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little black dress

IT’S A GIRL THING

 



 



Dear Little Black Dress Reader,

 



Thanks for picking up this Little Black Dress book, one of the great new titles from our series of fun, page-turning romance novels. Lucky you - you’re about to have a fantastic romantic read that we know you won’t be able to put down!

 



Why don’t you make your Little Black Dress experience even better by logging on to

 



www.littleblackdressbooks.com 



where you can:

 




[image: 002]Enter our monthly competitions to win  gorgeous prizes


[image: 003]Get hot-off-the-press news about our latest titles


[image: 004]Read exclusive preview chapters both from your favourite authors and from brilliant new writing talent


[image: 005]Buy up-and-coming books online


[image: 006]Sign up for an essential slice of romance via our fortnightly email newsletter

 



We love nothing more than to curl up and indulge in an addictive romance, and so we’re delighted to welcome you into the Little Black Dress club!

 



With love from,

 



The little black dress team[image: 007]








Five interesting things about Jessica Fox:1. I can’t resist stopping to look at newly married couples emerging from churches.

2. My palm-reader told me I have a lifeline that is shorter than my heart line. I assume this means I will be with my husband Rob in this life and the next. I just hope he will have learned to pick up his socks by then.

3. I have a phobia of elevators. On our honeymoon, the Eiffel Tower was definitely worth it. Until I realised I’d left my camera at the top.

4. I was once on a hen night where the groom appeared in the early hours and started chatting me up!

5. If my house was on fire, and I could only rescue one thing, it would be my antique tarot cards. Sorry, Rob.
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‘Bollocks!’

Fern Moss stared in dismay at the car next to her. She’d been so busy craning her neck to see if the off licence was open she hadn’t realised just how close she was to the shiny red paintwork. Parallel parking had never been her forte and her elderly Beetle was hardly equipped with state of the art power steering, so the first Fern knew about its fatal attraction to a Mercedes was a horrible scrunching sound.

‘Oh no!’

As Fern stamped desperately on the brake her platform boot slipped on to the accelerator and with a sickening jolt her car became the proud owner of a third wing mirror, one which was considerably more expensive and electronically endowed than the others.

‘Damn! Blast! Bugger!’ Fern thumped her head against the steering wheel in despair. Bye-bye no claims bonus. Hello, irate Mercedes driver. Perhaps she should have checked her horoscope before she came out this year.

Fern’s life truly was going from bad to worse. On top of everything, Seb had gone and he wasn’t coming back. No. Correction. Seb had gone and Fern wasn’t going to let him come back, no matter how sorry he said he was or how often he insisted Vanessa had meant nothing and that it was Fern he really loved. It was over. He could ring and text as much as he liked. She wasn’t going to change her mind.

She killed the engine and took a deep breath. Her hurt feelings were red raw and every time she thought of Seb and Vanessa together it felt as though someone was dragging barbed wire through her guts. How could she ever get over such a betrayal? If she felt like howling every time she remembered they’d never again share a secret joke across the pub, that she’d never thread her fingers through his silky black hair or curl up with him at night, it didn’t mean she should cave in and forgive him, did it?

No, it bloody well didn’t.

Sighing, Fern opened the glove box, sweeping  magazines, unravelling cassettes and Tampax on to the floor, and bingo! There was her emergency chocolate supply.

Unwrapping a bar of Dairy Milk and biting off a chunk, Fern munched gratefully. If ever a girl deserved a few thousand calories it was now. After all, wasn’t chocolate supposed to be a love substitute? In many ways it was far superior. Chocolate never dropped its socks on the floor or left the loo seat up so that you fell down the bowl in the middle of the night. And chocolate certainly never cheated on you with a blonde Twiglet woman from its office. With chocolate a girl knew exactly where she stood.

