calm?

				Lola whispered, ‘Oh my God,’ and clapped her hands over her mouth. On the TV screen her mother, self-consciously attempting to pose for the camera, looked like a Stepfordized version of herself and the effect was positively eerie. Her delinquent hair had been cut, blow-dried and ruthlessly straightened, her lipstick was deep red and glossy and her complexion had an airbrushed, plastic quality to it. She was also wearing eyeliner for the first time in her life. To complete the transformation, the batty-mother clothes had been replaced by a chic, leaf-green shift dress with matching fitted jacket and darker green high-heeled shoes.

				‘Oh my word,’ gushed the presenter, ‘don’t you look fabulous!’

				And in one way she did; Lola could see that other people might look at the made-over version of Blythe and feel that it was a huge improvement. It was just that the made-over version no longer looked anything like her mother. In a daze she watched the makeover experts step forward and explain how they had achieved the miracle of Stepfordization. Blythe continued to look embarrassed. Then it was Malcolm’s turn.

				With a jolt Lola noticed him properly for the first time. OK, now this really was a transformation. Gone was the hideous bushy beard for a start. Malcolm was now clean-shaven, his hair had been cut and slicked back from his face and, in place of the awful bobbly sweater and baggy corduroys, he was wearing—good grief!—a really well-cut dark suit.

				In fact, wow. Malcolm was looking years younger, like a completely different person. Now that you could actually see his face it was revealed as not so bad after all. Why on earth had he ever grown such a horrible beard in the first place?

				Next to her Doug said, ‘I can’t believe your mum’s doing this. Whose idea was it?’

				Lola frowned, because in the shock of the moment it hadn’t occurred to her to wonder the same thing. And now that she was wondering, it did seem a bit odd. Blythe wasn’t the type to write in to programs like this and she’d never had a hankering to appear on TV.

				‘…  so Malcolm, coming here today was all your idea,’ the presenter said cozily, ‘because you felt you needed to smarten up your image.’

				A crackle of alarm snaked its way up the back of Lola’s neck; was the presenter reading her mind?

				‘Well, yes.’ Malcolm looked bashful. ‘I suppose I wanted to make a better impression on people…  or rather I was keen for them to have a better opinion of me…’

				‘He’s too polite to say so,’ Blythe chimed in, ‘but he’s actually referring to my daughter.’

				‘Oh!’ gasped Lola.

				‘Who, I gather, has strong opinions when it comes to clothes.’ The presenter gave Blythe a sympathetic look.

				‘That’s one way of putting it. The two women from What Not to Wear rolled together, that’s what she is,’ said Blythe. ‘With a touch of Simon Cowell. Always telling me I look like a dog’s dinner.’

				‘I am not,’ cried Lola. ‘Not always!’

				‘I mean, it’s water off a duck’s back as far as I’m concerned. Sometimes I’ll take her advice,’ Blythe went on, ‘and sometimes I won’t. But that’s because I’m her mother. I’m used to her.’

				‘Whereas it hasn’t been so easy for you, Malcolm, has it?’ The presenter’s voice softened. ‘Criticism like that can be quite hurtful, can’t it?’

				Stunned, Lola said, ‘But I didn’t criticize him! I didn’t!’

				‘Oh no, no, Blythe’s daughter has never criticized me. At least not to my face,’ Malcolm said hastily. ‘She’s a lovely girl, very polite. I just felt a bit lacking in the, um, sartorial department, I suppose. Getting dressed up and making the most of myself has never been my forte. And I want Lola to think well of me because…  well, because I think a great deal of her mother.’

				Lola’s throat tightened. She couldn’t speak, couldn’t swallow.

				The twinkly-eyed presenter, addressing the camera, said, ‘So, Lola, I know you aren’t watching at this moment because you’re at work and Malcolm and Blythe didn’t tell you they were going to be doing this today, but if you do happen to see a recording of this program I’m sure you’ll agree that Malcolm and your mum have scrubbed up a treat! They both look wonderful. If you ask me, your mum’s a lucky lady to have found herself such a very caring and thoughtful man.’

				‘Here,’ murmured Doug. Lola took the handkerchief and wiped her eyes.

				‘And after the break,’ the presenter continued cheerfully, ‘we’ll be talking to a husband and wife who have both undergone sex changes, and who’ll be joining us here in the studio with their daughter who until two years ago was their son!’

				‘There you go.’ Doug half smiled. ‘Things could be worse.’

				‘I’m so ashamed.’ Lola sniffed hard, because being lent a hankie and dabbing away tears was one thing but blowing your nose in it was altogether less dainty.

				‘So that’s your mum’s boyfriend, the one you don’t like.’

				‘I don’t dislike him. I just thought Mum could do better.’ Sniff. ‘I thought she was settling for Malcolm because he was easy.’

				She didn’t mean easy in that sense—yech, perish the thought.

				‘He seems like a nice chap.’

				‘He is. I just couldn’t s-stand the beard.’ Lola gave up and blew her nose noisily into the hanky. ‘And now everyone knows how shallow I am. They’re all going to think I’m a really horrible p-person.’

				For a moment she thought Dougie might put his arms around her, reassure her that she really wasn’t horrible, maybe even drop a consoling kiss on her forehead. Instead the annoying salesman reappeared and said to Doug, ‘Is she finished here? Can I change the channel back now?’

				‘Sorry, yes, thanks very much.’ Realizing that most of the customers in the vicinity were watching them, Doug gathered himself and checked his watch. ‘Come on.’ He gave Lola’s shoulder a tap and said lightly, ‘Let’s get you back to the hospital before the nurses find out you’ve escaped.’

				***

				Blythe had washed her hair and changed out of the grown-up leaf-green suit. In her purple flowery top and pinstriped skirt and with the glossy, poker-straight blow-dry a thing of the past, she looked like herself again.

				‘Wasn’t it awful? I felt like a clone!’ Hugging Lola, she said, ‘And the eyeliner! Never again!’

				Malcolm, following Blythe into Lola’s flat, said, ‘She’s been going on about that blessed eyeliner all day.’

				‘It’s all right for you,’ Blythe retorted, ‘you didn’t have to wear it.’

				‘Maybe not, but I still had to go into make-up, didn’t I? Base, they put on my face.’ Malcolm shook his head in bafflement. ‘And powder! That was a first, I can tell you. Felt like Danny La Rue!’

				‘Malcolm, I’m so sorry.’ Lola moved past her mother to greet him with a hug and a kiss on his freshly shaven cheek. ‘I never meant to make you feel bad about yourself…  I’m so ashamed…’

				‘Oh, there there, no need to apologize.’ Embarrassed, Malcolm said bashfully, ‘The thing is, you were right. I even knew it myself, just didn’t have the nerve to try and change things on my own. When you’ve had a beard for twenty years you kind of get used to it. If anything,’ he told Lola, ‘I’m grateful to you for telling your mother I looked a fright.’

				Ouch.

				‘You look fantastic now.’ She stepped back and gazed at him, meaning every word.

				‘He does, doesn’t he?’ Blythe nodded in agreement.

				‘I’ve got rid of all my old sweaters,’ Malcolm said proudly. ‘The fashion woman told me to throw out anything with a pattern on it, and I have.’

				‘She said that to me too,’ Blythe chimed in. ‘And I told her to take a running jump.’

				‘We went to Marks and Spencer’s this afternoon and bought loads of new clothes. The fashion woman wrote me out a list. She said I shouldn’t wear sandals any more either.’

				Lola decided she loved the fashion woman with all her heart. ‘Well, anyway, thank you for being so nice about it. And why are we still standing out here in the hallway? Come on in.’

				‘Sorry, love, we can’t stop.’ Blythe beamed. ‘We only dropped by to show ourselves off to you. Well,’ she amended, ‘so that Malcolm could show himself off to you and I could let you see that I’m back to normal. We’ve got to get to the pub—it’s quiz night and everyone’s dying to hear about our time at the TV studios.’

				It was on the tip of Lola’s tongue to ask her mother if she preferred Malcolm the way he looked now. But she already knew the answer. Malcolm might be pleased with his makeover but it wouldn’t make an ounce of difference to the way Blythe felt about him, because external appearances were simply irrelevant as far as she was concerned. What counted was the person within.

				Worse, Lola knew she was right. Maybe it would help to get Dougie out of her system if she could try a bit harder to fancy EJ instead.

			

		

	
		
			
				Chapter 45

				‘That’s thirteen–three,’ Nick called out. ‘Ready? Or do you want to stop for a couple of minutes to catch your breath?’

				Catch her breath? What breath? There was none left in her lungs, that was for sure. Lola shook her head, determined not to give in. This was badminton, for crying out loud. If it had been tennis or squash she could have understood being this exhausted, but badminton wasn’t anywhere near in that league; everyone knew it was one of those namby-pamby games played by children and old people where you flicked a silly little shuttlecock back and forth over a net. As a child she’d played badminton in the back garden and it hadn’t been remotely like this.

				‘Oof,’ Lola gasped, lunging after the shuttlecock as it whistled past her ear. Stupid, stupid racquet… 

				‘Fourteen-three.’ Grinning, Nick prepared to serve again.

				‘Oof.’ Fuck.

				‘Game. Well done.’ He came round to her side of the net, patted her on the back.

				‘You can’t say well done when it wasn’t.’ Clutching her sides where two stitches were competing to see which of them could hurt most, Lola panted, ‘I was rubbish.’

				‘No you weren’t, you were actually pretty good. But I was better.’

				‘That’s so unfair. I’m your daughter. Aren’t you supposed to let me win?’

				He looked amused. ‘Not when you’re twenty-seven.’

				Lola leaned forward, hands on knees, then realized people watching outside the badminton court would see her knickers and hurriedly straightened up. To add insult to injury it had all been her idea to come here tonight because she’d found out that Merton’s Sports and Fitness Club in Kensington was where Dougie was a member and last Thursday Sally had mentioned in passing that he was playing squash that night. Working on the assumption that Thursdays at Merton’s might be a regular thing, Lola had called up the club and asked if she and her father could come along and try out the facilities before deciding whether or not to join.

				And yes, Merton’s did indeed seem like a great place to socialize and expend a few calories if you were so inclined, but there was one small drawback.

				No Doug. Anywhere at all. They’d been given the full guided tour of the club and there was no sign of him. Plus, having been generously given a free, hour-long slot on this badminton court, they were now morally obliged to carry on using it.

				Still panting like a pervert, Lola glanced up at the clock on the wall. Nine minutes down, fifty-one to go.

				She looked at her father, who wasn’t even remotely out of breath. ‘OK, we’ll have another game. But this time pretend I’m six and let me win.’

				***

				Never had an hour passed so slowly. By the end of it, Lola was puce in the face, wheezing like a steam engine and staggering around on legs like overcooked spaghetti. Badminton wasn’t namby-pamby after all. Battle-hardened members of the SAS could hone their fitness levels playing this game. Thank goodness Dougie hadn’t been here to witness her humiliation.

				‘Ready for a drink?’ said Nick as she shakily wiped her face and neck with a towel.

				‘Ready for loads of drinks.’ How could she ever have thought that coming to this place tonight would be a good idea? As soon as they’d showered and dressed they were out of here.

				‘You’ve dropped your hairband,’ said Nick as Lola just about managed to haul the strap of her sports bag onto her shoulder.

				‘I can’t pick it up, it hurts too much.’

				She waited as Nick went back to retrieve the pink hairband, then turned and wearily pushed through the glass swing doors.

				Dougie was standing on the other side, watching her.

				‘Oh!’ So much for thanking her lucky stars he wasn’t here. If there was a god, he really did have it in for her. A trickle of sweat slid down her forehead for that extra-glamorous finishing touch.

				‘Lola, what’s going on?’ Doug shook his head. ‘Are you stalking me?’

				Lola swallowed, suddenly realizing that this was exactly what she was doing. Instantly on the defensive she said, ‘What are you talking about? Of course I’m not stalking you! Who says you’re not stalking me?’

				‘I’ve been a member of this club for the last three years. I thought maybe my sister happened to mention it.’

				‘Well, she didn’t.’ Technically this was true; Elly who worked for him had been the one who’d mentioned it. But shame crept up and Lola felt her pulse quicken. Oh God, he was right, she was turning into one of those deranged females incapable of accepting rejection, madwomen who end up shouting in the street and getting arrested for harassment.

				‘Here’s your hairband.’ Catching up with them, Nick eyed Dougie coolly and said, ‘What’s this about stalking? I was the one who suggested we try this club. It wasn’t Lola’s idea to come here.’

				And now she had her father covering for her, lying to protect his deranged-stalker daughter. Mortified, Lola gazed down at her feet and felt the trickle of sweat drip down to her chin.

				‘Sorry, I was just surprised to bump into her. Didn’t have Lola down as the badminton-playing type.’

				‘Why wouldn’t I be?’ Defiantly Lola said, ‘We had a fantastic game.’

				‘Really?’ Dougie’s mouth was twitching. ‘When I looked through the window half an hour ago you didn’t appear to be having much fun.’ He turned to Nick. ‘Hi, I’m Doug Tennant. You must be Lola’s father.’ Shaking Nick’s hand, he said, ‘You were wiping the floor with her.’

				Nick relented. ‘I was rather, wasn’t I?’

				Oh terrific.

				‘I’m going to get showered and changed,’ said Lola.

				‘Me too. See you in the bar afterwards.’ Nick nodded cheerfully at Doug. ‘Nice to meet you.’

				Ten minutes later Lola screeched to a halt at the entrance to the bar. Doug was standing with his back to her, talking to a couple of women with toned brown thighs. There was no sign of Nick. She retraced her steps and waited for him to emerge from the men’s changing room.

				He looked surprised when he did. ‘What are you doing here? I thought we were meeting in the bar.’

				‘I don’t want to stay for a drink. Doug’s in the bar. He’ll only think I’m stalking him again.’

				‘Hey, that’s OK, it doesn’t matter.’

				‘Yes it does matter.’ Lola wearily shook her head. ‘Because he’s right, I have been stalking him. And it’s time to stop.’

				They went to Café Rouge in Lancer Square. Over red wine she’d ordered but no longer had the heart to drink, Lola told Nick the whole story from beginning to end.

				‘So that’s it, I’ve basically made the world’s biggest fool of myself but it’s all over now. Doug’s not interested in me and I’ve finally accepted it. I gave it my best shot and I failed. Time to give up and move on. As everyone always loves to say, there are plenty more fish in the sea.’ Lola curled her lip. ‘Although whenever they say that, it really makes me want to get hold of a big fish and smack them round the face with it.’

				‘I won’t say that then. Oh, sweetheart, I do feel for you.’ Reaching across the table, Nick gave her hand a squeeze. ‘I can’t believe you haven’t told me any of this before.’

				‘I didn’t want you thinking you’d got yourself a scary daughter. You might have run for the hills.’

				‘I wouldn’t.’

				‘OK, but you might have thought I was pathetic.’ Lola shrugged. ‘I wanted to impress you, make you think you had a daughter to be proud of.’

				‘Sweetheart, I am proud of you.’

				Lola blinked back tears; he was being so nice to her and it felt lovely being called sweetheart. ‘Yes, but I have behaved pretty stupidly. I mean, throwing myself at a man who kept telling me he didn’t want me, it’s hardly the brightest thing to do. Anyway,’ hastily she drew a line with her free hand, ‘I won’t be doing that any more.’

				‘I wish there was something I could do to help.’ Nick thought about it for a couple of seconds. ‘Do you want me to have a word with him?’

				Lola smiled, because that brought back memories. Once, when she’d been ten, a boy in her class had been teased about his ginger-ness and frecklediness. The teasing had carried on for a few days and the novelty had been about to wear off, until one morning the boy’s mother had turned up at the school, gathered together the group of culprits and given them a good talking-to. The entire school had listened, enthralled. Sadly, she’d been even gingerier and freckledier than her son, so from that day on he’d had to endure months of merciless mickey-taking directed at both himself and his mother.

				‘Thanks, but there’s no need.’ She imagined Nick giving Doug a good old ticking-off, telling him not to be so mean and ordering him to be nice and give his daughter another chance. ‘It’s over. He’s with Isabel now.’

				‘And you’ve got EJ.’ Nick’s tone was encouraging. ‘You like him, don’t you?’

				Lola shrugged. Of course she liked EJ, but only as a friend. They kissed—which was fine—but hadn’t slept together. He was great company and a nice person but the magic wasn’t there. It wasn’t fair on EJ and she was going to have to tell him. It was time to finish that relationship too—if you could call it a relationship when you weren’t even having sex.

				As they were leaving Café Rouge Nick said, ‘So, what happened to the money Blythe mustn’t know about? What did you spend it on?’

				‘I can’t tell you.’

				He laughed. ‘Tell me!’

				Lola spotted an approaching taxi. ‘Really, I can’t.’ She stuck out her arm and flagged down the cab. ‘Sorry, Dad, but I can’t tell anyone. Ever.’

			

		

	
		
			
				Chapter 46

				Sally had done something to annoy Gabe and she had a pretty shrewd idea what it might be.

				The tidiness issue—or rather the lack of it—had over the last couple of weeks become a real bone of contention.

				OK, even more of a bone of contention than it had always been. She could tell because the difference in Gabe was pronounced. He had withdrawn mentally, almost as if he couldn’t be bothered to argue with her any more. He was also distancing himself physically, working all hours and spending less and less time at home. At first she’d been thrilled that he’d stopped nagging her to clear up after herself but after a while she’d kind of begun to miss it. As her torn calf muscle gradually repaired itself and she grew less reliant on crutches, Sally had even found herself once or twice doing the washing-up while there were still clean plates in the cupboard.

				Not that Gabe had noticed or shown signs of being remotely grateful when she’d pointed it out to him; he’d been so distant and offhand recently that she’d almost given up trying to please him.

				Almost, but not quite. Because Gabe was being a grumpy sod but Sally still wanted to cheer him up, get the old relaxed smiley Gabe back.

				And today was her last day of being an invalid. At midnight, Cinderella-style, her sick note expired. Tomorrow she was going back to work at the surgery and she was looking forward to it. Inactivity had bred boredom. She’d watched too much TV, read too many magazines, eaten far too many biscuits. In fact, she could do with expending a bit of energy now. Gazing around the flat, Sally decided to spend the day tidying up and…  oh God, could she do it?…  de-cluttering the flat she’d devoted so much time to cluttering up.

