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For Lydia and Cory

 



Despite the fact that they are sick and tired of having books dedicated to them.

 



Bad luck, here’s another one.




Chapter 1

The view from where they were sitting was spectacular, but Millie Brady couldn’t help wondering why Neil had driven her up here today to Tresanter Point. He wasn’t normally the scenery-admiring type.

Next to her, in the driver’s seat of his lovingly restored emerald-green MG, Neil cleared his throat.

‘Right, well, I’ve had a bit of a think about this, and we’ve been together for quite a while now.’ Clasping her hand suddenly in his, Neil began to stroke it as if it were a nervous puppy.

All of a sudden Millie began to have an inkling as to what this might actually be about. Oh blimey, oh heavens, surely not ... surely he wasn’t gearing himself up to ask her to marry him ...

‘Not that long,’ she put in hastily, ‘not really. Only three months.’

‘Still, we get on well, don’t we? And the landlord’s been dead funny about renewing the lease on our place. I think he wants us out of there.’

Since this was the flat Neil shared with four of his friends, Millie wasn’t a bit surprised. The place was an indescribable tip.

‘So what I thought was, what with the two of us being pretty much an item these days - Millie, hello, are you listening to me?’

‘Mm? Oh, sorry.’ Millie forced herself to pay attention; she had been distracted for a moment by the arrival at the cliff-top beauty spot of a gleaming burnt-orange Mercedes. As it had screeched to a halt, Millie couldn’t help noticing that the driver - a woman in dark glasses - had long, riotously curly hair the exact same shade of burnt-orange as her car.

She was smoking a cigarette at a rate of knots. And not looking at all happy, Millie observed as the woman removed her dark glasses and began arranging a row of white rectangles along the dashboard, as if she were dealing out playing cards.

Pay attention now. Come on, concentrate. Millie gave herself an admonitory mental shake. If someone’s asking you to marry them the very least you can do is listen, it’s only polite.

‘Okay, so how about if you jack in your place and we get somewhere of our own?’

Neil gazed at her in triumph, his hideous ordeal over. There, he’d done it. Said what he’d come here to say. Now all Millie had to do was swoon with happiness and say yes.

So he wasn’t asking her to marry him, Millie realised with a rush of relief. There wasn’t going to be any of that romantic down-on-one-knee business, followed by the production of a little velvet jeweller’s box containing an engagement ring. No church, no honeymoon, no solemn vows, none of that sloppy malarkey, oh no. Neil was plumping for the cheaper, more down-to-earth option, basically because he was about to be evicted from his current abode and because he’d rather stick red-hot pins in his eyes than iron a shirt or have to do a spot of washing-up.

I’m only twenty-five. There has to be more to life. Anyway, what were those white rectangles on the dashboard of the Mercedes? And shouldn’t the woman with the chestnut hair - now out of the car - take a bit more care where she was going? The way she was wandering so close to the edge of the cliff was downright reckless, Millie tut-tutted; didn’t she realise that if she slipped and fell on to the rocks two hundred feet below she could be killed?

‘You’re not saying anything,’ Neil complained. ‘I thought you’d be over the moon. No more having to share that poky little house with Hester—’

‘It’s not a poky little house,’ Millie replied absently. ‘And I like sharing with Hester.’

‘But we’d be living together. That means I’m serious about you. We’d be, like, a proper couple.’

The wind was blowing the woman’s red-gold curls around her face but when she put up a hand to sweep her hair out of her eyes, Millie saw that she was crying. She also thought there was something familiar about the woman, but from this distance it was impossible to be sure.

Except something wasn’t quite right here. The woman was still pacing up and down, smoking furiously and pausing every now and again to peer over the edge of the cliff. Normally at a beauty spot you sat back on one of the benches thoughtfully supplied for the purpose and admired the stupendous view. This woman, Millie couldn’t help thinking, was acting more like an Olympic high-jumper psyching herself up to make her third and final attempt at the world record ...

‘Okay, fine, if you don’t want us to live together, that’s up to you,’ snapped Neil, abruptly letting her hand drop. ‘Any normal girl would’ve been thrilled, but not you, oh no, I might have guessed you’d have to play hard to get. I mean, what d’you expect me to do? Beg?’

Oh good grief, she was psyching herself up to jump.

Only not upwards, Millie thought with a surge of horror. Belatedly she remembered that Tresanter Point wasn’t just a renowned beauty spot. It also had something of a reputation as a lover’s leap.

A haunt for would-be suicides.

This woman was planning on jumping down.

‘Any normal girl would be flattered,’ Neil was carrying on huffily. ‘Any normal girl would have been chuffed to bits, I can tell you. Honestly, I can’t believe you’re being so ungrateful, what I don’t think you realise is what a catch I am—Hey! Where are you going? What d’you think you’re playing at now?’

Millie was already out of the car, pelting hell for leather across the rough grass. The woman was currently standing with her back to her, engrossed in trying to light a second cigarette from the butt of the first. Her long indigo cotton dress flapped wildly around her legs, which were pale and bare. Her long copper hair, whipped by the brisk breeze, streamed behind her like a banner.

Screeching to a halt next to the Mercedes, Millie saw that she had been right. The white rectangles propped up on the dashboard were indeed envelopes, each one bearing a different name.

Either the woman was sending out invitations to a party or they were suicide notes.

Right, okay, mustn’t panic, thought Millie. Panicking.

Now what?

BEEEP!

Startled, the woman at the edge of the cliff twisted round. So did Millie.

‘What the hell do you think you’re doing?’ Neil yelled bad-temperedly at her from the MG.

‘It’s okay! I’m just, um, asking for a ... light.’

Millie said the first words that sprang into her head. As Neil thumped the MG’s steering wheel in exasperation she turned her back on him and for the first time came face to face with the woman who was about to End It All.

Some instinct told Millie that if she stopped to wonder exactly what she should say, and whether whatever she was saying was right or wrong, she’d end up completely tongue-tied and too scared to say anything at all.

The only way to go, therefore, was to plunge right in.

‘Well?’ Millie gazed steadily into the other woman’s puffy sea-green eyes. ‘Have you?’

The puffy sea-green eyes surveyed her as if she were mad.

‘Have I what?’

‘Got a light?’

‘Of course I’ve got a light.’ The woman inhaled irritably on her Marlboro and blew out a stream of smoke that was whipped into oblivion by the wind.

‘So? Could I have a light?’ Millie persisted.

‘You could. But you don’t appear to have a cigarette.’

‘You have, though. Okay, so could I have a light and a cigarette?’ Millie didn’t dare wonder if she was sounding as completely ridiculous as she suspected she did.

The other woman sighed and flicked the Marlboro casually over the edge of the cliff. It sailed through the air, executing lazy somersaults as it went. Millie imagined a body doing likewise, before crashing hideously on to the black, wave-lashed rocks below.

Oh help, she felt sick just thinking about it.

‘Look, I know what you’re trying to do here,’ the woman sighed, ‘and I appreciate the gesture, darling, really I do, but there’s absolutely no need.’ As she spoke, her green eyes filled with fresh tears. Her trembling fingers scrabbled with the flip-top lid of the Marlboro packet and as she clumsily extracted another cigarette the rest slithered out, bouncing to the ground around her feet like spillikins.

Millie helped her pick them up. The puffy eyelids and lack of make-up had effectively disguised the woman at first, but she recognised her now. Masses of red-gold hair, greeny-gold eyes, the Cartier watch and that distinctive breathy voice ... She was Orla Hart, one of the country’s best-selling novelists. Now in her late thirties, she had been successfully churning out popular fiction of the glitzy kind for the last fifteen years, and earning herself a fortune in the process.

Click, went the lighter as Orla lit her third cigarette in seven minutes. Now probably wasn’t the time, Millie tactfully decided, to warn her that smoking could seriously damage your health and cause those unattractive little vertical wrinkles above your upper lip.

‘Look,’ Orla gestured in despair over her shoulder, ‘I was standing here, minding my own business, waiting for you and your husband to drive off. Couldn’t you just go now?’ she said hopefully. ‘I’d be grateful, really I would.’

‘Oh brilliant,’ said Millie, ‘and where do you suppose that would leave me? In psychiatric care for the rest of my life, that’s where. I mean, how would you feel if you left me here to jump off the edge of this cliff?’ She raised her eyebrows enquiringly at Orla Hart.