Fern had never quite known where she stood with Seb, which had been exciting and frustrating in equal measure. His job as an advertising creative at one of London’s leading agencies had been glamorous and she’d certainly enjoyed the novelty of attending functions at hotel bars and fancy restaurants. Life with Seb, a charismatic charmer with classic dark good looks, had never been straightforward but it had been fun. Their arguments had been legendary; both being creative types Fern supposed that they’d been bound to clash, but the making up had more than compensated.

Fern wasn’t going to think about all that right now, though, not when she was on her way to her best friend’s hen night. Tonight was about celebrating Zoe and Steve’s relationship rather than dwelling on the car crash of her own.

And talking about car crashes, maybe she ought to think about sorting out the damage she’d just done to the Mercedes.

Tearing up a stray magazine and retrieving an eyebrow pencil from the assorted clutter on the dashboard Fern wrote out her name and phone number, telling herself that a lesser (but richer) person would have just driven away. But Fern, with her finely developed Catholic sense of guilt, couldn’t live with such shoddy behaviour.

She’d get to heaven yet.

Clambering out of her Beetle, she tucked the note under the Mercedes’ windscreen wiper and prayed the owner wouldn’t return just yet. Call her a chicken but she’d rather be a safe distance away when he discovered what she’d done. Like maybe the other side of London.

She shrugged her big beaded bag on to her shoulder and darted across the road to the off licence, dodging the rush hour traffic and trying her hardest to claw back some time by running, which  was easier said than done in four-inch platform boots. Glancing at her watch, she groaned. She was really late now, which wasn’t that unusual since she was famous for her inability to be anywhere on time. Fern never meant to be late - in fact she always had every intention of arriving early - but things had a habit of happening and delaying her. It was like an unwritten law of physics or something. Take this evening, for instance. Just as Fern had been about to leave the Angel Theatre, sitting back on her heels admiring the effect of the set she was working on, the wardrobe mistress had invited her to have a rummage in the props cupboard. One tiara, a set of fairy wings and a green velvet cloak later Fern was well and truly behind schedule. Hence the frantic dash through the Friday evening traffic while attempting to reapply her make-up every time she met a red light, and her even worse than usual parking skills.

She’d buy a really nice bottle of champagne to make up for being late, Fern decided as she clomped through the off licence, pausing to admire the bottles of Cristal and Dom Pérignon before moving on to the Moët. She’d just been paid so maybe she’d buy two bottles to make the evening go with a swing? Zoe had said that there’d be five of them at  her house for a quiet girls’ night in. No strippers, she’d said firmly, fixing Fern with a beady look, and certainly no stretch limos and dancing on tables in clubs. They’d get a takeaway and maybe watch a DVD. She wanted a civilised gathering not a raucous party.

It was all a bit disappointing really, Fern decided as she selected two bottles of champagne and meandered to the till. A hen night was the perfect excuse to let your hair down, something Zoe hadn’t done for ages. It wasn’t so long ago that Zoe had been the original wild child, but nowadays she and Steve were more of an old married couple than Richard and Judy. It would have been fun to have a really wild night out. They could have dressed up and hit a club, maybe even had a theme . . .

‘Fancy dress?’ the shopkeeper asked.

‘Sorry?’ Dragging her thoughts back to the present Fern smiled at the elderly man behind the counter.

‘Your clothes.’ He nodded at her outfit. ‘Going to a party?’

‘Oh!’ Fern’s small silver-ringed fingers flew to her mouth as she caught sight of her reflection in the glass of a refrigerator. A small figure stared back at her, blue eyes wide, a tiara perched on top of her  blond curls. A long green cloak and glittery fairy wings teamed with crimson flares and platform boots completed the look.

‘Suits you,’ he continued, ringing up the purchases. ‘A seventies party, is it?’

‘It’s my best friend’s hen night,’ said Fern, deciding against telling him the shoes and flares were actually her own clothes. How could she have forgotten she was wearing half the props cupboard? Her memory was a Swiss cheese lately, filled with hideous thoughts about Seb and Vanessa one moment and the next consumed with the colours and intricacies of her latest set design. Cheeks ketchup-red, Fern pulled the tiara off. She really had to get a grip.

