




[image: image]






Some Kind of Hero


‘A warm-hearted, funny and affecting read’


York Evening Press


‘Just when you think it’s a comedy, the Kleenex moments sneak up on you’


More


Such a Perfect Sister


‘This tale will make you love your own sister more than ever!’


Company


‘[A] witty novel about tangled relationships’


Hello


‘A fun and witty beach read’


B magazine


Kiss & Tell


‘A very funny novel that soap fans will love’


Woman’s Own


‘Sparks fly and so do the pages in this irresistible book about love in the noughties’


Now magazine


‘Do you love soaps and sordid kiss-and-tell stories? Then this is the novel for you . . . Hilarious, and with a ring of truth that keeps you reading’


19 magazine





Donna Hay’s first novel, Waiting in the Wings, won her the RNA’s New Writers’ Award, and since then she has attracted praise from critics for Kiss & Tell, Such a Perfect Sister, Some Kind of Hero, Goodbye, Ruby Tuesday, No Place for a Woman, The Two Mrs Robinsons and This is Your Song, Lola Rose. She lives in York with her husband and daughter.




By Donna Hay


Waiting in the Wings
Kiss & Tell
Such A Perfect Sister
Some Kind of Hero
Goodbye, Ruby Tuesday
No Place for a Woman
The Two Mrs Robinsons
This is Your Song, Lola Rose





Such a
Perfect Sister



[image: image]


DONNA HAY


 


[image: image]





To my goddaughter, Zoe Yenn,
in the hope that she may one day read it.





Acknowledgements



To Jane Quennell Ward, the best chef in the world, without whose culinary expertise this book might not have been written. And to Karl Ward, without whose expertise in downloading computer games it might have been written a great deal faster. To my husband Ken for not minding when I spent more time in my fictional kitchen than our real one, and to my daughter Harriet for learning to make coffee.





Chapter 1



It wasn’t the most stylish entrance Phoebe Redmond had ever made, but it was the most memorable.


Her pink crinoline had been designed with a Daimler in mind. But due to a mix-up with the bookings, one of the wedding cars hadn’t turned up. And since the bride’s mother refused to travel in anything less than her promised Bentley, it was left to Phoebe to compromise. As usual.


Which was how she and several hundred metres of frosted tulle came to be jammed into the back seat of her Uncle Terry’s Vauxhall Astra.


‘All right, love?’ He gave her a cheery wink in the rear view mirror. Phoebe gritted her teeth. The truth was, she felt hot, uncomfortable and just about ready to faint inside the rib-crushing satin bodice. Something had gone horribly wrong, she decided. Either the dressmaker had got her measurements confused with those of Naomi Campbell, or she’d been seriously overdoing the Hobnobs lately.


She looked out of the window at the gloomy April day. After two weeks of sunshine, the heavens were threatening to open. Clouds piled up like wet towels overhead. Her hair, sensing rain, had already begun to rebel. Despite a massive application of industrial-strength Frizz Ease, her dark curls were reasserting themselves. By the time they got to church she’d look like Jimi Hendrix in a rosebud tiara.


This was her fifth time of being a bridesmaid and it didn’t get any better. The first time, she’d been six, and so excited, she’d wet herself in the vestry and had to slink back down the aisle minus her frilly pantaloons, much to her mother’s mortification. Twenty-two years and several frocks later, the novelty had worn off.


Exiting gracefully from the back seat of the Vauxhall Astra was like trying to squeeze an elephant out of a telephone box. And it wasn’t helped by Uncle Terry – a removal man by trade – standing on the pavement, waving his arms around and shouting, ‘Left a bit. No, to you. Now to me. Blimey, love, you’re worse than shifting a wardrobe!’


They’d drawn a small crowd by this time. Including the official photographer who, bored with waiting for the bride to turn up, was pointing his zoom lens down Phoebe’s ample cleavage.


‘Are you the bridesmaid?’ he asked.


‘No, I’m Little Bo Peep’s evil twin. What does it look like?’ With a final heave, Phoebe exploded out of the back seat and on to the pavement. A ripple of applause ran around the onlookers.


‘I thought there were supposed to be two of you? Where’s the other one?’


Good question. Phoebe looked around the churchyard. She could see her mother, dressed in a fetching navy two-piece and what looked like an eau-de-nil satellite dish on her head. And she could see her father trailing behind her, looking uncomfortable in his best suit. But there was no sign of her sister Alex.


This wasn’t promising. The last time Phoebe saw her, she’d been buried under her duvet, sleeping off a late night. She’d mumbled something about meeting her at the church. At the time Phoebe had been in such a rush to get to the bride’s house she didn’t stop to argue. Now she wished she had.


She looked up at the clock tower. The wedding was due to start in five minutes. Alex was cutting it fine, even by her standards.


‘Phoebe!’ Auntie Brenda, the bride’s mother, hurried towards her, heels slipping on the gravel. She was small and round, and her cream and black striped outfit made her look like a humbug. ‘There you are. Can you keep an eye on the flower girl? She’s already shredded two floral arrangements and thrown her shoes in the font. Her mother can’t seem to control her, and the vicar’s quite despairing. I told Bryony she was far too young to have in the wedding party but who listens to me?’ She paused a nanosecond to take a breath, then said, ‘Where’s your sister?’


‘Er – isn’t she here yet?’


‘Well, obviously she isn’t, or I wouldn’t have asked.’ A look of panic crossed her face. ‘Why isn’t she with you?’


‘She – um – er—’ They were distracted by the bride’s car drawing up. The ushers started to herd the stragglers towards the church.


‘Oh dear, there’s Bryony. I’m going to have to go in. But you can tell Alexandra from me that I’m not very happy with her.’ With a last, severe look at Phoebe she followed the others into the church.


As if she ever listens to me, Phoebe thought. Alex might be two years older, but everyone always treated them as if Phoebe was the one in charge.


She crunched down to the gate to meet her cousin Bryony, who was standing with her father. She looked serene and beautiful, but her bouquet was shaking so hard the lilies were threatening to shed their petals over the path.


‘You look stunning,’ Phoebe said.


‘I feel awful. We had to stop the car twice because I thought I was going to throw up.’ She looked around.


‘Where’s Alex?’


‘She’s – um – on her way.’


‘You mean she’s not here? Oh my God, where is she?’