Anguished, Orla shook her head.

‘It’s no good. You don’t understand.’

‘Okay, so you may as well tell me. Because I’m not going anywhere until you do.’ Sinking to the ground cross-legged, Millie gave the grass next to her an encouraging pat. As she did so, they both heard the sound of an engine being started up and bad-temperedly revved behind them. Next moment, the MG had reversed sharply, turned back on to the road in an explosion of gravel and roared off.

‘God, I’m so sorry,’ Orla groaned.

‘Now I’m definitely not going anywhere.’ Millie shrugged and patted the grass again.

‘I feel dreadful.’

‘Don’t. He isn’t my husband anyway. Just my boyfriend. Well,’ Millie amended, ‘probably ex-boyfriend by now.’

‘And it’s all my fault. Here, have a cigarette.’ Mortified, Orla knelt down next to her, opened the crumpled packet and all but thrust a handful of Marlboros into her mouth.

‘No thanks, I don’t smoke. And I don’t mind about him being an ex.’ Realising she couldn’t let Orla Hart shoulder the burden of responsibility for what had happened, Millie smiled. ‘Actually, you’ve done me a favour. It’s quite a relief.’

‘Lucky you. Not minding.’ Orla pressed her lips together, her chin beginning to wobble.

Feeling suddenly brave - and prepared to rugby-tackle her to the ground if all of a sudden she tried to launch herself over the cliff edge - Millie said, ‘So that’s what this is all about, is it? Some man?’

‘Some man,’ Orla agreed wearily. ‘Huh, that just about describes him. Oh Lord, what must I look like? I don’t suppose you’ve got such a thing as a hanky?’

By a complete fluke, Millie had a clean tissue in her jeans pocket. Feeling braver still as Orla took the tissue and noisily blew her nose, she said, ‘Husband?’

Orla had decimated the flimsy tissue in one go. Wiping her eyes on the hem of her indigo dress, she nodded.

‘Not being funny, darling, but do you know who I am?’

For a brief moment Millie considered shaking her head. She would have done if she hadn’t been the world’s most hopeless fibber.

‘Well, I didn’t recognise you at first,’ she admitted, ‘but I do now.’

Orla summoned up a sad little smile.

‘So you probably remember all that awful stuff in the press a few months ago about my husband having an affair.’

Cautiously, Millie said, ‘Well... kind of.’

‘With a younger woman, surprise surprise. By the name of Martine Drew. She’s twenty-seven.’ Orla drew so hard on her cigarette she almost inhaled it whole. ‘But I love my husband so I forgave him. I did everything I could to save our marriage, including moving out of London and buying the house down here. And Giles was happy to move. He said it was just a silly blip and she didn’t mean a thing to him. He s-swore it w-was all over.’

‘And it isn’t,’ Millie guessed.

‘And it isn’t,’ Orla echoed, rubbing her pale salt-stained cheeks. ‘I was chatting away on the phone this morning to one of my old London friends and she told me she’d heard that Martine was living in Cornwall now.’ The tears slid down Orla’s face as she bit the knuckle of her right forefinger like a child. ‘Well, that speaks for itself, doesn’t it? Giles never did stop seeing her. It’s obviously been going on the whole time. He’s brought her down here, set her up in some sweet little cottage.’ She spat the word out like a bullet. ‘Oh yes, and you can bet your bottom dollar he’s paying the rent with my money.’

Millie was so outraged on Orla’s behalf that for once in her life she was speechless.

Noticing this, Orla sniffed and gave her another crooked, tinged-with-bitterness smile.

‘I know, ironic, isn’t it? Orla Hart, queen of the romantic blockbuster. I spend my life creating glorious love affairs and fabulously happy endings, and all the time my own marriage is a complete pig’s b-b-bottom. Oh God, it’s no good, I can’t carry on any more, I’m so miserable I JUST WANT TO DIE.’

Yikes.

‘Right,’ said Millie, floundering a bit. ‘Well, I can see why. So, um, have you made a will?’

Orla stared at her.

‘What?’

‘A will. You know, I hereby bequeath my worldly goods to the local monkey sanctuary and fifty thousand a year to my pet gerbil.’

‘Of course I haven’t made a will.’ Orla shuddered. ‘They’re just morbid.’

‘Oh well, that’s handy then,’ said Millie. ‘So if you jump off this cliff now, your husband inherits all your money and your house, and he gets to keep his mistress in the lap of luxury for the rest of her life. I tell you what, why don’t you just run over there,’ she jerked her thumb over her shoulder, indicating the gleaming burnt-orange Mercedes, ‘and tie a big shiny gold ribbon round that expensive car of yours, because your husband’s girlfriend’s going to have her sweaty little hands on that steering wheel faster than you can say Rest in Peace. She’ll probably go with him to your funeral,’ Millie rattled on, picturing it all in her mind, ‘and the next thing you know, they’ll be getting married!’

‘Noooo!’ howled Orla Hart, clutching her stomach and rocking to and fro in despair. ‘He can’t marry her, he can’t.’


‘You won’t be around to stop him.’ Millie shrugged. ‘They’ll be able to do whatever they like, because you’ll be dead. And don’t look at me like that,’ she went on, ‘because all I’m doing is being honest, stating the facts. Personally, I wouldn’t kill myself, I wouldn’t give the pair of them the satisfaction. I’d stick around and concentrate on making their lives hell!’

Miserably, Orla shook her head.

‘You don’t understand. I love Giles, more than anything. I don’t want to lose him.’

‘Well you will,’ said Millie, ‘if you’re dead.’

‘God, you’re brutal.’ Heaving a sigh, Orla closed her eyes.

‘Look, you’ve got a choice here. You can stay and fight for your marriage, if that’s what you want.’ Privately Millie thought she’d be mad to want to hang on to such a horrible-sounding man. ‘Or you can kick your husband out and find yourself another one - bigger, better and nicer in every way. That would really be having the last laugh.’

‘Ho ho,’ Orla mimicked with a spectacular lack of enthusiasm. ‘That is so likely to happen.’

‘But it might.’

‘You know what your trouble is? You’ve been reading too many trashy novels.’

‘Oh come on, your novels aren’t that trashy,’ Millie protested.

‘Thanks.’ Miraculously, Orla’s mouth began to twitch. ‘But I wasn’t actually talking about mine.’

Embarrassed, Millie flapped her hands in apology. The faux pas had always been a speciality of hers.

‘Okay, sorry, but let’s not change the subject. I still need you to promise that you aren’t going to kill yourself. And you really mustn’t, because all you’d be doing would be cutting off your nose to spite your face.’

Actually, if Orla were to throw herself off Tresanter Point on to the jagged rocks below, she’d be doing a lot more than cutting off her nose. There’d be body parts and internal organs splattered in all directions, followed by greedy seagulls shrieking with delight, swooping down and snatching up ribbons of flesh in their beaks.

Millie wondered if she should point this out to Orla. Would it help, or might it prove to be the final straw?

Luckily she didn’t get the chance to find out.

‘Okay, you win,’ said Orla Hart. Drying her eyes on the hem of her dark blue dress, she shook back her hair and stood up. ‘You’re right. My marriage is worth fighting for. I won’t let that grasping little tart spoil everything.’

Phew. Well, good. Millie, feeling her stomach muscles slowly unclench themselves, said encouragingly, ‘You can do it, I know you can.’

When they reached the Mercedes - unlocked and with the keys still in the ignition - Orla scooped her hand along the row of envelopes propped up on the dashboard and shovelled them into the glove compartment. She looked across at Millie.

‘Where do you live?’

‘Newquay.’

‘That’s five miles away. How did that so-called boyfriend of yours imagine you were going to get home?’

Millie shrugged.

‘That’s why I had to make sure I changed your mind about chucking yourself off the cliff. So you’d be able to give me a lift.’




Chapter 2

Oh well, so much for that theory, Millie concluded as she lay back in the bath and twiddled the plug chain with her toes. So much for the programme she had watched three months earlier advocating the joys of the arranged marriage.