‘That’s forty pounds,’ said the man, lovingly wrapping each bottle in tissue paper. ‘Do you want a carrier?’

‘Please.’ Fern delved into her bag for her purse which always lurked in the deepest depths, among the remnants of tissues and leaky biros. Seb had liked to joke that Fern owned the world’s first Tardis bag and maybe Lord Lucan and Shergar were in there too. The bag was so big that sometimes Fern rummaged for ages before locating her keys or her purse. Today was one such occasion.

‘Sorry,’ she said, taking the bag off her shoulder and peering into it. ‘I know my purse is in here somewhere.’

At least she hoped it was, but several minutes’ more rummaging proved fruitless. God, surely she hadn’t lost her purse again? It had to be in there, didn’t it? Unfortunately, though, more frantic rummaging followed by a hasty tipping out of the entire contents on to the counter revealed that the purse was missing. Aghast, Fern stared at the mountain of debris. Oyster card, mobile, spare socks, cigarettes, a battered Jilly Cooper, theatre tickets to the production of A Midsummer Night’s Dream she’d designed the set for, and maybe even a kitchen sink, but certainly no purse.

How hideously embarrassing.

‘It’s not here,’ she whispered.

‘Doesn’t seem to be,’ the shopkeeper agreed. ‘Still, don’t panic, my dear. These things have a habit of turning up. Where did you see it last?’

Fern racked her brains. Then it came to her. ‘I was on eBay last night! I must have left it by the computer! Phew!’

‘There you are then. Have you got a credit card?’

‘Not on me. What a pain. I’ll have to put the champagne back.’

‘You can’t possibly have a hen night without champagne,’ the man said. Peering over his glasses at the heaped contents of Fern’s bag he plucked out the theatre tickets and studied them thoughtfully. ‘How about I take these in return for the champagne?’

‘Really?’ Hope fizzed through Fern like the bubbles in the Moët. ‘Are you sure?’

‘Absolutely. The reviews in the Guardian were marvellous and my wife will be delighted. That’s if you’re happy to exchange them? These tickets are probably worth more than the champagne. In fact, take another bottle. I insist.’

‘That’s brilliant! Thank you,’ Fern cried. To be honest she hadn’t intended to use the tickets anyway. While creating the set she’d watched so many rehearsals of the Dream she could pretty much perform it solo. And besides, it was hard to feel the same about the fairies when you’d seen them all crowded round the stage door smoking and knew that Puck was sleeping with Titania. But swapping the tickets for Moët? That was her idea of magic!

This was going to be a great hen night!
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That, Fern thought, parking much more carefully this time between two shiny four by fours, was the journey from hell.

How was it possible for a fifteen-mile journey to take over an hour? It was just ridiculous! And where did people in Hampstead park? Locking the car door and pushing her blond curls behind her ears she decided she had no choice but to jog the three streets to Zoe’s house, otherwise she’d be even later.

I really must get fit, thought Fern as she pounded along the pavement, the fairy wings boinging in time with each stride. Maybe she should invest in a pair of trainers and a gym membership. Nobody of thirty-one should pant and gasp this much after sprinting only a few yards. Perhaps she’d ask Libby, Zoe’s ultra-fit and sporty sister, for some tips,  although she already had a sneaking suspicion what Libby would say. Probably something along the lines of giving up the chocolate, booze and sneaky cigarettes, three of Fern’s favourite things in life.

Maybe she’d just walk instead.

Slowing her pace and clutching at a stitch Fern hobbled the rest of the way, and paused on the doorstep to get her breath back. Then she straightened her wings, smoothed some damp curls back from her flushed cheeks and lifted the heavy brass door knocker. Time to party!

‘Thank God!’ cried Zoe, flinging open the smart blue door, and pulling Fern in for a hug. ‘We were about to send out a search and rescue team!’