				Yes, she could do it and she was going to. Feeling energized already, Sally pushed up her sleeves and limped over to the ornate stained-glass mirror by the window. She knew her passion for colored fairy lights drove Gabe to distraction. OK, fine, she could live without fairy lights. Reaching up, she unwound the ones draped around the mirror and threw them onto the sofa. Then, because the mirror was now looking naked, like a Christmas tree brutally stripped of decorations, she took it down too.

				Breathe in, breathe out, no need to panic. And that pink lampshade with the glittery fringing was another culprit; Gabe had always hated it. Sally unplugged the lamp and added it to the mirror and the fairy lights on the sofa. She was on the verge of hyperventilating now but that was OK, no need to panic, it was only stuff. It didn’t make a difference to her life.

				Cushions next. She’d keep her silver sequined star-shaped cushion—in her bedroom—but the rest could go. And all the tea-light holders, which she knew Gabe found unbelievably pointless. And the vase of peacock feathers on the floor next to the TV. And any magazines more than two months old. Right, start with the cushions, then move on to—

				Sally stopped in mid-fling at the sound of the letterbox clattering downstairs. The post had arrived an hour ago, so what was this? Hobbling over to the window, expecting to see a spotty teenager delivering flyers, she peered down and saw instead the rear view of a slender blond disappearing into the back of a black cab. The door slammed shut and the taxi pulled away.

				Curious enough to go and investigate, Sally wrestled the armful of cushions into a black bin bag then made her way downstairs. Reaching the front door, she bent down and retrieved the envelope from the mat.

				It was a plain, pale blue envelope with Gabe’s name on the front. Just that, Gabe, no surname, written in black ink with enough of a curly flourish about it to indicate that it had been penned by a girl.

				Was this why he’d been so distant lately? Was Gabe embroiled in a tempestuous relationship that for some reason he hadn’t mentioned to her or Lola? As she slowly made her way back up the stairs, Sally itched to know what the envelope contained. Could she do that holding-it-over-the-kettle thing and steam it open? OK, maybe not; she’d tried that once during her miserable time with Toby the Tosser. Not only had the letter not been incriminating—it had been a dental appointment—the steam had turned the envelope all crinkly, making it glaringly obvious what had happened to it. And hadn’t Tosser Toby enjoyed getting his money’s worth out of that little slip-up? He hadn’t let her forget it for weeks.

				Back in the flat Sally heroically put the letter down on the table. No snooping; instead she’d get on with the job in hand. Rummaging through one of the kitchen drawers she located an advertising card she’d kept—how spooky was that?—from a small local charity asking for items to sell in their shop. Can’t Deliver? We’ll Collect! promised the card, which was jolly helpful of them. She called the charity’s number and booked them in for four o’clock. There, now she couldn’t chicken out. Once everything was gone, it was gone for good.

				Clean, clear lines might actually be nice. De-clutter your surroundings, de-clutter your life. As she energetically dragged magazines out from under the armchair, Sally began to feel better already. She could become a style icon, a champion of minimalism, and space creation.

				Blimey, and she’d always thought style icons were boring! She’d be turning into Anouska Hempel next.

				***

				Gabe stopped dead in the doorway, taking in the scene.

				Finally he said, ‘What’s going on?’

				‘Ta-daaa! Just call me Anouska Hempel.’ To match the cool, clean lines of the flat, Sally had even changed into a floaty white dress.

				‘Who?’ As he studied the living room, devoid of…  well, pretty much everything, Gabe said flatly, ‘So that’s it, you’re off.’

				‘What?’ It was Sally’s turn to be confused.

				‘Leaving, taking all your stuff with you. Moving out, moving on…’

				‘No!’ She shook her head, dismayed by the realization that this was probably what he’d been praying for. ‘I’m not going anywhere. I just tidied up. I thought you’d be pleased! I started doing a little bit then I got carried away. And guess what? I think I like it!’

				Gabe exhaled audibly—with relief or disappointment, she couldn’t tell. He put down his camera and said evenly, ‘So where is everything?’

				‘Gone.’ Sally’s spirits plummeted; she’d been so proud of herself. Why couldn’t Gabe be proud of her too?

				‘Gone where?’

				‘Charity shop.’

				‘Why?’

				‘Because I’m turning over a new leaf!’ If her leg hadn’t still been hurting she’d have stamped her foot. ‘Gabe, why are you being like this?’

				He shrugged. ‘Probably because I’m wondering why you’re being like this. It isn’t you.’

				‘Oh, for God’s sake!’ Sally’s voice rose in frustration. ‘All my life people have complained about how untidy I am, and now I’m doing something about it you’re being all weird.’

				‘I’m not being weird,’ said Gabe, who definitely still was. ‘I’m just wondering who you’re trying so hard to impress.’ He eyed her white dress and make-up and said with an edge to his voice, ‘Off out somewhere tonight?’

				Like she was some kind of prostitute or something.

				‘Yes.’ Sally stared back at him. ‘Is that allowed?’

				‘Who are you seeing?’

				Honestly, damn cheek. In actual fact she’d been invited over to dinner by her lovely boss Dr Willis and his wife Emily to celebrate her return to work. Annoyed by Gabe’s attitude, Sally said, ‘What are you, my mother?’ and flounced into her bedroom. If he was going to be this grumpy and horrible, so was she.

				When she returned ten minutes later with a black and white checked holdall, Gabe raised an eyebrow.

				‘So you won’t be home.’

				Having earlier turned down the Willises’ kind offer of a bed for the night in order to save her the tube journey into work the next day, Sally had now changed her mind. Maybe by the time she returned tomorrow evening, Gabe would have snapped out of his mood. ‘Well done. You should be a detective. Oh, by the way, you’ve got a lett—’

				‘What?’ Gabe looked up from his laptop when she abruptly stopped in mid-sentence.

				Sally’s brain shot into overdrive, replaying the last eight hours at warp speed. The letter…  where had the letter gone? She’d left it on the coffee table before launching into her tidying frenzy and now it was no longer there. Somewhere along the way it had got swept up in the whirlwind and deposited goodness knows where.

				‘Come on.’ Gabe sounded like the guy on Fox News, only more impatient. ‘I’ve got what?’

				OK, she definitely didn’t need him shouting at her, which was what he’d do if she told him the truth.

				‘A lettings agent after the flat. He called earlier, wondered if you were still interested in renting it out.’ As she spoke, Sally limped over to the magazine rack and began feverishly flicking through the few magazines she hadn’t dispatched to the charity shop.

				‘A lettings agent? What are you doing now?’

				‘Just looking for the…  um, piece of paper. I wrote down their name and number in case you wanted to call them back.’

				‘Why would I call them back? I don’t want to rent the flat out.’

				‘No? Well, you know, I thought I’d take their number anyway, I’m sure it’s here somewhere.’ Bloody buggering hell, this was the last time she ever tidied anything up. ‘Let me just check in the kitchen bin.’

				‘Leave it.’ Gabe waved her away from the kitchen door. ‘Don’t bother. If I want to speak to a lettings agent I’ll look in the Yellow Pages.’

				‘OK.’ She’d definitely thrown the letter out. And now she’d lied to him too, but he’d been so arsey he deserved it. Feeling guilty—but not guilty enough to confess—Sally picked up her holdall and headed for the door. ‘Bye.’

				Gabe was bent over his laptop, scrolling through the day’s photographs. He muttered ‘Bye,’ without looking up.

				Bastard. He hadn’t even wished her luck for her first day back at work tomorrow.

				Reaching for her stick and limping more heavily than she needed to, Sally clumped out.

				***

				Gabe let out a groan and sat back on the sofa. He hadn’t even wished her good luck for tomorrow. The last ten days had been a journey to hell and back. All he could ever think about was Sally and, clearly, all Sally could think about was Nick James. Equally clearly, Nick must have passed some comment about the mess she surrounded herself with, prompting this afternoon’s out-of-the-blue blitz on the flat.

				Gabe rubbed his face then ran his hands over his messed-up hair in defeat. And what had that business with the phone call from the lettings agent been about? Was that Sally’s way of dropping a hint, subliminally indicating that before long she’d be gone? Shit, and to think that for the first few weeks of her being here he’d wanted her out.

				The phone rang.

				‘Hi, it’s me.’ Lola, finishing up at Kingsley’s, sounded in a flap. ‘Just to let you know I’m going over to EJ’s so I won’t be home till late. But if anyone feels like cooking anything and saving some for me, they could leave it in my fridge for when I get back.’

				‘Sorry. I’m working and Sally’s already gone out,’ Gabe said evenly. ‘She didn’t say where.’

				There was a moment’s silence, then Lola said, ‘Oh, that’s right, her boss invited her over for dinner. She mentioned it yesterday.’

				Hmm, lying to her friend, covering her tracks. Gabe wondered how Lola would react if she knew who Sally was really with.

				‘She took an overnight bag.’ Jealousy welled up; it was on the tip of his tongue to tell her.

				‘Really? Well, it’s probably easier for work. No need to sound so disapproving.’ Lola sounded amused. ‘I’m sure Sal’s not having an affair with him. He’s a bit old for her.’

				Gabe took a deep breath. Should he say it?

				‘Anyway, wish me luck,’ Lola babbled on. ‘My stomach’s churning like an ice-cream maker. I’m finishing with EJ tonight. God, I hope he takes it well, I don’t want him to be upset.’

				That was it, Gabe realized he couldn’t do it. If he told Lola now, she was the one who’d be upset. She had enough on her plate for one evening; let her get the EJ thing dealt with and out of the way first.

			

		

	
		
			
				Chapter 47

				It was like being on a really strict diet and having someone present you with a year’s supply of Thornton’s truffles. Lola had never actually been on a really strict diet owing to her inability to give up…  well, Thornton’s truffles, but she just knew this was how it would feel. Toby Rowe was a multimillionaire music mogul and an old friend of EJ’s. It had been thrilling enough being invited along to his fortieth birthday party, held at the kind of private members club Lola had only ever dreamed of visiting, but now Toby was offering something more.

				Life just wasn’t fair.

				‘Come on.’ Toby’s tone was cajoling. ‘It’s only for a week. You can take a week off work, can’t you? EJ, work your magic on this girl, make her say yes.’

				There were people in this room so famous they’d make your head spin, and rumors swirling around that Bono was going to be dropping in later. If that happened, Lola knew her head would swivel right off.

				‘Say yes,’ EJ joined in. ‘It’ll be fantastic. If I can take a week off, surely you can too.’

				Toby already had a party of ten friends flying out in the first week of April to stay at his villa on St Kitts. Evidently it was large enough to accommodate two more. From the sound of things it could hold another twenty. And the people joining Toby and his girlfriend were all major players in the music business. Lola would be practically the only civilian. Just the thought of sunbathing around the pool in the company of singers with triple platinum albums to their names was almost too exciting to bear.

				‘Go on,’ Toby added with a persuasive wink, ‘you know you want to.’

				Lola bit her lip; of course she wanted to, more than anything. Imagine Robbie Williams asking if she’d mind rubbing suncream into his shoulders… 

				Oh God, this was torture. ‘I have to check the staff rota. I’m not sure if I can take the time off.’

				‘Couldn’t you just phone in at the last minute,’ said Toby, ‘and tell the boss you’ve got flu?’

				Wouldn’t that be nice?

				‘Except I am the boss.’ Lola pulled a face. ‘And I wouldn’t believe me. I’m always suspicious when people phone in with a croaky voice and tell me they have flu.’

				Toby said, ‘Or when they ring in with a croaky voice to tell you they’ve sprained an ankle.’

				‘What I really hate,’ said EJ, ‘is when we’re recording an album and they phone up with a croaky voice to tell me they’ve got a croaky voice.’

				Lola’s heart sank as he grinned his quirky, lopsided grin. He was such good company, the kind of person anyone would love to have as a friend. And he had buckets of money…  why, why couldn’t she look at him and feel a frisson of lust?

				But there you go, she couldn’t and that was that. She wasn’t being fair to him. Checking her watch, Lola saw that it was midnight and she had to be at work by eight tomorrow morning. It was time to do what she had to do. She touched EJ’s arm and said, ‘I need to get home. If you want to stay on, I can get a cab.’

				But EJ was far too much of a gentleman to do that. He shook his head and put down his orange juice. ‘It’s OK. I’m pretty shattered too.’

				They said their goodbyes to Toby and his friends. As EJ drove back to Notting Hill, he told her more about Toby’s villa on St Kitts, about the view over Half Moon Bay, the golf course, the scuba diving, the spectacular Black Rocks—

				‘I’m sorry,’ Lola blurted out, ‘I can’t go.’

				‘Don’t say that. You haven’t checked with work yet.’

				Her fingernails dug into her palms as she squeezed her fists tight. ‘It’s not work.’

				‘No?’ EJ pulled up at traffic lights, glanced sideways at her. ‘Is it the plane tickets? Because that’s not a problem. I’ll pay for those.’

				The lights from the Burger King opposite were reflecting off his glasses. He was such a thoughtful person. Mental images of Half Moon Bay floated tantalizingly in front of Lola—tropical palms, a glittering turquoise ocean, herself tanned and magically thinner than usual in a pink bikini… 

				‘OK, here’s the thing.’ Gearing herself up, Lola wished he could be driving the battered old Fiesta tonight; she didn’t want to be responsible for him damaging his beloved Lamborghini. ‘EJ, I really like you but we’re going to have to stop seeing each other.’ The lights changed and they moved forward; flinching and praying he wouldn’t go careering into the bus ahead of them, she said hastily, ‘But you’re a fantastic person.’

				EJ remained in control of the Lamborghini. Dryly he said, ‘But not quite fantastic enough.’

				‘Oh, don’t say that! I’m sorry! It’s not you, it’s me, I just—mind that cyclist!’

				‘Don’t worry, I’m not going to hit the cyclist.’

				‘But I don’t want you to be upset.’

				‘Lola, it’s OK. It’s not your fault.’ He steered skillfully around a couple of drunks staggering across the road, then indicated left and pulled into a side street. ‘Would it help at all if I said I’d kind of guessed this might be coming?’

				The streetlights illuminated the angles of his face. Behind the spectacles Lola glimpsed sadness mixed with stoicism.

				They’d never even slept together.

				‘I’m sorry,’ she said again. ‘You’re so nice…’

				‘I know I am. I also know I’m not the world’s best looking guy, but I was kind of hoping to win you over with my brilliant personality.’ He shot her a lopsided smile, seemingly able to read her mind. ‘That’s why I never tried to get you into bed, in case you were wondering. Because I knew you hadn’t reached the stage yet where you really wanted to. I thought if I was patient…  well, that the right time would come along and everything would be perfect. But there was always the risk that you’d bail out before it had a chance to happen.’ He pulled a wry face. ‘And guess what? I was right, you’re bailing out. Maybe I’m psychic.’

				‘But you’ve slept with so many incredible girls,’ Lola protested. ‘Famous ones! Loads more glamorous than me!’

				‘Maybe I have.’ He shrugged, half smiled. ‘Maybe they don’t mean so much.’

				‘Oh God, don’t say that.’ Lola felt terrible now.

				‘Sorry, I don’t want you to feel guilty. Hey, it’s OK. Really. Can’t make chemistry happen if it isn’t there. It’s a shame, but I’ll survive.’

				‘You deserve someone fantastic.’ Lola really meant it.

				‘Thanks.’ EJ started the Lamborghini up again and drove her home.

				Before she climbed out of the car, Lola hugged him hard and said, ‘Have a great time in St Kitts.’

				He smiled, sad for a moment, then gave her waist a squeeze. ‘I have to say, all credit to you for telling me tonight. A lot of girls would have waited until after the five-star, all-expenses-paid holiday.’

				‘I know.’ Lola wondered if she’d live to regret it. ‘I think I’m probably mad.’

				As he planted a goodbye kiss on her cheek, EJ said with affection, ‘That’s probably why I liked you so much in the first place.’

			

		

	
		
			
				Chapter 48

				What a shame you couldn’t fall in love with a man as easily as you could fall in love with a coat.

				‘This is it.’ Lola hugged herself and did a happy twirl in front of the antique, rust-spotted mirror propped against the side of the stall. ‘This is the one. It’s perfect!’

				‘Fabulous.’ Sally nodded in agreement.

				Blythe, ever practical, said, ‘How much?’

				But Lola didn’t care. It was love at first sight. The moment she’d clapped eyes on the coat, fuchsia-pink velvet, long and swirly, she’d known it was the one for her. And they’d be happy together; the coat wouldn’t reject her. It wouldn’t haughtily announce that it didn’t want to be her coat. It would never let her down, stand her up or make her cry.

				Plus it had an iridescent violet satin lining; how many men could boast that?

				Oh yes, when everything else around you was going pear-shaped, there was always Portobello Market, with its bustle and color and endless treasure trove of shops and stalls, to cheer you up.

				Just as there was always someone to nag you about money.

				‘Lola. Tag,’ Blythe prompted, pointing to the sleeve.

				This was the downside of having a mother who went for quantity rather than quality every time. Blythe lived for the sales. Her idea of heaven was rummaging through the bargain rails in charity shops where you could buy a whole new outfit for six pounds fifty.

				‘Um…  forty-five.’ Lola attempted to hide the tag up the coat’s sleeve as her mother approached.

				Too late. Blythe peered at the tag then dropped it as if it had barked at her. ‘Two hundred and forty-five!’ She gazed at Lola and Sally in disbelief. ‘Pounds!’ Just in case they’d thought she meant Turkish lira.

				‘But Mum, it’s a coat.’

				‘It’s a secondhand coat.’ Blythe was indignant.

				‘Vintage,’ said the stallholder.

				‘If this was in a charity shop you’d be able to buy it for twenty pounds!’

				‘But this coat isn’t in a charity shop,’ the stallholder patiently explained.

				‘Not any more it isn’t. I bet that’s where you found it, though. You probably bought it for a tenner and now you’re selling it for silly money! Lola, offer her fifty pounds and not a penny more. Barter with the girl.’

				‘Mum, sshh, look at the label. If this coat was on sale in Harvey Nichols it would cost thousands.’

				‘But see how thin it is. You can hardly call it a coat—it won’t even keep you warm!’

				Lola briefly considered pretending to give up, carrying on along the road, and secretly scuttling back this afternoon. But how could she risk leaving such a beautiful thing for even a few minutes? What if someone else came along and snapped it up? It would be like leaving George Clooney on a street corner and expecting him to still be there waiting for you hours later.