At the time it had seemed such a great idea. Millie had listened, transfixed, to the reasoning of the pretty young Muslim girl happily explaining why an arranged marriage was the only way to go. After all, look at the divorce rate among Westerners, who married for love. Disaster, absolute disaster. It stood to reason that what everyone should be doing was getting themselves matched up, forgetting all about this sexual-chemistry malarkey and gradually allowing love to grow.

Since her last dozen or so boyfriends had all been unmitigated disasters, Millie had found herself nodding vigorously at the TV screen and agreeing with every word. And when, a week later, Hester had offered to set her up on a blind date with a friend of a friend, because, ‘I just know you two will get on,’ she had said yes at once.

Upon meeting Neil, Millie had realised - also at once - that she didn’t find him remotely fanciable. But that was all right, that was fine, because she wasn’t supposed to. Fanciability was forbidden, remember? This time her love was going to blossom sloooowly, like a flower. All the things Neil did that irritated her beyond belief would - in due course - stop being irritating and, instead, become lovable quirks.

Apart from slurping his coffee like an industrial vacuum cleaner, which - Millie had to be honest here - was never likely to become a lovable quirk.

But the experiment hadn’t worked. Three months down the line, Millie’s flower was in no danger of blossoming. In fact, she suspected she’d been dealt a dud seed.

A very dud seed indeed.

‘Tea and toast,’ sang Hester as the bathroom door crashed open. Triumphantly she added, ‘And I want to hear the whole story!’

‘What story?’ Millie surfaced and slicked her wet blonde hair away from her face, astounded by the sensitivity of her friend’s antennae. How could Hester possibly know that she had spent the afternoon talking famous-writer-Orla-Hart out of hurling herself off Tresanter Point?

‘Don’t drop it in the bath this time.’ Dropping the lid of the loo seat down and settling herself cross-legged on it, Hester handed her the plate of Marmite on toast. ‘Didn’t you hear the doorbell just now?’

‘No.’ Millie guessed she’d been submerged at the time. Either that or singing in a loud and shamelessly off-key fashion. Gosh, she hoped it hadn’t been Orla Hart at the front door.

Except that wasn’t actually terribly likely, was it, seeing as Orla Hart didn’t know where she lived.

‘It was Neil. With your handbag.’

‘Oh.’ Millie nodded with relief. Her bag had still been in Neil’s car when he had screeched off, abandoning her on the clifftop with End-It-All Orla.

‘He practically threw it at me when I opened the door,’ Hester complained. ‘And he wasn’t looking thrilled, I can tell you.’

‘No. Well, I suppose he wouldn’t.’

‘Do you know what he said next?’ Hester leaned forward indignantly.

‘No.’ To be helpful, Millie said, ‘I was in the bath, remember?’

‘He said he was bringing back your bag, not that you deserved it, and that you’re a stuck-up spoilt bitch, a selfish cow who thinks you’re sooo great, but you’re not, okay?’

‘Okay,’ said Millie dutifully. ‘Gosh.’

‘Well, as you can imagine, I was shocked.’ Hester gave her a severe look. ‘I said, “Is this Millie Brady you’re talking about? Are you sure it’s Millie?”’

‘And he was sure,’ Millie guessed.

‘He certainly was. What’s more, it’s over, okay? All over. He never ever wants to see you again, you’re an ungrateful bitch, he wishes he’d never met you, you’ve got a bloody nerve thinking you’re better than anyone else ... oh, and by the way, that thing on your leg isn’t attractive, in fact it’s a downright turn-off and didn’t you know only complete and utter slappers get themselves tattooed?’

‘Oh. Well, I certainly do now.’ Millie mustered a brave smile. She supposed she deserved it, jumping out of Neil’s car at the crucial moment like that, without so much as a thanks-but-no-thanks. His feelings were bound to be hurt.

But the final jibe, the bit about the tattoo, hit home. Millie instinctively sank lower in the water in an attempt to conceal the decoration on her right thigh beneath a mound of bubbles. Getting herself tattooed in a moment of recklessness had definitely been something she’d lived to regret.

It was bad enough knowing you had an embarrassing tattoo, without having to hear that it made you look like an out-and-out slapper.

‘So just a wild guess,’ said Hester, ‘but would I be right in guessing you aren’t exactly flavour of the month with Neil?’

‘Not unless you count pickled-maggot flavour.’ Millie pulled a face.

‘Why?’

‘He asked me to move in with him.’

‘And you said no?’

‘I didn’t say anything. Just got out of the car and legged it.’

Hester pinched a triangle of Marmite on toast.

‘All over, then?’

‘All over.’

‘Tuh. Lucky escape if you ask me. I knew that Muslim thing was never going to work.’

Millie shrugged.

‘It was worth a try.’

‘Are you upset?’

Honestly, some people.

‘Of course I’m not upset! If I’d wanted to live with him I would have said yes.’

‘Still.’ Hester sipped her tea and tried to look sympathetic. ‘It leaves you at a bit of a loose end, doesn’t it? What you need is a distraction.’

‘What kind of distraction?’

‘The cheering-up kind. I know, we can throw a party! A housewarming party.’

Millie rolled her eyes.

‘Hess, we’ve lived here for two and a half years.’

‘Really? Gosh, time flies when you’re having fun. Okay, we’ll go out then, have a good old Friday-night binge.’ Hester leapt excitedly off the polished wood loo seat, splashing tea on the bathmat. ‘We’ll hit the town, celebrate you finishing with numb-brain Neil, chat up hundreds of gorgeous surfers and have the best time ever ... a night we’ll never forget!’

 



Well, that had been the plan anyway. But then that was the thing with nights out, Millie reminded herself several hours later as she took off her too-tight shoes and stuffed them into her bag. You never knew what kind you were going to end up with. It was a completely random thing. You could stop off at the winebar for just-the-one in your awful office clothes and with your hair a disaster, yet miraculously end up having a truly fabulous time.

Then again, at the other end of the scale, you could spend four hours getting yourself tarted up, finally set out with adrenalin racing round your body like Eddie Irvine and your hopes sky-high ... and what happened?

Precisely. Bugger all.

Which was, of course, exactly what had happened tonight. Oh, they’d had a good enough time, touring all the trendiest, most happening bars in Newquay and meeting up with loads of people they knew. But it had been, ultimately, a disappointment.

Like delving into your stocking on Christmas morning and discovering a year’s supply of ravishingly wrapped ... socks.

The moral of the evening had definitely been that you could meet a good-looking surfer but you couldn’t make him think.

It had been, Millie ruefully acknowledged, an evening sorely lacking in brain cells.

‘Ouch, my toes.’ Hopping along the pavement, clutching a postbox for support en route, Hester massaged her own feet. She knew from bitter experience that if she took off her shoes she would hurl them into the nearest hedge. ‘Still, that guy with the dark curly hair in the Barclay Bar wasn’t bad, was he? Did you fancy him?’

The guy with the dark curly hair in the Barclay Bar had punctuated every sentence with, ‘Know what I mean, man, yeah?’

‘No,’ said Millie, ‘I didn’t. He was awful.’

‘I thought he was cute.’ Reaching a lamp-post, Hester leaned against it and kicked off her four-inch heels. ‘Ooh, bliss, that is sooo much better.’

‘Don’t take them off.’

‘I have to, I have to.’

‘Don’t throw them,’ Millie begged, though why she was even bothering she didn’t know. Hester had done this a hundred times, chucking her shoes into the nearest hedge or garden rather than carry them home. Sometimes the next day she would retrace her steps in search of them. If the shoes were still there, she fell on them with delight and treated them like returning prodigal children. If they were nowhere to be found, she popped into the police station - where they knew her well - to see if any had been handed in. Not that they ever were, but Hester enjoyed flirting with whoever was on duty at the time. And the policemen always seemed to enjoy it.

And after that, of course, Hester had the perfect excuse to go out and buy herself a new pair.

‘You like those, they’re your favourites.’ Millie tried to stop her but it was too late, Hester was already in mid-fling. The first red and black patent-leather stiletto sailed into the air, gleaming in the light from the street lamp. As it somersaulted back to earth, Hester hurled the second stiletto, letting go of the heel too soon. It shot like a guided missile into the bush next to them and—

‘MIAAOOWWW.’

‘Oh God,’ Millie’s hands flew to her mouth in dismay, ‘you hit a cat!’