‘I don’t know. I’m sure she’ll turn up,’ Phoebe added lamely.


‘I knew it! This whole day’s turning out to be a disaster. How could she do this to me?’


Her face crumpled behind her veil. Phoebe exchanged worried looks with the bride’s father, Uncle Maurice. ‘She’ll be here. Please don’t get upset—’


‘Upset? UPSET? One of my bridesmaids has gone AWOL and you tell me not to get upset? You just wait until she ruins your wedding and then you’ll know what it feels like—’


She was drowned out by the wail of sirens. A brace of police cars screeched to a halt outside the church gates, blue lights flashing. Between them, Phoebe caught sight of a familiar metallic green Mazda.


She, Bryony and Uncle Maurice watched, speechless, as an officer jumped out of the front car and rushed to open the Mazda’s door. Alex stepped out serenely. She wore the same frosted pink nightmare as Phoebe, but somehow on her supermodel figure it looked like a cat-walk creation. She said something briefly to the policeman, then kissed him on the cheek and made her way over to them, smiling.


‘Sorry I’m late. I got stopped for speeding.’ She adjusted her headdress on top of her sleek blonde hair. ‘But when I told them where I was going they offered to help me. Isn’t that sweet?’


Phoebe shook her head. Only her sister could have charmed her way out of a speeding ticket and into a police escort. But Bryony didn’t seem to find the situation remotely amusing. She grabbed her father’s arm and stalked up the path towards the church.


‘Did you see that look she gave me?’ Alex made a face.


‘I’m not surprised. First you nearly gave her a heart attack, then you upstage her at her own wedding.’


‘She’s lucky I turned up at all. I’ve got the world’s worst hangover.’


Phoebe peered at her. She did look slightly green under the perfect make-up. ‘Where did you get to last night?’


‘You know where. I went to someone’s leaving do at work.’


‘Until three in the morning?’


‘We ended up clubbing in Leeds.’


‘You could have phoned and let me know. I tried to call you but you had your mobile switched off.’


‘Yes, well, I wouldn’t have heard it anyway, would I? God, Fee, you’re worse than Mum! I am a grown-up, you know.’


Just then the organ struck up the opening bars of Wagner’s Bridal March, the doors creaked open, and they all walked in.


Entering the church between willowy redhead Bryony and even more willowy blonde Alex, Phoebe felt like one of the ugly little dogs supermodels carried under their arms to make themselves look even more glamorous.


It didn’t help that the first person she saw was Alex’s boyfriend, Luke Rawlings. He was sitting on the end of the row beside her parents, his long legs stretched out into the aisle. Phoebe spotted him instantly among the crowded pews. Even the back of his head was handsome.


He turned round and looked at them. Phoebe flushed scarlet before she realised that of course he was looking at Alex and not her, but by then she was so flustered she’d dropped her bouquet. She looked around to see if anyone had noticed and realised the rest of the bridal party were already halfway down the aisle. Phoebe hastily gathered up what was left of her flowers and sprinted after them, her face a deeper pink than her dress.


As she rushed past, she caught her mother’s tut of disapproval and Luke’s smile of sympathy. Why did she have to be such a klutz?


The service was excruciating. As she stood beside her sister, Phoebe felt certain the entire congregation was comparing the sizes of their backsides. Even her M&S hip-toning knickers were no match for a satin crinoline topped off with a huge and badly placed bow.


Finally it was over and they headed outside for photographs. The rain was still holding off, and a weak sliver of sunshine forced its way between the grubby clouds. As everyone gathered for the group photos, Phoebe noticed there was no sign of Alex. Typical. She’d probably sloped off for a sneaky fag. Better find her before the bride noticed she was gone and had another cardiac arrest.


She rounded the corner of the church and stopped beside a mossy, mouldering stone angel. Alex and Luke were standing under the yew tree at the far end of the churchyard, talking. Phoebe was just about to call out to them when she saw their faces and realised they were in the middle of a row. Alex had her arms folded, and was wearing the stubborn expression Phoebe knew so well. Luke was trying to reason with her. A pointless exercise, as Phoebe also knew.


She watched them for a while. Much as she adored her older sister, there were times when she felt that fate had been just a bit unfair. Alex had inherited a tall, slender figure, silky, pale-gold hair and incredible bone structure, while Phoebe had been left with her father’s sturdy legs and wilful brown curls.


Even more unfairly, fate had given Alex Luke Rawlings, but made Phoebe fall in love with him.


She started to back away and leave them to it, but as she turned her shoulder collided with one of the angel’s broken wings, knocking them both off balance. The angel rocked around in slow motion for a second or two. Then its moss-covered head fell off and thudded on the ground.


Alex and Luke were both watching her. Feebly, she raised her hand in greeting. ‘They’re, um, just about to start the photos.’


Luke stalked past her without a word. Phoebe waited for Alex. ‘What was that all about?’


‘Oh, nothing. You know what he’s like.’ Alex chewed her lower lip. ‘Listen, I don’t think I can face the reception.’


‘But you’ve got to come. You’re the bridesmaid.’


‘So? I’m sure no one will notice if I’m not there. And I don’t really feel like partying.’


‘Has this got anything to do with Luke?’


‘Of course not.’ Alex didn’t meet her eye. ‘I want to go home and sleep off this hangover.’


‘Well, don’t expect me to cover for you.’


‘Fee!’ There was a wheedling note in Alex’s voice.


‘No, Alex, I mean it. You know I hate lying for you. If you don’t want to show up for your own cousin’s wedding, that’s fine. But I’m not making excuses for you.’


‘Go on Phoebe,’ she pleaded. ‘I’m not asking you to tell real lies. Just say I’ve got a headache or something. It’s true, anyway.’


Phoebe sighed wearily. It wasn’t as if she hadn’t done it before. As a teenager she’d often persuaded her mother that Alex was studying at the library when she knew she was slapping on make-up at a friend’s house, ready for an illicit date.


‘Thanks, Fee, you’re a star. I’ll do the same for you one day.’ Alex planted a kiss on her cheek.


‘Hang on a minute, I haven’t said I’d—’


But Alex was already sprinting towards the gate, her billowing skirt hitched up around her knees.