				Besides, she was twenty-seven years old, not seven. She looked the stallholder squarely in the eye and said, ‘Two hundred.’

				The stallholder, who knew a pushover when she saw one, shrugged and said, ‘Sorry, I can’t go below two thirty.’ The subtext being: because I know how badly you want this.

				Lola took out her purse and began counting out twenties.

				‘Lola, you can’t buy it.’

				‘Mum, I love this coat. It’ll make me happy. And it’s my money, I can spend it how I like.’

				‘I don’t know where she gets it from,’ Blythe tut-tutted as Lola rolled her eyes at the stallholder. ‘Two hundred and thirty pounds for somebody else’s old cast-off. That’s shocking.’

				At last the transaction was complete and they moved on. Sally, after a week back at work, was relishing her day off and getting along quite niftily now with the help of her walking stick. Blythe stopped at a stall selling patchwork waistcoats and said, these are fun, and they’re only fifteen pounds!’

				‘They’re horrible,’ said Sally.

				‘Oh. Are you sure?’ Blythe looked to Lola for a second opinion.

				‘Really horrible,’ Lola confirmed.

				‘At least they’re new. Ooh, how about this?’ Excitedly Blythe waved a peacock-blue scarf adorned with silver squiggles. ‘Seven pounds!’

				Lola nodded. What harm could a scarf do? The sooner her mother bought something, the sooner she’d stop going on about the coat. ‘Yes, buy it.’

				‘No, don’t buy it!’ Sally let out a snort of laughter and waggled her hands in a bid to draw Lola’s attention to something on the scarf.

				‘Honestly, you two,’ Blythe grumbled. ‘It’s like going shopping with the What Not to Wear ladies. What’s wrong with—’

				‘My God! Lola!’

				Everyone turned in unison at the sound of the girl’s voice. Next moment Lola found herself having the breath hugged out of her lungs as market-goers swirled around them on the pavement.

				At last Jeannie put her down and Lola said, ‘I don’t believe it. Look at you! You’re so brown.’

				‘That’s because I’m living in Marbella now! We’re just back for a few days visiting my mum.’ Jeannie’s hair was sunbleached, her skin was the color of a hazelnut and she was wearing faded, hippyish clothes and flip-flops. ‘And you aren’t brown,’ she said cheerfully, ‘so that must mean you live in unsunny Britain.’

				‘I do. I live right here in Notting Hill. And this is my mum.’ Lola indicated Blythe. ‘And my friend Sally. Mum, this is Jeannie from school.’

				‘Oh, the Jeannie you went off with to Majorca! How lovely to meet you at last,’ Blythe exclaimed. ‘And what a coincidence—fancy bumping into you like this!’

				As things had turned out, Lola hadn’t ended up spending more than a few days with Jeannie. Shortly after her arrival in Alcudia, Jeannie had hooked up with a boy called Brad who was moving on to work in a restaurant on a surfer’s beach in Lanzarote. Jeannie had gone with him the following week and that had been the last she and Lola had seen of each other. Lola, aware that her mother and Alex would have been worried sick if they’d known she was out there on her own, had discreetly glossed over that snippet in her postcards home.

				‘Such a coincidence!’ echoed Jeannie. ‘I was just looking at Sarah’s jacket, admiring it from a distance, then I saw who she was talking to and I was just, like, ohmigod!’ She ran her fingers over the sleeve of Sally’s caramel leather jacket and said appreciatively, ‘It’s even better close up.’

				‘Sally,’ said Sally.

				‘Huh? My name’s Jeannie.’

				‘I know. You just called me Sarah. I’m Sally, Sally Tennant.’

				‘Oops, sorry! Brain like a sieve, me!’ Jeannie tapped the side of her head, then stopped and began wagging her index finger in a thoughtful way. ‘Although not always. Hang on a minute, wasn’t Tennant the name of that boyfriend of yours?’

				The index finger was now pointing questioningly at Lola.

				‘Doug Tennant.’ Sally gave a yelp of excitement. ‘That’s right, he’s my brother!’

				Lola experienced a sensation of impending doom, like an express train roaring out of a tunnel towards—

				‘You’re kidding!’ Her eyes and mouth widening in delight, Jeannie looked from Sally to Lola. ‘So you and Doug got back together? My God, I don’t believe it! That’s so romantic! What happened about the money? Did his witch of a mother make you pay it all back?’

				Lola’s first instinct was to clap her hands over her ears and sing loudly, ‘Lalala.’ Her second was to clap her hands over her mother’s ears and go, ‘Lalala.’ But it was too late; Blythe was frowning, looking as bemused as if everyone had suddenly started babbling away in Dutch.

				‘Oops, sorry!’ Jeannie smacked her forehead and turned back to Sally. ‘I just called your mother a witch!’

				‘What money?’ said Blythe.

				‘Dougie and I didn’t get back together,’ Lola blurted out. ‘Sally’s my next-door neighbor.’

				‘Oh crikey, I’m getting everything wrong here, aren’t I?’ Jeannie shook her head dizzily and burst out laughing. ‘Well, except for the bit about your mum being a witch. You have to admit, that was a pretty beastly thing she did. I mean, that’s messing with people’s lives, isn’t it?’

				‘Excuse me.’ The bored stallholder nodded at the scarf being twisted in Blythe’s hands. ‘Are you going to be buying that or what?’

				‘So did Doug ever find out about the money?’ Jeannie said avidly.

				Blythe carried on twisting the scarf. ‘What money?’

				Lola closed her eyes and breathed deeply; when she’d gone out to Alcudia she’d made a point of explaining to Jeannie that her mother didn’t know about the money thing. How, how could Jeannie forget something as important as that, yet remember a detail as small and irrelevant as Dougie’s surname?

				‘Yes, Doug found out.’ Sally, attempting to ride to the rescue, said hastily, ‘But that’s all in the past, everyone’s moved on, it’s—’

				‘Oh, don’t try and change the subject, I’ve always wanted to know what you spent all that money on. God, I wish someone would’ve given me ten grand to dump any of the loser boyfriends I’ve hooked up with over the years.’ Apologetically, Jeannie touched Sally’s arm. ‘Not that your brother was a loser. I met him a couple of times before they broke up and he was totally fit.’

				He still is. Desperate to get away—although it was too late now, the cat was out of the bag—Lola grabbed the blue and silver squiggly scarf from Blythe. ‘Mum, are you going to buy this?’

				‘No she isn’t,’ Sally repeated, earning herself a glare from the stallholder.

				‘Why not?’ Lola gave the scarf a flap to try and get the creases out. ‘It’s pretty!’

				Useful too. She could strangle blabbermouth Jeannie with it.

				‘It’s obscene.’ Jeannie pointed to the silver squiggles, which Lola hadn’t realized were scrawled words. ‘Rude Spanish word. Rude Spanish word.’

				Sally helpfully pointed out another squiggle. ‘Very, very rude Spanish word.’

				God, it was too. Lola hurriedly put down the scarf.

				‘That’s disgusting.’ Rounding on the hapless stallholder, Blythe said, ‘You should be ashamed of yourself, selling something like that.’

				‘I don’t speak Spanish.’ The man shook his head in protest. ‘I didn’t know.’

				Nobody was listening to him, nobody cared. Blythe had already swung round and pointed an accusing finger at Lola. Her expression intent and her voice scarily controlled, she said, ‘But he shouldn’t be as ashamed of himself as you.’

				***

				‘I can’t believe this.’ Blythe’s cup of coffee sat in front of her untouched. She shook her head and gazed across the tiny café table at Lola. ‘I can’t believe you did something like that. In God’s name, why?’

				Lola felt sick with shame. She’d never imagined her mother would find out about the money. She wished she still had Sally here to be on her side.

				‘Well?’ Blythe demanded.

				‘I’ve told you. Because Dougie’s mother hated me and Dougie was moving up to Scotland. We were so young, what were the chances of us staying together? I mean, realistically?’ Lola’s coffee cup rattled as she tried to lift it from the saucer. Her whole life, she’d loved earning praise from her mother, making her happy and proud of everything she did. Blythe’s approval was all that mattered and until today she’d known she’d always had it, unconditionally.

				Until an hour ago. The coffee tasted bitter and she’d tipped in too much sugar. What were the chances of bumping into Jeannie and the whole sorry story spilling out like that?

				‘And the money,’ said Blythe. ‘The ten thousand pounds. What happened to it?’

				Lola shifted in her seat. She wasn’t completely stupid, she did have a plausible lie put by in case of absolute emergencies.

				And now appeared to be the time to drag it out.

				‘OK, it wasn’t ten thousand pounds. It was twelve and a half.’ May as well get as many of the facts correct as possible. ‘And I used most of it to buy a Jeep so I could get around the island.’

				‘A Jeep? Dear God! But you hadn’t even passed your test!’

				‘I know. That’s why I didn’t tell you. It’s also why I couldn’t get it taxed and insured.’ Her palms growing damp, Lola forced herself to carry on with the lie she’d concocted years ago and hoarded for so long. ‘Which is why, when it was stolen a week later, I couldn’t do anything about it. I’d spent the money on a Jeep then, boom, it was all gone. I was back to square one.’

				‘No you weren’t.’ Blythe was shaking her head again. ‘At square one you had Dougie. Oh Lola, what were you thinking of? I thought we’d brought you up better than that. Relationships are more important than money! Look at Alex and me, we were happy whether we had it or not. If you love someone, money’s irrelevant. You sold your chance of happiness with Dougie for a…  a Jeep! That’s a terrible thing to do.’

				‘I know. I know that now.’ Lola was perilously close to tears, but she wasn’t going to cry. She forced herself to gaze around the crowded, steamy café, listen to Dexy’s Midnight Runners playing on the radio, concentrate on the jaunty music.

				‘It’s like that coat today. It cost far too much but you just didn’t care, you had to have it.’

				‘OK, Mum, can we stop now, please?’

				But Blythe hadn’t finished yet.

				‘And you know what? If you were capable of doing that to Dougie, you don’t deserve him. How could you be so stupid? I feel like phoning that boy up and apologizing to him myself, I really do.’

				Oh God. Her mother’s disappointment in her was too much to bear. Telling herself not to cry hadn’t worked. Tears rolled down Lola’s cheeks as she clenched her fingers and blurted out, ‘I was seventeen, I was stupid, and I did a terrible, terrible thing. I don’t blame you for hating me,’ she shook her head in despair, ‘because I know it was wrong. And I’ll regret it f-for the r-rest of my l-l-life.’

				Blinded and sniffing helplessly, she fumbled in her pocket for a tissue. None there. The next moment she felt her mother’s arms go around her and a paper napkin being pushed into her hand.

				‘Oh sweetheart, of course I don’t hate you. You’re impetuous and you don’t always think things through, but you’re my daughter and I love you more than anything in the world. There, shh, don’t cry.’ Blythe rocked her, just as she’d always done as a child. ‘You made a mistake and you’ve learned your lesson. And you’ll never do anything like it again, that’s the important thing.’ Pulling away, she smiled and tenderly wiped rivulets of mascara from Lola’s wet face with her finger. ‘My God, the antics you’ve got up to over the years. Just you wait, one of these days you’ll have children of your own and then you’ll know how it feels when they do things that shock you.’

			

		

	
		
			
				Chapter 49

				Sally, who still didn’t have the faintest idea what she’d done to upset Gabe, was getting more and more frustrated.

				‘The omelette pan’s missing. You were using it yesterday. What have you done with it?’ He was crashing around the kitchen, banging cupboard doors open and shut, as exasperated as if she’d deliberately tipped the contents of the bin all over the floor.

				Which Sally was quite tempted to do, what with all the fuss he was making.

				‘I washed it up, dried it, and put it away.’ Biting her tongue, she opened the final cupboard door and took out the omelette pan. ‘There, panic over.’

				Gabe looked irritated. ‘It’s never been kept in that cupboard.’

				Every time she felt bad at having lost the letter that had arrived for him—and not mentioning it—Gabe said something to make her feel less guilty. Like now. Evenly Sally said, ‘Gabe, up until a couple of weeks ago, I’d have left the omelette pan on the stove or dumped in the sink and I wouldn’t have got this much grief about it. Why are you being like this?’

				Didn’t he realize that she might sound in control but inside she was finding his attitude deeply upsetting?

				‘Sorry.’ Gabe didn’t sound remotely sorry. ‘Will you be coming straight home from work?’

				‘No, I won’t. So don’t worry, I won’t be here to put the wrong cup on the wrong saucer.’

				He switched on the gas ring, ignoring the jibe. ‘Where are you going?’

				‘Having dinner with Roger and Emily.’

				‘Who?’

				‘Dr Willis and his wife.’

				Gabe said sarcastically, ‘Again?’

				He never used to be sarcastic.

				‘Yes, again,’ Sally mimicked him.

				‘Why?’

				Why indeed? She hadn’t the foggiest. But Roger had said they had something they wanted to tell her so she’d agreed. ‘I don’t know.’ Pointedly Sally said, ‘Maybe they enjoy my company.’

				Gabe exhaled heavily and began breaking eggs into a bowl. Sally picked up her keys and limped out of the kitchen.

				They’d always got on so well together. How had it come to this?

				***

				‘Ten o’clock, love, with Dr Burton.’

				Sally dragged her attention back to the elderly woman on the other side of the counter, checked the lists on the computer screen and said, ‘That’s fine, Betty, take a seat.’

				‘You all right this morning, love? Looking a bit peaky.’

				Sally forced a smile; it was always a joy to know you looked as rubbish as you felt.

				‘I’m OK, Betty. Just a bit…  tired.’ Tired of being criticized, tired of hearing she looked peaky, tired of being nagged at because she’d put the omelette pan away in the wrong sodding cupboard.

				‘Oh hello, Maureen, didn’t see you there.’ Betty beamed at Maureen, sitting over by the magazines with her knitting.

				‘How’re you doing, Betty? I’m not so bad myself. Feet still playing up but I’m trying some new tablets, so fingers crossed. And our Lauren’s expecting again, that’s cheered us all up.’

				‘Ooh, lovely. What d’you think of Sally over there, then? Reckon she’s looking a bit peaky, do you?’

				Oh, for crying out loud.

				‘Probably too many late nights,’ said Maureen, peering over the top of her glasses at Sally perched on a stool on the other side of the reception desk. She winked saucily. ‘Got yourself a new boyfriend, love? Burning the candle at both ends? Too much canoodling and what-have-you, that’s my guess. Am I right, hmm?’

				‘That’s not what I meant,’ said Betty. ‘I was thinking more along the lines of morning sickness.’

				Oh, for crying out loud… 

				Across the waiting room the old regulars, Maureen and Betty, were chuckling away. Half a dozen other patients were all watching expectantly too, waiting for her to come out with some chirpy reply.

				To her absolute horror Sally realized that she was actually physically about to start crying out loud. Her vision blurred with tears and her throat tightened from the inside. Attempting to duck down out of sight behind the computer screen, she almost toppled off her stool. Her walking stick was out of reach, propped up against the filing cabinet. If it hadn’t been for her leg she would’ve made a dash for the bathroom but she was too clumsy and too slow. Even Maureen with her gammy feet and Betty with her lumbago were faster, peering over the counter and clucking with concern.

				Since they’d already seen the tears, Sally let them slide down her face. ‘S-sorry, I’m not pregnant. Just having a b-bit of an off day.’

				‘Oh, love, go on, let it all out. Here, have a tissue, don’t go dripping mascara on that lovely shirt of yours. There there, don’t worry. So, boyfriend trouble, is it? Is he giving you the runaround?’

				Everyone in the waiting room was agog and staring. All the magazines had been put down. Mortified but unable to help herself, Sally sobbed noisily for a couple of minutes before blowing her nose and shaking her head. ‘I’m so embarrassed.’

				‘Good,’ a middle-aged man said crisply. ‘Now you know how we feel, having to sit here knowing that you know all our shameful secrets.’

				‘Like piles,’ mused the older man next to him.

				‘Speak for yourself,’ a girl in a purple sweater retorted. ‘I don’t have piles.’ As several people smiled she said, ‘I have an irritable bowel.’

				‘And my boyfriend isn’t giving me the runaround.’ Sally took yet another tissue from Betty and wiped her eyes. ‘Because I don’t have a boyfriend. And my flatmate’s being really mean…  I don’t think he w-wants me there any more but I d-don’t know why and I just feel like such a f-f-failure…’

				‘Men are nothing but trouble. You’re better off without them.’ The girl in the purple sweater said, ‘My last boyfriend broke my nose. He hit me across the bedroom then told me it was my fault for brushing my hair in an annoying way.’

				Sally shook her head. ‘I’m useless with men. I bought my last boyfriend a course of tooth-whitening treatment and he ended up running off with the dental nurse.’

				‘My husband’s a drinker,’ Betty chimed in. ‘Drinking’s all he ever does. Forty years we’ve been married and he’s never managed to hold down a job for more than a week.’

				Competitiveness stirring inside her, Sally wiped her nose and said, ‘One of my exes drank too. And another one jilted me practically at the altar!’

				The girl in the purple sweater, not to be outdone, blurted out, ‘I came home from work once and my ex was in the garden pegging out the washing.’

				Everyone in the waiting room looked at her. Maureen said, ‘Isn’t that a good thing?’

				‘He was doing it wearing my best bra and knickers.’

				God, that was something she’d never even considered. Sally said mournfully, ‘I’m better off on my own.’

				‘Come on, not all men are awful.’ Maureen rose spiritedly to their defence. ‘My son’s a lovely lad. He’d make any girl happy. In fact, you two would make a wonderful couple. I could introduce you to him if you like.’ She was nodding eagerly at Sally.

				Next to her, leaning back, Betty was mouthing, ‘Gay.’

				Sally stammered, ‘Um…  thanks…’

				‘The thing is, even when you think people are happy together, chances are they aren’t. Everyone just likes to pretend.’ Holding up the copy of Hello! she’d been reading, the girl in purple declared, ‘This magazine’s six months old. Look at these two on the cover, wrapped round each other like a couple of eels. But are they still together now? No they’re not. And it’s the same all the way through the magazine! Everyone’s split up since then, split up and sold their stories about how hellish their lives together really were, and you’ve wasted all that time envying them…  I mean, what is the point?’

				‘By ’eck, love, steady on.’ An elderly man in a flat cap spoke for the first time. He shook his head and said good-naturedly, ‘There’s plenty of happy marriages out there, trust me.’