Hester, equally horrified, gasped, ‘I didn’t mean to! It was an accident - oh please don’t tell me I’ve killed it ...’

Unable to look, she clamped her hands over her eyes as Millie crawled beneath the bush.

‘Is it dead? Is it dead?’ wailed Hester behind her. ‘I don’t believe this, I’ve murdered a cat, oh help, I feel sick ...’

The next moment there was a rustle of leaves and a white cat snaked towards Millie, investigating her with elaborate caution before rubbing his head against her outstretched fingers and beginning to purr.

‘You’re okay, the cat’s here, he’s fine,’ Millie called out. No blood, no broken bones, no apparent concussion; the noise he had made appeared to have been nothing more than a yowl of alarm.

‘Phew., thank goodness for that.’ Hester breathed a huge sigh of relief. ‘I thought I’d murdered it.’

The cat was now busy licking Millie’s hand. He.was definitely unhurt. Aware that she was kneeling on a damp mulchy carpet of leaves, Millie began to wriggle out from under the bush bottom-first. As she did so, her left wrist brushed against something smooth.

‘White cotton knickers,’ Hester complained behind her, evidently having recovered from her shock. ‘You came out tonight wearing plain white cotton knickers. Honestly, no wonder you didn’t meet anyone nice.’

Scrambling to her feet, Millie tugged her skirt down and shook damp leaves out of her hair.

‘I wasn’t actually planning on showing anyone my knickers.’

‘That’s not the point. It’s a state of mind. Wear sexy underwear and you automatically feel more attractive, so men will automatically find you more attractive and before you know it you’ll have hordes of them panting at your heels—’

‘Unlike you, because you’ve just thrown your heels away,’ Millie pointed out. ‘Anyway, never mind my knickers. Look what I found under the hedge.’

As she held out the wallet she had knocked with her hand, Hester fell on it with a squeal of delight.

‘Wow! What if it’s stuffed with cash?’

‘Hester, no.’ Appalled, Millie wrenched the wallet back from her. ‘You can’t steal someone else’s money.’

‘Can’t we?’ Hester’s face fell. ‘Okay, I suppose not. Tuh, you and your scruples.’ She tugged invitingly at Millie’s arm. ‘Just think, there could be loads in there. Imagine if you opened it up and there was a hundred thousand pounds. And who would ever know we’d found it?’ She gestured around the dark, deserted street. ‘We could buy a Ferrari and still have plenty left over for new shoes.’

Millie pressed the wallet to her cheek. The soft, well-worn leather was cold and damp and smelt of leaf mould; the wallet had clearly been lying there for a while.

‘We’ll take it to the police station,’ she announced firmly.

‘No!’ Hester let out a groan; the police station was in the opposite direction. ‘My feet hurt ... they’re on fire ... oh please, I can’t bear it.’

A mental image of Hester crawling on her hands and knees all the way back through the town flashed through Millie’s mind. Not only crawling, but whingeing non-stop. Never mind the surfing championships; if Newquay ever decided to host the world whingeing championship, Hester would win it hands down.

Tucking the wallet into her bag, Millie said, ‘We’ll take it tomorrow.’




Chapter 3

By the time they arrived home it was midnight and Hester was still fantasising happily about how she would spend the contents of a wallet if she were ever lucky enough to stumble across one containing a hundred grand.

Except by now she was going to need twenty times that amount.

‘And a holiday, of course, have to have a holiday, maybe Florida, I’ve always fancied a trip to Disneyland ... ooh, and a ring!’ She clapped her hands together with delight at the idea. ‘One with a massive diamond the size of a ping-pong ball, so heavy I can hardly lift my arm.’ As she spoke, Hester was pulling a bottle of Chenin Blanc out of the fridge, miming the impossibility of lifting the bottle and wearing the world’s biggest diamond. ‘God, this is hard work, I don’t know how I’ll manage to drive my Ferrari, the weight of this ring’s going to keep dragging my hand right off the steering wheel ...’

‘Oh dear. Bump,’ said Millie, who was leaning against the microwave.

‘What?’

‘You. Crashing back to earth.’ Having opened the wallet, she now waved it at Hester. ‘Fifteen pounds.’

‘Fifteen?’ Hester’s face fell several storeys. ‘Is that all? Are you sure?’

Millie wasn’t only sure, she was relieved. Hester could be horribly persuasive when she set her mind to it. And they were both deeply broke.

In the sitting room, over a tumbler each of white wine, they pored over the contents of the wallet.

‘Ha! And his name’s Hugh! Perfect for you!’ Hester exclaimed, wagging a delighted finger at Millie. Then, peering at the full name on the driving licence, she tut-tutted in disgust. ‘Fifteen pounds. Hugh Emerson, I hope you know you’re nothing but a lousy cheapskate.’

‘But a kind-hearted lousy cheapskate,’ protested Millie, ignoring the dig and leaping to his defence. ‘Look, organ-donor card. Only nice people carry organ-donor cards. That makes up for him having no money.’

‘Speak for yourself. Nothing makes up for having no money.’

‘Petrol card, AmEx card, Barclaycard,’ chanted Millie, flinging them down like a poker hand. ‘Don’t get excited, he’ll have cancelled them by now.’

‘Video card,’ Hester shuffled on through the pack, ‘railcard, receipt from Computerworld ... Good grief, Hugh, you’re a total anorak! Get yourself a life, man! You’re how old?’ She checked the driver’s licence again. ‘Twenty-eight, for heaven’s sake. You should be carrying condoms, not railcards. What kind of twenty-eight-year-old doesn’t keep a condom tucked away in a corner of his wallet?’

‘Um, the married kind?’ Millie had found the photo tucked between two petrol receipts. She held it up for Hester to see.

‘Good grief.’

‘Hmm. So what’s the final verdict on wallet-man? Not quite so nerdy now?’

Together they peered more closely at the couple in the photograph. The girl, in her twenties, was startlingly beautiful. Her dark hair swung around her face as she laughed into the camera, her eyes sparkled with fun and she had the figure of a model. She was wearing three things: a bikini, a scarlet hibiscus flower tucked behind one ear and a ring on the third finger of her left hand. Her right hand, meanwhile, was busy making bunny ears behind the head of her companion. Hugh - it had to be Hugh - sported an emerald-green beach towel slung around his hips, a pair of dark glasses concealing his eyes and windswept streaky-blond hair. Unaware of the bunny ears poking up behind his head, he was grinning broadly and holding a tropical-looking drink up to the camera. His other hand was around the girl’s slender waist.

‘Yuk,’ Hester groaned. ‘The picture of happiness. Doesn’t it make you want to be sick?’

‘But you can’t call him an anorak. You have to admit, he’s gorgeous.’

Phew. Realising she was in danger of drooling, Millie sat back on the sofa. Hugh might be wearing dark glasses but there was no disguising those looks.

‘Fancies himself,’ Hester snorted. ‘Those kind always do - think they’re God’s gift. I bet he sleeps around.’

‘You are such a cynic,’ Millie complained. ‘You don’t know, they could be the happiest couple in the world. They look as if they’re the happiest couple in the world.’

‘Men like that are never faithful. They don’t know the meaning of the word.’ Hester gave her a pitying shake of the head. ‘They cheat on their wives for the sheer hell of it, just because they can.’

‘In that case, why hasn’t he got any condoms tucked away in his wallet?’

‘Ha, probably just used the last one.’

Millie looked at the address on the driver’s licence.

‘He’s from London. He must have lost his wallet while he was down here on holiday.’

‘Good,’ said Hester. ‘Serves him right for being unfaithful.’

Millie took another look at the photo; reluctantly, she decided that Hester was probably right. She had leapt instinctively to Hugh’s defence because she so wanted to believe he was devoted to his wife and utterly faithful.

But it was like wanting to believe in the Loch Ness monster. You could believe all you liked, but the chances were, such a thing didn’t exist.

As she knocked back the last of her wine, it occurred to Millie that she actually knew quite a bit about Hugh Emerson ... the charming, cheating, silver-tongued bastard.

But still kind-hearted, she reminded herself. Otherwise he wouldn’t be prepared to pass on any useful second-hand organs in the event of his death.

‘Never trust a man with better legs than yours, that’s what I say,’ Hester declared. To listen to her, no one would ever think she had a perfectly good boyfriend of her own. Nat was lovely in all respects, his only drawback being the punishing restaurant hours he worked as a chef.