‘Sorry,’ puffed Fern, ‘but you’ll never believe what happened to me on the way over.’

‘Wouldn’t I?’ Zoe arched a beautifully waxed eyebrow, and scanned her best friend affectionately. ‘What was it this time? Lost car keys? Running out of petrol? Hang on! I’ve got it! Aliens?’

Fern flushed. A while back she’d mistaken the landing lights of a 747 for flying saucers, an easy mistake to make after watching ET and polishing off the dregs of the Blossom Hill. The bigger mistake had been telling her friends, who would never let her live it down.

‘Very funny.’

‘Sorry, hon, but you are such a drama queen.’ Grabbing her friend’s hand warmly in hers, Zoe led Fern into the hallway, all polished oak floors and black and white shots from a selection of the costume dramas she’d produced. ‘I didn’t mean to tease. What really happened?’

‘I pranged the Beetle. Nothing major but I managed to knock a wing mirror off a Mercedes when I was parking.’

‘Oh, Fern! That’s rotten luck.’

Fern shrugged. ‘It was my rubbish driving more than bad luck. Then when I was in the off licence I realised I’d lost my purse.’

Zoe rolled her hazel eyes. ‘Not the dreaded purse again? We need to superglue it to you!’

Fern laughed. ‘That’s one solution, I suppose! Anyway, never mind my traumas. We need to celebrate your final weekend of freedom.’

‘I’m up for that.’ Zoe took Fern’s velvet cloak, not batting an eyelid at the fairy wings and flares - she’d seen Fern in far odder attire over the years since they’d been friends. ‘I just hope the boys look after Steve tonight and don’t handcuff him naked to a lamppost or do something awful like putting him on a ferry. That’s why he’s having his stag night now  rather than just before the wedding. I haven’t spent the last year arranging our special day to have it all wrecked at the eleventh hour. I’ve worked really hard to get everything right.’

This was possibly the understatement of the year. Zoe had lived and breathed her wedding for months. Every detail had been meticulously planned with the same determination that had enabled her to become one of the BBC’s youngest and most successful scriptwriters. Not that Fern had been surprised. Everything Zoe did was thoroughly planned and perfectly executed, so why should her wedding be any different?

‘It’ll be fine,’ Fern soothed. ‘He’s only having a meal with some of his colleagues. Stop worrying and enjoy your night. I’ve bought us some champagne.’

‘Thanks, hon! Let’s pop it in the fridge to chill for a bit. The others are all in the kitchen anyway. Priya brought some nibbles with her and we’ve all been tucking in. Come on through.’

Fern followed Zoe through to her amazing kitchen. Steve and Zoe might have been about to get married but this was no starter home. With Zoe adapting period dramas that were sold worldwide, and Steve also riding high in the BBC, they’d been able to totally indulge themselves when they’d  bought and refurbished the house. Zoe was the kind of domestic goddess who made Nigella look amateurish, and when it came to designing the kitchen she’d really surpassed herself. Fern’s entire flat could have fitted in it with room to spare. With a gleaming glass roof, Delabole slate floor and a range that looked like a lost part of the Star-ship Enterprise, the kitchen was simply stunning. Two squashy leather sofas and a giant plasma screen made it the perfect space for chilling with a glass of wine, or chatting over one of Zoe’s fantastic meals.

This evening three women were seated at the glass table, sipping drinks and talking away nineteen to the dozen. Fern knew two of them, although not particularly well, since they’d only met through Zoe. The pretty Asian girl with the razor-sharp bob was Priya, and sloshing wine into her glass was Zoe’s Amazonian sister Libby, all long limbs and mischievous grin. Fern didn’t recognise the refined redhead working her way through a bowl of nachos.

‘Hi, Fern,’ grinned Libby, waving her wine glass in the air. ‘You’ve got some catching up to do!’

