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				PRAISE

				Make your world a brighter place:

				‘A modern-day Jilly Cooper, Wendy Holden has made the raunchy romp her own’ Glamour

				‘Deftly combining romance with satire and expertly choreographing her cast, Wendy Holden’s sure-to-be-bestseller is smart, sharp and hugely entertaining’ Daily Mail

				‘Chirpy, saucy and funny, this is the perfect novel to curl up with’ Bella

				‘This fabulously witty story of love, social climbing and downright snobbery is a riot of a read’ Closer

				‘Provides a humorour insight into the world of shamless social climbing. It has all the makings of a brilliant beach read’ Good Housekeeping

				‘Satisfying page-turner filled with animation, romance – all wrapped up with a twinkle in its eye’ Candis

				‘Holden’s trademark satire here acquires an extra bite’ Guardian

				‘This is an author guaranteed to lift your spirits’ Grazia

				‘A brilliant trademark Wendy Holden novel’ Heat

				‘Fiendishly witty’ Marie Claire

				‘Hilariously outrageous’ Cosmopolitan

				‘Fun and irrepressible’ Woman & Home

				‘Devilishly witty’ Elle

				‘The perfect choice’ Glamour

                Pick up a Wendy Holden.
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				ABOUT THE BOOK

				When Nell is marooned at the altar, her feisty best friend Rachel says she’ll come with her on honeymoon instead. Why waste a week in a posh country hotel?

				So the duo, plus Rachel’s Agatha Christie-obsessed small daughter Juno, head for the hills and idyllic Edenville, on the edge of the beautiful Pemberton estate. Awaiting them is a cast of colourful characters from Jason the harrassed hotel manager to the ruthless Angela, Director of HR. Not to mention the handsome Dylan, a bestselling writer on the run from his past.

				Nell doesn’t want to go back to London, so when a job on the estate comes up, she’s happy to stay. Even if it is arranging weddings in the Big House! As she becomes entangled in the lives of the locals – and they weave their way into her heart – she realises there might be a way to reach the rainbow’s end after all.

			

		

	
		
			
				

				To everyone at Headline for everything they have done.

			

		

	
		
			
				

				PART ONE

			

		

	
		
			
				

				CHAPTER 1

				The Cornish hamlet of Tremadoc was giving good spring. Walls thick with yellow gorse, edged fields glossy with deep-green grass. Birds sang in bushes bursting with white elder blossom. A powerful sun shone down.

				At the centre of the village, its sculptured finials lacy against the blue of the sky, rose the mediaeval granite tower of St Fennec’s. Beside it squatted the pub, the Miner’s Arms, its beer garden dancing with parasols.

				Around that was a scattering of grey cottages whose tiled roofs were orange with lichen. Behind the village the dwellings thinned out to the cliff edge. Here the gentle green land suddenly ended. It turned abruptly downwards, changed into a sheer face of grey jagged rock and plunged into the white spume of a tossing and troubled sea.

				On the very edge, almost at the point where the field became the cliff face, stood a building that had been, until recently, a ruined barn. Now the roof had been repaired and out of it poked, periscope-like, the silver funnel of an Aga chimney. Windows had been pierced in the thick stone sides and fitted with custom-made frames painted, like the stable door, a modish lavender blue.

				Inside, fishing nets with glass balls hung from the ceiling and papier-mâché fish swam along the stone walls. There were lanterns of a seafaring type and a framed poster recruiting ‘Fit Young Men’ to a Georgian frigate bound for the Americas. Upstairs were two small bedrooms with driftwood-effect headboards and a tiny bathroom with a lifebelt-shaped mirror and a little wooden lighthouse dangling from the light-switch cord. The clear plastic loo seat was set with pearly shells.

				‘Bosun’s Whistle’ had once been an upscale holiday cottage but, failing to get the expected returns, had been put on the market. Dylan, the writer who had bought it fully furnished a year ago, was relaxed about the cheesily nautical interior. He had wanted to escape the London literary circus and have somewhere quiet to work. And apart from the boom of the waves, the howl of the wind, the scream of the gulls and the farmer yelling at the loudly complaining cattle, quiet it tended to be.

				He liked the name too, obvious though it was that a bosun had never been near the place, let alone whistled in it. ‘Bosun’s Whistle’ seemed to Dylan an amusing euphemism. It had the ring of a phrase that could be used suggestively to replace something infinitely ruder. He could imagine the Two Ronnies singing about it; he had made up a song himself, or at least the last line of one, in their style:

				‘She was up all night, and so was the bosun’s whist-le . . .’

				Dylan hummed now at his desk at the downstairs window whose pale blue curtains were printed with little red boats. Before him was a sea of scribbled-on papers on which a laptop was in full sail. His fingers were idle and his face turned to the sea view, eyes resting on the distant horizon.

				‘It’s big and it’s shiny, it must be the bosun’s whist-le . . .’

				He must get on with his work, not sit here composing puerile ditties. He had no excuse now; there was no longer anything between him and what he was supposed to be doing.

				Finally, Beatrice had gone and he could write.

				Last night, she had slammed out of the cottage amid a storm of Gallic curses and the shrieking assurance that their relationship was over. It was by no means their first row, but it was certainly the worst. The décor of Bosun’s Whistle had suffered irreparably; driftwood sculptures were swept off shelves and naïf paintings of lighthouses ground beneath Beatrice’s stiletto heel. Even the shell-embedded loo seat was wrenched from its moorings and hurled at the shell-patterned tiles of the shower before Beatrice made a door-slamming, cottage-shuddering exit.

				Would she be back? Dylan was pretty sure she would. She always was after a row.

				Did he want her back? This was more difficult. It was an understatement to say that Beatrice was a handful. She was a tsunami, a whirlwind, a maelstrom, a tornado. Her rages were violent and sudden. One minute she might be passionately devouring him, the next scratching his eyes out. But there was no question he found all that exciting.

				And while she was hardly a soul mate, her body more than made up for it. Beatrice was beautiful, with her waist-length black hair, thick, straight black brows and pneumatic pouting lips. She wasn’t tall – in fact she was petite – but her slender limbs looked sensational clothed in tight black rubber. Dylan had met her at Fennec Cove, the local surfing beach, and had been struck by her unusual surf boots. They had ‘Devil’ stamped on the side in red letters and divided the big toe from the rest of the foot by means of a black plastic cloven hoof.

				Despite this, Beatrice had initially made Dylan think of the village church. St Fennec’s contained a black fourteenth-century pew-end on which was a mediaeval carving of a mermaid. Her tiny waist swelled out to huge hips. You could see her navel and her breasts, partly concealed by long, thick hair. Even in the sexually free-and-easy twenty-first century Dylan had felt a frisson on seeing the carving. The effect it must have had on the generations of repressed yokels who had worshipped here could only be imagined.

				Men who never saw a woman naked till their wedding night, and possibly not even then, must have positively fought to get the nearest pews. So when Beatrice had emerged from the sea like a siren, to Dylan’s literary fancy she had seemed the Tremadoc mermaid made flesh. She had been so goddamn sexy it had been hard for him to look, especially wearing something as revealing as a wetsuit.

				Beatrice had looked, however, and had liked what she saw. She had wasted no time, told him that she wanted him, and had taken him shortly afterwards in a lay-by in the back of his car. That was how Beatrice did things.

				She was twenty-one, beautiful and restless. Before coming to Cornwall she had been doing a film course in London, but it hadn’t worked out for some reason. Surfing didn’t seem to Dylan the natural next step, but Beatrice had heard that it was fashionable and she was obviously from the kind of wealthy family that allowed her to follow her urges. She wasn’t much good on a surfboard, in fact, but she was very good at a lot of other things.

				And if these didn’t include conversation, empathy, or even humour, Dylan certainly wasn’t complaining. He was young, healthy and twenty-four and Beatrice was a sex-crazed beauty three years his junior who talked dirty in husky Franglais. She was also fascinated by the fact that he was a writer.