Plus, of course, the fact that the restaurant in which he worked happened to be five hundred or so miles away, in Glasgow.

Idly, Millie turned over one of Hugh Emerson’s business cards. There was his mobile phone number. And right here, by amazing coincidence, was their phone.

‘What are you doing?’ said Hester.

‘Seems polite to let him know we’ve found his wallet.’

‘So why are you trying so hard not to snigger?’

Millie gave her an innocent look.

‘No reason, is there, why we can’t have a bit of fun first?’

It was half past midnight but the phone was picked up on the second ring. Anyway, Millie reasoned, good-looking twenty-eight-year-old Lotharios were hardly likely to be tucked up in bed and fast asleep by twelve o’clock on a Friday night.

In bed maybe, but definitely not asleep.

‘Hello? Hello?’ she breathed when she heard a male voice at the other end of the line. ‘Hugh, is that you?’

‘It is. Who’s this?’ The voice was deep-pitched and undeniably attractive, betraying a hint of amusement. That was the thing about silver-tongued bastards, they always had seductive voices with which to charm the knickers off you.

So long as they weren’t sensible white cotton knickers from Marks and Spencer, Millie silently amended. Even the most dedicated charmer might draw the line at that.

‘Oh Hugh, thank goodness I’ve tracked you down at last! It’s Millie here, remember? We met at that party in Fulham.’

‘Millie.’ As he repeated her name, she could practically hear him frowning. ‘Sorry, you’ve lost me. Whose party are you talking about?’

Ha, of course he couldn’t remember, he went to so very many parties. Probably three or four a night.

‘It was five months ago, just before Christmas. You must remember,’ Millie insisted. ‘I was the one in the red dress with sequins down the side. We chatted for a while, then you took me upstairs and we—’

‘I’m sorry,’ Hugh Emerson interrupted with a smile in his voice. ‘You’ve got the wrong man here.’

‘Hugh, please, don’t say that!’

‘I’m serious. I don’t know where you got this number, but it certainly wasn’t me.’

‘Your name’s Hugh Emerson and you live in Richmond Crescent. You’re twenty-eight years old,’ Millie recited, slightly hysterically, ‘and you have blond hair and great legs.’

‘But—’

‘And a birthmark on your stomach, just to the left of your tummy button,’ Millie announced triumphantly as Hester pointed it out in the photograph.

Clearly startled, Hugh Emerson said, ‘Look, there’s definitely been some kind of mix-up here.’

‘Don’t try and deny this,’ Millie protested. ‘You can’t pretend it didn’t happen, Hugh, because it did. I was at the party with my friend Hester and you were there with your wife or girlfriend or whatever she is ... pretty girl, long dark hair, I can’t remember her name ...’

‘Now hang on a minute—’

‘No, Hugh, you listen to me.’ Millie hurried to get to the punchline before she burst out laughing. ‘You took me upstairs and seduced me and I won’t let you try and wriggle out of it. I’m pregnant, Hugh, I’m expecting your baby.’

This information was greeted by a suitably stunned silence.

Finally, Hugh said, ‘Look, I really am sorry, but you’re not.’

‘Oh, I might have known you’d do this. You complete bastard,’ Millie wailed. ‘First you cheated on your wife and now you’re doing the dirty on me! Tell me, does she know what you get up to when her back’s turned?’

Another pause.

Then, ‘Is this Louisa you’re talking about?’

‘That’s the one.’ Millie beamed at Hester in triumph. ‘Yep, that was her name, Louisa.’

Hugh Emerson’s voice changed in an instant. All the initial warmth had gone out of it. Now it was as if a freezer door had been blasted open.

‘Okay, I don’t know who the hell you are, or why you’re doing this. But for your information ...’

‘I can’t hear,’ Hester whispered frantically as his voice dropped further still. Tugging at Millie’s elbow she hissed, ‘I can’t hear a thing. What’s going on?’

CLUNNKKK. Millie slammed down the receiver. White-faced and appalled, she stared at Hester.

‘What? What?’

Millie couldn’t speak, she was too busy cringing all over. Her skin was actually crawling with embarrassment.

‘Stop looking at me like that,’ Hester complained. ‘What did he say?’

Millie felt sick. She hung her head in shame.

‘He and Louisa haven’t been together for the last eight months.’

‘Ha, what did I tell you? They split up because he was unfaithful to her.’

‘Not quite,’ said Millie. ‘They split up because she died.’

 



Hester gave Millie a hug before she went on up to bed.

‘Oh come on, cheer up, you didn’t know she was dead.’

Millie shook her head.

‘I’m such an idiot.’

‘It was only meant to be a joke,’ Hester consoled her.

Oh yes, and what a great joke it had turned out to be.

‘I’m so ashamed. So ashamed.’

‘I’m just glad you had the sense to use Number Withheld,’ Hester said lightly. ‘At least he’s not going to be able to track us down and come after us with a shotgun.’

She went on up to bed but Millie stayed downstairs, hideously aware that she wouldn’t be able to sleep. She couldn’t stop thinking about the phone call. Every word was playing and replaying in her brain on an endless loop. The way Hugh Emerson’s manner had changed so abruptly - and who could blame him? - sent shudders of mortification down her spine.

Since there was no way in the world she could bring herself to hand the wallet in at the local police station, Millie scribbled a quick note on a blank (i.e. totally unincriminating) sheet of paper.


Dear Hugh,

A million apologies for the phone call. We found your wallet and attempted a joke that went horribly wrong.

Yours,

Bitterly Ashamed.

PS Sorry, sorry, sorry ...



Before she could start agonising over whether the note was sufficiently apologetic, Millie parcelled it up with the wallet and all its contents, wrote Hugh’s address on the front and plastered her entire emergency stamp supply across the top of the parcel.

At two o’clock in the morning, desperate to rid the house of evidence, she ran barefoot to the end of the road and shovelled the parcel into the postbox.




Chapter 4

A week later, Hester reeled home from work in a state of shock.

‘You’re not going to believe this.’

‘Richard Branson came into the market, saw your stall and hired you on the spot,’ Millie hazarded. Hester, who sold earrings of the cheap, cheerful and sometimes downright eccentric kind, was never going to be voted Businesswoman of the Year. ‘He wants you to head up his new jewellery empire, Virgin Baubles.’

‘Oh ha ha. Guess again.’ This time, helpfully, Hester clutched both hands to her chest, miming palpitations.

‘You’re going to clean the windows and shampoo the carpet and do my share of the washing-up.’

This was yet more merry banter; Millie didn’t seriously expect it to happen.

‘Pay attention, will you?’ Hester cried. ‘This is a swoon. A swoooon. See? Look at me.’ She rolled her eyes dramatically, like Rudolph Valentino. ‘I’m swooning here, like I’ve never swooned before.’

‘Okay. You just bumped into Jim Davidson in the street and he said, “’Ello there, ‘Ester my darlin’, do us a favour wouldja, I’m covered from ‘ead to toe in warm chocolate and I’d be ever so grateful if you’d just lick it all off.”’

Hester had an inexplicable crush on Jim Davidson. The Generation Game was the highlight of her TV viewing week.

‘Wrong,’ said Hester. But with the merest tinge of regret.

‘Okay then, I give up.’

‘He’s back.’

Who? Arnold Schwarzenegger as The Terminator?

The next moment, Millie guessed. The slight but unmistakable emphasis on the word He gave it away. She looked at Hester, who was all but jigging up and down on the spot.

‘Oh God.’ Millie’s heart sank; she couldn’t help it. ‘It’s Lucas, isn’t it? Lucas Kemp.’

When it came to serious crushes, Lucas left Jim Davidson in the shade. In the shade with a droopy string vest on. During Hester’s hectically hormonal growing-up years, Lucas Kemp had been the big love of her life. Most of the time he had treated Hester with amused disinterest. But occasionally, when the mood took him and he was between girlfriends, he would pay her a bit of attention, dance with her at parties, walk her home afterwards and snog her senseless, that kind of thing.

This, of course, had only made Hester love him more. The very fact that Lucas could treat her so casually proved beyond all doubt that he was better than she was, and that she didn’t deserve to be with someone so fabulous.