Chapter 2



Bryony’s parents’ home was a Tudorised mansion in a leafy suburb of Harrogate. It stood in its own grounds, a sprawling tribute to Uncle Maurice’s success in the insurance business.


Auntie Brenda had gone all out to show it off to its full advantage for her eldest daughter’s wedding. An enormous pink and white marquee dominated the lawn. A string quartet played a selection of well-known classics, while waiters in bow ties circulated on the grass with trays of champagne to welcome the guests. Phoebe helped herself to a glass and started to follow the others into the marquee. She was starving and longed to sit down and slip off her pinching shoes. She only hoped no one asked where Alex was.


Bloody Alex. It wouldn’t have killed her to show her face for a couple of hours.


‘It’s Alexandra Redmond’s sister, isn’t it?’ She turned round. Two women stood behind her, in toning Austin Reed pastels. ‘I’m Vanessa Montgomery-Hughes. We were at Kingscote together, do you remember? Pippa and I were two years above you.’


Phoebe looked at them. Big teeth, braying voices, highlighted hair. No, she didn’t remember them. Any more than she could put a name to any of the girls who’d made her life such a misery during that time. Her school years at Kingscote were just a blur now, thank God.


‘We knew it had to be you when you dropped your flowers in church,’ the woman continued. ‘I said to Pippa, “That’s got to be Alex Redmond’s sister.” You were always so accident prone, weren’t you?’


Her companion joined in. ‘You used to make us howl, some of the things you did.’


‘Really?’ Phoebe gazed longingly at the marquee, wondering if she could make a run for it.


‘Oh God, yes. Do you remember that time you left the gas tap on and blew up the science lab?’


Phoebe looked at Pippa’s coral-painted lips stretched over her teeth. The last time she’d seen a set of dentures like those had been in the winner’s enclosure at the Grand National.


‘And then they put you in charge of mucking out the pets and you accidentally liberated the school rabbit?’ Vanessa shook her head pityingly. ‘So what are you doing with yourself now, er – ?’


‘Phoebe.’ She toyed with the idea of telling them she was a brain surgeon, then decided against it. ‘I work in a restaurant.’


She couldn’t have looked less impressed if Phoebe had said she ran a sewage-processing plant. ‘You mean you’re a cook?’


‘A chef. Cook is what we do.’


‘How alarming. Just think, you work with all those sharp knives and hot ovens. Wait until we tell the rest of the girls. They’ll simply die, won’t they Pippa?’


That would be too much to ask, Phoebe thought. She fixed a smile. ‘I’d better be going. I’m supposed to be in the meeting and greeting line.’


‘Yes, of course. Well, it was nice to meet you again, er – Fiona.’


‘And you, Victoria.’


She walked away, still smarting. It didn’t surprise her they hadn’t remembered her name. In spite of what they’d said, she’d hardly made an impression at Kingscote. It wasn’t easy to get noticed when her sister was around.


She’d joined the exclusive girls’ boarding school two years after Alex, and from her first day she had been known as ‘Alexandra Redmond’s sister’. Phoebe wouldn’t have minded if Alex hadn’t been so impossible to live up to. She was good at everything, from Latin to lacrosse, without even having to try. In fact, Phoebe sometimes thought her sister might have been a genius if she’d actually applied herself, instead of hanging out in the local village and practising smoking like Lauren Bacall.


And she was popular. Everyone wanted to be Alex’s friend. Somehow, Phoebe had got overlooked in the stampede.


It wasn’t easy, being the sister of the coolest girl in the school. The only thing Phoebe excelled in was getting into trouble. It wasn’t that she was any worse than the other girls, it was just she always seemed to be the one who got caught.


Alex was sympathetic at first but soon began to disassociate herself from her uncool sister, walking straight past her in the corridors and ignoring her if they ever found themselves sitting at the same table during prep.


While Alex fitted in at Kingscote, Phoebe always felt like the odd one out. She wrote unhappy letters to her parents, begging to be allowed home. Every holiday was a torture to her, as she ended up counting the days until she had to go back. She had the feeling her father might have let her stay at home, but her mother wouldn’t allow it.


‘Kingscote is one of the best girls’ schools in the country,’ she’d insisted. ‘You’ll settle in eventually. Alex hasn’t had any trouble, has she?’


Then, one Sunday afternoon after a weekend at home, something inside her snapped. She didn’t get off the train at Kingscote with all the other girls. Alex had spent the weekend down south with friends and no one else seemed to notice the girl who didn’t join in with the push to be first off the train.


But even her running away was doomed to failure. After several hours wandering up and down the Scarborough seafront in the rain, she realised she hadn’t really thought through her plan. She had no money, and she was cold, hungry and nervous as night closed in. She’d phoned home.


But her escapade did achieve something. She didn’t have to go back to Kingscote. For once her father had put his foot down and insisted Phoebe should go to the local comprehensive school.


‘You’re just going to give in, are you?’ her mother had protested. ‘I suppose next time she wants something all she has to do is threaten to run away again and you’ll let her have it!’


‘Phoebe isn’t like that,’ her father said. ‘It must have taken a lot to make her run away. Anyone can tell the poor lass is unhappy.’


The argument had raged on, with her mother shouting and her father quietly firm. In the end, much to Phoebe’s relief, Shirley had said, ‘Fine, if that’s what you want, let her go and mix with the oiks. At least we’ll save the school fees.’


So Phoebe had joined Sandshill Comprehensive, and it had changed her life. There no one had even heard of Alex Redmond. And with no one to compare her to her older sister, Phoebe had flourished. She’d come out of her shell and made friends. She’d scraped together a decent handful of GCSEs and won a place at college. Although, as her mother never tired of pointing out, her NVQ in catering hardly compared to Alex’s psychology degree.


Inside, the marquee was a fantasy in pink and white. Clusters of balloons floated from every table, with a matching arch of pink and white balloons dominating the top table at the far end of the marquee, where the now radiantly happy bride and groom sat flanked by their proud parents. Polished cutlery and glassware glittered, and the tent was alive with the hum of conversation, the clink of glasses and china, and the muted strains of the string quartet.


Phoebe joined the line of guests at the buffet table. Just looking at all the wonderful food made her stomach groan. She hadn’t had any breakfast in a last-ditch attempt to starve herself into her dress. She piled up her plate with Coronation Chicken, quiche, vol au vents and potato salad, then made her way over to the table where her parents were sitting. She could tell from her father’s patient but glazed expression that his wife was bending his ear about something. As Phoebe joined them, his expression changed to a warm smile.