				‘You must put me dans ton roman,’ she would gasp through her tumbling hair from above him. ‘Je voudrais être ton inspiration.’

				She wasn’t his inspiration, though. Nothing was these days. Writing suddenly seemed such a slog, when it had all been so easy before.

				Perhaps too easy. All Smiles, Dylan’s first novel, had been a smash hit. One minute he’d been writing a book in the evenings after work. The next, he’d sent it to an agent, it had been accepted and become a literary phenomenon overnight.

				His second novel, Charm Itself, was the one he was currently writing. It was eagerly awaited by hundreds of thousands of fans. When it was published, Dylan would be an even richer man than All Smiles had made him. He supposed he should be excited about this.

				Beatrice certainly was. She loved to swank about Tremadoc showing off about her famous boyfriend. It was not something that endeared her to the locals. There weren’t many French people in Tremadoc, or even many locals, except in half term when the place was swamped with Boden-wearing families staying at National Trust cottages. But the handful of farmers, scented-candle-makers, fudge entrepreneurs and home-educators who made up what passed for the resident population certainly treated Beatrice with caution.

				Even the contrarian landlord of the Miner’s Arms refrained from irking Beatrice’s ire. She was the only customer who he never asked for a table number after she’d ordered food. This was usually the Waterloo of everyone else, who, faced with the fact they had no idea what their number was, were forced to go outside, find it, then join the back of the queue again. It was, Dylan suspected, the landlord’s twisted idea of a joke, but it blew up when he tried it with Beatrice. She had yelled at him to stuff his numéros de table up his arse and stormed out.

				Now, Dylan knitted his brows and tried to concentrate on his keyboard. He should be able to crack this. Pull off the whole trick again.

				But maybe a trick was all it had ever been. All Smiles, to be sure, had won a whole string of book prizes and garnered him a fortune. There had been film options left, right and centre. It was all terribly flattering. But had he deserved it, really?

				Because it had all been won with so little effort it had left Dylan feeling curiously empty inside. So perhaps it made sense that he now sought physical sensation, something that made him feel real. Not just sex, but surfing too.

				He had taken up surfing after he met Beatrice, and to his immense surprise, having never done it before, he’d proved a natural from the start. He loved the struggle in and out of the water, thighs pushing against the stiff, resisting swell, the struggle to keep upright amid the stinging white spray, balancing on the surge of pure power that was a wave. The freezing exhilaration of it was completely different from the heat and sweat of making love to Beatrice, but identical in its powerful release. Both activities calmed and exhausted him. Both required huge reserves of energy. Both, in their way, were a struggle, which writing never really had been.

				Now, Dylan drummed his fingers on the table and tried to ignore the ocean. His mind remained on it, even so. Before he had come to Cornwall he had thought that the sea was just the sea. Big. Blue. Cold to swim in. Had fish below it and boats on the top. Sometimes, if the fish were caught and the boats sank, the other way round.

				Now he knew better. The sea wasn’t just blue, for a start. Its colours and textures changed all the time. Sometimes it was billowing pale blue silk, sometimes wrinkly purple leather. You got patches of liquid silver, sulky pewter and dark flint, often simultaneously.

				The sea had personality. It was as moody, contradictory and capricious as any person, as Beatrice, in fact. Sometimes, like her, it was roaring; furious with an insatiable rage. Then, walls of water reared and crashed and tides pounded like fists into the rocks and cliffs. At other times it was feminine, spreading sheets of lace on the sodden sands and turning a coy, baby-doll pink in the sunset while small white waves like feather boas rolled in. Like the feather boas Beatrice wore during her marabou feather routine.

				He had, with enormous difficulty, only just regained his concentration when his mobile rang.

				‘How’s Charm going, dear boy?’ Dylan recognised the rich, purring tones of his agent Julian. ‘Eve’s been asking me for updates.’

				Eve was Dylan’s editor. ‘It’s going OK,’ he lied.

				‘Marvellous. Because I need you to take a day off. Come up to the big smoke. Various new TV offers have come in and I’d like to discuss them with you in person.’

				Dylan groaned inwardly. All Smiles had sold all round the world and there were various international telly versions in the pipeline. He’d long got used to all of that. It was spoilt of him, he knew, and complacent; nonetheless, it was how he felt. It just wasn’t exciting any more.

				‘Can’t you deal with it?’ he asked Julian.

				Fond as he was of his agent, a long, hot journey to London did not appeal. Not when the surfing weather was like this. It was almost overwhelming, the urge to get up and go out to the car, where his rubber wetsuit waited, still damp from yesterday and probably full of scratchy sand.

				‘Not really, dear boy. Documents to sign, you know the kind of thing . . .’

				Dylan pictured himself in the oak-panelled office at Copley & Co., Julian’s agency, while Julian himself, with his round Bakelite spectacles, glossy wings of grey hair and the red suede shoes which were his trademark, sat opposite him on the leather-buttoned chesterfield. Despite being one of the savviest players in a hi-tech business, Julian preferred the accoutrements of patrician tradition.

				‘Over lunch,’ the agent added.

				Dylan’s heart sank further. Not even the oak-panelled office; he was to be taken out and displayed in public. He would have to look smart; shave off his stubble; brush his unruly, over-long, salt-roughened mop and search in his wardrobe for something that wasn’t just ancient, torn shorts and faded T-shirts.

				‘We’ll go to Bruton Street,’ Julian declared. ‘Seriously, you haven’t heard of it? Been in the boondocks too long. It’s the new club, dear boy.’

				Dylan tried his best to muster some enthusiasm. Julian was a member of every smart club going. He knew everyone and lunch with him, as Dylan knew from past experience, was a succession of famous media faces swooping in for air kisses over reductions of cauliflower and black pudding ice cream. It was exactly that kind of exposure, as well as that kind of food, that Dylan had come to the West Country to escape.

				He knew he had no choice, however. The arrangements were made and Dylan clicked off his mobile with a heavy heart.

				It soon lifted again, however. The door of Bosun’s Whistle slammed and the familiar clack of high heels on kitchen lino could now be heard. Heels so high and sharp that they had pierced the floor tiles like bullet holes. Eyes burning, hair flying, nostrils flaring, Beatrice now appeared round the door.

				‘Hi, hurney,’ she pouted in her heavily accented English. She was already unbuttoning her blouse. ‘I’m ’ome!’

				Dylan rose from his desk and went towards her. Charm Itself would just have to wait – again.

			

		

	
		
			
				

				CHAPTER 2

				It was May, and a dull Tuesday afternoon in North London. In a downstairs flat in a row of Victorian semis, a mobile buzzed.

				Nell, at her bedroom mirror pulling straighteners through her hair, put them hurriedly down on the floor. The phone was spasming about the surface of her desk; the bedroom was also her office. Nell leapt to grab it. Her heart was thumping. Surely not. With only an hour to go?

				The screen in her shaking hand confirmed her worst fears.

				Sorry. Can’t make tonight. Babysitter probs. Will reschedule. Lx

				A wave of rage and helplessness swept through Nell. ‘Shit!’ She rumpled her just-straightened blonde mane in sheer frustration.

				It was always the bloody same. Whichever one of her friends she arranged dates with – and she was always the one doing the arranging – they always got cancelled in the end.

				Usually this happened the night before. But as this was the actual day she’d had high hopes of this drink with Lucy. Lucy was one of her more reliable friends and Nell’s one-time business partner at Vanilla, the small PR and marketing operation which the recession had put paid to two years ago.

				Nell had fought hard to keep Vanilla going. She had worked every hour possible. But in the face of squeezed client budgets she had had to accept the inevitable. The business had died, but Nell believed in Fate and was sure that, in the future, she would set up again.

				Even though she now worked at home she still wore a crisp white fitted shirt each day; still put on her make-up and did her hair. She still had her pride and self-respect; she was still investing in her appearance. How, otherwise, could she expect anyone to invest in her?

				And now this self-belief, she had hoped, was about to pay off; the economic outlook was improving. Perhaps Vanilla could rise again, phoenix-like from the ashes. ‘Phoenix PR’ had a good ring, and it was about this that she had hoped to talk to Lucy tonight. But Lucy had let her down.