Lucas Kemp was wild and charismatic, with laughing green eyes and a provocative tilt to his mouth. In those days he had worn his wavy dark hair long and his jeans tight. The aura of danger about him had been - as far as Hester was concerned - impossible to resist.

Then again, Millie thought, that had been a good while ago now. It was six years since Lucas had left Cornwall for the more glittery lights of London. He could be paunchy and thinning on top these days, he might work in a bank and play bowls in his spare time and possess all the charisma of a tub of Vaseline.

Well he might, thought Millie.

Although it was unlikely.

‘You are allowed to speak.’ Hester was sounding miffed. ‘Some kind of reaction would be nice.’

Fine.

Millie gave her a long look.

‘What about Nat?’

‘Oh!’ Hester exclaimed in disgust. ‘I might have known you’d say something like that. You just have to drag him into it, don’t you?’

Being sensible didn’t come naturally to Millie, but she knew she had to be the voice of reason here. Hester had plainly lost control of the reins.

‘Come on, sit down.’ She patted the battered sofa next to her. Hester, still jigging from one foot to the other like a toddler in need of the loo, wasn’t a restful sight. ‘Nat’s lovely, you know he is. You waited years for someone like him to come along. Don’t mess it up now.’

Hester stared at her.

‘Who says I’m going to?’

‘Hess, just look at the state of you.’

They had been friends for too long, that was the trouble. Millie knew her inside out. Hester, sitting down with a bump, sighed and said, ‘Okay, okay, I know it’s stupid, but I can’t help the way I feel.’

‘Nat’s so nice,’ Millie reminded her. ‘He’s good for you.’

‘Ha. You mean like salad and steamed chicken and a glass of fizzy mineral water? But you can’t live on that stuff, can you? Sometimes you just have to have something wicked and gorgeous like a bucket of creme brûlée.’

What with Nat working as a chef this was apt, even if it was also unfair. Then again, the fact that he was so ambitious didn’t help matters. Leaping at the chance to work as a commis chef at L’ Amazon in Glasgow hadn’t exactly smoothed the path of true love.

In theory, Hester had understood why he’d needed to go, agreeing that it was necessary for Nat’s CV and a fabulous chance to gain experience working at one of Scotland’s finest restaurants with its two Michelin stars and dazzlingly arrogant head chef.

Oh yes, she’d been absolutely fine about it, really. In principle.

But Hester’s principles had begun to take a bit of a battering in the last couple of months. She missed Nat dreadfully. He was working ludicrous hours, six days a week. And, rather like God, on the seventh day Nat crashed out and spent the day in bed fast asleep. Her last trip up there to see him had been an expensive and deeply frustrating waste of time.

Basically, Hester had discovered, you could love someone to bits but still want to hit them over the head with a heavy alarm clock when they were lying next to you at two o’clock on a Sunday afternoon snoring their head off.

Whereas Lucas was both here in Cornwall, and awake.


‘You’re right, I know you’re right,’ Hester admitted. ‘I don’t want to lose Nat.’

She didn’t, she truly didn’t. Nat was funny, easygoing, loyal and great in bed. When he wasn’t asleep.

Damn, why had Lucas had to come along now?

‘Okay,’ said Millie, ‘how much money can you really not afford to lose?’

‘Two pounds fifty.’

‘I’m serious.’

‘Twenty pounds.’

‘Not enough. Two hundred.’ Millie was firm.

‘Are you mad?’ Horrified, Hester cried, ‘I definitely can’t afford to lose two hundred pounds!’

‘Great, that’s the whole point. Better not lose our bet then.’

‘A bet? What kind of a bet?’

‘Between you and me.’ Millie was delighted with her spur-of-the-moment idea; since she was currently off men in a major way, this wasn’t a problem. ‘No sex in Cornwall. Whoever gives in first, loses the bet.’

‘That’s not fair!’ Hester let out a squeal of alarm. ‘What if Nat gets a weekend off?’

‘He’s not going to. You know that,’ Millie patiently reminded her. ‘But if you go up to Glasgow again, you’re allowed to sleep with him there,’ she added generously. ‘That’s why I said no sex in Cornwall. For either of us. And no zipping over the border into Devon either. If you do that, you still have to pay up.’

Hester giggled.

‘What are we going to call it, the Celibet?’

‘Call it whatever you like. But,’ Millie wagged a finger at her, ‘I’m telling you now, I’ll hold you to it.’

‘Okay, deal.’ Maybe, Hester decided, this was the threat she needed, the impetus to keep her on the straight and narrow. Besides, if she and Lucas did do it, how would Millie ever find out?

Reaching for Millie’s hand, Hester gave it a firm, you-can-trust-me shake.

‘No sex in Cornwall.’

‘And don’t even think of trying to lie to me,’ Millie warned, ‘because I’m telling you now, I’ll always know.’

 



All this palaver and Hester hadn’t even clapped eyes on Lucas Kemp yet. The news that he was back in Cornwall had been relayed - as far as Millie was able to make out - via one of the girls who ran the market stall next to Hester’s, who had heard it from her hairdresser, who knew for certain that it was true because her brother’s friend’s girlfriend worked at one of the local property agencies as a letting consultant. And Lucas Kemp was currently leasing a pretty spectacular house somewhere in town, though nobody seemed to know quite where.

Since Lucas had been broke when he’d left Newquay six years ago, this was a promising development as far as Hester was concerned. He’d clearly done well for himself. She couldn’t wait to casually bump into him and see for herself if he was as gorgeous as she remembered.

‘That’s a staggering amount of make-up you’re wearing for a quiet Monday morning on the stall.’

Millie couldn’t resist pointing this out the next day when Hester made her appearance in the kitchen. As a rule, Hester favoured the bare-faced look teamed with jeans and the first T-shirt to fall out of the tumble-drier. Today, by way of contrast, she had chosen leather ankle boots, black velvet trousers and a white lacy top. She also appeared to be wearing the contents of a small Rimmel factory on her face.

‘I just felt like dressing up for a change.’ Hester attempted nonchalance, without much success.

Millie raised an eyebrow over the rim of her coffee cup.

‘In case Lucas Kemp happens to wander through the market in search of a pair of dangly sequinned earrings?’

‘Oh don’t be so mean,’ Hester cried. ‘I can want to look my best, can’t I? Just because I’m not going to have sex with him doesn’t mean I want him to see me looking a mess.’

Millie privately wondered if Lucas would want to see Hester looking like Danny La Rue. She really was wearing an awful lot of mascara.

‘Coffee?’

‘I couldn’t. Too nervous.’

The letterbox rattled at that moment, making Hester jump.

‘Electricity bill,’ said Millie, returning from the hall.

‘Yuk, don’t open it.’

‘And a postcard from Nat.’

Millie thought it was a wonderfully romantic thing to do. By the time Nat finished his shifts at L’Amazon it was the early hours of the morning, too late to ring Hester. So he’d taken to scribbling brief messages - affectionate or funny - on postcards and posting them to her instead.

This one had a picture on the front of a worried-looking cat clutching a tennis racquet. Underneath was written, ‘It Takes Guts.’ This appealed to Millie’s sense of humour but all Hester did was glance at it and sigh.

‘Lot of use a postcard is to me. What am I meant to do, stay in every night reading the stupid thing?’

‘Hess, be fair. It’s only for six months.’

‘Sometimes,’ Hester sounded fretful, ‘six months feels like an awfully long time to be abandoned.’

Feeling brave, Millie said, ‘Lucas Kemp abandoned you for six years.’

‘That’s hardly the same thing.’ Hester was indignant. ‘It’s not as if he asked me to wait for him.’

‘It’s not as if he sent you any postcards either, is it? Or birthday cards or Christmas cards? He just disappeared.’ He hadn’t even been Hester’s boyfriend, Millie was on the verge of pointing out, but at this rate she was going to end up being horribly late for work. She held up her hands instead, signalling a truce. ‘Look, this is mad, we’re arguing already, and there’s absolutely no point. Because you’re not going to be sleeping with Lucas Kemp.’

Hester opened her eyes wide, the picture of innocence.

‘Of course I’m not.’

Naturally she was lying through her extra-thoroughly-brushed teeth.

‘Besides,’ said Millie, ‘who says he’s still single? He could be settled down by now with a wife and a Labrador and four kids.’