‘Hello, love.’ Joe Redmond was in his early fifties but looked older. Her mother, on the other hand, looked much younger than her forty-eight years. She was slender and glamorous, her well-cut hair the same blonde as Alex’s, but peppered with ash highlights to disguise the grey.


‘Have you seen your sister?’ she asked. ‘I’ve been looking everywhere for her.’


‘She’s gone home. She didn’t feel well.’ She hoped her flushed face wouldn’t give her away. She was useless at lying.


‘Oh dear, poor love.’ Her mother’s brow creased with concern. ‘Why didn’t she tell me she felt ill?’


‘You know Alex. She didn’t want to make a fuss.’ As she said this, Phoebe heard her father choke on his drink but didn’t dare look at him.


‘That’s so typical of her, not wanting to spoil the day for everyone. But really Phoebe, you should have told me.’ She looked accusingly at her younger daughter.


‘It’s a lovely wedding, isn’t it?’ She tried to change the subject.


‘Is it?’ Shirley’s mouth was pinched. ‘I must say, this marquee’s rather on the small side. And the garden’s so unsuitable. It’s clay soil, there’s absolutely no drainage. If it had rained, we would have been wading through mud like the Somme.’


‘Just as well it’s been fine for the last two weeks then, isn’t it?’ Joe said mildly. His gentle Yorkshire accent clashed with his wife’s strained vowels. Shirley’s upwardly-mobile father had sent her and her younger sister Brenda to elocution lessons, and now she made the Queen sound down-market.


‘It’s all a bit showy, if you ask me,’ Shirley went on, ignoring him. ‘I don’t know why they don’t go the whole hog and wallpaper the downstairs toilet with five pound notes.’


Phoebe wasn’t fooled. She could see the naked envy in Shirley’s face. The Redmond family weren’t exactly poor, thanks to her father’s hard work in building up his electrical retail business. But they were nowhere near as rich as Auntie Brenda and Uncle Maurice.


All this must be killing her, Phoebe thought, looking around. And no doubt poor dad would pay for it when they got home. Shirley would be ringing up estate agents faster than you could say, ‘mock tudor mansion with integral garage’.


Her father, as ever, was untroubled by it all. While Shirley fretted about what they had compared to other people, Joe Redmond took a more philosophical approach. As long as his family had enough to get by, he was happy. And, after years of hard work, he’d reached the age where he wanted to take things easier. But Shirley had other ideas. It was a source of tension between her parents. One of many.


He smiled at Phoebe. ‘You look lovely, lass. Doesn’t she look lovely, Shirley?’


Shirley looked her up and down. ‘Hmm. That shade can be very unkind with certain colourings. And I don’t think you should be eating all that, either,’ she added, with a disapproving nod towards Phoebe’s plate. ‘You know what they say, a moment on the lips, a lifetime on the hips.’


‘Well, I think you look grand.’ Joe smiled encouragingly at Phoebe as Shirley shifted her gaze around the marquee. Probably wondering how she could do it bigger and better when the time came, Phoebe thought.


Sure enough, a moment later she said, ‘Of course, when Alex gets married there’ll be no messing around with tents in the garden. I don’t care if they are fashionable, it still reminds me of a beer tent at a boy scouts bring and buy. And as for that music—’


‘Who says Alex will get married first?’ Joe interrupted her. ‘You never know, our Phoebe might beat her to it.’


Phoebe noted her mother’s look of incredulity. ‘Of course it will be Alex, she and Luke are practically engaged – ooh, talk of the devil. Hello, Luke darling. How are you? Come and join us.’ Shirley patted the empty chair beside her. ‘If you’re looking for Alex, I’m afraid she’s gone home. She’s been taken ill. Isn’t that right, Phoebe?’


‘Hmm.’ Phoebe stared at her plate, embarrassed to be caught with a whole mushroom vol au vent in her mouth.


‘Really?’ Luke frowned. ‘She seemed OK earlier.’


‘Yes, well, you know what these migraines are like,’ Phoebe mumbled. ‘They come on very suddenly.’


‘Migraine! You didn’t say she had a migraine.’ Shirley looked dismayed. ‘She shouldn’t be driving back to York on her own, she could have an accident. Phoebe, why didn’t you stop her? Joseph, we must go round there right away and check she’s all right.’


‘I’m sure she wouldn’t want to ruin your day,’ Luke said, to Phoebe’s relief. ‘And you wouldn’t want to disturb her if she’s resting, would you?’


‘I suppose not,’ Shirley agreed reluctantly.


They got through the rest of the meal without any mishap, but all the time, as her mother filled the silence around the table with a bitchy monologue about Auntie Brenda and Uncle Maurice’s shortcomings, Phoebe could sense Luke watching her. Not, sadly, in a flattering, can’t-take-my-eyes-off-you way, but as if he was waiting for the chance to talk to her.


And no prizes for guessing what he wanted to talk about. He wanted to bend her ear about Alex. After their row, Luke was obviously looking for a shoulder to cry on, but it was the last thing she felt like offering.


So it was a relief when the bride’s teenage sister Becky sidled up and said, ‘Mum wants to see you. She’s in the house having a nervous breakdown.’


Outside the marquee, she eyed Phoebe’s dress. ‘Bryony tried to get me to wear one of those but I said I’d rather stick needles in my eyes.’


‘I know the feeling,’ Phoebe agreed.


Auntie Brenda was pacing around the kitchen, looking stressed. She pounced on Phoebe as soon as she walked in. ‘Ah, Phoebe dear. Just the person. I wonder if you could help me? Apparently the caterers want this lot back tonight,’ she waved her hand towards the worktops, which were all piled high with dishes, plates and bowls. ‘I’ve loaded as much as I can into the dishwasher, but we’re just going to have to do the rest by hand.’


Phoebe didn’t like the sound of ‘we’. ‘Won’t the caterers do it?’