‘Do you know everyone?’ said Zoe, flinging the Moët into the fridge and pulling out a bottle of Chardonnay. ‘That’s my drunken sister hogging the  booze and next to her is Priya who did that documentary on the set of Jane Eyre.’

‘I loved that bedroom set you did for the scene between Jane and Rochester.’ Priya smiled at Fern, fanning her face with a slender hand. ‘The four-poster with the red drapes was so sexy!’

Fern flushed with pleasure. ‘Thanks. I had a lot of fun designing it.’

‘Not as much fun as Rochester and Jane had trying it out,’ said Priya.

Fern plopped herself down at the table and sighed with relief at taking her weight off her platformed feet. It had been a long tough day and now she could get steadily sloshed with the girls. Bliss.

‘I’m Charlotte,’ said the redhead, looking up from her nachos. ‘Steve’s sister.’

‘Soon to be my sister-in-law!’ Handing Fern a glass, Zoe sat next to Charlotte and smiled. ‘How crazy is that? In just over a week’s time we’ll be related.’

Charlotte pulled a face. ‘What’s crazy is that anyone wants to get married at all. You must be mad. Don’t say I didn’t warn you.’

The atmosphere was suddenly so thick that you could have knitted it. Fern recalled Zoe once  mentioning that Steve’s sister had been through a pretty nasty divorce. Talk about the spectre at the feast.

‘You know me, I never listen to anyone,’ said Zoe so airily that Fern realised she’d had this conversation many times already. ‘I’ll give marriage a chance.’

‘So would I if it was to Steve,’ Fern agreed quickly. ‘You were so lucky to have him as your mentor when you joined the Beeb.’

Zoe’s eyes grew dreamy. ‘Mmm, wasn’t I?’

From the minute Steve first laid eyes on Zoe he’d been smitten, and luckily for him his mentee had felt the same way.

‘You two are perfect together.’ Priya sighed.

‘Pass the sick bucket,’ muttered Charlotte.

‘We’re supposed to be celebrating Steve and Zoe’s wedding,’ Libby reminded her sharply. ‘This is a happy occasion.’

‘Sorry.’ Charlotte’s hyacinth-blue eyes filled. ‘Just ignore me. If there’s one man who’s an exception to the rule that all the rest are bastards then it’s my brother.’

‘If Steve was a good Hindu boy I’d fight you for him,’ Priya joked.

‘And if you weren’t my sister I’d make a play for him myself!’ giggled Libby.

Zoe laughed. ‘Hands off. He’s taken.’

‘Seriously,’ Charlotte said, ‘I know you two will be really happy. If I didn’t love you both so much I’d probably be consumed with jealousy.’

It was time to derail this melancholy conversation, Fern decided. Raising her glass, she said, ‘How about a toast? To Zoe and Steve. The happiest couple I know!’

‘Zoe and Steve,’ chorused the girls, chinking their glasses, while Zoe blushed milkshake-pink.

Several more toasts and many more glasses of wine later even Charlotte was in the party mood. Fern’s Moët was cracked open while more crisps and a gorgeous homemade guacamole dip appeared as though by magic. After another round of drinks Zoe was wearing Fern’s tiara, a net curtain as a veil and an L-plate that Libby had pinned on to her back.

‘Now it feels like a proper hen night!’ said Fern, stepping back and admiring their handiwork.

‘That reminds me, I’ve got you a present.’ Priya fished a beautifully wrapped gift out of her bag and handed it to Zoe. ‘Something for your wedding night.’

‘Lingerie?’ Zoe wondered, shaking the box.

‘I wouldn’t do that,’ said Priya. ‘It might—’


Buzz buzz buzz, went the box. All the girls leapt back, apart from Priya, who chuckled.


Buzz buzz.

‘Is this what I think it is?’ asked Zoe.

‘I don’t know. Open it and find out.’

‘Knowing my luck it’s a giant hornet,’ Zoe groaned as she untied the ribbon and pulled off the lid. ‘Oh my God! I wish it was!’