				An acrid smell alerted her to the hair straighteners burning into the floor. Nell pounced on them and stared miserably at the smoking black line eating the gold weave of the carpet.

				There was no phoenix, but there were certainly ashes. Her recently installed sisal was ruined.

				Nell took in a deep breath and fought a sudden urge to cry. For goodness’ sake, it was only a carpet. Albeit a very new and very expensive one.

				And she was a grown-up. Almost thirty. She was educated, reasonably attractive, financially independent, she had her own flat. She had a career, even if, following the collapse of Vanilla, this was working at home writing catalogue copy.

				But what she didn’t have was either a partner or children. And this, Nell had discovered, made dates with you eminently cancellable.

				Take tonight. Lucy’s children had come first. Everyone’s children came first. Children were the great enemy of the single woman.

				All her friends – people she had been at university with, or had worked with – had families now and had moved to the provinces or to suburbs so remote they might as well be the provinces. Not that Nell would ever have dared to say so. People clung to the idea of living in London even when they were actually deep into Surrey. Or, like Lucy, practically in Brighton.

				And just as the tide of friends had receded, the work colleagues one had too. Her professional interactions now took place, not in an office with real people, but online with commissioning editors she’d never met and who changed so frequently there was no chance to build up even an email friendship.

				Nell wasn’t quite at the stage of going to zumba classes for the social opportunities. But she was definitely getting there. The white shirt’s days were numbered too; it was getting harder and harder not to shuffle to her keyboard in her onesie.

				Nell now turned off her mobile, dropped a book on the scorch mark to cover it and tried to concentrate on her work.

				She flexed her fingers and began to type. ‘Splash some colour about in this appliqué top, made from ultra-strong hi-tec fabric.’

				Hi-tec or high-tech? Or hi-tech? Or high-tec? Nell consulted the style sheet. Hi-tec.

				Every catalogue had its own style sheet and for ease of reference Nell kept them in a box file tucked into a copy of the relevant publication. The box file lived on her desk and she looked at it now, counting the small volumes.

				Here was Urban Fox, an interiors and lifestyle catalogue which offered ‘tradition with a twist’ to image-conscious thirtysomething men. This seemed to boil down to silver shaving brushes, underpants with Latin mottoes and witty neon chess sets.

				An Englishman’s Castle supplied vintage coat hooks, framed destination boards from old Routemaster buses and Twenties-look gramophones that concealed state-of-the-art music systems.

				Eggheads sold ironic crocheted antimacassars and other knowingly grannyish knitted goods. Croker & Descendants was a retro furniture catalogue specialising in corner units upholstered in PVC and other examples of ‘Sixties penthouserie’.

				Some of the catalogues were designed to go out with museum membership packs and acknowledged the subscriber’s cultural interests. They sold headscarves printed with the rose window of Salisbury Cathedral, Charles Rennie Mackintosh cardigans and Ancient Egyptian-themed wristwatches.

				Year Zero was an eco-chic catalogue offering weekend bags made of recycled Cambodian rice sacks, sustainable armchairs upholstered with vintage Welsh blankets, and underpants made from cotton produced by Indian farmers whose access to Wi-Fi the catalogue helped fund. Buy underpants, connect people, was the subliminal message.

				There was The Knitting Sheep, an upmarket children’s emporium selling miniature deckchairs, personalised ballet bags, child-sized croquet sets and hand-crafted wooden play-forts. Buttermilk dealt in undateably plain and floaty women’s clothes in light wool and linen. Every item had a name chosen to trigger certain associations: the ‘Elizabeth’ coat, the ‘Margaret’ dress, the ‘Cate’ pyjamas, the ‘Angelina’ thong. Sometimes, as in the case of the Morpheus beds catalogue, Nell chose the names herself. She had worked her way through the atlas of Europe this way, with beds called after towns from Albi to Verona.

				Less romantically, there were several catalogues for financial services, all featuring images of people in vaguely horticultural environments. This, Nell had guessed, suggested growth whilst euphemistically avoiding any suggestion of actual money. The models were obviously selected to represent all social types – a man with a trim white beard (older savers) smiling at an apple tree; a blond tot by some daisies (parents and grandparents); a groomed young man of vaguely Asian appearance squatting over some tomatoes (a complex catch-all including middle-youth, couples, homosexuals, career types and people of ethnic origin).

				And here was Toe Be Or Not Toe Be, a cashmere sock catalogue which required a Shakespearean reference in every description. Nell always had to rifle the Complete Works for that one and enjoyed it so much it made her wonder whether a career in academia might, in other circumstances, have been a possibility.

				Looking at her range of clients, Nell tried to fan her sense of pride; she had done well, after all, to launch herself as a freelance copywriter. At least she was still working with words. Even if it was describing lamps and bathmats. She was still paid for ideas.

				And yet her ability to persuade people from the back bedroom of 19a Gardiner Road N1 wasn’t quite the same as holding meetings in Vanilla’s Soho offices and advising clients over an entire range of marketing options – brochures, posters, websites, ads. It wasn’t the same at all.

				‘Every man’s favourite casual shirt. Great price too. As easy as life should be!’

				Nell paused over her keyboard and wrinkled her nose. Was that quite the right description? A price tag of £99 did not strike her as especially great. And where did the idea of life being easy come from, exactly?

				Everything she had achieved had been through sheer dogged hard work. Especially Vanilla. Its collapse had been heart-breaking, but tonight, she had hoped to persuade Lucy that they could resurrect it. Oh well. If Lucy hadn’t even managed to make it into town she was hardly a good bet as a business partner. Even if she’d been a good one in the past. But these days Lucy was a full-time mum and seemingly content to be so.

				They probably wouldn’t have talked about Vanilla at all. Lucy would have spent the whole evening – or the couple of short hours before she had to get her train back – banging on about her children or complaining about her partner Uri, who sold eco heat-pumps for a living. They were always going wrong, apparently, and poor Uri spent his life snorkelling around in people’s filthy ponds trying to fix them.

				Nell wouldn’t have wanted Uri herself, but at least he was a partner. Even ones covered in pond slime were in short supply, especially as one grew older.

				Nell had been single for over a year now, ever since things ended with Toby. He had dumped her, although not in any dramatic fashion. Nothing was ever dramatic with Toby which, actually, had been the problem. They had parted amicably but had not kept in touch; he was married now, Nell had heard through the grapevine.

				Well, good for him. She hoped he would be happy. But in the middle of the night sometimes the fear gripped Nell that she had rather easily let go what might prove to be her last ever relationship. London, after all, was famously full of single ladies. Sternly she would tell herself that she was an independent woman, better off alone than with the wrong guy.

				She focused on her screen again. An expensive, swingy little miniskirt needed a breezy caption. Resolutely, Nell poised her fingers over the keyboard. ‘Life’s a party!’ she wrote. ‘And you’ve been invited!’

			

		

	
		
			
				

				CHAPTER 3

				It was the afternoon of the next day. A new estate agent’s board was going up outside Nell’s house. The upstairs flat was for sale. It had been empty since Choon, a friendly Chinese man Nell had been fond of, had moved to Wimbledon some months ago. Having done the rounds of several local agencies, No. 19b Gardiner Road was now on the books of a smart new one, Carrington & Co. Nell had seen its gleaming offices on the main street. Would it succeed where the others had failed?

				She forced herself back to work; finding a caption for a rather horrid stag-beetle-printed T-shirt (‘Insectious good humour’? ‘Unleash beetlemania’?). Her landline rang.

				‘It’s Rose,’ said a voice. ‘I’m at St Pancras and my train’s been delayed. Want to meet for a drink?’

				Nell had met Rose at university. They had lived next door to each other in halls. Rose always had more success with men, despite being short, dark and hairy to Nell’s tall and blonde. ‘Big tits, though,’ Rose always said, jiggling them smugly whilst looking at Nell’s comparatively flat chest.