‘Well, that’s the thing, you see. They might have done, if we hadn’t had a teeny disagreement.’ Auntie Brenda toyed with her pearls. ‘Just a silly misunderstanding, really, over the terms of the contract. I just thought the pavlovas weren’t quite up to standard, so I tried to negotiate some kind of discount, and—’


Ah. So now it all became clear. Brenda might be rolling in money, but she also had Yorkshire blood flowing through her veins. She’d obviously tried some penny-pinching tactic on the caterers, and they’d had enough. ‘They’ve gone, then?’


‘Well, I wouldn’t say – oh, all right, then. Yes, they’ve gone. And they’ve left us in this mess.’


There it was again. What was it with this ‘we’ and ‘us’?


‘I’m sure it won’t take long between us,’ She went on briskly. ‘So if you could just make a start for me, I’ll be back in five minutes to finish off.’ Her fingers tightened around Phoebe’s arm, preventing her escape. ‘Becky will help.’


But Becky didn’t help. Becky slouched in a kitchen chair, chewing gum and telling Phoebe what a mug she was. As if Phoebe, up to her puffy sleeves in hot soapy water, hadn’t worked that out for herself. Finally she drifted off, leaving Phoebe to wonder where she went wrong.


There must have been a point where she could have said no, she thought. But somehow she always seemed to miss it. Which was why, when the rest of the world seemed to be out enjoying themselves, she was usually working unpaid overtime, or entertaining someone’s fractious children, or doing the sodding washing-up.


The door opened behind her. Assuming it must be Becky, Phoebe said, ‘If you’ve brought another load of plates you can forget it.’


‘Actually, I’ve brought you a drink. You sound as if you could use one.’


She dropped the plate back into the bowl with a splash and turned round. Luke was standing in the doorway, a glass in each hand.


He’d taken off his tie and undone the top buttons of his shirt. Phoebe looked up into his eyes and immediately felt her body go into meltdown.


‘I wondered where you’d got to.’


‘I got waylaid.’


He raised an eyebrow. ‘Don’t you mean lumbered?’


‘It’s not that bad. Auntie Brenda said she’d be back in five minutes.’


‘Auntie Brenda is currently sipping champagne with her new in-laws.’ Luke took the dishmop out of her hands and handed her a teatowel. ‘Come on, Cinderella. It’s time you went back to the ball.’


Back in the marquee, the tables had been pushed aside and a DJ had taken over from the string quartet. The dance floor was full of middle-aged men in shirtsleeves waving their arms to ‘Hi Ho Silver Lining’. She briefly caught sight of her aunt quickstepping past in the arms of Uncle Maurice.


She and Luke looked at each other. Then he said, ‘Let’s get some air, shall we?’


The pale sun had finally given up and descended into purple dusk. Luke led the way down the garden to the terrace, which overlooked the fields beyond, and which Auntie Brenda had thoughtfully furnished with padded loungers and concealed lighting among the shrubs.


‘No expense spared,’ Luke grinned.


‘Pity there’s no central heating.’ Phoebe shivered in her short sleeves.


‘Here.’ Luke took off his jacket and draped it round her shoulders. She snuggled into it, luxuriating in his body warmth which was wrapped around her. It was as close to the real thing as she was likely to get.


They talked for a while about nothing in particular – the wedding, the reception, her mother’s jealousy of the Johnson family. All the while, Phoebe watched him, drinking in every detail. How his hair, the colour of golden syrup, looked darker in the dusk. His perfectly chiselled profile, not a feature out of place. If a group of artists had got together and come up with The Perfect Man, it would have been Luke, she decided.


Phoebe sank back on the lounger, feeling so blissfully happy that she knew something would have to come along and spoil it.


And it did. They were both staring up at the bruised purple sky when Luke suddenly said, ‘I rang Alex.’


‘Hmm?’ Phoebe closed her eyes. She might have known her sister’s name would crop up sooner or later.


‘There was no answer. Just the machine.’


‘Yes well, maybe she left it switched on and took herself off to bed. You know what migraines are like.’


‘Yes, I do. But Alex doesn’t. She’s never had one in her life.’ There was a pause, then he said, ‘She’s avoiding me, isn’t she?’


‘How should I know?’


‘I saw the two of you talking, before she left. I thought she might have said something – about us.’


‘Like what?’


He searched her face. ‘So she hasn’t said anything?’


‘Luke, I don’t know what you’re talking about. All Alex said was that she wanted to go home and would I cover for her. I don’t know what’s going on between you two.’ And I don’t want to know, she added silently. The last thing she wanted to do with Luke was discuss his love life.


He slumped back in his chair. ‘I don’t know either,’ he admitted. ‘One minute we’re getting on really well, the next she’s backing off. We’ve been seeing each other for six months now and I still don’t know where I stand with her.’


Five months, two weeks, Phoebe corrected him silently. ‘I’m sure you’ll sort it out.’


‘How can we, when she won’t talk to me?’ She knew what was coming next. ‘Fee, I don’t suppose you could – ’


No, she wanted to shout. No, I couldn’t talk to her. No, I don’t want to sort out your love problems. I’ve got enough of my own, thank you very much.


‘I’ll see what I can do.’


Luke smiled. ‘Thanks, Phoebe. You’re a real friend. That’s one of the things I love about you.’ He reached out and squeezed her hand.


‘And I thought it was my stunning looks and sparkling personality.’


‘There is that too, of course.’ Their eyes met in the darkness. If this was a romantic novel, Phoebe thought, this would be the point where he’d take me in his arms and then—


‘I suppose we’d better be getting back to the party.’ He was on his feet.


‘I’ll be with you in a minute.’ She watched him head back across the lawn to the marquee.


It was just as well he didn’t notice her, she reflected. Because no matter how much she adored him, there was no way she would ever do the dirty on her sister.





Chapter 3



It was nearly three in the morning when Alex slipped her key into the front door of her flat. She tottered carefully down the hall on her high heels out of habit, trying not to make a sound, even though she knew Phoebe was staying at the Johnsons’ house after the reception.


She nearly fell over with shock as the light flicked on and Phoebe appeared in her bedroom doorway, wearing her old flannel pyjamas and a disapproving expression. Her dark curls stuck out all over her head.


‘Christ, you nearly gave me a heart attack! What are you doing here? I thought you were staying at Auntie Brenda’s?’


‘I was, but Mum decided I should come home and take care of you, what with you being so poorly and everything. But I can see you’re feeling a lot better.’ Phoebe looked Alex up and down, her eyebrows rising at the clinging black slip dress, sheer stockings and high heels. ‘I take it you haven’t been down to the all-night chemists for a packet of paracetamol?’