‘It’s giant all right,’ gasped Libby.

On the table buzzing away with a life all of its own was the most enormous vibrator Fern had ever seen, not that she’d seen that many. This terrifying specimen was ten inches of black plastic complete with realistic veins (why?) and what looked like revolving spikes. The girls stared at it in fascinated horror.

‘Oh my God!’ breathed Fern, watching the thing sway and buzz. ‘That’s not a vibrator, it’s a weapon of mass destruction. My eyes are watering just thinking about it!’

‘I think that’s the point,’ shrieked Priya and they all collapsed into fits of giggles.

‘Shush!’ Dashing tears from her eyes Zoe held her hand up. ‘I think I heard the door. Listen!’

Sure enough the loud thud of the brass knocker reverberated through the kitchen. Libby leapt to her  feet. ‘That’ll be my present, babes!’

Zoe buried her face in her hands. ‘Oh, God, Libs. You didn’t get me a stripper?’

‘Of course not! How clichéd would that be? I’ve booked something far more exciting than a mere stripper!’ Pausing for emphasis, Libby looked round at the four expectant women and her eyes sparkled with excitement. ‘Girls, prepare to meet our very own fortune-teller!’
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‘A fortune-teller? Has my sister flipped?’ asked Zoe as Libby raced off to answer the door.

‘I’ve never had my cards read,’ said Fern thoughtfully. ‘It could be fun.’

Charlotte frowned. ‘What if she tells you something terrible?’

‘Of course she won’t. It’s all nonsense,’ Priya scoffed. ‘It’s impossible to tell the future. Although it would be really useful to know what was coming so that you could organise things better.’

But Fern wasn’t so certain. She’d lost count of the times she’d scared herself silly watching Most Haunted. Enough people believed in mediums to suggest there was something in it. Maybe the fortune-teller would be able to shed some light on her ill-fated relationship with Seb. At this thought a knot of excitement tightened in her stomach. She  couldn’t help thinking it would have been very handy to have known Seb was a cheating scumbag  before she’d got involved with him.

‘Maybe it’s better to be forewarned?’

‘You have a point there,’ Charlotte agreed, sloshing more wine into her glass. ‘God, I wish I were psychic. I’d never have got married and I’d have saved myself a fortune in solicitor’s bills.’

‘But there must have been good things about your marriage. It couldn’t all have been bad,’ Zoe protested. ‘If you’d been warned not to do it you’d have missed so many experiences. Surely life’s about learning and growing?’

Charlotte pulled a face. ‘That’s easy to say if you’ve never been through a divorce. No, I’ll take all the cosmic input going. In fact, let me go first!’

Zoe laughed. ‘Be my guest!’

‘Everyone, this is Angela, our fortune-teller!’ cried Libby, bursting into the kitchen.

Fern wasn’t sure quite what she’d expected a fortune-teller to look like. All long floating gypsy skirts, hooped earrings and headscarves, she supposed, like something out of Carmen; or maybe dressed from head to toe in midnight black with a crystal ball in one hand and tarot cards in the other, muttering to her spirit guide. What she hadn’t  expected was somebody as ordinary looking as this woman who was smiling and saying hello. She looked just like someone’s mum rather than Mystic Meg. With her cuddly frame, rosy cheeks, greying curls and M&S slacks she was about as exotic as a trip to Margate and Fern was surprised to feel a stab of disappointment. She hadn’t realised just how much she’d been hoping that she might learn something about her future. How ridiculous, she told herself sternly. You know it’s all rubbish.

‘Angela, thanks for coming.’ Ever the gracious hostess, Zoe rose to her feet and kissed her unexpected guest on the cheek. ‘Can I get you a drink? Wine? Champagne?’

‘Oh, no thanks, love, I don’t drink when I’m working.’ Depositing her bag on the worktop Angela beamed at the gathered girls. ‘But I wouldn’t say no to a nice cup of tea.’