‘Noooo!’ Hester let out a wail of dismay. This hadn’t so much as crossed her mind. Lucas couldn’t be married.

Millie shrugged and picked up her bag.

‘Just a thought. Not that it makes any difference to you either way.’

Hester summoned up some pride. ‘Of course not.’

‘Then again,’ Millie added mischievously, ‘he ...’

‘What? What?’

‘He could be gay.’




Chapter 5

Fleetwood’s, the small independent travel agency where Millie had worked for the last year, was run by husband-and-wife team Tim and Sylvia Fleetwood. They needed another member of staff but that didn’t mean they had to be nice to them. On her first day Millie had learned from the woman in the bakery next door that no one ever lasted there longer than a couple of months. Tim and Sylvia were the ultimate joined-at-the-hip couple. They wore matching coats, drove matching cars and ordered identical meals whenever they ate out.

As far as Millie was able to figure out, they simply couldn’t bear the intrusion of having someone else present in the office with them. All they really wanted was to be alone together in their own private world so they could canoodle and talk baby-talk to each other without bering interrupted. Millie, who loved her work - it was Tim and Sylvia who made her feel slightly nauseous - was happy for their wish to be granted. As soon as a vacancy cropped up in one of the other travel agencies in Newquay she’d be out of there faster than you could say Eurostar.

In the meantime, however, a job was a job.

‘We’ll just have something light for dinner.’ Sylvia stroked the back of Tim’s neck as she spoke. ‘Steamed chicken and salad, that sounds nice, doesn’t it? Then when we’ve done the washing-up we’ll set off for our keep-fit class.’

Pretending not to be listening, Millie concentrated madly on her VDU.

‘Salad? Why don’t we have broad beans?’ Tim gave his wife’s waist a loving squeeze. ‘We like broad beans, don’t we?’

‘Ooh yes, we love broad beans. That sounds wonderful. And shall we have pudding afterwards, or not?’

‘I think we’ll give pudding a miss. We could always have a peach yogurt later if we feel like it. Millie, could you put out the new Touring Cairo brochures? Can I make you a cup of tea, sweetheart, or would you prefer coffee?’

‘Darling, how kind, coffee would be great.’ Millie beamed at Tim. This was her little joke, her attempt to lighten the atmosphere by a degree or two.

Well, it was always worth a try.

‘Ha ha.’ Tim’s smile was perfunctory. ‘Just get on with the brochures, Millie. There’s a good girl.’

‘Tea, sweetheart, I think.’ Sylvia was gazing out of the window, smoothing the pleats of her navy gabardine skirt over her trim hips. ‘I say, guess who’s just pulled up outside? Tims, come and take a peek.’

Tims obediently went and took a peek. None the wiser, he said, ‘Nice car, but I don’t recognise her.’

Sylvia looked pained; she hated it when they didn’t both know the same things.

‘You must, I’ve read all her books! It’s Orla Hart, the novelist. Don’t you remember, we read that article in the Guardian about her moving down to Cornwall? She’s the one with the husband who can’t keep his trousers zipped—Oops, back to the desk, she’s coming in!’

The door clanged as it was pushed open. Back behind the desk in record time, Sylvia patted her sprayed-rigid hair - making sure it was still the texture of concrete - and plastered a welcoming smile across her face.

‘Orla Hart, what a treat, how marvellous to see you here! Welcome to Fleetwood’s, I’m Sylvia Fleetwood and this is my husband Tim, we’re both so thrilled to meet you.’

Millie, kneeling on the floor with the hideous navy knife-pleated skirt of her uniform spread out around her like a ... well, like a hideous navy knife-pleated skirt, felt a sudden rush of understanding for Hester this morning in her knock-’em-dead outfit. Not that she had a thumping great crush on Orla Hart or anything like that, but she still wished she could be meeting her for the second time dressed in something that made her look a little less like the Carry On version of a nineteen fifties middle-aged spinster.

Behind her, Millie heard yet more effusive greetings being exchanged. The tips of her ears began to burn with a mixture of embarrassment and amazement that Sylvia and Tim could behave in quite such a starstruck manner.

Then again, they didn’t exactly get much practice - their celebrity clientele to date consisted of a manic bearded fellow who was occasionally allowed to read the weather forecast on local TV, and a giggly girl who had once been on Blind Date. When the boy on the other side of the screen had asked, ‘What gives you the edge over the other two girls?’ she had replied:
If you pick me, number three, 
You’ll soon see it was meant to be 
‘Cos I’m a sexy blonde Aquarius born in Februareee 
And I’m really good at poetry.





The poor lad had turned pale with horror and promptly chosen number one instead.

‘I do a fair amount of travelling,’ Millie heard Orla explaining now. ‘Research, you understand, for my novels.’

‘Of course, of course,’ Sylvia murmured reverently. ‘We’d be delighted to help you with your travel plans. My husband and I have a wealth of experience which we’d be more than happy to put at your disposal!’

‘Marvellous.’ Orla sounded delighted. ‘Now perhaps we could—’

‘Excuse me,’ Tim murmured, cutting in and swivelling round in his chair. ‘Millie, off the floor if you don’t mind. Do something useful and make the coffee. Proper coffee,’ he added, drawing a chair up to the desk and patting it invitingly, gesturing for Orla to make herself comfortable. ‘I’m sure we’d all like a cup.’

A minute ago it had been tea, but tea evidently wasn’t glamorous enough for a mega-selling celebrity author. Thinking dark thoughts about Tim, because he was the one who had told her to get down on the floor in the first place, Millie stood up and began brushing wiry brown carpet fibres from her bare knees. It was that kind of nasty cheap carpet, and as usual she’d ended up looking like a cavewoman with unshaven, deeply hairy legs.

‘Millie, good heavens, it’s you!’ Orla exclaimed, her eyes like saucers. ‘Oh, this is completely amazing, I thought I was never going to see you again ... !’

Millie found herself being thoroughly hugged and kissed on both cheeks. If looks could kill, she’d have slumped back on to the carpet in a flash; rays of absolute fury were zapping like laser beams from Sylvia’s narrowed eyes.


She’s mine, her outraged expression told Millie. You just leave her alone.


If Orla was aware of the deadly hate-rays she blithely ignored them.

‘This is brilliant,’ she declared, her expression joyful. ‘You can deal with all my travel arrangements - from now on, you’ll be my very own personal organiser! Right, let’s get on with it, shall we? I’m interested in Sicily - oh, and did someone mention coffee just now?’ Beaming across at Sylvia she said, ‘I’d love one. White with no sugar, thanks. And how about you, Millie - will you have one as well?’

 



Orla finally left the shop forty minutes later, clutching an armful of glossy brochures. Thanking Millie effusively for all her help she added over her shoulder to Tim and Sylvia, ‘Oh, and thanks so much for the coffee.’

‘You just had to be the centre of attention, didn’t you?’ snarled Sylvia the moment the door had swung shut. ‘Oh yes, I bet you really enjoyed that, sucking up to her just because she’s famous, thinking you could lord it over us, treating us like minions and acting as if this were your business!’

Minions? Startled, Millie took a step backwards.

‘But—’

‘How dare you treat us like that?’ The higher Sylvia’s voice rose, the more pronounced the tendons on her neck became. ‘This is our business, you hear? You won’t get away with this—’

‘Come on now, darling,’ Tim murmured in an attempt to placate her. Sylvia swung round to face him, her fists clenched at her sides. If he’d wanted to, Millie realised, he could have plucked her straining tendons like a harp.

‘Oh, don’t tell me she’s wormed her way around you too! What did she do, make sheep’s eyes at you, is that how she won you over?’

All this talk of worms and sheep’s eyes was putting Millie right off her lunch. She was also horrified by what Sylvia appeared to be implying here.

‘Oh yes, I’ve seen the way you look at her,’ Sylvia hissed as though Millie was no longer there. ‘Don’t think I haven’t noticed.’

‘Sylvia, stop it.’ Tim shook his head. ‘She means nothing to me.’

‘Look, this is stupid—’

‘Stupid? Is that what you think?’ Sylvia rounded on her in a flash. ‘First you steal my client, now you’re trying to steal my husband. Don’t you UNDERSTAND?’ she roared, her angry mouth inches from Millie’s face. ‘I CAN’T STAND YOU BEING HERE.’