Alex looked defensive. ‘So I went out. There’s no crime in that, is there?’ She brushed past and headed down the hall. Phoebe followed.


‘And what if Mum had come home with me? She nearly did, you know. She was worried about you.’


‘So? I didn’t say I was dying, did I? You said that, not me. I just asked you to cover for me.’ Phoebe’s eyes widened. ‘Anyway, I’m off to bed.’


She headed for her bedroom and closed the door. She collapsed on to the bed and kicked off her shoes as the door opened. Phoebe stood there. Alex groaned. Didn’t she ever give up?


‘So where were you?’


‘Out.’


‘Who with?’


Alex stifled a yawn. ‘Look, Fee, it’s too late for the third degree. I’m shattered and all I want to do is sleep. We’ll talk about it when I wake up, OK?’ By then, hopefully, it would be lunchtime and Phoebe would be off to work.


It succeeded. After a moment’s hesitation, Phoebe closed the door. Alex pulled off her dress, aimed it into the corner, then snuggled under her duvet, warm and happy, and drifted into a blissful sleep.


Five minutes later, she woke up again to the smell of hot coffee. Phoebe stood at her bedside, wafting a steaming mug under her nose.


‘Coffee,’ she announced. ‘How are you feeling?’


‘Bloody awful, thanks.’ Alex squinted blearily at her sister. She was dressed as usual in jeans and a baggy sweater, her hair in a pony-tail. ‘What time is it?’


‘Nearly nine.’


‘Is that all? I’ve only been asleep a couple of hours!’ Alex pulled the pillow over her head, but Phoebe didn’t go away. She put the mug down on the bedside table and sat down on the bed. Alex knew what that meant. The Spanish Inquisition was about to begin.


‘So where were you last night?’ she asked again.


‘I told you, I went out.’


‘I guessed that much. Who with?’


‘Some friends.’


‘Anyone I know?’


‘I doubt it. Just a bunch of people from work, that’s all.’


‘Was this the same bunch you went out with the night before? The ones that almost made you miss Bryony’s wedding?’


‘As a matter of fact it was. Is that OK with you?’


‘Not really. This was a family occasion, Alex. You should have been there. You’re always saying you can’t stand the people you work with.’


Alex pulled the pillow off her face and glared at her sister. ‘And you’re always telling me I should make more effort to get on with them. But when I do, you start accusing me of being up to something. I can’t win, can I?’


‘I’m not accusing you of anything.’


‘It sounds like it to me.’


She turned over and tried to go back to sleep but she could feel Phoebe watching her. Finally she gave up.


‘Bloody hell! Can’t anyone sleep in this place?’ She flung off the bedclothes. ‘I’m going to have a shower. If that’s all right with you, Mein Führer?’


She picked her way across the room through the trail of clothes and headed for the shower. She washed her hair, using the last of Phoebe’s shampoo just to spite her, then cranked up the heat as far as she could bear and stood under the spray, enveloped in the scented, steamy fug.


The worst thing was, Phoebe was right. She had been up to something. Nothing truly terrible though. Well, not yet, anyway.


It had all started at the wine bar on Friday night. Claire, the Senior Account Manager, was leaving to have a baby, and the rest of the office had got together for a leaving do. Normally, nothing on earth would have persuaded Alex to join them – it was bad enough having to work with the witless morons – but she wanted Claire’s job and she’d decided it might be a good chance to impress Frank Fleming, the MD, with her interpersonal skills.


But Frank was more interested in Rachel, the other Account Executive and Alex’s main rival for Claire’s job. She’d been with Fleming Communications for longer, but as far as Alex could see, that was her only advantage. She was thirty, still wore a college scarf and duffel coat, and hadn’t had her hair restyled since the Purdey cut was in. But despite having a round face and big teeth like a Disney cartoon critter, she’d still managed to capture Frank Fleming’s attention.


Meanwhile, Alex was stuck at The Office Party From Hell, squashed on to a banquette between Gina from Finance, who was tipsy on Liebfraumilch and describing her episiotomy in great detail to a queasy-looking Claire, and Malcolm from Data Processing, who didn’t get out much and kept asking Alex if anyone had ever told her she looked like Cameron Diaz. Alex was forced to flirt with Rachel’s boyfriend James just to keep herself entertained.


She hadn’t imagined Rachel having a social life, let alone a real boyfriend. And James wasn’t bad. Not exactly George Clooney, but at least he didn’t have gelled hair and the sparkling repartee of an amoeba like most of the men around the table.


He wasn’t much of a flirt, either. Perhaps going out with squeaky clean Rachel didn’t leave much room for talking dirty. It amused her to watch the fiery blush engulfing his face every time she spoke to him. And when he opened his mouth, he sounded as if he was being choked by his own anorak cord.


It had the added advantage of winding up Rachel. Alex watched her trying to talk to Frank while leaning in their direction to hear what was being said. Her smile grew more fixed when Alex reached up and brushed an imaginary speck off James’ shoulder. And when she playfully rumpled his hair, Rachel finally muttered something about getting another round and stumbled off to the bar.


Strangely enough, no one else seemed to find Alex’s antics remotely amusing. And when she went to the loo five minutes later, she overheard two of the office juniors discussing her.


‘Well, I think she’s a total bitch,’ one of them whispered. ‘She’s not even interested in him, anyone can see that. She’s only doing it to upset poor Rachel.’


‘I don’t even know why she bothered coming,’ the other one joined in. ‘Stuck-up cow—’


She broke off as Alex walked in. She smiled at them both. ‘Oh please, carry on. Don’t let me stop you.’ She crossed to the mirror and coolly reapplied her lipstick, aware they were both blushing to their untouched roots.


Sod them, she thought. She despised the female office mafia, who cooed over each other’s baby photos and went to the wine bar together on a Friday night. Frankly, she couldn’t imagine anything more tedious than a girlie night out. Give her a man, any day. Men were more interesting, they liked fun and flirting, and they didn’t bore everyone to death agonising about their feelings.


She left the juniors gaping at her and went back to the party. It was boring now she’d had her fun with James. She’d planned to go straight home but, as she was heading for the door, she walked straight into Tom Kavanagh, the Marketing Director, on his way in.