				The girl in purple cocked a disbelieving eyebrow. ‘Could have fooled me.’

				‘You’ve just got off to a bad start, pet.’ The man’s eyes crinkled at the corners; he sounded like the voice-over in the Hovis ads. ‘Everyone has someone who’s right for them. It’s just a question of keeping going till you find them.’

				‘I’d have better luck finding the Loch Ness monster,’ said the girl in purple.

				‘You’ll get there in the end.’ His smile was genial. ‘And let me tell you, it’s worth it. You might not think it to look at me now, but I were a bit of a jack-the-lad in my day. I had my share of girlfriends. Never saw the point in settling down, I were having too much fun. Then I met Jessie. She worked in a bakery in Bradford and the moment I walked into that shop and saw her behind the counter I knew she were the one for me. Eyes like stars, she had. Before I even heard her speak I fell for her, hook, line and sinker. We started courting and after a month I asked her to marry me. Nobody could believe it, not the family, not me mates down the pit, not the lasses I’d been out with before Jessie came along. But I knew it were the right thing to do, you see. I’d found the girl I wanted to spend the rest of my life with.’

				The whole of the waiting room was on the edge of their seats, listening to him tell the story in his simple heartfelt way.

				‘And?’ prompted the girl in purple.

				‘We’ve been married forty-nine years, pet. And happier together than I ever thought possible. My Jessie means all the world to me.’

				It all sounded too perfect. Sally frowned. ‘Don’t you ever argue?’

				‘Argue?’ The man chuckled. ‘Of course we argue! Hasn’t been a single day when we haven’t had a fight about summat. And let me tell you, I wouldn’t have it any other way.’

				BRRRRR went the buzzer, making everyone jump.

				‘Mr Allerdyce, please, to room four,’ Dr Willis’s voice came over the intercom.

				‘That’s me.’ Having leaned heavily on his walking sticks in order to haul himself to his feet, Mr Allerdyce tipped his cap to everyone in the waiting room.

				When he’d made his way out and the door had closed behind him, the middle-aged man said, ‘His wife probably can’t stand the sight of him.’

				Everyone in the waiting room turned and gave the man a stony look.

				‘Sorry.’ He flinched under the glare of their disapproval. ‘Just a joke.’

				‘Are you divorced?’ said the girl in purple.

				He looked surprised. ‘Yes, I am.’

				The girl nodded. ‘I thought so.’

			

		

	
		
			
				Chapter 50

				‘You’re leaving the practice?’ Sally couldn’t believe it; she loved working for Dr Willis. Her whole world was crumbling around her. What had she done to deserve this?

				‘Isn’t it exciting? We can’t wait.’ Emily beamed across the dinner table at her. ‘Skipton’s where I grew up, all my family are there, it’s just such a wonderful place to live. Everyone’s so friendly, not like down here. Do you know the Dales?’

				‘Not really.’ Sally was still struggling to take in the news. The other doctors were OK, pleasant enough, but Roger Willis was her favorite. The practice wouldn’t be the same without him.

				‘It was Emily’s idea.’ Roger refilled their wine glasses. ‘She spotted the ad in Pulse, organized a trip up to Skipton, even dragged me round the estate agents before I knew I’d got the job. We’d always planned to retire up there,’ he went on. ‘But this way we’ve got a few years of me working in the area first, becoming a real part of the community.’

				‘That’s why we asked you over here this evening. We wanted you to be the first to know. Here, take a look at the place we’re buying.’ Bursting with excitement, Emily produced a glossy brochure. ‘All my life I’ve dreamed of living in a house like this.’

				They were moving to Yorkshire and they expected her to be pleased about it. Sally’s heart was in her boots but she forced herself to take the brochure and look interested.

				The place was spectacular, a sprawling converted farmhouse on a hillside with lovingly tended gardens and stunning views across the valley. There were five bedrooms, three of them en-suite, and a kitchen the size of a tennis court. There was even a granny annex, a game room and—crikey—an actual tennis court.

				Sally said, ‘It’s fantastic. Can I come with you?’

				Emily paused, a forkful of fish pie halfway to her mouth. ‘Really?’

				Oh no, it was like the middle-aged divorced chap attempting humor in the waiting room this morning. ‘I was joking,’ said Sally.

				‘Oh.’ Emily’s face fell. ‘Shame.’

				‘Sorry?’

				‘No, my fault, you got our hopes up there for a minute.’ Emily waggled her free hand. ‘It’s just that the current receptionist is the wife of the chap Roger’s replacing. They’re moving down to Cornwall. So the practice needs a replacement…  but of course you wouldn’t want to leave London, silly of me to even think it! Although you’re welcome to come up and stay with us whenever you like. In fact you must! You’ll fall in love with the place, I know you will. The people are so warm and sociable, it’s like a different world up there.’

				Sally gazed again at the photographs in the glossy brochure. Was this a sign?

				Was Yorkshire a different world?

				Was it fate that had brought Mr Allerdyce into the surgery this morning with his heart-warming tale of true love? She had looked through his medical notes after his visit and discovered that the wife he adored was crippled with osteoporosis and confined to a wheelchair, but that with the help of the family, Mr Allerdyce was able to care for her devotedly. Reading this and picturing the two of them together had sent Sally into the loo for another little weep. Honestly, it was a wonder she was able to see out of these eyes, they’d squeezed out so many tears today.

				‘When we wake up in the morning we’ll look out of our bedroom window and see all that.’ Roger Willis proudly tapped the photograph of rolling green hills dotted with sheep.

				Sally drank it in. Sheep. How many people could look out of their window in London and see sheep?

				All Creatures Great and Small. That had been one of her favorite TV programs. And she’d always had a secret weakness for Postman Pat. There were hills and sheep galore in Greendale.

				Was this all simply a coincidence or could it be a sign that she was meant to live somewhere hilly and popular with sheep? Where men were men and true love still existed? Where people called you lass and made you welcome?

				Heartbeat. Was that set in Yorkshire? Yes it was.

				Where the Heart Is? Tick, ditto.

				The Royal. Ha, yes, so was that. And there was a reason why so many feel-good cozy Sunday evening dramas were set in Yorkshire. It was because Yorkshire was a cozy feel-good place to live.

				And there was a Harvey Nichols in Leeds… 

				‘Hello? Sally?’ Roger was holding the dish of fish pie, waving the ladle to attract her attention. Having caught it, he said jovially, ‘What are you thinking? You’re miles away!’

				‘I’m not.’ Sally moved her fork to one side, allowing him to spoon another helping of delicious fish pie onto her plate. ‘But you never know. I could be.’

				***

				‘I’ve got some good news for you,’ said Sally.

				‘Oh?’ Gabe halted in the doorway, clearly surprised to see her still up at one o’clock in the morning.

				‘Great news. Happy news. You’re going to be thrilled. It might even make you crack a smile.’ Sally was drinking Pernod and water, which was unbelievably disgusting but she’d been in need of Dutch courage and there hadn’t been anything else alcoholic in the flat. Talking things through with Lola would have helped but Lola was away for the night, being wined and dined at a publisher’s dinner being held in a hotel in Berkshire.

				She had to do this on her own. Well, with the aid of Pernod.

				‘Go on then,’ said Gabe. ‘Thrill me.’

				Having psyched herself up to tell him, Sally abruptly lost her temper.

				‘See? See? You’re still doing it!’ Her eyes narrowed and her voice rose as Gabe chucked his jacket over the back of the chair. ‘Even now! I’m trying to tell you something that you’ll want to hear and you’re being all distant and sarcastic.’

				‘I’m sorry. Right, I’m listening. See?’ Gabe made his face deliberately blank. ‘Not being sarcastic at all.’

				And now he was treating her like a child. Her stomach in knots, Sally blurted out, ‘Well, don’t worry, soon you can be as sarcastic as you like because I won’t be here to see it. I’m moving out.’

				A muscle was going in Gabe’s jaw. For a couple of seconds he just stood there looking at her. Then he turned away. ‘Right. Good for you.’

				‘Is that it?’ Adrenaline was sloshing through her body. ‘Is that all you’re going to say?’

				‘What else do you want me to say? OK, I’ve got something. Have you told Lola yet?’

				‘What?’ Sally took a step back. ‘No, because she’s not here. I’ll tell her tomorrow when she gets back.’

				Gabe raised an eyebrow. ‘And how do you think she’ll react?’

				‘Oh, come on, it’s not that big a deal!’

				‘Sure about that?’

				‘We’re all adults!’

				‘But you haven’t mentioned it before now, have you?’

				‘Because I only decided tonight! My God, why are you being like this? I’m leaving.’ Pernod flew out of Sally’s glass as she flung her arms wide. ‘Isn’t that enough? I thought you’d be delighted to have me out of here. And what’s this about?’ Agitatedly jabbing a finger at his discarded jacket, she cried, ‘You spend your life nagging me but it’s OK for you to act like a slob. Would it kill you to hang that up?’

				Slowly and deliberately, Gabe picked up the jacket. As he made his way past her he murmured, ‘Poor sod, does he know what he’s letting himself in for?’

				‘Will you shut up? I’ve worked for him for the last two years, haven’t I? So I can’t be that unbearable!’

				Gabe stopped dead. ‘Worked for who?’

				‘Dr Willis!’

				He gazed at her in utter disbelief. ‘You’re having an affair with Dr Willis?’

				‘What?’ Sally let out a shriek. ‘For crying out loud, what are you on? How could you think I’m having an affair with Dr Willis?’

				‘But…  but…’

				‘He’s old.’ Sally wailed. ‘And he’s married.’

				‘So who are you moving in with?’

				‘Dr Willis. And his wife. But I won’t be living with them, not in the same house. It’s a self-contained annex.’ Sally mimed self-containment with her hands. ‘When I wake up in the morning I’ll see sheep.’

				Gabe was gazing at the almost empty glass of Pernod. ‘How many of those have you had?’

				‘One. It’s vile. And can we please stop arguing now, because I’m not moving out tonight. I’m going to be here for another four weeks yet.’

				He shook his head in confusion. ‘I don’t understand the bit about the sheep. At all.’

				‘There’s loads of them, all over the hills.’

				Gabe said evenly, ‘Where are these sheep? Where is this house?’

				‘Near Skipton. In Yorkshire. That’s where I’m going to be living.’ As she said the words, Sally wondered if she really wanted to go. ‘Living and working. It’s a fresh start.’

				‘Why?’

				‘Why? Because I’m hoping it’s going to be nicer than living in London. My boss is moving to Yorkshire and he offered me a job in his new practice. You don’t want me here in this flat, you’ve made that perfectly obvious. Of course I’ll miss Lola, but it’s not going to stop me…  Skipton’s a really friendly place, I’ll meet loads of new people, the views are—’

				‘So what happened? You and Nick broke up? Or is he moving up there too?’

				For a split second she couldn’t work out who he meant. ‘Nick who?’

				Gabe gave her a look. ‘Come on. I know.’

				Sally didn’t know what he knew, but she felt herself flushing anyway. Great waves of heat and shame swept over her. If Gabe knew, that meant Nick must have told him. Except…  oh God…  it was far more likely that Nick would have told Lola who in turn had told Gabe, so basically they’d all been laughing at her behind her back.

				‘OK, I get it.’ As her flush deepened Gabe said dismissively, ‘You’re moving up there together.’

				‘What are you talking about?’ Sally stared at him; how could he even think this? ‘I’m not having an affair with Lola’s dad!’

				‘You mean it’s over?’

				‘I mean it never happened!’

				‘No? Take a look in the mirror.’ Gabe’s tone was triumphant. ‘If it’s not true, tell me why you’ve gone redder than a traffic light.’

				‘Oh, I’m sorry, are we in court?’ That was it; Sally lost the last vestige of control. ‘Are you the lawyer for the prosecution? Not that it’s any business of yours, but just to shut you up and get you off my back, the reason I’ve gone red is because, OK, I did have a bit of a crush on Lola’s dad a while back and I did make a complete idiot of myself one afternoon telling him I liked him. But he was very nice about it and turned me down really gently, and I don’t know what makes you think it ever went any further than that, but it definitely didn’t. And if you don’t mind, I’d really prefer it if Lola never found out.’ Unable to meet his gaze, she said, ‘Can we stop talking about this now? It’s humiliating.’

				No reply. Sally carried on staring at the floor. Finally she heard Gabe say, ‘There’s nothing going on between you?’

				Her hands clenched in frustration. ‘For God’s sake! Isn’t that what I just said?’

				‘Sorry. Just checking. The afternoon you made a bit of an idiot of yourself…’

				‘An awful lot of an idiot of myself.’ In fact, actually admitting it out loud felt quite cathartic.

				‘OK, but was it a Sunday afternoon?’

				Sally nodded and gritted her teeth, cringing at the memory. The ridiculous thing was, she no longer even thought about Lola’s dad. The crush had died as quickly as it had sprung up, almost as if subconsciously she’d always known it would never turn into anything more. ‘Yes, it was a Sunday. Lola was working. You were off out somewhere.’

				‘And you and Nick were standing over there, by the window.’ As he pointed, a glimmer of a smile appeared at the corners of Gabe’s mouth for the first time in what felt like months.

				‘I suppose so. Yes.’ Admittedly she’d been slightly the worse for drink at the time but not so far gone that she couldn’t remember the way the winter sunlight had streamed through the window, lighting up the glints in Nick’s dark hair…  oh! The penny dropped. ‘You were outside the flat!’ Her mouth fell open. ‘You were watching me make a prat of myself!’

				‘I didn’t know you were making a prat of yourself. He had his arms around you.’

				‘He was keeping me upright. And I don’t know if I ever mentioned this, but I’ve had a bit of a bad leg.’ Sally couldn’t believe what she was witnessing; before her very eyes Gabe was metamorphosing from the tetchy grump of the past few weeks back into the old sparkly-eyed human Gabe she’d missed so desperately since the evil twin had taken his place.

			

		

	
		
			
				Chapter 51

				‘I thought you were shagging him.’ Gabe’s whole face had changed, cleared. He was smiling now with what appeared to be relief.

				Glad the misunderstanding had been cleared up but mystified by the relief, Sally said, ‘Is that why you’ve been so grumpy and weird?’

				He hesitated, then nodded. ‘You could say that.’

				‘All because you thought I was having a thing with Nick? Would Lola really have hated it that much?’

				There was that old familiar smile again, as if he knew something she didn’t. Shaking his hair out of his eyes, Gabe said, ‘No idea.’

				‘But that’s why you were so iffy?’

				A longer pause this time. Much longer. Finally he raked his hair back with his fingers.

				‘Actually, that wasn’t why I was…  iffy. I just didn’t think you should be seeing him.’

				‘You didn’t approve? Because of the age difference?’ Sally hazarded. Blimey, who’d have thought it? ‘But he’s only twelve years older than me.’

				Gabe grinned, shook his head and looked…  well, to be honest she wasn’t absolutely sure how he looked. If it had been anyone else she might have said embarrassed.

				Finally he took a deep breath. ‘OK, I can’t quite believe I’m standing here saying this, but the reason I wasn’t happy about it—’

				‘Not happy about it? Ha, that’s an understatement!’

				‘Don’t interrupt,’ Gabe ordered. ‘Let me get this out before I lose my nerve. The reason I was bloody furious about it was because I was…  I was…’

				Encouragingly Sally said, ‘Spit it out.’

				‘Oh, for crying out loud, it was because I was jealous.’ He threw both hands up in the air. ‘There. Said it. Now you know.’

				Sally stopped dead in her tracks. Surely not, surely not… 

				Gabe shrugged. ‘Sorry.’

				‘Oh my God. Gabe! That explains so much,’ Sally blurted out. ‘I even guessed! I asked Lola and she said I was wrong, but I knew, right from the word go!’

				‘You did?’ It was Gabe’s turn to look stunned.

				‘I knew before I even met you.’

				‘What?’

				‘The whole tidiness thing.’ She was triumphant. ‘Dead giveaway. Keeping everything neat and always nagging me to clear up my stuff. All that hassle about not leaving my plates on the carpet. Forever complaining when I forget to hang up the towels in the bathroom. It’s so obvious.’

				‘You really think I’m gay?’

				Flummoxed, Sally said, ‘Isn’t that what you’re telling me?’

				‘No.’ Gabe clutched his head, looking as if he was on the brink of tearing his hair out. His eyes, wide with disbelief, fixed on hers. The next moment he reached out and grabbed her. Before Sally knew what was happening, she was being kissed. His warm mouth covered hers, her whole body was pressed against Gabe’s, her skin was zinging like a bit of bubbly and…  cut.

				Just as abruptly as it had begun, the kiss ended. Gabe let her go and she was left standing there like a cartoon character, dazed and panting and with confusion in the form of giant question marks exploding out of her head.

				‘I can’t believe you thought I was gay.’ Gabe was breathing heavily too.

				‘But…’

				‘Oh shit, this is all going wrong. I thought I could do it but I can’t.’

				Before she could react, he was gone. The door of the flat slammed shut behind him and Sally heard his footsteps clattering down the staircase. She sank down onto the sofa and clutched her hands tightly together to stop them trembling. Her palms were damp too; desperate though she was for a glug of Pernod she knew the glass would slip through her fingers and crash to the floor.

				OK, concentrate. Gabe had jumped to the wrong conclusion. And so had she. He wasn’t gay, she was certainly convinced of that now. And if he wasn’t jealous at the thought of Nick being involved with someone else, then it stood to reason that he had to be jealous at the thought of her seeing another man… 

				Shaking now, Sally replayed the incredible thought in her mind. But how could this be happening, exploding like a bomb in front of her with no warning at all?

				And why was she feeling, amongst all the confusion and disbelief, as if it was something she’d been longing to happen for months?

				But so secretly that she’d barely even acknowledged it, because it was simply the most unlikely scenario on the planet.

				Sally wrapped her arms around her waist, rocking back and forth in order to think more clearly. Had she, deep down, been seriously attracted to Gabe since the first time she’d clapped eyes on him?

				Yes.

				Had she ever considered doing anything about it?

				No.

				Never.

				Because it was like fancying George Clooney from afar. Millions of women did; it was an absolutely harmless pastime. But they also knew that if they happened to bump into George Clooney, the chances were that he probably wouldn’t fancy the pants off them in return and pester them for a date.