				‘I’d love to,’ Nell said now. ‘What about the champagne bar?’

				Life was a party, after all, and she had been invited.

				Rose looked curvier than ever, Nell saw as she strode across the concourse at St Pancras. Perhaps having four children had done it. Nell could not imagine why anyone needed so many, or why Rose had called them Alder, Wolf, Moonshine and Sid. It seemed only partly explained by the fact that Griff, Rose’s husband, had become a pagan after Sid was born.

				Ten minutes after sitting down at the champagne bar Nell was digesting the news that Griff was currently suspended from work, locked in a dispute with HR for wearing a phallus round his neck. ‘It’s an ancient fertility symbol, but can they get their heads round his value system?’ Rose complained.

				Rose, who had moved with her pagan brood to Kettering, had come to London for a charity board meeting. GroomRoom aimed to educate children about the dangers of online chatrooms. All Rose’s children, even Moonshine, who was four, had smartphones. ‘Denying access is no way to deal with the problem,’ Rose pronounced when, cautiously, Nell pointed this out. ‘That’s head-in-the-sand territory.’

				Nell was beginning to regret the champagne bar idea. They were on their second glass each and she’d bought both rounds. Rose evidently had no plans to get in the third.

				They were talking about Nell’s love life now. ‘Non-existent,’ said Nell. Like the wine; the glasses were both empty again.

				She signalled, resignedly, to the barman. They should have bought a whole bloody bottle, like he suggested in the first place.

				‘Why don’t you do internet dating?’ Rose asked as she lifted her newly-full glass. ‘Everyone else does.’

				Nell knew this. People were always suggesting it to her. But online had never appealed. What was that phrase – the odds were good but the goods were odd? ‘I’ve never really fancied it.’

				‘It’s a well-known fact,’ Rose announced, ‘that people who meet on the internet are much happier than people who don’t.’

				‘Is it?’ Nell had never heard this before.

				‘Absolutely. There was a survey recently of Dutch couples who met online.’ Rose spoke with magisterial authority as she hoovered up a second bowl of nuts. ‘They shared more interests.’

				A booming, incomprehensible voice echoed across the concourse. ‘Ooh,’ Rose exclaimed, sliding off her stool. ‘That’s my train. I’d better go. Good to see you.’

				She swigged back the rest of the champagne, lunged at Nell in an attempt at an air kiss, and was gone. There was no suggestion she might contribute to the bill.

				Perched on her bar stool, Nell lifted her glass in ironic salute to the figure, draped with lumpy bags, hurrying towards the gates. She was in no rush to leave herself. What self-consciousness she might have felt had been removed by the champagne, and besides, what was there to go back to in Gardiner Road? Especially now the waiter had once again replaced the nuts.

				It was pleasant here at the bar, with the great Victorian red-brick walls behind her and the pale blue iron arches soaring overhead. After the solitude of her bedroom St Pancras was all glamorous bustle. It reminded her of the places she had taken clients for drinks and lunch during Vanilla’s heyday. She felt once again plugged into the world.

				The champagne bar was a glowing island in a sea of shining marble over which glided the easy rumble of suitcases and people bound for exotic destinations. Nell looked over to the golden windows of the lit-up Eurostar. People were seated within, smiling, chatting. Off to Paris, Brussels, Bruges . . .

				She sipped her champagne and wished she was on the train as well, wherever it was going. She thought about the travel centre on the floor below and pictured herself in the Eurostar queue, slipping a large ticket into one of the brushed-steel entry gates, seeing them spring back, being waved through by one of those smart workers in their dark blue and yellow uniforms. Her fingers twitched. Should she? Could she?

				No. She reached for a macadamia instead. Running away wasn’t really the answer. Wandering around Europe would solve nothing and cost a fortune. She must face up to things here, in London. Her drifting career. Her non-existent love life.

				So – internet dating. She had resisted it so far, but it was true that everyone did it. Were couples that met that way – Dutch or otherwise – really happier? Might it be worth going online to find love?

				Two days later, Nell had selected ‘Elite Connections’ from an infinite number of other possible cyber meat markets. She had done so on the entirely practical grounds that the joining fee was so steep it would preclude, if not the psychopaths, then at least the skint and the seedy.

				That was the easy bit. Then she had had to compose a pithy description in twenty-five words. She should be good at it after years of writing catalogue copy to length.

				London girl looking for thoughtful guy. Into reading, music, country walks . . .

				Nell paused after this first attempt. Did it make her sound boring? Would it attract men in bottle-bottomed specs obsessed with Wagner? And where had the country walk bit come from anyway? It had sort of just slipped in.

				She tried again. Chic city chick seeks cool guy. I’m beautiful, clever and I like champagne.

				That was the other extreme – too brassy and boastful. Would a compromise work? Chic city chick seeks cool guy. I’m into reading, music, country walks . . .

				Picking the right image to post online took almost as long as the personal statement. Other women on the site had a black-and-white crop of just their lips, or a come-hither, much-mascara’d lowered eyelid.

				Nell scrolled through her computer photo library and found one of herself in a white shirt, her make-up minimal and her pale hair drawn back into a ponytail. It gave her the faintly clinical look of an assistant at an Estee Lauder counter, but hopefully had a bit of restrained glamour about it as well.

				Having joined Elite Connections, Nell resisted the temptation to log on for the whole of the first day. Fortunately she had an excuse to be out, a client meeting of real-life people for once. It was a school furniture supplier in Kennington, but Nell threw herself into the interaction all the same. She returned clutching armfuls of product information, her mind stuffed with the details of desks and adjustable chairs.

				Armed with a stiff gin and tonic, she logged on to Elite Connections and gasped. The page was black with the bold type of unopened messages; more were pinging in even as she watched. She had received over sixty replies.

				Her initial feelings of nervous, flattered relief faded as she realised that many responses were generic, from men who presumably mailed all the women on the site. Having removed these, and the ones from SexBeast and TightBuns, Nell was left with around fifteen with sufficiently inoffensive online tags and personal statements to qualify them – in greater or lesser degrees – for inclusion on the possibles spectrum. She then did a further edit, deleting all replies with emoticons. What self-respecting guy used winking smiley faces in a pick-up line?

				This left only one contender. OutdoorsGuy.

				His picture was tiny and blurry, but he seemed to have dark hair and a broad smile. Single, 30s, financially comfortable and bookish. Into music and walking at weekends, went his description. There was nothing else. After pondering every syllable, Nell decided he sounded just what she was looking for. A confident personality, comfortable in his own skin.

				She emailed him, and was amazed when a reply came straight back. Hey there. Let’s meet.

				Nell wasn’t sure about the Hey there. A bit glib? On the plus side, he didn’t waste time. Great, she replied.

				How about Wednesday? immediately suggested OutdoorsGuy.

				He was keen. Because he was desperate? Or because he had instantly spotted her own worth and value?

				She messaged back. OK. Where?

				Where do you suggest?

				Nell pondered. Coffee was obviously safest. You could escape easily from a Costa or Starbucks if things went wrong. But wine always helped things along. Perhaps the champagne bar at St Pancras? It was where the original cyber dating idea had taken root. The spiritual home, as it were, of the whole enterprise.

				She sent off the suggestion and waited. A reply came back.

				How about Paddington, if you like stations? I’ll be working near there on Weds. The Apples and Pears at 6?

				This relative tsunami of information sent Nell into a mental tailspin. Did he think she was a trainspotter? The Apples and Pears sounded a bit pubby, oh dear. And what was OutdoorsGuy doing near Paddington? Was he a ticket clerk? A newsagent? There was a hospital there, St Mary’s. Perhaps OutdoorsGuy was a doctor? Yes, that was possible. He had said he was financially comfortable.

				Six it is, she replied. How will I recognise you? The Elite Connections picture wasn’t big. Perhaps he could wear his doctor’s coat, and a stethoscope.

				I’ll be carrying a copy of All Smiles by Dylan Eliot. Why don’t you do the same?