‘Is that so you can read the leaves?’ Fern asked hopefully.

‘Bless you, no! Who reads tea leaves nowadays? It’s all tea bags or fancy coffee. I’m just partial to a nice brew. I’ll have two sugars though; these readings take a lot of energy!’

‘I’ll get you settled while Zoe makes the tea,’ suggested Libby. ‘I thought we’d use the  conservatory, if that’s all right? It’s more private in there.’

‘That’s fine,’ Zoe said, filling the kettle with filtered water. ‘We’ll work out who’s going first and they can bring the tea in.’

While Libby settled Angela in the girls bickered good-naturedly about who should have the first reading. Eventually they decided that as the bride to be Zoe should go first, followed by Priya, who was the most sceptical, then Charlotte, then Libby and finally Fern. Topping up their drinks and leaving Zoe to slip through the red velvet curtain and into the conservatory, the girls moved into the sitting room to give her more privacy. While Libby put on Wham! and dragged Priya to her feet for a dance, Fern sank into a chair, nursing her drink.

Perhaps Angela would be able to tell her who her perfect man really was. It might save a lot of hassle in the long run if she knew exactly who to look out for. Most girls kissed a lot of frogs before they found their prince but Fern’s princes had a nasty habit of turning into toads. It was all very annoying.

A little while later Zoe stumbled into the sitting room and the girls clamoured to know what Angela had said. Annoyingly, Zoe was in no rush to give anything away, but as she poured a glass of wine her  hands shook so much that the straw-yellow liquid spilled all over the table.

‘What’s up?’ Libby asked. ‘Did she get it all wrong?’

Zoe shook her glossy head. ‘No. She was spookily accurate about most things. I’ve never known anything like it. She knew things I’ve never told anyone.’

Charlotte squeezed her shoulder. ‘Don’t look so worried, Zo. It’s probably lucky guesses and generic stuff. It’s your hen night, after all, so it wouldn’t take a lot to guess that relationships and marriage are on the cards.’

‘Is that what she talked about? Marriage?’ asked Fern.

‘I’d rather not discuss it yet.’ Zoe reached for her drink and took a big gulp. ‘Why don’t we keep our readings to ourselves for now and compare them later?’

The girls agreed, feeling slightly disappointed but not wanting to press the issue and spoil Zoe’s night. One by one each took her turn to have a reading and returned just as dazed and perplexed as the bride to be. Whatever Angela was saying, Fern thought nervously, it was certainly having an effect on them.

‘Your turn, Fern,’ Libby told her, rejoining the group after her reading and looking thoughtful.

‘Do I really want to?’ Anticipation was making Fern’s skin prickle. ‘You lot all look traumatised.’

‘Well, she could have been worse,’ said Charlotte. ‘She knew all about my divorce and she’s never met me before!’

It was on the tip of Fern’s tongue to point out that she didn’t know Charlotte either and also knew all about her divorce but she stopped herself just in time. It was Zoe’s hen night and she’d agreed to go along with this. It was only a bit of fun, after all.

With a sigh, she abandoned her wine and walked through the house to the conservatory. Above the glass kitchen roof a molasses-black sky was peppered with stars and the darkness seemed to press against the windows. She pushed aside the heavy red curtain and saw Angela seated on a Lloyd Loom armchair behind a coffee table which she’d covered with a beautiful silk cloth. The table lamp threw a pool of buttery light across a deck of tarot cards.

‘Hello, love.’ Angela gave her a warm smile. ‘Last but not least, eh? Sit yourself down and let’s make a start, shall we?’

Fern obeyed, glad to take a seat because her legs  had suddenly turned to overcooked spaghetti. In the shadowy atmosphere Angela no longer felt like someone’s mum and Fern’s mouth dried as though she’d swallowed half the Sahara.

‘You’ve been unlucky in love for one so young,’ murmured Angela, gently picking up Fern’s right hand and tracing the lines on it with her forefinger. ‘You’ve made some bad decisions, chosen some unsuitable people.’