‘Leaving already, Alex?’ She was tall but he towered over her. He was in his forties, with silvery-fair hair and pale-blue eyes as penetrating as a laser beam. He wore the kind of understated suit that only he would know cost thousands.


Alex looked around at the party. If she had to sit with that lot any longer she would definitely slit her wrists. But an opportunity to schmooze the boss was too good to miss. Especially as she had a feeling Tom Kavanagh fancied her.


‘Surely you don’t have to rush off just yet? Why don’t you join us for one more?’ he coaxed.


She followed him to the bar, and tried not to look too impressed when he flicked a platinum credit card to the barman and instructed him to put everyone’s drinks on it for the rest of the evening. He wasn’t an especially attractive man, but he had a powerful aura that was quite compelling.


‘I must say, I’m surprised to see you here. I didn’t think you went in for this kind of thing?’ She looked up from admiring his Patrick Cox shoes to see his strange, pale eyes staring at her.


‘I could say the same about you.’


He smiled. ‘You’re right. But we all have to do our bit for staff relations, don’t we?’


She hadn’t done a lot for them so far, she thought, glancing over to where the others were still giving her daggers. But then again, they weren’t the ones handing out promotion.


They went back to the table. Alex made sure she squeezed in next to Tom, ignoring James who, at her return, looked up from his pint like an eager spaniel.


‘You’re looking very tanned, Tom,’ she said.


‘A few weeks playing golf in the Algarve. I have a villa over there. Have you ever been there?’


‘To your villa? I don’t think so.’


He smiled. ‘The Algarve. It’s a fabulous place. You should go there sometime.’


‘Is that an offer?’


‘Would you like it to be?’ Their eyes met. So he really did fancy her.


‘I don’t think your wife would appreciate it somehow.’


‘So we won’t tell her.’


He was smiling, but there was a look of deep intent in his eyes. Alex felt herself straying towards dangerous ground.


She loved this part of the game. The circling around each other, flirting, sizing each other up before slowly moving in for the kill.


It was only later that it got boring. Like a caveman who enjoyed chasing through the woods after the woolly mammoth, but didn’t much fancy the idea of dragging it home to cook afterwards.


She looked down the table at Frank, who was still deep in conversation with Rachel.


‘They seem to be getting on well.’ Tom voiced her thoughts.


‘Don’t they? Looks like she’ll be taking over from Claire if he has anything to do with it.’


‘Just as well he doesn’t then, isn’t it?’ She looked at him. ‘Didn’t anyone tell you? I’ve been given the job of appointing the new Senior Account Manager.’


Alex could hardly stop herself smirking as she glanced at Rachel again. She was wasting her time and she had no idea. ‘And you don’t think it will be her?’


‘Possibly. She certainly has the qualifications for the job. But I’m looking for someone with a bit more style, an edge. Someone who isn’t afraid to take risks.’ He looked at her. ‘Are you prepared to take risks, Alex?’


‘I’d like the opportunity to show you what I can do.’


‘Sounds promising.’ He drained his glass. ‘Why don’t we go somewhere quieter and talk about it?’


They’d ended up at a private club Tom knew in Leeds, where they’d flirted and drank and talked about anything but her job prospects. The next thing Alex knew it was nearly four in the morning.


‘Oh, shit, I’ve got to go. I’m due at my cousin’s wedding at twelve!’


Tom had been very good about it. He’d arranged a taxi home, and paid the fare. He hadn’t tried to kiss her, although he had made her promise to have dinner with him the following evening.


And so the game had begun.


When Alex crawled into the kitchen Phoebe was pottering around, making toast and humming tunelessly along to Shania Twain. She slumped at the breakfast bar that separated the living area from the tiny galley kitchen and cradled her head in her hands.


Phoebe put a fresh mug of coffee in front of her. ‘Feeling better?’


‘As if you care. If you had any sympathy you would have let me die in my sleep.’


‘Sorry. Toast?’ Phoebe pushed the plate towards her. Alex shuddered. ‘Suit yourself.’ She shrugged and crammed half a slice into her mouth. And Phoebe wondered why she couldn’t zip up her jeans.


‘I’d rather have a ciggie.’ Alex looked around. Phoebe’s Marlboro Lights lay on the worktop, just within reach. ‘I don’t suppose I could—’


‘Get your own.’ Phoebe snatched them up and stuffed them in her pocket. Alex could almost feel the waves of reproach coming off her, and knew what was coming next.


Finally Phoebe said, ‘I talked to Luke yesterday.’


‘What a surprise. I suppose he had a good whine to you about what a bitch I am?’


‘No, but he had every right. Why are you being so vile to him?’


‘Oh, that’s nice. That’s very loyal of you. Why do you always assume it’s my fault? But then I suppose Luke can’t do a thing wrong in your eyes, can he?’


‘What’s that supposed to mean?’


Alex saw her sister’s face pale and felt a twinge of guilt. Phoebe’s crush on Luke was supposed to be the secret of the century. But everyone could see she was besotted. Everyone except Luke, of course. Men could be very dense sometimes. ‘Well, you’re such a good friend of his, aren’t you?’


‘I feel sorry for him, if that’s what you mean.’ Her hands were trembling as she picked up the knife and buttered another slice of toast. If only Phoebe could hide her feelings the same way she hid her figure under those hideous, baggy clothes. ‘I just don’t think you’re being very fair to him, shutting him out like this. The poor guy’s totally confused.’


‘He’s confused?’ Alex stared at her coffee.


‘So what’s it all about?’


‘I don’t want to talk about it. Anyway, it’s none of your business.’


‘After all the excuses I’ve made for you? I think that gives me a right to know what’s going on. Come on, what did he do that was so awful?’


‘If you must know, he asked me to marry him.’


She wasn’t going to tell anyone, but it was almost worth it to see Phoebe’s pole-axed reaction. She did her best to hide her shock, but it was there, written all over her face. ‘He – did what?’


‘He asked me to marry him. You know, proposed? Till death us do part and all that?’


‘And what did you say?’


‘No, of course. Well, actually, I laughed.’ Alex rolled her eyes. ‘Do you think I’d be avoiding him like this if I’d said yes? We’d probably be out there now, choosing the rings and going all gooey over wedding lists.’


‘Why?’