				Good idea, Nell replied. All Smiles was on her bookshelf, as it was on most people’s. It was one of those books that everyone had read, like One Day a couple of years before. She’d loved it. The author’s comic struggle to adapt, post-university, to life in London and launch himself as a writer had struck a chord with her, as it had with her entire generation of migrants to the metropolis.

				So OutdoorsGuy was not only – almost certainly – a doctor, but a Dylan Eliot fan. He definitely sounded promising.

			

		

	
		
			
				

				CHAPTER 4

				Julian’s new club had a lot of terrible art in it, Dylan thought. Shapeless glass sculptures were dotted throughout the dining room, and Dylan and Julian sat beneath a vast gold canvas covered in thick oil-paint smears. It wasn’t clear what it represented.

				On the wall opposite was a painting of a monumentally slaggish woman clad in a black PVC lace-up bodice, thigh-high, spike-heeled leather boots and dangling a whip. It reminded Dylan of Beatrice, who, at that exact moment, was stocking up on just this sort of wardrobe in Soho.

				The thought filled him with fear rather than excitement. Since her latest return, Beatrice had become even more insatiable; she dominated – in every sense – his every moment during the day. Only when she was asleep was he free. And even then she contrived to have her legs draped over him, as if trying to prevent him getting away. He would lie there, trapped under the naked thighs of a stunning beauty.

				All of which would have been fine, had the deadline for Charm Itself not been looming. And so Dylan had hit on the idea of writing at night. Having waited for her breathing to become regular – even asleep it had a rasping, rapacious quality – he would inch out from beneath Beatrice and creep downstairs. He would switch on his laptop and pound away.

				The funny thing was, writing in these conditions worked better than during the day. Being half asleep made it easier, for some reason. By the time he had fully woken up, he had several thousand words under his belt. And so he would write without pause until pink and purple ribbons twisted in the pearly dawn sky. Only then, as the sun rose, did he switch off his laptop and creep back upstairs to where Beatrice – and her libido – would be stirring.

				He was, as a result, permanently exhausted, but also making rapid progress. Charm Itself was now almost finished and one advantage of the London trip was that, unhindered, he might be able to get the final chapters done on the night train from Penzance. Then he could hand the whole thing in to Julian when they met.

				These hopes had foundered late Tuesday afternoon when Beatrice – evidently suspecting him of going to the capital to meet another woman – announced she was coming too. She had found in the sleeper cabin’s space restrictions a whole new source of noisy stimulation and Dylan had emerged the next morning not only exhausted but unable to meet anyone’s eye.

				Beatrice had come with him in the taxi to the club’s very door and Dylan had feared she might insist on coming to lunch as well. He felt he would be powerless to object if she did.

				But fortunately Beatrice seemed satisfied when the girl at the front desk said Julian was waiting for him in the restaurant. She had kissed him a long, lingering goodbye (people had stopped on the street to stare); hailed a cab to Soho – about six skidded to an immediate halt – and arranged to see him later, at the station.

				Now, Dylan suppressed a yawn and the urge to rub his eyes. The wine that Julian had ordered was shutting down his systems even as he sat there.

				His agent was chatting to a table-hopper of which there had been a constant stream since they had come in. Some actress, Dylan gathered, staring down at his amuse-gueules so as not to be drawn in to the conversation.

				Bruton Street was the type of place where lots of little bits and pieces preceded the actual meal. So far Dylan had had a parsnip crisp anointed with three dots of cauliflower foam and now he was biting into a tiny ice-cream cone filled with foie gras mousse. It was delicious, but odd. He would have been just as happy with a plate of spaghetti. But Julian would not have been seen dead in a mere bog-standard Italian.

				The actress had gone but someone else was at their table now. ‘I loved All Smiles,’ a deep-cleavaged television blonde was gushing. ‘When’s the next book out?’

				‘All in hand, my dear,’ Julian assured her from behind his glass of Puligny-Montrachet. He’d said the same to someone from Radio Four who’d gasped and said they’d like to put a marker down for Book of the Week.

				The blonde sashayed off and Julian poked his teaspoon into his reduction of eel risotto. ‘You know, dear boy, you really should let me see the first three chapters of Charm Itself.’

				Dylan shook his head. He was reluctant to reveal anything he wasn’t happy with. When the book was finished – and the time was imminent – Julian could see all the chapters then.

				‘Yes, but you don’t want to lose it all at this stage,’ Julian warned. ‘Hit the wrong button or leave it all on the top of a bus. Authors do, you know. Emailing it to me is quite a good way of keeping it safe.’

				But Dylan wasn’t going to fall for such an obvious ruse. ‘Sorry.’

				‘Well if you insist. Just make sure you keep saving it on a USB stick.’

				‘Of course I will,’ Dylan assured him. ‘Relax, Julian. It’s almost there, OK?’

				Later, Dylan sat in the taxi on his way back to the station. Lunch had gone on for longer than he had expected. There had been various contracts to sign and even more interruptions from the media great and good. Then, after the coffee, his agent had produced a new cover for All Smiles. ‘Eve’s decided to re-jacket it to keep sales up,’ he explained. ‘Just in case you don’t deliver Charm on time, although I’ve reassured her it’s all in hand.’

				The traffic outside the taxi window was not moving. They had hit some major roadworks, which was a bore rather than a worry. The night train didn’t leave until ten. Dylan cursed himself for suggesting to Beatrice that they meet back at the station. He hadn’t been thinking. If they met at six thirty, as arranged, they would have three hours to kill before they could board. Had they met in the West End, they could at least have gone to the first half of a show. Or seen a movie. Still, he could always go and sit somewhere and read the news on his Smartphone.

				The other side of the glass screen, the taxi driver was muttering into his hands-free. The radio was on; two blokes talking, as they always were in London taxis, about Arsenal. Dylan had no interest in football; something he had explored at length in All Smiles, which was, in its way, the anti-Fever Pitch, describing the author’s efforts to avoid going to the Emirates on Saturdays with his Gunners-obsessed friends. He had imagined this would doom the book from the start but it seemed to have struck a chord.

				The green-lit figures on the fare display were the only thing moving in the stationary car. The enormous amount would have given him a heart attack once, Dylan knew. He would have got out and walked, and wondered now if he should do so. But it was hot outside and the pavement was a maze of barriers, rubble and people trying to pick their way around it all.

				From inside the taxi Dylan watched and wondered how he had ever lived in this city. Everyone looked so grim and exhausted; everything was so dusty and bright, with the sun blazing pitilessly off the same hard surfaces that amplified the drills and clangs of the endless construction works. London, Dylan felt, was never finished. But he had definitely finished with London.

				He pulled the re-jacketed book out of his bag to look at it again. The new cover had been slipped over the old one to give an idea, but Dylan wasn’t sure he liked it. The original All Smiles jacket had featured a large, Rolling Stones-type grinning mouth which had stood out a mile in the bookshops. The new version was bold orange and white stripes, which was evidently expected to do the same job, although it was, Dylan felt, less specific.

				He looked at the photograph of himself on the rear flap. Eve was still using the old one, the one with the beard. He’d shaved it off after moving to Cornwall; beards and surfboards hadn’t really gone together. It wasn’t just the aerodynamics; salt water had turned his chin into a mass of dry frizz that no amount of fashionable beard oil could tackle.

				Now, looking at the unflattering great bush beneath his lips in the photograph, Dylan wondered what on earth had possessed him. Peer pressure, he supposed. Every young man in the capital had sported a beard at the time and there were fashion imperatives that even a literary iconoclast was not capable of resisting. But he’d managed to throw it off now. Shave it off, too. When a man was tired of London, he was tired of excessive facial hair.

				In the back of the taxi Dylan rubbed his chin, on which the five o’clock stubble was coming through right on cue. Life without a beard was much easier. He wouldn’t be growing one again. Charm Itself would need a new, updated author portrait.

				Dylan yawned. It was warm in the taxi and he was so, so tired. His lack of sleep overwhelmed him and he slipped into blessed unconsciousness. The next thing he knew, a Cockney voice was cutting into his dreams. ‘We’re ’ere, guv. Paddin’ton.’