Fern laughed nervously. ‘You’re sounding as though I regularly date men who make Adolf Hitler look like the Tooth Fairy.’

But Angela wasn’t laughing. ‘Someone’s betrayed you in the worst possible way. He’s hurt you badly and you’re wondering whether it’s your fault, but it isn’t. He’s made a big mistake, darling, and he knows that.’

Okay, don’t panic, Fern told herself, it’s just a lucky guess. Maybe one of the others mentioned me in their reading?

‘He’s one less tie for you to worry about,’ Angela continued, ‘and maybe he’s done you a favour, because you’re at a bit of a crossroads with your career, aren’t you?’

‘Mmm.’ Actually this was true. Her friend Alek had recently set up a satellite company in Prague  and was really keen for her to work for him. Fern was seriously tempted but reluctant to leave her friends and family. Still, it was all pretty generic stuff. She was in her early thirties and bound to be thinking about careers and relationships. Angela was just making some lucky generalisations.

‘You’ll turn a corner, though, darling. It will all become clear. Don’t be afraid to make a change. There’s some very powerful stuff coming through for you. It’s all good and you’ll recognise it when it arrives.’ Angela pushed the tarot cards towards Fern. ‘Give these a shuffle and then cut the deck.’

Fern did as she was told.

Leaning forward, Angela turned over the first card. ‘Oh! The Tower!’

Fern looked and wished she hadn’t bothered. The card showed lots of unhappy people falling off a crumbling castle into lots of very orange flames. It made a cruise on the Titanic look like a jolly day out.

‘This is the past, darling. Chaos, despair and change.’

‘Sounds about right,’ sighed Fern.

‘I’m seeing a man.’ Although Angela was staring at the card her eyes were blank and focused on some faraway spot. Fern felt goose bumps Mexican wave across her arms. ‘He’s holding his chest, his heart  region, my darling, is that right? He’s telling me that you mustn’t feel responsible for his passing. It was his time to go and he doesn’t blame you at all. Does that make sense?’

Fern’s chin nearly hit the table.

‘I’m getting the name Roger,’ Angela said slowly. ‘He’s showing me the colour pink and pointing at his nose. Does that mean something to you?’

Fern’s blood seemed to grow thick in her veins and the hairs on her scalp prickled. ‘Roger was my dad,’ she whispered. ‘He had a heart attack.’

How had Angela managed to pick up details so private that she hadn’t even shared them with Zoe? Nobody outside her family knew any of this. It wasn’t a part of her life that she was proud of.

‘It was sudden,’ Angela told her. ‘Roger says he didn’t feel a thing. He’s so sorry for shouting at you. He wants you to know that he loves you very much.’

Fern’s eyes filled with tears and for a split second she was back in 1991, a stroppy argumentative teenager rowing with her father about her new nose stud and the pink stripes that she’d dyed into her hair. He’d ordered her to take the stud out and sort out the hair and Fern had yelled at him to go to hell. The row escalated until suddenly Roger had clutched at his chest and crashed on to the floor.  Minutes later he was dead. It didn’t matter that nobody had known he’d had heart problems or that his business was in trouble: Fern had blamed herself for years. Even though she knew deep down she’d just been a typical adolescent she still felt a horrible sense of guilt.

‘He says he doesn’t blame you, darling. He wants you to be happy.’

There was a football in Fern’s throat. She dug her nails into the palms of her hands. She wasn’t going to let the tears roll. If she did she didn’t think they’d ever stop.

‘He likes your hair better now, darling. He says he didn’t mean to go to such extreme lengths to make you change it, though! And who was the man with the make-up? He didn’t like him, did he?’

Fern was lost for words. She’d been crazy about Boy George but her father had loathed the make-up-wearing musician. He’d teased her relentlessly about him. All this was hitting just a bit too close to home. There was no way Angela could have known such personal details.
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