				And that was pretty much how it felt, inwardly acknowledging that Gabe was gorgeous and funny and pretty damn fanciable—if a bit over-zealous in the tidiness department.

				However—and it was a big however—you didn’t expect for a millisecond that anything would ever come of it because you knew so categorically you weren’t Gabe’s type.

				Stumbling awkwardly to her feet, Sally headed for the chair over which he’d flung his leather jacket. Her heart flip-flopping like a landed fish, she felt in the inside pocket and pulled out his keys. His wallet and phone were in there too. He wasn’t going to get far without them.

				But she couldn’t bear to sit here waiting for Gabe to come back. She had to find him before he had time to change his mind about her. Limping across to the window and flinging it open, Sally leaned out and searched the street below.

				It was one thirty in the morning and there was no one in Radley Road. How much of a start had he got on her? Lifting her head, she called out, ‘Gabe,’ as loud as she dared. Then, louder still, ‘Ga-aaaaaabe,’ like a lone wolf howling in the forest.

				After a few seconds she heard a window being thrown open somewhere close by and a male voice bellow, ‘Shut the fuck up.’

				But it was OK; it didn’t matter, because the voice didn’t belong to Gabe. (That would have spoiled the moment.) Sally reached for her walking stick and hurried out of the flat. Where was Gabe? It was a cold night and all he was wearing was jeans and an old polo shirt. Clunk-step, clunk-step went the stick against the stairs, interspersed with the sound of her rapid breathing. Then halfway down the staircase she saw the outline of a figure in the shadows, a scruffily dressed figure with messy hair leaning against the far wall of the darkened hallway.

				Sally abruptly stopped. Now that she’d found him she didn’t know what to say. ‘I heard the front door. I thought you’d left.’

				Gabe shook his head. ‘I was going to. Then I realized I didn’t have my keys.’

				‘Or your jacket. You’d have been cold.’

				‘That too.’ The whites of his eyes gleamed in the darkness.

				‘You could have stayed upstairs,’ said Sally.

				‘I couldn’t. Too scared. I told you, I never expected to feel like this.’

				‘Me neither.’

				She saw him nod. ‘Bit of a shock?’

				‘Quite a lot of a shock.’ Gathering her courage, Sally said, ‘But a nice one.’

				He was watching her carefully. ‘Really?’

				‘Really. I thought I drove you mad. That’s why I’ve been trying so hard to be tidier.’

				This time she caught a flash of white teeth. ‘I thought you were doing it to impress Lola’s dad.’

				Sally shook her head, wondering if he could hear the frantic thud-thud-thud of her heart from down there. ‘No, not him. You.’

				‘I’m impressed.’

				‘Well, don’t be. It’s not going to last.’ Sally felt it was only fair to warn him. ‘I gave it my best shot but the novelty’s wearing off.’ She paused. ‘Is that going to make a difference?’

				‘I don’t know. Not if you’re moving up to Yorkshire.’

				How could everything change so drastically in a matter of minutes?

				‘I suppose I don’t have to move up to Yorkshire. Seeing as the main reason I was planning on doing it was to get away from the miserable old git I was sharing a flat with.’

				Gabe stepped out of the shadows, came to stand at the foot of the staircase. He touched his chest. ‘Me?’

				‘Yes, you.’ Feeling braver, Sally said, ‘Come here.’

				He climbed the stairs separating them. This time she knew he was going to kiss her. What she hadn’t expected was for her trembling knees to give way, mid-kiss. Smiling broadly, Gabe gently lowered her onto the stairs and carried on kissing her. God, he was so good at it and his neck smelled so gorgeous, he was…  whoops… 

				The walking stick she’d left propped against the banister toppled over and went clattering down the staircase. Sally squeaked, ‘Oh no!’ and attempted to muffle her laughter against Gabe’s shoulder.

				Gabe whispered, ‘Don’t worry, he’s asleep.’

				He wasn’t. The door to the ground floor flat was wrenched open and Mr Kowalski, his white hair standing up like a cockatiel, bent down and picked up the walking stick. He turned, in his green and white striped flannel pajamas, and eyed Sally and Gabe balefully.

				‘You two! Vot arr you doing, huh? Making sex on ze stairs in ze mittle of ze night?’

				‘Sorry, Mr Kowalski. Didn’t mean to wake you.’ Gabe grinned apologetically. ‘We weren’t…  um, making sex on the stairs.’

				‘Ha. Pretty close, if you ask me.’ Shaking his head, the old man skillfully threw the stick up to them, Gene Kelly style.

				Equally skillfully Gabe caught it. ‘Thanks.’

				‘Off, off you go! You make sex in your own beds and leave me to sleep in mine.’ Having gestured extravagantly at the ceiling he shuffled back into his flat muttering, ‘Too much noise, too much sex, tuh.’

				Sally buried her face in Gabe’s chest.

				‘Sounds good to me,’ Gabe murmured, standing and helping her to her feet.

				By the time they reached the flat, Sally was light-headed with lust, dizzy with joy and minus her shoes. As Gabe lifted her into his arms to carry her through to the bedroom, his mobile burst into life.

				He shook his head. ‘Don’t worry, just leave it.’

				Fretfully, Sally said, ‘I hate not answering a phone.’

				‘It’s not your phone.’

				As well as ringing, the mobile was switched to vibrate. When Sally had taken it from his jacket pocket she’d left it, along with his keys, on the glass coffee table. Now it was buzzing and jiggling ever closer to the edge.

				‘It’s going to fall, it’s going to fall off, I hate it when that happens.’ Sally flapped her free hand agitatedly and Gabe, still carrying her, veered back across the living room.

				She scooped up the phone and answered it. ‘Yes?’

				‘Oh hi, it’s Maurice, is Gabe there?’

				‘Hi, Maurice.’ Sally knew this was one of Gabe’s fellow paps. ‘I’m afraid Gabe has his hands full at the moment. Can I give him a message?’

				‘Right, sure. The thing is, I’m down in Brighton at the moment but I’ve just heard from a reliable source that George Clooney was spotted twenty minutes ago sneaking into a house in Notting Hill with a classy-looking redhead. Nobody else knows about it and I owe Gabe a favor so I thought he might like a chance at an exclusive. The address is 15 Carmel Villas.’

				‘OK, got that.’ Sally’s heart sank; what rotten timing. ‘Thanks, Maurice, I’ll tell him. Bye.’

				‘George Clooney?’ said Gabe, who had been listening in. ‘Mystery redhead? Notting Hill?’

				‘Fifteen Carmel Villas.’ It was the perfect tip-off; Carmel Villas was less than a minute away on foot. When she’d been leaning out of the living room window just now yelling Gabe’s name, George might actually have heard her. He might even have been the one who’d yelled at her to shut the fuck up. No, surely not; George would never be that rude.

				‘Put me down,’ said Sally. ‘You have to go.’

				But Gabe was shaking his head, grinning that devil-may-care, easy-going grin she hadn’t seen for so long. ‘No I don’t.’

				‘Gabe. You can’t miss a chance like this.’

				‘Switch the phone off. Stop thinking about George Clooney.’ Kicking open the door to his immaculate bedroom, Gabe said, ‘Just this once, why don’t we let the man have his fun without being interrupted?’

				He was about to lower her onto the crisp, spotless, geometrically aligned white duvet. Sally, her arms entwined around his neck, whispered, ‘I’m warning you, I’m going to make your bed awfully untidy.’

				Gabe’s eyes softened as they sank down together. ‘I’m counting on it.’

			

		

	
		
			
				Chapter 52

				Sometimes you went away for a couple of days and it felt like a couple of days. Other times you went away for a couple of days and when you got back everything was different.

				Lola felt as if she’d been away for a year.

				‘What’s going on?’ She walked into Gabe’s flat and saw the look on Sally’s face. Total, total giveaway.

				‘What?’ Sally half laughed in that way people do when they’re trying so hard to appear innocent.

				‘Hey, you’re back!’ Gabe, emerging from the kitchen with a tea towel slung over one shoulder and a cold beer in his hand, said with delight, ‘Come here,’ and gave her a smacking kiss on the cheek.

				Ha, confirmation if any was needed. He’d been like a bear with a sore brain for weeks. And now he was kissing her. What’s more, the atmosphere in the room was positively zingy.

				‘We’ve missed you,’ Gabe went on cheerfully—and he definitely hadn’t been cheerful for weeks. ‘How did the book thing go?’

				‘Great.’ Lola indicated the bag she was carrying, emblazoned with the name of the publishing company that had hosted the event. ‘They gave me lots of books. I was just asking Sal what’s going on.’

				‘Hmm? In what way?’ Now it was Gabe’s turn to look innocent, like a six-year-old being asked what had happened to the last Jaffa cake.

				‘You and Sally,’ said Lola. She narrowed her eyes at the pair of them. ‘Shagging.’

				‘Oh my God!’ Sally let out a shriek of disbelief. ‘How did you know? How can you tell?’

				‘OK, three reasons. One,’ Lola counted on her fingers, ‘Gabe’s stopped being a miserable old git. Two, you look so sparkly there’s only one thing that can have caused that.’

				‘Sparkly? Do I really?’ Sally rushed over to the mirror.

				‘And three, I just bumped into Mr Kowalski on his way out to the paper shop. He happened to mention you’d been making sex on ze stairs.’

				‘Oh bum!’ wailed Sally. ‘We wanted to tell you ourselves.’

				‘If you hadn’t woken up poor Mr Kowalski, you could have.’

				‘OK, but we weren’t actually doing it, not out there on the stairs. I just accidentally dropped my stick.’

				Ha, not to mention her knickers! Lola was still struggling to take in the news, but in all honesty not as stunned as she could have been. It was one of those scenarios that was so bizarre it made sense, so wrong it was almost right. Hadn’t she wondered from the word go whether Sally and Gabe would be drawn to each other, if they found each other physically attractive but were so at loggerheads that they simply couldn’t bring themselves to admit it?

				‘I know what you’re thinking,’ said Gabe. ‘But I’m crazy about her.’

				‘She’ll drive you mad,’ said Lola.

				‘Probably. OK, definitely.’ He slid an arm around Sally’s waist. ‘But she’s been doing that since the day she moved in. I’m used to it now.’

				‘She’s never going to be tidy,’ Lola warned.

				‘We’re going to hire a cleaner.’ Sally was glowing with happiness.

				Gabe grinned. ‘Isn’t it great?’

				What choice did she have? If it worked out, of course it was great. Lola knew she should be thrilled for them and on one level she was. But at the same time, and she was deeply ashamed to have to admit it even to herself, there was that niggling worry that the balance of the relationship between the three of them was about to tip. Before, the triangle had been more or less equal. Now it was changing shape, lengthening, drawing two of the points closer together and distancing the third. She was going to feel left out and unwanted and—oh God—lonely… 

				‘Are you worried that we won’t have time for you any more?’ Effortlessly reading her mind, Gabe let go of Sally and gave Lola a reassuring hug. ‘There’s no need, we won’t abandon you.’

				‘Don’t be daft, of course I wasn’t worried. We’re all grown-ups.’ Lola submitted happily to the hug; how could she have thought everything wouldn’t be fine? ‘Ooh, that reminds me, I just saw a sign outside the King’s Head—that comedian you love is doing a show there on Saturday night. Johnny thingummy? I thought we could all go.’

				She felt Gabe hesitate. Sally exclaimed, ‘Oh, what a shame, we’d have loved to, but…’ She pulled a face and looked over at Gabe to help her out, as if Lola were a child asking how babies got made.

				‘The thing is, we kind of decided to fly over to Dublin,’ said Gabe. ‘And we can’t really cancel now that the plane tickets have been booked.’

				‘And the hotel.’ Sally shrugged apologetically.

				Gabe said, ‘But how about if we book another ticket? Then you can come along too.’

				Zooouuuup, that was the sound of the triangle lengthening, like Pinocchio’s nose. OK, it hadn’t really made a noise but they all knew it was there.

				‘Thanks,’ Lola shook her head, ‘but I’ll be fine.’

				Of course she would. It didn’t matter. She was happy for them, she really was. At the moment Gabe and Sally were besotted with each other but after a while the icky-yicky lovey-doveyness would wear off and they’d slide back to normality.

				‘You can at least stay for dinner.’ Gabe was persuasive, eager to make amends. ‘I’m doing a cannelloni.’

				Lola smiled, because the last thing they really wanted was a third wheel sitting at the table. ‘It’s OK, I’ve just eaten. And I’m shattered—all I really want is a shower and an early night.’

				Which was probably top of their agenda too.

				***

				The following evening Nick came round to Lola’s flat after work. She was just telling him about Gabe and Sally when there was a tap at the door.

				‘Hi, come in.’ Nick, answering it because he was closest, grinned at Sally and said, ‘Congratulations, I’ve just been hearing your news.’

				‘Th-thanks.’ Sally tucked her hair behind her ears and looked flustered. ‘Um, Lola, about this weekend.’

				‘Is something wrong?’ Had their flights been cancelled after all?

				Sally shook her head. ‘No, no, it’s just that I thought you might be at a bit of a loose end and Doug just called. His company’s taken a table at another of those charity dinners and he wanted to know if we’d like to go along. Of course we can’t make it because we’ll be in Dublin, but I wondered if you’d be interested.’ Sally looked pleased with herself, as if presenting the answer to a single girl’s prayers and solving Lola’s abandonment issues in one fell swoop.

				Lola shook her head, funnily enough not even remotely tempted. Being at a bit of a loose end was one thing, but was any end really that loose? ‘No thanks.’

				‘Oh, go on. It’s at the Savoy! On Saturday night!’ Sally’s eyes were bright, her tone cajoling. ‘And there isn’t a quiz this time, so you don’t have to worry about showing yourself up.’

				Up until a few weeks ago, Lola knew, she would have leapt at the chance to spend an evening in the same room as Dougie. Just breathing the same air and being able to gaze adoringly at him across the dinner table would have been enough.

				But that had been then, when she’d still had hope, and this was now. Besides, Dougie would be there with Isabel doing the adoring bit at his side, leaving her, Lola, stuck at the far end of the table with the unfriendly know-alls who didn’t see why they should waste their time being polite to the brainless bigmouth who’d messed up the question about George Eliot and single-handedly lost them the New Year’s Eve quiz.

				Phew, when you put it like that… 

				‘Well?’ Sally was still doing her bright-eyed persuasive thing. ‘Wouldn’t it be fun?’

				‘I don’t think it would be much fun at all. In fact I’d rather boil my own head.’

				***

				At Stansted airport on Friday evening Sally walked straight past W. H. Smith.

				‘Are you ill?’ said Gabe.

				‘Why?’

				‘You didn’t go in.’ He waved an arm at the lit-up, colorful displays.

				‘There’s nothing I need.’ She held up her bottle of water, patted her lilac leather handbag.

				‘But…  you haven’t got any magazines.’

				‘You noticed.’ Sally looked pleased. ‘I decided I was reading too many. It’s time to stop.’ Proudly she said, ‘I’m going cold turkey.’

				Gabe kissed her. ‘What will you do on the plane?’

				Sally grinned and kissed him back. ‘Thought we might join the mile-high club.’

				But when they boarded the flight there were loads of nuns on the plane, which acted as a bit of a contraceptive. Instead, as they flew over the Irish Sea, Gabe found his attention caught by the magazine being read by a middle-aged woman sitting further up the plane. For a split second as she’d opened the magazine he thought he’d glimpsed a photograph that…  except no, it couldn’t be.

				Frustratingly the woman was now engrossed in an article about celebs with cellulite and wasn’t allowing him to get another look at the photo on the cover.

				‘Who are you ogling?’ Sally’s nudge almost sent Gabe tumbling into the aisle.

				He pointed. ‘No one. Just trying to see what that woman’s reading.’

				‘Hey, I’m the addict around here. Thanks for being so helpful.’ Leaning past him, Sally peered along the aisle. ‘It’s about cellulite. One of those things where they show you photos of people’s legs and bottoms then point out the dodgy bits with whopping great arrows in case we’re too stupid to know what we’re meant to be looking at.’

				‘OK.’

				Proudly—and loudly—Sally whispered, ‘I don’t have cellulite.’

				God, he loved her so much. Gabe gave her knee a squeeze. ‘I know.’

				Thirty minutes later, as they were queuing to get off the plane, Gabe reached down to pick up the abandoned magazine.

				‘Ga-abe, you’re worse than me,’ Sally protested behind him. ‘Put it down and step away from the magazine. I can’t believe you’re doing this. You never used to be interested.’

				‘I just want to know who took one of the photos.’ He turned over the magazine and saw with a jolt that he hadn’t been mistaken. There on the cover, staring up at him, was Savannah.

				More to the point, it was one of the photographs he had taken of her. Bald and proud, smiling bravely. No Hair, No Shame! announced the headline, above the quote: ‘This is me, take me or leave me.’

				‘Oh my God,’ Sally let out a shriek of disbelief. ‘That’s Savannah Hudson! What happened to her hair?’ She seized the magazine and flicked through it until she found the article inside. ‘She’s had alopecia for ages and was too ashamed to admit it!’ Skimming the page at the speed of light she said breathlessly, ‘She’s been wearing a wig for almost two years and no one ever guessed. She felt ugly and thought people would laugh at her…  oh bless!…  then she met someone who gave her the confidence to…  oops, sorry.’

				The queue was moving. Sally was being jostled along the aisle by an impatient nun. Gabe, his heart quickening, said, ‘Does it say who?’

				‘Hmm? Um…  no, no name, she’s being discreet. Probably one of the actors from her last film.’ There was a rustle of pages behind him, then Sally said suddenly, ‘Bloody hell!’

				He braced himself. ‘What?’

				‘I don’t believe it!’

				They’d reached the front of the plane; it was time to smile and thank the air hostess before disembarking via the metal staircase. The lively Irish wind was busy riffling the pages of the magazine and plastering Sally’s hair to her freshly applied lipstick, but Gabe knew she was still bursting to share her startling discovery. Savannah must have given the game away. Aloud he said, ‘You don’t believe what?’

				Sally clattered down the steps, leaning on her stick and shaking her head incredulously. ‘Savannah Hudson’s hair. Not her real hair, obviously, because she hasn’t got any. But that blond wig she’s been wearing. It cost seven thousand pounds!’

				Savannah hadn’t given the game away. When they reached baggage reclaim Gabe read through the article himself.

				‘Why are you so interested?’ Sally rested her head against his shoulder.