				He scrambled to collect himself, grabbing, just as he left the taxi, the copy of All Smiles that had slipped on to the floor. He paid and entered the station, clamping his book under his arm. Only once the taxi had driven away did Dylan realise that he had left the book’s new jacket in there.

			

		

	
		
			
				

				CHAPTER 5

				It was so easy if you were a bloke, Nell thought, standing before the mirror on her wardrobe door. You just chucked on a T-shirt, jeans, trainers, ran your fingers through your hair and off you went. She had tried so many combinations that the floor of her bedroom was a sea of scattered clothes. In the end, the only thing that felt right was what she had been wearing in the first place, the white shirt and jeans she sported to her bedroom ‘office’ every day.

				The tube was crammed with tourists and commuters and was hotter even than usual. The train kept grinding to a halt. Hanging on to a sticky pole by the door, Nell felt her heart thump in her ears. She couldn’t be late!

				Finally at Paddington, it took her a while to spot the old-fashioned station pub tucked unobtrusively at the back of the concourse. She walked towards it slowly, trying to persuade herself that the dirty decorative ironwork of its exterior had some sort of particular London character. But in reality she was wondering who on earth would arrange to meet here on a first date. Unless, of course, it was some sort of test.

				Yes, that was it. OutdoorsGuy, being, most probably, a doctor, would be an altruistic type. If she was the kind of woman who cared only about expensive treats and outward show, a place like the Apples and Pears would soon reveal it. Well, Nell thought, pushing open the pub’s battered saloon doors, she would surprise him.

				Dylan had chosen the tiny, dingy pub at the back of the station because he had at least three hours to kill before the train and it was the place most likely to be free of noisy people. He wanted to read the BBC news website in peace and quiet.

				He liked the Apples and Pears. For one thing, it was a world away from the concourse coffee shops with their flat whites and extra shots. For another, it had definite atmosphere. It was a pocket-sized Victorian drinking hole, a piece of history which Dylan guessed had been built at the same time as the station for railway workers to refresh themselves in. The brass plates on the entrance doors had the soft, worn look of a century’s polishing, although no one seemed to have polished them recently.

				Inside, dust motes danced in the soft light of the opaque windows. A padded bench of burgundy leather ran round the painted wooden wall. At the little bar, a drooping landlord was serving pints of lager to a row of skinny barflies on high stools. Dylan looked at the beer pumps and rejoiced at the lack of craft ales with witty names. That the Apples and Pears was a style-free zone was a relief after the Bruton Street club.

				The barflies were friendly enough. They acknowledged him with unsteady gazes and slurred salutations. They might have been any age from twenty to sixty and, like the pub itself, seemed to have been left behind by the rest of the world. Dylan sensed that it would not be long before the Apples and Pears was swept away, refurbished to within an inch of its life and turned into an oyster bar or maybe another café full of baristas and laptops. He felt that would be a pity.

				Having got his half-pint, Dylan went to the corner and sat down behind a small round table supported by a heavy wrought-iron stand. He placed on it the copy of All Smiles that he had been holding since emerging from the taxi. Then he got out his phone and sent a message to Beatrice, telling her where he was. Then he logged on to BBC News.

				As the saloon bar doors swung shut behind her, Nell took in the brass rails and old-fashioned paintwork. Three drinkers at the bar were fixing unsteady, reddened gazes on her. She pushed aside the initial, ghastly possibility that one of them was OutdoorsGuy.

				There was someone else, in the corner. Someone dark-haired looking intently into a Smartphone. With, yes, a copy of All Smiles beside him on the table.

				OutdoorsGuy! She felt a rush of pure fear, mingled with pure excitement.

				He was much better-looking than his picture on the Elite Connections website. His dark head was bent but his face, from here, seemed all cheekbones. He was wide-shouldered, evidently tall, and had well-defined muscles. His white T-shirt contrasted with his deep, healthy tan; he looked as if he spent a lot of time in the sun. Could there be any doubt that this was OutdoorsGuy?

				She took a deep breath, pulled her own copy of All Smiles out of her bag, and went over.

				Dylan’s first thought was that Beatrice wasn’t normally early. Far from it, she prided herself on being late. But now he saw that the woman standing before him wasn’t Beatrice. In fact, she was about as far from Beatrice as could be imagined.

				Where Beatrice was short, dark and curvy with black hair, this woman was slim and tall with hair so pale it was almost silver. It touched her very straight shoulders and framed her long white neck. Instead of Beatrice’s Venus flytrap eyelashes and painted pillow pout, a pair of wide blue eyes looked down at him from a clear, fresh face with spots of colour glowing in the cheeks.

				‘Hello,’ Nell said. Her eyes gathered the details of the face tipped up to her. Long dark brows, straight nose, full lips. The dark eyes had bags beneath, which was not only unexpectedly sexy but fitted with the doctor theory. Long, long hours saving people’s lives.

				‘Hello,’ Dylan answered, matching her tone of cautious friendliness. He wasn’t exactly sure what was going on here. But this girl was definitely a knockout.

				‘You must be OutdoorsGuy,’ Nell went on.

				‘You must be an outdoors guy,’ was how Dylan heard this sentence. It was an unexpected remark, and he still didn’t know why she was talking to him. Of course, there were reasons why a single woman might approach a single man in a big London station. But she didn’t look that sort. Far from it; her silvery fairness had something pure about it.

				‘Yeah,’ he said. Sure, he was an outdoors guy. He surfed, did he not?

				This brought forth from her a smile that dazzled him. He watched, spellbound, as she glanced down at the copy of All Smiles on the table. She then produced her own out of her bag.

				And with that, all was clear. She was a fan, Dylan realised, disappointed. Despite the fact he no longer had a beard, she had worked out who he was. She liked his novel, that was all. No doubt she just wanted her book signed.

				He was just rummaging for his pen in his bag when he heard her speak again, saying something so odd that Dylan stopped his search and looked back up at her.

				‘What was that?’ he asked.

				‘I think Dylan Eliot’s a great writer and I can’t wait for his next book,’ Nell repeated obligingly.

				Dylan narrowed his eyes at her. Was this some strange third-person manner of addressing him? ‘I’ve heard it’s on its way,’ he said, watching her reaction.

				Nell’s face lit up. ‘Great. I really enjoyed All Smiles. Didn’t you?’ she asked him.

				Dylan was confused once more. So she didn’t think he was Dylan Eliot after all. But why did she think that she knew him?

				‘What’s your name?’ he asked, to make it clear that he didn’t know her. Now she would realise she had mistaken him for someone else.

				She didn’t seem to. ‘Nell,’ she answered, as if the question was expected.

				Nell. It rang in his head like a well-tuned bell. Dylan decided that he didn’t care why she was here. He was too tired. He just wanted to look at that face, stare into those wide blue eyes.

				‘Can I get you a drink?’

				Nell, who had been about to make the same offer, nodded hurriedly.

				Waiting at the bar, Dylan found his gaze drawn back to the gleam of her hair. Who was she, this mysterious blonde from out of the blue?

				Someone who thought he was somebody else, was the only answer that mattered. The decent thing would be to admit that he knew this.

				But if he did she would only leave. And he wanted her to stay and tell him her story. He was sick of thinking about his own. He wanted to know all about her.

			

		

	
		
			
				

				CHAPTER 6

				‘What wines do we have?’ repeated the barman incredulously to Dylan as the barflies chortled. ‘Just the two, mate. Red or white.’

				‘Oh. Right. Well, white then. Thanks.’

				He returned, rather abashed, to the table with the drinks. Her smile of thanks made him feel better immediately.

				‘Do you work round here?’ Dylan began, just before Nell could ask the same question.

				‘I work at home. I write.’

				‘Write?’ Dylan repeated, suspicious again. Was that what this was about? She was a budding novelist, wanting tips?

				‘Only catalogues, it’s pretty mundane really. Nothing like writing something like that.’ She gestured at his copy of All Smiles.