Alex shrugged. ‘Because that’s what engaged couples do, I suppose.’


‘No, I mean why did you turn him down?’


‘God, Fee, can you seriously imagine me, married? A nice house in the suburbs, his and hers Volvos in the drive, a couple of kids and a bloody labrador? I’d go mad in a month. I’d turn into one of those women who sign up for courses in creative paint effects and enter Breakfast TV phone-ins.’


Alex looked up at her sister, who was cutting her toast into smaller and smaller pieces but not touching it, and realised that she may just have described Phoebe’s ultimate fantasy. Phoebe would probably love being married. And it didn’t take a genius to work out who she’d like to be married to, either.


Poor Phoebe. Alex hadn’t gone out of her way to pinch her sister’s man. But if she was honest, the idea that Phoebe already fancied him like mad hadn’t exactly put her off, either . . .


She’d first met Luke at Phoebe’s birthday party in November. Alex hadn’t expected him to be so impossibly good-looking. From the way Phoebe talked about him – which she did constantly – she’d already built up a mental picture of some ghastly, over-achieving accountant who’d spend the whole evening trying to sell her a pension.


But when she spotted him in the corner, talking to her clearly besotted sister, she saw what all the fuss was about. He was tall, broad-shouldered and immaculately clean cut, but his eyes smouldered with sex. They sought her out across the room, and the instant attraction she felt was like an electric charge zinging right through her. Before she knew what she was doing, she was halfway across the room to join them.


‘Alex!’ Phoebe greeted her enthusiastically over the loud Craig David track. As usual, she’d covered up her curves with something long and shapeless in black velvet. Her hair escaped in wayward tendrils from its big silver clip, her cheeks were flushed and her dark chocolate drop eyes glowed with happiness. ‘Luke, this is my big sister Alex. The one I’m always telling you about.’


‘I feel as if I know you already.’ His voice was irresistibly husky.


‘Me too.’


And that was how it started. Alex had only meant to chat him up because Phoebe didn’t seem to be getting anywhere. But when Phoebe drifted off some time later, neither of them noticed.


As soon as she realised her sister was gone, Alex immediately felt guilty and tried to steer the conversation around to her. ‘So, how long have you known Phoebe?’


‘A year or so. She was one of the first people I met when I was transferred up to York from London. She’s been really great.’


‘That’s Phoebe for you. Always looking after people, taking them under her wing. She’s lovely, isn’t she?’


‘She certainly is.’


‘And she has so many friends,’ Alex went on, warming to her theme. ‘People are always phoning or turning up on the doorstep, looking for a shoulder to cry on. Honestly, sometimes it’s like sharing a flat with The Samaritans—’


‘Look, I don’t know why you’re telling me this,’ Luke cut her off. ‘We’re both agreed Phoebe is a wonderful person, but I’d really rather talk about you.’


That made her feel even more guilty, because that was what she wanted too. They ended up talking all evening. When Alex went to the bathroom, she passed Phoebe’s bedroom and heard a muffled sound coming from inside.


‘Fee?’ She pushed open the door. ‘Phoebe, are you OK?’


‘I’m fine.’ Phoebe sat up quickly and dabbed her face with her sleeve. ‘Are you – um – enjoying the party?’


‘It’s great. How about you?’


‘Oh yes, I’m – er – having a lovely time.’ Her smile wobbled. ‘You and Luke seem to be getting on very well?’


Guilt washed over her. ‘Look, Fee, if you want me to stay away from him, you only have to say—’


‘Don’t be silly, why would I want you to do that?’


‘I just thought you were quite keen on him—’


‘Me? Keen on Luke? You must be kidding!’ Phoebe managed a laugh. ‘No, you’ve got the wrong idea. We’re just friends, that’s all.’ She stood up. ‘Well, I suppose I’d better get back to the party. Don’t want everyone to think I’ve abandoned them, do I?’


After she’d gone, Alex noticed the small, battered-looking doll she’d been hugging on the bed. Helen had been Phoebe’s pride and joy ever since they were young. And despite having a whole playroom of toys of her own, Alex had always coveted the tiny doll.


One day, when she was about six, she’d decided to play hospital with Helen as the patient. Phoebe had come in just as Alex was about to perform a complex appendectomy with a pair of nail scissors, and she’d gone into a rare frenzy, punching, kicking and screaming like a demon.


Their fight had brought Shirley running from the kitchen. She’d listened to both sides of the story, then calmly handed Helen over to Alex as ‘punishment’ for Phoebe’s temper tantrum. At the time, even Alex could see how incredibly unfair it was, but Phoebe had said nothing. She’d just disappeared to her room and cried.


But the strange thing was, once Helen was hers, Alex didn’t want her any more.


Now, nearly six months after she’d started seeing Luke, she was beginning to wonder if the same wasn’t true of him.





Chapter 4



‘So you see, she really did want to come but she’s still not feeling too good.’ Phoebe crossed her fingers behind her back and cursed her elder sister for forcing her to lie yet again.


Shirley Redmond didn’t bother to hide her disappointment. It had been written all over her face the moment she flung open the front door of The Hollies and saw Phoebe standing there alone.


‘Not that migraine from yesterday? Poor love, she really should see a doctor. I expect it’s all that stress she’s under at work. She does far too much, working all those hours.’


Phoebe nodded in agreement, although she knew Alex hardly put her heart and soul into her PR job, and that her well-worn claim to be ‘working late’ was usually an excuse not to visit her parents.


‘I’ve brought you something.’ Phoebe proffered her gift, a peace offering for arriving without Alex. ‘It’s a home-made sticky toffee pudding.’


‘I wish you’d said you were bringing something. I’ve already got a lemon meringue pie from M&S.’


‘You could always put the pie in the freezer?’ Phoebe suggested. She was looking forward to the sticky toffee pudding. She never got the chance to eat desserts at home since Alex didn’t touch them and even she, tempted though she sometimes was, drew the line at wolfing down a whole one by herself.


‘No, I’ll put this in the freezer instead. It’s much too fattening anyway.’


Shirley looked disapprovingly at Phoebe’s hips as she spoke. Her own were enviably slim in white tailored trousers, the result of a lifetime of self-denial and the Lorraine Kelly workout video. She wore a white sweater with a gold tiger motif on the front, and high-heeled gold mules.
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