				‘I snapped her a while back, at a premiere in Leicester Square. Just wondered who’d done the photo session.’ His name hadn’t been printed; there was no byline. But pride still surged up because these were his photographs. And they looked great.

				‘Oh sweetie, someone a bit more famous than you.’ Sally gave him a consoling hug. ‘Never mind, maybe one day you’ll be doing proper photos too.’

				Gabe half smiled, because there was no point in taking offense. It was the truth; half the people he photographed were prepared to tolerate him briefly, to spare him a few seconds as they emerged from a restaurant or paused on their way along the red carpet. The other half covered their faces or ran off in the opposite direction the moment they clapped eyes on him. It was fantastic that Savannah had used the photos he’d taken of her, but disappointing that she couldn’t have given him the credit. Especially as she had promised he could be the one to take the shots of her big ‘reveal.’

				Gabe shrugged. Oh well, that was life. He’d hurt her feelings; what did he expect?

				‘It’s so brave of her,’ Sally was still gazing at the photo. ‘I mean, she’s Savannah Hudson. Poor thing, she looked amazing with hair. It must be awful to lose it.’

				Gabe felt compelled to defend her. ‘She still looks good.’

				‘Pretty good,’ Sally conceded, tilting her head as she traced the outline of Savannah’s ears. ‘But you have to admit, these stick out a bit. A drop of Superglue might have helped. She does look a bit like a wing nut.’

			

		

	
		
			
				Chapter 53

				Nick stood by the mirrored doors at the entrance to the Savoy’s Lancaster Ballroom. Everyone had enjoyed an excellent dinner and the babble of voices was deafening. Scanning the room, he spotted Doug Tennant at one of the circular tables close to the stage. Presumably those around him were the work colleagues who had given Lola such a hard time on New Year’s Eve.

				Nick weighed up the situation. Should he be doing what he was about to do?

				Sod it, why not?

				Doug was leaning to one side, laughing at something the girl next to him had just said, when he saw Nick making his way towards the table. Recognizing him at once, Doug straightened and said, ‘Hello there. On your own tonight?’

				‘Yes.’

				Doug raised an eyebrow and smiled slightly. ‘Don’t tell me your daughter’s got you following me now.’

				‘Is that what you think? Not at all,’ said Nick. ‘She doesn’t even know I’m here.’ The blond girl at his side must be Isabel; oh well, couldn’t be helped. Keeping his tone light, he went on, ‘Anyway, she’s given up on you. You had your chance and you blew it. It’s your loss. I just hope you don’t live to regret it.’

				‘Excuse me.’ An older woman who’d only just begun paying attention put down her wine glass and demanded, ‘What’s going on? Who is this man?’

				‘My name’s Nick James.’ If this was one of Doug’s employees she was knocking on a bit. ‘My daughter knows Doug. I just came over to say hello, and to tell him that in my view he’s made a big mistake. Sorry,’ Nick added, addressing the girl at Doug’s side, ‘but it’s something that needed to be said. I can’t help myself; I think she’s had a rum deal.’

				‘Doug?’ The older woman was sitting there, stiff-backed like a judge, clearly dissatisfied with the answer. ‘Who’s this person talking about?’

				Doug said flatly, ‘Lola.’

				‘What? Oh, for heaven’s sake!’ The woman stared at Nick in disbelief. ‘You’re the father?’

				Instantly Nick realized his mistake. ‘I am. And you’re Doug’s mother. How very nice to meet you at last.’

				They both knew he didn’t mean it. Adele Nicholson looked as if she’d swallowed a pickled chile. ‘And you seriously think my son made a mistake?’

				Nick flashed her his most charming smile. ‘I do.’

				‘The only mistake he made was getting himself involved with your daughter in the first place,’ Adele flashed back. ‘Do you know what that girl did to him?’

				‘Yes, I know exactly what she did. And she made a mistake too, I’m not denying that. But she had her reasons. My point is, we all make mistakes,’ said Nick, ‘but there’s such a thing as forgiveness. I made a huge mistake twenty-eight years ago, but Lola has forgiven me. So has her mother. And we’re all here tonight for the same reason. To help people who’ve made mistakes.’ Noting the look of incomprehension on Adele’s carefully made-up face he picked up one of the glossy embossed programs from the table. ‘This is a charity dinner in aid of the Prince’s Trust. Some of the money raised this evening will go to help former prisoners who are being rehabilitated into the community.’

				Adele clearly hadn’t thought this through, had only come tonight because of the royal connection. She now looked as if she’d swallowed a frog.

				‘Anyway, lecture over. It seems that some people are more easily forgiven than others. I’ll leave you in peace.’ Nick looked at Doug. ‘As I’ve already said, Lola’s accepted that you aren’t interested and she’s moving on. Personally, I still think you’re making a mistake. I may not have known Lola for long but she’s an amazing girl, loyal and generous, one of a kind. And I’m proud to be her father.’ He paused then said evenly, ‘One last thing. I wonder if you’ve ever asked yourself why she needed that money?’

				Nobody spoke. Up on the stage the MC was preparing to introduce the band.

				Nick nodded fractionally at Doug. ‘I’ll leave you to enjoy the rest of the evening. Bye.’

				He was upstairs in the bar when Doug appeared beside him twenty minutes later.

				‘I thought you’d left,’ said Doug.

				‘Just had to get away from that bloody awful music. Not my thing.’ Nick signaled to the barman. ‘Can I get you a drink?’

				‘Scotch and water. Thanks. I was rude earlier,’ Doug said dipping his head, ‘and I apologize. I shouldn’t have made that remark about Lola sending you here to follow me. That was below the belt.’

				‘Look,’ said Nick, ‘I love my daughter to bits, but I can admit that she’s done her fair share of chasing after you. Up until a few weeks ago she might well have tried that trick. But it’s over now.’ He paused, paid for the drinks and said, ‘I’m sorry too. It probably wasn’t very sensitive of me to say all that stuff in front of everyone.’

				Doug smiled slightly, shrugged it off. ‘Never mind. It’s this business with the money that I’m interested in.’

				Thought you might be.

				‘Did you ever ask Lola why she took it?’ said Nick.

				‘Of course I did. She said she couldn’t tell me.’ Doug waited, took a sip of his drink, then said with a trace of impatience, ‘Well? I’m assuming she told you.’

				‘No. I asked her but there was no way of getting it out of her. She said she was sorry, but she could never tell me.’

				‘Same here.’ Doug looked disappointed; he’d clearly thought he’d been about to find out the truth.

				‘Sorry. But something interesting happened last week. You know Lola never ever wanted her mother to find out about the money thing?’ Nick waited for Doug to nod before proceeding. ‘Well, Blythe did find out about it. You can imagine how shocked she was. She even called me to tell me about it. She couldn’t believe Lola had done such a terrible thing to you.’

				‘And?’ Doug was gazing at him intently.

				After a pause, Nick said, ‘Blythe asked Lola what she’d spent the money on and Lola told her. A fancy Jeep, apparently. Which was stolen a week later. She hadn’t insured it, so that was it, the money was gone.’

				‘Really? A Jeep?’ Doug frowned.

				‘That’s the story.’ Nick held his gaze for a long moment before knocking back his Scotch in one go. ‘Think about it,’ he added, ready to leave and wondering if Doug Tennant was smart enough—surely—and cared enough—hopefully—to work it out. ‘Then ask yourself whether you think the story Lola told her mother was the truth.’

			

		

	
		
			
				Chapter 54

				Going cold turkey was proving harder than Sally had imagined. This was a magazine habit they were talking about, after all, not crack cocaine.

				Oh, but she had a long-standing habit to kick and she badly missed turning those glossy, exciting-smelling, brand new pages. She was doing her best to keep herself entertained instead with a copy of Pride and Prejudice lent to her by Lola but it just wasn’t doing the trick. Apart from anything else the pages weren’t glossy and there was no mention in it anywhere of Coronation Street. What’s more, the print was so tiny she had to screw up her eyes to read it, which made her realize she was probably on the verge of needing reading glasses which in turn made her feel old.

				‘Oh shut up,’ Sally wailed at the TV as an advert for the latest edition of Heat came on. Chucking Pride and Prejudice at the screen only caused the craving to intensify.

				She tried changing channels and folding her arms. Oh yes, great help. OK, but how about if she didn’t buy a new magazine, just had a little look through an old one instead? That would take the edge off the cravings, wouldn’t it? Except she’d have to contain herself until she got to work and nabbed one of the tatty old germ-laden cast-offs in the waiting room and she wasn’t working this afternoon…  oh now, hang on, unless there were still a couple lurking around here somewhere that had managed to escape the cull… 

				A light bulb went on inside Sally’s head and she launched herself off the sofa. Because the sofa was the answer! In the bad old days when she’d been forced to tidy up at a moment’s notice, as much excess mess as humanly possible had been squashed into that narrow space between sofa and carpet. Furthermore, because out of sight was completely out of mind, it had never occurred to her to clear the stuff out.

				And thank goodness for that! On her hands and knees Sally peered into the dark gap and saw shoes, empty crisp packets, plates, socks, one of her all-time favorite devoré scarves—yay!—and, oh joy, a scrumpled-up magazine. She reached under the sofa for it, stretching her fingers to the limit—

				‘What are you doing?’

				Sally paused, bottom up in the air. ‘Just looking for my pink scarf.’ She dragged it out, said triumphantly, ‘And here it is! Why, what are you doing?’

				‘Admiring the view.’ Gabe grinned and gave her bottom a pat. ‘I’m off for a shower, got an appointment with a Page Three girl in Hyde Park.’

				‘Lucky you. Will she be naked?’

				‘Clothes on. Her agent set it up; it’s for a snatch pose. Which is not what it sounds like.’ He gave her a look as she started to snigger. ‘It means you use a long lens and make the shots look as if they’ve been snatched from a distance. The girl’s going to have a huge fight with her boyfriend at eleven o’clock on the bridge over the Serpentine. If it rains, we’ll shoot it in the café.’

				Sally smiled and watched Gabe disappear into the bathroom. The moment the door closed behind him she was burrowing back under the sofa for the magazine…  reeeeach…  oh dear, was this the equivalent of someone who’s given up cigarettes scrabbling about in the gutter for somebody else’s abandoned dog end?

				She fell on the magazine with a cry of relief. Dog-eared and battered it may be, but it was only a few weeks old. Still kneeling on the floor, Sally lovingly turned the pages. There was an interview with Nicole Kidman about her latest film. Kate Moss was wearing purple micro shorts and pink polka-dotted Wellingtons—as you do—as she shopped in Knightsbridge. Leonardo diCaprio was photographed playing volleyball on the beach, here was the montage of cellulite shots, there the snaps of unshaven armpits, the soap stars making holy shows of themselves at a party after an awards ceremony. OK, it wasn’t intellectual but it was entertaining, and during her darker days she’d drawn huge comfort from knowing that even super-glamorous celebrities could have disastrous love lives too. Not that this applied to her now, ta dah, she no longer needed to surround herself with other people’s misery because she had Gabe and he was everything she’d ever—oh.

				Sally’s stomach clenched with recognition as she turned a page and the envelope dropped out of the magazine into her lap. So that was what had happened to it during her fit of frenzied tidying the other week.

				She put down the magazine and examined the envelope with Gabe’s name on it. In one way it was nice to have the mystery of its disappearance solved. But it also presented her with a dilemma because she’d never actually mentioned the letter to Gabe.

				The temptation was to rip it to shreds and stuff it in the bottom of the kitchen bin. After first reading it, naturally. She knew it was from a female, and that around the time of its delivery Gabe had been in a seriously iffy mood. There was a distinct possibility that the non-arrival of the letter could have had something to do with that.

				Tear it up.

				Read it first.

				No, just tear it up and throw it away, it’s better not to know.

				OK, stop, stop. Sally closed her eyes. She loved Gabe and that meant she had to be honest with him.

				Fear beat like a bird inside her chest. Over the years, being honest hadn’t always come naturally to her. As she pushed open the bathroom door it crossed her mind that this could be the last time she saw his body naked. And she’d only just got to know it. Oh God, could she do this?

				‘Gabe?’ She opened the shower cubicle an inch, experienced a little frisson of lust at the sight of him and said, ‘I’ve got something for you.’

				Steam billowed out of the cubicle. Gabe turned, shampoo streaming down his face as he rinsed his hair. With a grin he opened the door wider and in one movement pulled her into the shower. The next moment she was minus her sodden dressing gown. ‘That’s a coincidence,’ he said playfully, ‘I’ve got something for you too.’

				Honestly, what a wasted opportunity; if she’d taken the envelope in with her, the ink would have run and the letter would have been rendered illegible, neatly solving all her problems in one go.

				Except she hadn’t thought of that, had she? Instead, like a complete durr-brain, she’d dropped it onto the tiled floor as Gabe was yanking her into the shower. And here it was, patiently waiting for them when they eventually emerged, twenty highly pleasurable minutes later.

				‘OK, don’t be cross with me.’ Sally retrieved the envelope and handed it to him. ‘This arrived a couple of weeks ago, then it went missing. And that was your fault because you made me tidy the flat.’ She kissed him hard on the mouth. ‘I just found it under the sofa inside a magazine.’

				Gabe, who found her self-imposed ban hilarious, said affectionately, ‘Not that you’d ever look inside one of those.’

				‘I lapsed. I’m only human. Anyway, read your letter.’ Grabbing a white bath towel and wrapping it around herself, Sally hastily left the bathroom.

				Mystified, Gabe shook back his hair then opened the envelope. The letter was handwritten in turquoise ink.

				Dearest Gabe,

				I deleted your number from my phone to stop myself from becoming your nuisance caller, hence this letter.

				Well, I’ve decided the time has come to show the world the real me. And I want to use the photos you took. Hope that’s OK with you. If you want me to give you the credit and a byline, get in touch. If I don’t hear from you I’ll be discreet and won’t use your name. I shall also donate the fee for the article and your photos to Alopecia UK.

				All love,

				Sav

				xxx

				Gabe smiled and wondered how much money he’d missed out on. He could have used it to leave the papping life behind him and start afresh in a studio…  Oh well, never mind, too late to worry about it now. The charity wouldn’t be too thrilled if he were to ring them and demand his share of the fee back. And in time he would set up on his own, specializing in portrait photography. At least Savannah had made the effort to contact him, which was good of her.

				He was glad she’d thought of him.

				Sally was outside the bathroom, waiting for him and visibly bracing herself. ‘Well?’

				She’d probably had her ear pressed up against the door. ‘It’s fine. Nothing important.’

				He saw her exhale. ‘Really? Oh thank God. You’re not cross that I didn’t tell you?’

				Gabe shook his head. ‘No.’

				Sally hugged him. ‘Sorry. I love you.’ She leaned back, gazing into his eyes. ‘You’re sure it’s OK?’

				‘I love you too.’ Kissing her, Gabe said, ‘And I’m sure. It was just someone wanting me to take a few photos of them. I’d probably have said no anyway.’

				‘Girlie handwriting.’

				‘That would be because it was written by a girl.’

				‘Pretty?’

				‘Yes.’

				‘Girlfriend of yours?’ Sally ventured.

				Had Savannah ever really been his girlfriend? Not if he was honest. Gabe shook his head. ‘No, just a friend. And I won’t be hearing from her again now.’

				‘Well, good. Especially if she’s pretty.’ Sally eyed the letter folded in his hand. ‘Can I read it?’

				‘Why? Don’t you trust me?’ Then, when she hesitated, ‘Look, I know you’ve had a rotten time with men in the past, but I’m not like them.’

				‘I know.’

				Gabe held up the letter. ‘Here, you can read it if you want.’

				Sally visibly relaxed. ‘It’s OK. I don’t need to. You can throw it away.’

				‘Trust me?’

				‘I trust you.’

				Gabe softened. Slowly but surely he would convince her that he’d never let her down, that she was the most important person in his life. Dropping the letter into the loo, he pulled the flush and said, ‘Good.’

			

		

	
		
			
				Chapter 55

				Lola was on the shop floor rebuilding a display of cookery books that had been casually demolished by a student’s backpack. As she balanced Delia on top of Jean-Christophe Novelli—ha, it was all right for some—a woman with a bag-laden stroller came racing into the shop. Flustered and clearly in a state of panic she rushed up to Lola. ‘Excuse me, do you have a loo?’

				The boy lolling in the stroller glanced up at Lola, typical male, sublimely unconcerned by the problems he was causing. Feeling sorry for the woman—this was the joys of motherhood for you—Lola said, ‘Yes, over there to the left of the biographies, right at the back of the shop.’

				The perspiring woman gasped, ‘Thanks so much,’ picked up the carton of fruit juice her son had just chucked to the ground and yanked the stroller to the left. ‘Come on, Tom, let’s go.’

				Before she could scoot him away, the little boy beamed up at Lola and said in a loud, conspiratorial voice, ‘Mummy’s got to do a big poo.’ Which hugely entertained everyone else in the vicinity. Sniggers abounded as the poor mortified woman scurried off. Normally an event like this would have made Lola’s day. Instead she carried on propping up books.

				‘Are you all right?’ Cheryl arrived with another box of hardbacks to add to the display.

				‘I think I need something to look forward to.’ Lola’s stomach rumbled as she said it. Checking her watch and realizing it was twelve fifteen, she said impulsively, ‘Like a really nice lunch. How about coming with me to Rossano’s? My treat.’

				But Cheryl was already looking awkward and shaking her head. ‘Today? Sorry, can’t make it. I’ve got an appointment.’

				‘Oh.’ Why didn’t that sound believable—apart from the fact that Cheryl was the world’s most feeble liar?

				‘Sorry! But some other time, definitely!’

				Lola nodded. ‘Who’s your appointment with?’

				‘Um…  a doctor.’

				Well, how about that? Untruthfuller and untruthfuller. Lola looked concerned. ‘Are you ill?’

				‘N-no.’

				‘Pregnant?’

				‘No!’

				This was fascinating. Her assistant manager was by this time the color of a plum.

				‘I think I can guess,’ said Lola. ‘It’s Botox.’

				Cheryl’s shoulders sagged with relief. ‘Yes, Botox.’

				‘The time has come and you’re giving it a whirl.’

				‘Well, you know.’ Cheryl touched her forehead. ‘I’ve been getting a bit…  frowny lately.’

				Lola nodded. ‘I’ve noticed that too. Look, why don’t I come along and hold your hand?’