				‘Oh, I don’t know,’ Dylan said feelingly, before he could stop himself. ‘Writing novels can be pretty mundane. Um, or so I’ve heard. Er, what sort of catalogues?’

				She rolled her eyes. ‘They’re pretty silly, some of them. About underpants with Latin mottoes and, uh, gramophones with horns on that look Thirties but are actually cutting edge technology.’ She stopped, her face flaming. What had possessed her to talk about underpants and horns?

				‘But you want to do something else?’ Dylan guessed, still braced for the declaration that she longed to be an author.

				‘Yes. But I don’t know what.’

				She wondered how it was that, a mere few minutes after meeting him, she was touching on such matters as this. She found herself waiting for his response as if he really had the answer.

				If she really was a literary groupie, Dylan was thinking, she was taking her time to declare the fact. ‘You hadn’t thought of writing something else?’ he prompted. ‘Something a bit more . . . substantial?’

				Nell shook her head. The most substantial catalogue she knew was the Argos one and that looked like a nightmare.

				‘Something more . . . creative?’ Dylan suggested, still cautious but starting to feel more relaxed now.

				‘Maybe,’ Nell sighed, thinking gloomily of Phoenix and the ever-receding possibility that it would rise from the ashes. Or that her life in general would.

				‘Why the sigh?’ Dylan asked.

				She eyed him. ‘Nothing, really. I’m fine.’ She gave him a bright smile and took a sip of wine. This was supposed to be a date, after all.

				Dylan was intrigued. He batted away her attempts to be flippant. ‘Tell me about your life,’ he asked.

				The pull of those dark eyes was irresistible. And he seemed so sincere. She found herself telling the truth.

				‘It’s pretty lonely,’ she concluded. ‘I stay in too much. My friends have all got married. I’ve kind of lost touch with them. I’ve never been all that good with men . . . oh just listen to me. Urban cliché!’

				She stopped, grinning but embarrassed. She had given away much too much. Time to return the conversation to more neutral territory. Time, in fact, to find out about him.

				‘So,’ she said, glancing down at his copy of All Smiles. ‘You like reading. What else, besides Dylan Eliot?’

				They were soon deep in a conversation about their favourite books. Nell’s reading, Dylan discovered, was impressively wide. She liked poetry as well as novels and she knew her Shakespeare. He laughed when she told him about the sock catalogue. His admiration grew as he listened, seeing her forget herself and glow with enthusiasm as she described her favourite literary heroes and heroines.

				‘I’m glad you haven’t included Mr Darcy,’ he remarked when she paused for breath. ‘Everyone else always does. It’s pretty boring, I think.’

				‘A bit hackneyed,’ Nell agreed. ‘Darcy’s not my ideal sort of man anyway. Too cold and snobbish.’ He watched her tuck a bright strand of hair behind an ear.

				‘Who is your ideal sort of man?’ he asked before he could stop himself.

				They looked at each other. Heat flashed through Nell’s cheeks. Dylan, meanwhile, felt he wanted to take this woman in his arms and hold tightly on to her as if she were a rock in a rough sea.

				They sat, locked in each other’s gazes. They might have remained that way for ever had two dramatic events not followed each other in quick succession.

				The first Nell knew of it was a loud, foreign-sounding female exclamation followed by a rush of overpowering scent. She blinked and realised that OutdoorsGuy was no longer there. Or, at least, was no longer visible.

				Someone was between him and her. A woman who had come from nowhere and who seemed all heels and hair. She had leapt on OutdoorsGuy and began writhing on his knee; straddling him in the tightest, blackest, shiniest trousers. Her arms were wrapped round his neck and her breasts – largely exposed in a half-buttoned blouse – practically in his face.

				‘Excuse me,’ said a voice, even as Nell was taking all this in. She looked up to see a face peering down at her. A diffident, pasty face, attached to a skinny body which was clutching to it a copy of All Smiles.

				‘Are you CityGirl? Sorry I’m so late. The tube . . .’ His voice was grating and his smile was a yellow grimace. There was a patch of spittle on his lower lip.

				Nell sprang to her feet, the chair clattering to the floor. The long-haired woman was still writhing on OutdoorsGuy’s knee. He was clutching her in response; at least that was what it looked like. ‘Are you all right?’ asked the real OutdoorsGuy. He was a good six inches smaller than her.

				Nell’s chest was tight and her breath was coming fast and hard. Non-OutdoorsGuy was staring at her now over the top of the woman’s breasts, his features purple and contorted in what might have been laughter.

				Laughing at her, Nell supposed. He had obviously been stringing her along for his own amusement. Killing time by getting the poor single woman to unburden herself while he waited for the predatory creature now grinding herself into his groin.

				Hurling Dylan a glare straight from the red-hot heart of her anger, Nell wrenched herself around. Then, without so much as looking at OutdoorsGuy (the real one), she rushed out of the pub and into the crowd.

			

		

	
		
			
				

				CHAPTER 7

				Dylan watched helplessly from behind Beatrice’s smothering breasts as Nell ran through the doorway and disappeared. Then, with a mighty effort, he wrestled free and shot on to the concourse.

				He could see a teeming crowd, but no Nell. She had gone.

				‘Was it something I said?’ a querulous voice asked beside him. Dylan glanced down. It was the weaselly little man who had turned up at the end.

				‘How do you know her?’ Dylan asked. They seemed an unlikely pair.

				The other shook his head. ‘I don’t. We met online. My first attempt. Not sure I’ll be trying it again though.’

				Dylan had spotted the book in his hand. Yet another copy of All Smiles. What was this? Some existential joke?

				‘It was the signal,’ the weasel explained, raising the familiar volume. ‘The way we’d recognise each other. Not the aptest of titles, as it turned out.’

				As he watched the other walk off, Dylan wanted to kick himself. So the beautiful blonde had thought he was her date. If only he had been honest. If only he’d had the courage to put her right. She might even have seen the funny side.

				How he wished she really had been his date, instead of Beatrice!

				He turned glumly back into the pub. Where, waiting for him, and watched by an admiring audience of gawping barflies, was the furious Frenchwoman.

				While Nell was there she had been laughing – the maddening, insincere theatrical laugh that he hated. But Beatrice was not laughing any more. Her eyes burned, the very ends of her hair flickered with fury.

				‘Who was zat?’ she spat. The barflies all cheered; Act Two of the afternoon’s unscheduled drama was about to begin.

				Something snapped in Dylan. Enough was enough. He would not wait until after the book was finished to end it with Beatrice. He would end it now.

				It was Beatrice who had ruined it all. Had she not turned up and forced his mouth into her cleavage so he could neither breathe nor speak, he would have been able to explain himself – at least to some extent. But the chance had gone and he would never see Nell again.

				He took a deep breath and straightened his shoulders. He held the spark-spitting eyes with his own.

				‘I’m going back alone,’ Dylan said steadily. ‘You aren’t coming with me, Beatrice. It’s over.’

				He waited for the explosion he felt sure must come. To his surprise, it did not. Beatrice merely picked up her handbag, flicked her hair over her shoulders and clacked out of the Apples and Pears. Dylan watched her melt into the hubbub of the concourse, expecting her, at any moment, to turn round, run back and hurl herself upon him, tooth and claw. But instead, crowds closed behind her, like water. Beatrice, like Nell before her, was gone.

				That really was it. It really was over. He could go back to Cornwall and finish his novel in peace and quiet.

				That night, on the train, he slept deeply and dreamlessly. He did not even awake when Penzance was reached and everyone else got off. ‘You seemed like you needed the kip,’ said the guard, who woke him only when the train was being prepared to make the return journey.

				Striding out of the station into the bright Cornish morning, Dylan looked up at the cawing gulls wheeling in the clear sky. He breathed deeply, pulling the tangy, sea-scented air into his lungs.

				There was but one cloud in the blue; the shadow of yesterday’s encounter with Nell. It felt like such a missed opportunity, but he would just have to let it go. There was nothing on earth he could do about it. The incident had, at least, spurred him to finally make the break with Beatrice.

				And now, Dylan resolved as he unlocked his car in the station car park, he would return to the cottage and finish Charm Itself.

				Back within sight of Bosun’s Whistle, Dylan whistled himself as the car bumped up the sunny track, through the farm gate and over the glossy green grass to where the cottage crouched on the cliff edge.

				For two days afterwards, resisting the call of the surf and the sea, he worked at his desk. In the afternoon of the third day he finished and emailed the document to Julian.

				It was done! Dylan leaned back in his chair, stretched and enjoyed a rush of relief and elation. Now, finally, he could get on with the rest of his life.

				And go out on his surfboard. It was the perfect afternoon for it: bright and wild with racing clouds and a buffeting, bracing wind.

				As he parked at the beach he called his agent. Julian seemed less excited to hear him than he expected.

				‘Did you get it?’ Dylan prompted eagerly.

				‘Get what?’

				Dylan checked the email on his phone. His message to Julian, plus its precious attachment, had vanished without trace. There was nothing in the Sent box even. His system must have frozen, right at the crucial moment.

				‘Rural broadband,’ he groaned, adding that he’d try again later.

				‘Send it now!’ urged Julian, champing at the bit.

				Dylan glanced through the windscreen at the great wide stretch of pale golden beach and the rearing waves bucking and plunging towards it. He could already feel the icy thrill of the water over his shoulders; the slap of salt spray in his face. There was no way he was turning his back on all this and returning to Bosun’s Whistle.

				‘Later,’ he repeated, grinning. ‘Surf’s up.’

				It was, too, spectacularly. The waves were on excellent form; huge walls of water which picked him up and flung him down and gripped him with thick green muscles. They crashed in his ears, boomed in his heart, salted his eyes and sent agonising acid streams down his nose. Heaven.

				Afterwards, he bumped into Neil, his former surf instructor. Neil was pleased to hear Dylan had finished his novel at last. ‘Good for you, mate,’ he drawled in his warm Australian accent. ‘Never managed to finish one yet. Not much of a reader, me.’ They went to celebrate at the Westward Ho, the pub nearest the beach.

				The exertion of surfing, the whipping, sunny wind and the beer all combined to produce a feeling of simple good cheer that Dylan was reluctant to call time on.

				He didn’t want to go back to the cottage just yet. He wanted to stay, unwind, relax, and Neil had no plans either.

				After a couple of beers they went up the hill overlooking the bay and sat in the spiky salt-grass by the old gun battery, smoking the joint Neil always had about his person. Even in his wetsuit, it seemed.

				‘Jeez, man, this is good.’ Neil breathed out a thick and acrid plume of marijuana smoke.

				The afternoon passed to early evening. Dylan was dimly aware of the sea turning from violet through forget-me-not to a shimmering white and the sun starting to dim rather than sink; no coral spectacular tonight.

				The pot was overpoweringly strong, but so was Dylan’s sense of relief. Beatrice was off his back – and every other part of his anatomy. The burden of the novel was finally off his shoulders. He had fulfilled his obligations to Julian and Eve and now he could think about what he wanted to do next. Although, with Neil’s weed on board, it was hard to think of anything.

				He had almost dozed off when he heard Neil give a whistle of appreciation.

				Dylan stirred in the warm grass. ‘What’s up?’

				Neil waved the joint between his fingers. Dylan looked out to sea. There were a number of black-clad figures in the waves, battling manfully to remain on their surfboards.

				‘That girl. Tasha.’

				Dylan shifted in the grass a little, as if the mere adjusting of his position would help him to pick out one identical rubbered figure from another. Neil’s ability to tell who someone was from this distance was one of the strange skills of a surf instructor, the same way a sailor knew his own ship on the horizon.

				‘She’s hot,’ Neil continued.

				Dylan did not comment. He’d had enough of hot women in black rubber.

				‘From London.’ Neil exhaled in a rush and handed the joint to Dylan. ‘Poor woman.’

				Dylan could only agree. ‘Absolutely. Who’d want to live in London?’

				Neil inhaled again. ‘Nah, mate,’ he said, holding his breath. ‘That’s not the point. Tasha got dumped at the altar. She was telling me about it yesterday.’

				‘Really?’ Dylan squinted at the distant figure, surprised. He vaguely knew who Tasha was: a cheerful, pretty blonde. She didn’t seem the type to get dumped, at the altar or anywhere else.

				‘The bloke she was marrying, he sent her a text on the morning. She was actually sitting in the register office. Told her he’d met someone else and couldn’t marry her.’ Neil shook his head, narrowed his eyes and sucked in another lungful of marijuana smoke.

				‘Poor thing,’ said Dylan, although secretly he felt anyone considering marriage had to have a screw loose. Beatrice had hinted at it more than once. It didn’t bear thinking about.

				‘Yeah, mate. And she’s not the only one.’ Neil shook his salt-roughened blond locks. ‘Tash found out that she wasn’t the first. He’d done it before.’

				Dylan propped himself up on an elbow, frowning. ‘What, you mean failed to show for his own wedding? He’d done it to someone else before her? Why?’

				Neil blew out another plume of smoke. ‘Some kind of revenge complex, Tasha thinks. She reckons he’s probably in London now, doing it all over again to some poor unsuspecting woman who thinks he loves her.’

				 Dylan shook his head. Love was a dangerous thing. He thought ruefully of Beatrice again. And of Nell. While she seemed like a missed opportunity, perhaps he’d had a lucky escape. She might have been crazy too. Certainly, she had been furious with him. She had obviously felt he had tricked her.

				He remembered suddenly that he needed to go back to Bosun’s Whistle and re-send the email. He returned to his car and drove back through the golden evening light and winding lanes. He regretted smoking so much now. His eyes were heavy and he felt sleepy and detached, as if someone else was driving and his own reflexes and instincts were slightly behind theirs.

				But he also felt more mellow and relaxed than he ever had in his life. The fact that Bosun’s Whistle would be empty when he got there was a blissful prospect.

				He still could not entirely believe Beatrice had taken him at his word. Ever since his return from London his ear, even as he wrote, had been permanently cocked for the sound of a taxi grinding up the path followed by the slam of a car door and the sound of high heels on farm track. He had been braced, in addition, for some violent, punishing act that might happen at any time. Beatrice was terrifyingly vengeful.

				But nothing had happened at all. It seemed that she really wasn’t coming back. Perhaps she had returned to France. It was both strange and wonderful that she had left him so completely alone; no phone calls, no emails, nothing. And now he was free.

				As he approached the track leading to his field, Dylan saw that the sun had, after all, decided to set in a blaze of glory. The sky over his cottage was a fierce orange, swirling with red and rolling with black. It looked incredible, especially to his semi-hallucinating vision. As if it were on fire, almost.

				As he got closer Dylan slowly realised that it was not the sky over his cottage that looked on fire. The cottage itself actually was on fire.

				The cottage containing the laptop on which his novel was stored. Of which there were no other copies, anywhere.

				He slammed his foot on the brake, wrenched open the door and hurled himself out. The vehicle, un-handbraked, rolled serenely on, bumping over the grass down the slight incline to the cliff’s edge. Dylan didn’t even see it go over. He was racing towards Bosun’s Whistle.

				Seconds later he was bursting through the open door – had he really left it open? – into the choking, burning hell that had been his sitting room. There was no air; he seemed to be breathing fire; a wall of heat was melting his face and his burning hair smelt bitter in his nostrils.

				The noise was unbelievable; he had not known that fire roared and screamed as it consumed and destroyed. Then he realised the screaming was himself, with the fire alarm in shrill counterpoint. But who was going to hear that? The cottage was at the edge of the cliff.

				Dylan thrashed about, squinting blindly through boiling tears and stinging eyes. He could see Beatrice’s surf boots, plastic cloven hoofs curling and melting in the yellow-hot centre of the blaze. By the time he realised his desk had been burned, and with it his papers and his novel, Dylan was on fire himself.
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