				Cheryl said hurriedly, ‘Oh, there’s no need, it’s just a preliminary appointment to have a chat about it. I haven’t made my mind up quite yet.’

				One o’clock arrived and there was only one thing for it. Lola left the shop first with a cheery, ‘Good luck!’ and melted into the crowds of shoppers on the opposite side of the road. In all honesty, there was nothing like a spot of harmless sleuthing to cheer a girl up on a Tuesday lunchtime.

				When Cheryl emerged from Kingsley’s five minutes later she turned left and headed up Regent Street at quite a pace. Lola tucked the collar of her black coat up around her neck, as all the good spies do, and followed at a discreet distance. Cheryl had re-done her make-up and taken her hair out of its ponytail. She was wearing a swingy white jacket over her red dress and the flat grey pumps she wore for work had been replaced with crimson high heels. She looked lovely. Any syringe-wielding medic would have been impressed. Relieved she hadn’t flagged down a cab, Lola stayed on her tail as she plunged down a side street. With fewer people around she’d be spotted if Cheryl looked back, might have to pretend to be engrossed in the eye-popping display—yeek!—in the window of this Soho sex shop.

				But Cheryl didn’t look back. She carried on heading deeper into Soho. Finally reaching Wardour Street, she paused outside a super-chic, green and silver-fronted restaurant. Lola hung back, watching with interest as she ran up the steps and disappeared inside.

				Well, this was interesting. Cheryl was without question meeting a man and chances were that his interest in her wasn’t medical. (‘Why, Doctor, is that a Botox syringe in your pocket or are you just pleased to see me?’)

				The big puzzle was, why was she being so evasive about it?

				OK, only one way to find out.

				‘Good afternoon,’ said the charming blond receptionist. ‘May I help you?’ The interior of the restaurant was pale green and silver, modern and expensive-looking and curvy.

				‘Hi there, I’m supposed to be meeting my friend,’ said Lola. ‘Her name’s Cheryl Dixon.’

				‘I’m sorry, madam, we don’t have a booking in that name.’

				‘I know, I’m so sorry, I can’t remember the name of the other person.’ Lola smiled, determined to out-charm the receptionist, and attempted to sneak a look at the list of names on the computer screen. ‘My friend just came in a minute ago, she’s wearing red stilettos.’

				The receptionist swiftly swung the computer screen around so Lola couldn’t see it.

				‘Sorry, madam, if you don’t have a booking…’

				‘Oh please, I have to see them, it’s urgent…  her car’s being towed away…’

				The receptionist’s smile was now a thing of the past. ‘But that’s not actually true, is it?’

				Blimey, what was this place, Fort Knox? The tables were situated in booths, which meant you couldn’t see who was seated at them. At this rate the restaurant had to be harboring the Pope out on a hot date with Maggie Smith.

				‘OK, I need the loo,’ said Lola.

				‘Madam, the cloakroom facilities are for customers only.’

				Why was this girl being so obstructive? ‘Sorry, but I need the loo now. It’s an emergency.’ Lola gazed at her then raised her voice slightly. ‘I have to do a big poo.’

				She watched the receptionist wondering if she meant it. After a second—because what if she did?—the blond pointed the way. ‘Over there, up the stairs and on the left.’

				‘Thanks.’ Lola set off across the restaurant, peering into each booth as she passed and earning herself some odd looks along the way. No Pope so far. No Cheryl either.

				Then she saw them. So wrapped up in each other they didn’t even notice her standing there. Stunned, Lola observed the giveaway body language going on between the two of them; if that wasn’t full-blown flirtation she didn’t know what was.

				Hell’s bells, and she hadn’t even had the slightest inkling… 

				On the other hand, thank God it wasn’t who she’d subconsciously been afraid it might be.

				Cheryl spotted her first. Her face changed in an instant from lit up to oh fuck. She promptly knocked over her glass of wine.

				‘Hi, Cheryl. I wouldn’t let him inject your frown lines if I were you. I’m not sure he’s a qualified doctor.’

				‘You followed me!’ Cheryl bat-squeaked, the familiar flush crawling up her neck.

				‘I had to. You wouldn’t tell me who you were seeing. Hello, Dad.’ Lola gave her father a hug. ‘I tried to ring you on Saturday night to see if you wanted to go to the cinema but your phone was switched off.’

				‘Boring works do.’ Nick kissed her on the cheek then regarded her with concern. ‘Sorry about this. Are you upset?’

				‘About you and Cheryl? God no, it’s fantastic! I just can’t believe it. How long has this been going on?’

				‘A few weeks.’ Luckily the spilled wine was white; Nick used a pale green napkin to mop it up.

				‘So that’s why you’ve been coming into the shop to buy so many books. I thought you were doing it so you could see me!’

				‘Sweetheart, I was.’ Nick grinned. ‘You were the number one reason.’ He paused. ‘Cheryl was the unexpected bonus.’

				Lola pulled up an extra chair and sat down. ‘Now I know how the star of the show feels when the understudy gets more applause than she does.’

				‘Then I came in one day when you were off and we got chatting.’

				‘I told him how nice you were to work for,’ Cheryl said hopefully.

				‘Anyway, there was a spark between us, so I asked her out. We had a great time and it’s gone on from there.’

				‘And you just forgot to mention it to your only daughter.’

				‘We didn’t know how you’d react,’ said Cheryl.

				‘You make it sound as if you’re scared of me.’ Lola shook her head in disbelief.

				Cheryl pulled a face. ‘I am.’

				‘Madam?’ A waiter materialized at the table with their menus. ‘Are you joining your friends for lunch?’

				Lola’s stomach gurgled. She looked from her father to Cheryl then back again.

				‘Is that your stomach? Are you starving?’ Nick squeezed her arm. ‘Of course you’re staying for lunch.’

				Touched by the offer when it was so obvious they’d rather be alone together, Lola pushed back her chair. ‘It’s OK, I’ll leave you to it. And don’t worry, I think it’s great that you’re seeing each other.’

				She honestly genuinely truthfully did. And not just because Cheryl was lovely and deserved someone nice after her pig of an ex-husband had abandoned her three years ago. Lola hugged them both and left them to enjoy their lunch in peace. What she couldn’t admit to anyone was the sensation of icy fear she’d experienced on realizing that Cheryl didn’t want her to know who she was seeing.

				Of course it seemed ridiculous now, but just for a while back there it had crossed her mind to wonder if it could have been Doug.

				The blond receptionist raised oh-so-polite, perfectly sculptured eyebrows as Lola sashayed past the desk. ‘Better now, madam?’

				The receptionist who was so perfect, naturally, that she’d never been to the loo in her life.

				Lola nodded and beamed at her. ‘Yes thanks. Much.’

			

		

	
		
			
				Chapter 56

				The woman placing the order rested threadbare elbows on the counter and said, ‘It’s the most marvelous book, you know. Called When Miss Denby went to Devon. By Fidelma Barlow. Have you heard of it?’

				‘Sorry, no, that one’s passed me by.’ Lola typed the details into the computer.

				‘Oh, it’s unputdownable, an absolute joy! I can’t understand why it isn’t a Sunday Times bestseller. It deserves to be made into a film!’ The woman nodded enthusiastically. ‘Miss Denby would be a wonderful role for Dame Judi Dench.’

				Lola checked the screen. ‘Okaaay, yes, we can get that for you by Friday.’

				‘Lovely!’ The woman’s face lit up. ‘Can I order fifty copies please?’

				‘Fifty! Gosh.’ Maybe it was for a book club. Hesitating for a moment, Lola said, ‘You have to pay for them in advance, I’m afraid.’

				‘Oh no, it’s OK.’ The woman shook her head. ‘I don’t want to pay for them.’

				‘I know it’s a lot of money. But somebody has to.’

				‘But not me! I just want you to put them on the shelves. Make a nice display like you do with the Richard and Judy books. Right at the front of the shop,’ the woman said helpfully, ‘so that people will buy them.’

				By the time Lola had finished explaining the niceties of stock ordering to a disappointed Fidelma Barlow, it was almost eight o’clock, kicking out time. Fidelma, shoulders drooping, left the shop. Lola, who knew just how she felt, dispiritedly straightened a pile of bookmarks and wondered if she could bear to go along to the party tonight that Tim and Darren had invited her to…  except she already knew she couldn’t, which meant she was now going to have to come up with a convincing reason why not.

				The next moment she looked up and almost fell over. There, standing six feet away like an honest-to-goodness mirage, was Doug.

				Lola’s heart, which never listened to her head and hadn’t yet learned to stop hoping, went into instantaneous clattery overdrive.

				‘Hello.’ She clutched the computer for support. ‘What’s this? Is my mum on the telly again?’

				Doug smiled slightly. ‘No.’

				‘My dad then? On Crimewatch?’

				‘Haven’t spotted him on Crimewatch. Maybe he was the one in the balaclava.’ Tilting his head, Doug said, ‘But you’re half right. I am here because of your dad.’

				‘You are?’ She hadn’t been expecting him to say that.

				‘We had a chat on Saturday night.’

				‘You did?’

				‘He didn’t mention it? OK, obviously not. Well, we were at the Savoy.’

				Lola boggled. ‘My dad was there?’ So that was why his mobile had been switched off. And to think he could have come along to the cinema with her instead.

				‘Well, we didn’t communicate by telepathy. He spoke to me about you. Quite forcefully, in fact.’ Doug paused, then glanced over at a nervously hovering Darren who was waiting to empty the till. ‘Sorry, could you just give us a couple of minutes?’

				‘Um, but I need to get the—’

				‘Darren?’ Lola murmured the word out of the corner of her mouth. ‘Go away.’

				‘OK.’ Defeated, Darren slunk off.

				‘I was watching you with that woman just now. The one who wanted you to stock her book,’ said Doug. ‘You were really nice to her.’

				‘That’s because I’m a really nice person. Believe it or not. And you were eavesdropping.’

				‘Not eavesdropping. Listening. Like I listened to your dad on Saturday night.’ He waited, gazing directly into Lola’s eyes. ‘I know why you took that money when my mother offered it to you.’

				‘What?’ Lola felt as if all the air had been vacuumed out of her lungs. How could he know that? It wasn’t physically possible; it just wasn’t.

				Doug gave an infinitesimal shrug. ‘OK, I don’t know exactly why. But I do know it didn’t have anything to do with a Jeep.’

				‘How? Why not?’ Anxiety was now skittering around inside Lola’s stomach like a squirrel.

				‘Because you told me you could never tell me the reason you needed the money. And that’s what you said to your father too.’ Doug tilted an eyebrow at her. ‘But if the Jeep story was true, there’s no reason why you couldn’t have told us that. Therefore it stands to reason that it wasn’t.’

				Lola felt dizzy. This was like being cross-examined on the witness stand by a barrister a zillion times cleverer than you. In fact this might be a good moment to faint.

				‘So basically,’ Doug continued, ‘you needed the money for something that meant far more to you than a Jeep. It was also something you were determined your mother was never to find out about.’ Pause. ‘Well, there was only one other person on the planet who was that important to you back then.’ Another longer pause. ‘And that was your stepfather Alex.’

				Lola’s eyes filled with tears. She blinked and realized the shop was empty. No customers, no staff. Everyone had gone, miraculously disappeared. Thank God.

				‘I can’t tell you.’ Helplessly she shook her head. ‘I just can’t. I made a promise.’

				‘That’s OK, I’m not asking you to. No digging.’ Doug’s voice softened. ‘I know who you did it for. I don’t need to know why. I didn’t understand before, but I do now. That’s enough. It’s all in the past.’

				Was this how Catholics felt when they were absolved of all sin and forgiven by God? Lola, who hated crying in front of people but seemed to have been doing a lot of it lately, could feel the tears rolling faster and faster down her face. She couldn’t speak, only nod in a hopeless, all-over-the-place, nodding-doggy kind of way.

				‘You know, you’ve been pretty lucky as far as fathers go. First Alex, now Nick. He’s so proud of you,’ said Doug.

				For heaven’s sake, how was she supposed to stop crying if he was going to come out with stuff like this? Blindly Lola nodded again and wiped her sleeve across her wet cheeks.

				‘And he certainly made me think,’ Doug went on, ‘when he told me I’d missed my chance with you.’

				‘He really said that?’ Lola sniffed hard. This was the thing she’d forgotten about fathers; how much they loved to embarrass their daughters in public.

				‘And the rest. As if it hasn’t been hard enough these past few months, reminding myself why I should be steering clear of you. Then along comes your father giving me all sorts of grief, then explaining to me why I should think again. That knocked me for six, I can tell you.’

				As if it hadn’t been hard enough these past few months? Slowly, desperate not to be getting this wrong, Lola said, ‘So that night when you first saw me again at your mother’s house…  does that mean you didn’t hate me after all?’

				‘Oh yes I did. With all my heart. Absolutely and totally.’ Doug half smiled, causing her heart to lollop. ‘But at the same time the old feelings were still there as well, refusing to go away. Like you were refusing to go away. It drove me insane having you back in my life, because I wasn’t able to control the way I felt about you. I wanted to be indifferent, to see you and feel nothing. But I just couldn’t. It wouldn’t happen.’ He tapped his temple. ‘You were in here, whether I liked it or not.’

				Lola was trembling now, almost but not quite sure that his coming here tonight was a very good thing. ‘Like a tapeworm.’

				He looked amused. ‘You always did have a way with words.’

				‘Oh Dougie, all this time you’ve been hating me, I’ve been trying my best to change your mind.’ The words came tumbling out in a rush. ‘In the end I just had to give up, told myself to stop before I made a complete prat of myself…  except I already had, over and over again…’

				‘I quite enjoyed those bits. I think watching you try to play badminton was my favorite.’ He grinned, moved closer to the counter. ‘I waited in the bar afterwards, but you didn’t turn up.’

				‘In case you accused me of stalking you again.’

				‘I’m sorry. I haven’t behaved very well either.’ Ruefully Doug said, ‘I’ve lied to you, for a start.’

				‘About what?’

				‘The photos of us when we were young. Of course I kept them. They’re at home, hidden away in a cupboard,’ he said eyes glinting, ‘along with my secret stash of Pot Noodles.’

				‘I knew it!’ Triumphantly Lola said, ‘Once a Pot Noodler, always a Pot Noodler. Did Isabel know about this?’

				Ach, Isabel… 

				‘What’s wrong?’ said Doug when she winced.

				‘Isabel. Your girlfriend.’

				He relaxed. ‘She isn’t my girlfriend. I finished with her weeks ago. On the night of your dinner party, in fact.’

				‘What?’

				‘I smuggled away the photo album. By the time I’d finished looking through the old photos of us, I realized Isabel couldn’t compete. I told her I couldn’t see her any more and she handed in her notice.’

				‘Poor Isabel.’ Lola did her best to sound as if she meant it.

				‘I gave her a great reference. She’s working in Hong Kong now.’ Dougie moved towards Lola. ‘You don’t know how close I came to ringing you that night.’

				Lola remembered the wrong number and her reaction when the phone had begun to ring. ‘I wanted you to. So much. Oh Dougie… ’ It was no good; having a counter between them wasn’t helping at all. She came out from behind it and threw herself into his arms.

				Oh yes, this was where she was meant to be. It was all she’d ever wanted. As he kissed her—at last—she knew everything was going to be all right.

				Despite the odd potential drawback.

				When he’d finished kissing her, Dougie smiled and said, ‘What are you thinking?’

				‘That this is one of the happiest moments of my life.’ Lola stroked his hair. ‘And that your mother’s going to be absolutely furious when she hears about this.’

				‘Don’t worry about my mother. After Dad died, she became overprotective of us. When she made you that offer she thought she was doing the right thing. But it’s OK, I’ve had a chat with her. All she wants is for me to be happy, and she accepts that now. She’ll be fine.’

				God, he was a heavenly kisser; no one else even came close. And there was so much more fantastic stuff to look forward to. Double-checking that they were safely out of sight—the lights were still on in the store but from here no one walking past in the street could see them—Lola allowed her hands to start wandering in an adventurous fashion.

				‘What are you doing?’

				‘What I’ve been wanting to do for a long, long time.’ She smiled playfully up at him. ‘Ever got intimate in a bookshop before?’

				Doug surveyed her with amusement. ‘Is that a dare? Are you trying to shock me?’

				Lola gazed into his dark eyes. Then, slowly and deliberately, she reached out and unfastened his belt.

				‘Shouldn’t do that,’ Dougie murmured, ‘unless you’re sure you’ve got the nerve to go through with it. From start to finish.’ He trailed an index finger down her chest until he came to the top button of her shirt. It came undone, exposing the top of her lacy lilac bra.

				‘Are you calling me chicken?’ Lola retaliated by pulling his shirt out of his trousers.

				‘I think you might lose your nerve.’ Deftly he undid the next button on her shirt.

				Trembling now, Lola struggled with the fastening on his trousers. ‘I think you know me better than that. If I say I’m going to do something, I’ll—aaarrgh!’

				‘Lola?’ The door at the back of the shop opened and Tim poked his head round. ‘Oh sorry!’ His eyes popped as he realized what he was interrupting.

				‘I thought you’d all left!’ Flustered, Lola clapped both hands over her exposed bra.

				‘Everyone else has. I’m just off now. I wondered if you’d made up your mind yet about coming along to the party.’

				Hmm, have sex with Dougie or go to a party with Tim and Darren. That was a tricky one.

				‘Um…  I don’t think so, Tim. But thanks anyway.’

				‘OK.’ Hardly knowing where to look, Tim backed away. ‘Well, have a…  nice time.’

				Lola nodded and somehow managed to keep a straight face. When the door had closed behind Tim, she looked at Dougie and said, ‘OK, now I’ve lost my nerve.’

				‘Thank God for that.’ Doug smiled his crooked smile and tucked his shirt back into his trousers.

				‘So, your flat or mine?’

				He raised an eyebrow. ‘I have Pot Noodles.’

				Giddy with joy, Lola made herself decent. ‘That settles it then. A nice time followed by Pot Noodles.’

				Dougie put his arm around her. ‘Who could ask for more?’
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			Chapter 1

			In the high-ceilinged drawing room of the Mariscombe House Hotel, Sophie Wells was putting the finishing touches to the setting for the photo shoot.

			The original plan, to photograph the Ropers outside and en famille in a Marks and Spenceresque summer meadow, had been scuppered by the abysmal weather. The rain had been hammering down all morning and there was no way of postponing the event, as two members of the family were flying back to Australia tomorrow.

			But Emma Roper knew exactly what she wanted. On the phone earlier she’d said, “Okay, if we can’t be outside, we’ll have one of those all-white shoots instead. You know, all modern and cool. And we’ll all wear white too. It’ll be like one of those Ralph Lauren ads.” Delighted with herself and her artistic vision, she’d announced, “So that’s sorted. We’ll see you at the hotel at three. It’ll be great!”

			Some clients liked to have the style and setting of their photo shoot suggested to them, while others preferred to make the directional decisions themselves. In Emma Roper’s case it was evidently the latter scenario, and Sophie was happy to go along with it. Accordingly, she’d brought with her the lighting system, the white muslin backdrop on stands, and more swathes of muslin for the floor. If Ralph Lauren–style was what Emma had set her heart on, Ralph Lauren–style she would have.

			She stepped back to survey the end result and adjust the lighting as Dot Strachan popped her elegant head around the door.

			“Oh, I say, I need my sunglasses in here!” Blinking at the brightness of the scene, she went on cheerily, “Just wondered if you’d like a coffee, darling?”

			Sophie wanted to be like Dot Strachan when she grew up. At seventy-two, Dot was effortlessly stylish, with killer cheekbones and light blue eyes that sparkled, offsetting her perma-tanned complexion and swept-back white-blond hair. Of course she had wrinkles, but they were the good kind that came from smiling so much and living well. She worked tirelessly, made running a hotel look easy, and had never worn anything frumpy in her life.

			“Thanks, but I’d better not.” Sophie pulled a face and indicated the expanse of pristine whiteness. “Knowing my luck, I’d manage to spill it. Anyway, I’m fine. The Ropers’ll be here any minute and we’ll be out by four. Thanks again for letting us use the room on short notice.”

			“No problem. Any time, I told you before. When they turn up,” said Dot, “I’ll tell Rose to send them through.”

			***

			When you’d grown accustomed to the surfing beaches of California, a gray rain-swept afternoon on the north coast of Cornwall didn’t quite measure up. Weatherwise, it wasn’t what you’d call balmy. Josh Strachan had spent childhood summers here in St. Carys, but today he was giving the icy waves a miss, leaving them to the die-hard enthusiasts.

			Like Griff, his grandmother’s long-haired terrier cross, currently barking his head off and launching himself into the shallow surf as it rolled up the beach. Josh shook his head, marveling at Griff’s boundless enthusiasm for taking on the waves. Okay, enough. The torrential rain was coming down even harder. Time to head back. He stuck his fingers in his mouth and let out a piercing whistle to attract the dog’s attention.

			Griff determinedly ignored him, like a five-year-old on a playground desperate for one more go on the slide.

			Well, he’d only been back in the UK for a week. They were just getting to know each other. Cupping his hands around his mouth, Josh called out with authority, “Griff. Here, NOW.” Bloody delinquent animal, he was doing it on purpose. And to think he’d believed Dot when she’d told him the outrageous lie that the dog was well trained.

			Josh made his way down to the water’s edge, kicked off his deck shoes, and, at the third attempt, managed to grab hold of Griff, snapping the leash onto his collar and hauling him up onto the sand. The tail end of a wave caught them, soaking into the leg of his jeans. He gave the dog a stern-as-possible glare, and Griff returned it with a naughty, unrepentant tail wag. God, the sea was freezing.

			As they made their way back across Mariscombe beach before heading up the steps carved into the cliff that gave the hotel its unparalleled view of the ocean, Josh conjured up mental images of the Californian ones he’d left behind. Santa Monica…Laguna…Huntington—amazing stretches of sand, world-class waves, year-round perfect weather…

			But it hadn’t been the UK, had it? It hadn’t been home. And most of the time he’d been too busy working with people he didn’t even like to take advantage of the surfing opportunities. Which was why he’d made the executive decision to walk away, leave that artificial, stress-filled world behind him, and aim instead for a better quality of life in the company of people he might actually enjoy spending time with.

			That was the plan, anyway. After the Go Destry debacle, he never wanted to see another spoiled, whiny American teenager in his life.

			***

			“Right, now you rest your chin on your left hand, and you lean back a bit, and you two tilt your heads up so you can both see your mum…” Honestly, arranging five children and an adult could be as complicated as conducting an orchestra. “And you rest your hands on their shoulders… That’s it, that’s great. Now all look at each other and say, ‘Wow, you’re gorgeous!’”

			The brothers and sisters yelled it to each other then burst out laughing, and Sophie snapped away, firing off fifteen or twenty shots. “Brilliant, keep going, say it again to someone else, perfect…”

			Amid the giggles and laughter and renewed shouts of “Wow, you’re gorgeous,” the scrabbling noise on the other side of the door went unnoticed. Next moment, the handle was pushed down, the door burst open, and a wildly overexcited Griff launched himself like a hairy torpedo at the immaculate Ralph Lauren group.

			A hairy, wet, mud-strewn torpedo at that.

			“AAARRGH.” The teenage girls shrieked and attempted to push the dog away as he scrambled over the boys, tail wagging furiously and paws leaving muddy prints over…well, everything.

			“No! Griff, down,” Sophie shouted with predictable lack of effect. Emma was aghast, the boys had creased up laughing, and the white backdrop was spattered with dark spots where the dog had energetically attempted to shake off some of the mud.

			“My dress,” Emma wailed. “My beautiful white dress!”

			“Naughty boy.” Putting down her Nikon, Sophie managed to catch Griff and scoop him up into her arms. Although it hadn’t been his fault. Shaking her head apologetically at Emma, she said, “I’ll be back in a minute.”

			Outside the living room, she saw at once what had happened. At the far end of the hallway, by the entrance, a tall figure stood with his back to her. His dark hair was slicked back and wet from the rain; he was wearing a sodden gray and white shirt and jeans and talking rapidly into the phone he was holding in his right hand. From his left dangled a thin leather leash with no dog on the end of it.

			As Sophie made her approach, she heard him say, “…Okay, no problem, I’ll get that sorted. Bye.” Then he hung up and slid the phone into the back pocket of his jeans.

			She tapped him on the shoulder. “Excuse me, I think you’ve lost something.”

			He turned, eyebrows raised in inquiry, and saw who she was holding against her chest.

			“Oh, right. Thanks.”

			Honestly, talk about unbothered.

			“You can’t just let Griff off the leash, you know, and leave him to cause havoc.”

			“I didn’t.” Clearly taken aback at her tone, he said, “I put him in his basket in the back office.”

			“He’s all wet and muddy!”

			“I was about to fetch a towel to dry him off when my phone rang. It was an urgent call.”

			“Come with me. Let me show you what he’s done.”

			“Oh God.” The eyebrows flattened out and he exhaled, following her across the hallway. When they reached the closed door to the drawing room he said defensively, “Hang on, you can’t blame me for whatever’s in here. I did check the doors on my way through. They were all shut.”

			Sophie knew who he was; of course she did. They might not have met before, but it was no secret that Josh Strachan had just moved back to St. Carys and into the hotel he’d bought along with his grandmother three years ago.

			Goodness, though, he was attractive. It was actually quite fascinating to discover you could be this mad with someone yet simultaneously so hyperaware of their looks.

			“And are you going to tell me Dot didn’t warn you about his party trick?” As she said it, she put Griff down and lightly touched the brass door handle. Like lightning, Griff sprang up and grabbed the end of the handle in his teeth, swinging in midair for a moment and furiously twisting his body like a Cirque du Soleil gymnast in order to pull it down. As the door burst open, Sophie grabbed him and said, “Et voilà.”

			She saw Josh Strachan mouth the words Oh shit as he took in the scene of devastation. To his credit, he held up his hands at once and said to the assembled group, “I’m really sorry. It’s my fault; I didn’t know he could open doors.”

			Most of the assembled group ignored him; they were all far too busy shrieking with laughter and taking photos of each other on their cell phones. Only Emma, their mother, fixed Josh with a baleful eye and said, “It’s all ruined. Our beautiful photo shoot…”

			“I know and I’m sorry, but can we rebook it for another day? I’ll pay for everything, obviously…”

			“The twins are leaving for Australia tomorrow morning. So no, we can’t. But thanks for wrecking something so important.” Emma’s voice had begun to wobble; her eyes filling with tears, she said in a brittle voice, “I can’t believe this is happening…”

			“Okay, let me sort this out.” Sophie dumped Griff in Josh’s arms. “Here you are. Take him away and get him dried off. Give us five minutes, then bring him back in.”

			“Back?” Josh looked at her as if she’d gone mad.

			“Why would you want that creature back in here after he’s done this?” Emma’s voice was shrill.

			“Just do it.” Sophie signaled to Josh to leave the room with Griff. Then she turned her attention to Emma. “It’s okay, please don’t cry.”

			“B-but everything’s ruined.”

			“Listen, of course you’re upset. But isn’t part of all this because your boys are off to Australia tomorrow?”

			Emma took a deep, shuddery breath and carefully dabbed at her eyes with a tissue. She nodded and said, “Of course it is. I can’t bear it. They’re only eighteen… They’re my babies… How am I going to cope without them?”

			“I know, but it’ll be an adventure.”

			The older woman’s shoulders sagged. “An adventure for them, maybe. Nonstop anxiety for me. I kept thinking they’d change their minds and stay at home.” Her voice began to wobble again. “But it hasn’t h-happened. And goodness knows how they’re going to cope… If I don’t leave clean socks out for them every morning, they just put on yesterday’s dirty old ones!”

			“Ah, it’ll be hard for you,” Sophie sympathized. “But it’ll end up being the making of them, just you wait and see.”

			“Is she crying again?” One of the boys grinned and shook his head. “Come on, Mum, just chill out. It’s all good.”

			Emma managed a watery smile at her son. “I know, darling. I’m doing my best.”

			Sophie collected the Nikon, then drew Emma across the room and sat her down in the window seat. “Now, take a look at these.” She showed her the initial photos, then the few frames she’d captured when Griff had first burst in on them. The element of surprise had worked brilliantly; formerly stilted and ill at ease, the children’s faces had been transformed by laughter and delight. “Aren’t they more themselves? Less self-conscious?”

			“And that’s why you want the dog back? So we can take more photos like this?” Emma sniffed. “It’s not going to be very Ralph Lauren.”

			“I know, but it’ll be more informal and relaxed. They’ll be the kind of photos that make people smile. Honestly,” Sophie reassured her. “They’ll be great. Just in a different way. And you won’t have to pay for them, either.”

		

	
		
			Chapter 2

			The family left the hotel forty minutes later. From his upstairs window, Josh watched them run across the parking lot in the pelting rain and pile into a blue van. At least they didn’t seem too mentally scarred by their ordeal.

			Downstairs, he found the photographer energetically tidying the drawing room, restoring it to its normal state. Griff, meanwhile—how typical—had exhausted himself and was dozing peacefully on the rug in front of the fireplace.

			Unaware that she was being observed, the girl gathered up the mud-streaked, paw-printed muslin sheets and bundled them into a metal case. Next, she unhooked the backdrop from its stand, efficiently rolled it up, and slid it inside a long cardboard cylinder. Her hair was all shades of blond and cut into a choppy style that swung around her shoulders as she worked. The fact that her clothes choice this morning had been a black top and gray jeans meant that Griff’s muddy prints didn’t show. Her sleeves were pushed up and a collection of silver bracelets jangled on her left wrist. Her top half was natural and her bottom curvy, both attributes Josh approved of, particularly after the years he’d spent in LA, where most of the girls maintained the kind of improbable Barbie-style figures that made it hard for them to stay upright.

			“Nearly done… Oh, it’s you.” Turning, she glimpsed him in the doorway and straightened up. Nodding at Griff, she said, “Have you come to get him? He’s shattered now. I’ve just finished the shoot.”

			“I know, I saw the family driving off. And I am sorry. Dot did warn me about the door-opening thing,” Josh admitted. “I just forgot about it. Can I blame it on the jet lag?”

			She gave him a look. “Only if you’re a complete wuss. You’ve had a whole week to get over it.”

			Her eyes were bright and sparkling, silver-gray with very white whites. Her well-defined eyebrows were dark but tipped with gold and there was a smudge of mud on her left temple.

			It wasn’t an expression he’d ever thought of using before, but it occurred to him that she had joie de vivre.

			“True.” He dipped his head in acknowledgment. “All my own fault. So how did it go in the end?”

			“Come over here and I’ll show you.” Leading the way across the room, she picked up her camera and began scrolling through the shots, starting with the half dozen or so pre-Griff originals, then on through the second stage of the shoot.

			“These are great.” Josh nodded at them, genuinely impressed. “So it ended up not being such a disaster after all.”

			“Thanks to me being a complete genius,” she agreed happily.

			He liked her attitude. “What’s your name?”

			“Sophie.”

			“Hi, Sophie. I’m Josh.”

			“I know. Haven’t you noticed everyone whispering about you since you’ve been back?”

			“Not really. Well, maybe a bit. You don’t take much notice after a while.” He paused. “Do you have a business card?”

			She took one from an envelope in the side pocket of her black canvas camera case and handed it over.

			Sophie Wells Photography. Portraits, Weddings, Commercial was written in silver on a black background, along with her contact details. Josh noticed that as well as the bracelets on her left wrist there was a key attached to a plain silver bangle. He reached out and touched it briefly. “What’s this for?”

			“It’s the key to my secret Swiss bank account.”

			“Amazing. I didn’t know Swiss banks used Yale locks.”

			A dimple appeared in her left cheek. “I started wearing it after I locked myself out of my flat three times in one week.”

			“Look,” said Josh. “I still feel terrible about the photos.”

			“No need. I told Emma I’d do them for free.”

			“But that means you’re losing out. Which is even worse.”

			Sophie shook her head. “They all like what we ended up doing instead. Emma’s still happy to pay.”

			“But their clothes…”

			“They live on a farm. She says the mud’ll come out in a boil wash.”

			“But when I came back here with Griff, she was in tears.”

			“I know, but you weren’t actually to blame for that. Relax,” Sophie said cheerfully. “It’s your lucky day. You’re off the hook.”

			Women, he’d never understand them. Still, it was a positive result. Somewhat distracted by her eyelashes—were they also gold-tipped beneath the mascara?—Josh said, “Fine then. So long as you’re sure. Can I ask you a personal question?”

			“You can try.”

			He was charmed by her easy smile, playful humor, and feisty can-do attitude. Okay, and her body was pretty amazing too. “Are you single at the moment? Or seeing someone?”

			If she were, he would have to say with good-natured regret, “Well, that’s a real shame,” and leave it at that.

			“Me? Oh no, I’m not seeing anyone.” Sophie shook her head. “Completely and utterly single, that’s me.”

			Excellent. Enjoying her honesty, Josh said, “So would you like to come out for dinner with me one evening?”

			“It would have to be an evening.” Sophie nodded gravely. “Otherwise it wouldn’t be dinner; it’d be breakfast or lunch.”

			“Definitely evening,” he agreed. “We could do it tonight if you like.” This is going so well.

			“Oh, I can’t.”

			“Yes, bit short notice. Friday, then? Or Saturday? You choose, whenever suits you best.”

			But even as he was saying it, Sophie was shaking her head. “Sorry, no… I mean, thanks for asking, but I can’t meet you for dinner.”

			“Right.” Taken aback, Josh said, “Not at all?”

			“No.”

			“Okay. That’s fine.” It wasn’t remotely fine. What was going on? Did she have a small baby at home, or an elderly relative who couldn’t be left unattended? “Am I allowed to ask why?”

			Her eyes sparkled. “Oh dear, are you offended?”

			“Of course not,” lied Josh.

			Sophie gave him a who-are-you-kidding look. “I think you are. Don’t be. I’m just pretty busy right now.”

			“So maybe in a couple weeks?” He couldn’t quite believe he was still asking.

			“Look, thanks again, but no thanks. I just don’t really want to go out to dinner with…anyone.”

			Aaaand another knock-back.

			“No problem.” Josh wished he’d never started it.

			“Sorry.”

			He managed a rueful smile. “Hey, all I need is a few months for my ego to recover. I’ll be fine.”

			“It’s not you.” Sophie’s mouth was twitching. “It’s me.”

			Okay, now she was making fun of him.

			“Well, obviously,” said Josh.

			***

			At the exact moment her grandson was being rejected by Sophie, Dot Strachan was fending off a clumsy advance at the other end of the hotel.

			Oh dear, it never got any easier. She didn’t want to hurt the poor man’s feelings, but really.

			“So how about it, hmm? Sound like an offer you can’t refuse? The golf club puts on a jolly good bash, you know!” Edgar Morley’s mustache bristled with enthusiasm at the prospect. “And it’s a 1950s theme night. Our era! Everyone dresses up for the occasion. Last year they hired an Elvis look-alike to make the evening go with a swing!”

			Was Old Spice aftershave still sold in the shops, or had Edgar bought up crate loads of the stuff years ago and been working his way through it ever since?

			Also, the idea of him jiving away in drainpipe trousers was enough to put anyone off their canapés.

			But Edgar was lonely. Dot knew this because he’d told her so, many, many times. He had been widowed just over a year ago and was desperate to find himself another wife. Yearning for companionship and for someone to look after him because he had no clue how to cook for himself, he’d taken to homing in on any female of a vaguely appropriate age in general, and Dot in particular.

			It was sad, and Dot did sympathize, but he was just going to have to badger someone else to accompany him to the 1950s night at the golf club.

			“Next Saturday, did you say? Oh, Edgar, I’m afraid I have something else booked for that evening.”

			“Really? Oh no, that’s too bad.” With the air of one suspecting that he was being fobbed off, he said, “Where are you going?”

			“To a party. With Lawrence.” This time it was even true.

			The reply sent Edgar’s untrimmed eyebrows shooting up. “Your ex-husband? Pfft.” With an air of disapproval he added, “To be honest, I’m surprised you have anything to do with him. After the way he treated you.”

			“Yes, well. It’s a party being held by mutual friends. We can either go along separately, ignore each other all night, and make things awkward for everyone…” Dot paused. “Or we can behave like adults and turn up together.”

			More huffing and puffing from a disappointed Edgar. “Well, he doesn’t deserve it; that’s all I can say.”

			“I know.” Right, time to get back to work. Making a point of checking her watch and looking busy, Dot said cheerily, “The good thing is, Lawrence knows it too.”
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