Okay, enough was enough.

‘Well, that’s what I call a happy coincidence,’ said Millie.

 



‘Tourists tourists everywhere,’ Hester announced, slamming the front door behind her, ‘and not a sign of Lucas Kemp.’ Reaching the living room, she threw herself down on the sofa and kicked off the instruments of torture on her feet - otherwise known as four-inch spike heels. ‘Honestly, it’s like trying to track down some exotic rare species ... you know he’s out there somewhere ... other people keep telling you they’ve spotted him ... but it doesn’t matter how hard you look, it just doesn’t happen.’

‘Could be the shoes,’ Millie suggested. ‘You don’t see David Attenborough in high heels.’

Ignoring this, Hester glanced at her watch. ‘Anyway, you’re home early. What’s up, are you ill?’

‘Nope.’ Millie beamed at her. ‘Actually, I’m ecstatic. I handed in my notice today - well, that’s the polite way of putting it.’ She spread her arms with relief. ‘Then I walked out. And I’m never ever going back.’

‘Really? Crikey. Well done, you.’ This stopped Hester dead in her tracks. ‘So what brought this on?’

‘I couldn’t stand working for them a minute longer.’

‘Not surprised.’ Hester was filled with admiration; much as she might long to, she knew she didn’t have the nerve to make such grand, dramatic, stick-your-lousy-job gestures.

Particularly since she was self-employed.

‘Plus,’ said Millie, ‘according to Sylvia, I’m just panting to have an affair with her gorgeous husband.’

Hester rocked with laughter.

‘Pass the sick-bucket. And are you?’

‘Well of course I’d jump at the chance, but I don’t think I could bear all that jogging in matching shell suits.’

‘Imagine.’ Screwing her nose up in sympathy, Hester said, ‘The nerve of that woman, thinking you’d go for someone like him. He’s ancient, for crying out loud.’

‘In his forties,’ Millie agreed. ‘Almost as old as my parents. Last week a button came undone on Tim’s shirt,’ she continued, ‘and all these awful white chest hairs popped out.’

‘Eeeuugh. And he fancies you!’ Hester’s expression was triumphant. ‘You wicked little homewrecker you.’

‘He doesn’t fancy me though, that’s the thing! It’s just Sylvia having one of her freak-outs. Anyway, I’m glad I left.’ Millie shuddered with relief, ‘Life’s too short. You know, I honestly didn’t realise how much I hated working with those two until I stopped.’

‘You’ll have to find something else to do.’

‘No problem.’ Millie’s smile was bright, but this was undeniably the downside. Newquay in the summer season might be able to offer plenty of opportunities for employment but most of the jobs were awful.

Hard work and so poorly paid they made the wages of a Victorian chimney sweeper’s boy look good.

Still, it wasn’t the end of the world.

Millie ran herself a bath while Hester tried ringing Nat in Glasgow. Within seconds she was barging into the bathroom.

‘Hmm. According to his flatmate, Nat’s in the shower.’

Kicking off her knickers and wrapping a towel around herself, Millie said, ‘It’s this new-fangled thing called keeping clean. All the best people are doing it these days.’

‘Okay, but what if it isn’t true?’ Hester looked fretful. ‘What if I’m having a miserable time being faithful to Nat and in return he’s out shagging his way round every waitress in Glasgow? How do I know he isn’t making a fool of me?’

Exasperated, Millie poured half a bottle of Body Shop banana bath foam under the thundering taps.

‘Because Nat would never do that. He just wouldn’t, trust me.’

‘Trust you? Ha, that’s a good one. You’re the shameless trollop who spends her days making cow’s eyes at her ancient married boss.’

‘Sheep’s eyes,’ Millie corrected her, testing the water with one toe. ‘And stop getting your knickers in a twist about Nat. He’ll ring back in a minute and everything’ll be fine.’

‘You’ve got your agony-aunt voice on,’ Hester complained. ‘All melty and soothing like a New Berry Fruit. Anyway, that’s the other thing I came up to tell you. I’m just off out, so if Nat does bother to ring back, tell him I’ve gone to the gym.’

‘The gym?’ Millie, about to submerge herself in the bath, was astonished. ‘But you haven’t been to the gym for months!’

‘All the more reason to go now, tone myself up a bit.’ Hester patted her flat stomach with the faintly smug air of someone who knows she doesn’t need toning up. ‘Can’t let myself go to seed just because Nat isn’t here, can I?’

It didn’t take a genius to work out that this was excuse-speak for, ‘Can’t let myself go to seed now Lucas is back in town.’ Plus, Millie recalled, he’d always been a bit of a gym-fiend himself. Hester was probably hoping to bump into him there, completely by chance of course, their eyes suddenly meeting across a ferocious-looking abdominal cruncher ...

‘Right, don’t want to be late,’ Hester chirruped, before Millie had a chance to open her mouth. ‘See you when I get back!’

Nat phoned twenty minutes later. Millie, patting her wet hair with the towel slung around her neck, explained where Hester had gone.

‘This is the opposite of a dirty phone call,’ she told Nat. ‘I’ve just had a bath; we couldn’t be cleaner if we tried.’

‘I can’t believe she’s gone to the gym,’ Nat marvelled. ‘I thought she’d given up on all that.’

‘Ah well, you haven’t seen the state of her. In the last three weeks she’s put on about six stone,’ said Millie. ‘Her boobs have dropped, her bum’s like a sack of turnips. It’s a horrible sight.’

‘But she looked like that before. Why else d’you suppose I left?’ Then Nat grew serious. ‘How is she really?’

‘Fine,’ Millie assured him. ‘Not fat at all.’

‘You know what I mean.’ Nat hesitated. ‘I miss her, Millie. Being apart from Hess is the hardest thing I’ve ever had to do.’ Another pause, then half laughing he said, ‘God, listen to me. Cue the violins. I suppose I’m just asking if Hester misses me too.’

Millie’s freakish ability to cross her toes had always caused howls of revulsion. Luckily there was no one around to witness the display as she crossed them now.

‘Of course she does. She never stops talking about you. You’re the best boyfriend she’s ever had.’

‘You always know the right thing to say.’ Nat sounded as if he were smiling. ‘Look, tell Hester I rang and give her my love, will you?’

‘In a non-physical way,’ Millie assured him as the doorbell rang. ‘Ooh, have to go, someone’s at the door.’

‘And I need to get back to work. I’ll try phoning again tomorrow night. Off you go,’ said Nat. ‘Speak to you again soon.’

‘Bye.’ Millie wondered if Hester realised how lucky she was. Why couldn’t everyone in the world be as lovely as Nat?




Chapter 6

Orla Hart was shivering on the doorstep in a hopelessly impractical pink lace shirt, long floaty skirt and silver sandals. The weather had taken an abrupt turn for the worse and raindrops were spitting ill-temperedly from a slate-grey sky.

Standing next to Orla on the step was a stone statue of a young girl clutching a bowl.

Temporarily lost for words, Millie said, ‘I didn’t even know it was raining.’

‘Well you do now. Okay if I come in?’

Millie stepped to one side and Orla staggered past her into the narrow hallway with the statue in her arms. Panting slightly, she lowered it to the ground, before turning to face Millie.

‘Okay. Now last time I gave you a lift back to Newquay, you wouldn’t tell me where you lived.’

‘That’s because you kept insisting you wanted to buy me something as a way of saying thank you,’ Millie reminded her.

‘But you saved my life!’

‘All I did was sit and talk to you for a bit. I didn’t want a reward.’

‘Well, too bad.’ Orla’s smile was unrepentant as she patted the carved stone head of the statue. ‘I saw her this afternoon and knew at once I had to buy her for you. Isn’t she heavenly? Think how gorgeous she’ll look in your garden!’

She probably would, thought Millie, if only we had one.

‘She’s great.’ Praying she could bluff her way through this - maybe by some miracle Orla Hart wouldn’t notice that all they possessed was a tiny backyard - Millie said, ‘But you didn’t need to do this.’

Orla shook her wet hair out of her greeny-gold eyes and fixed her with an earnest gaze.

‘Remember on that clifftop, you said you couldn’t walk away because your conscience wouldn’t let you? You told me you’d end up a basket-case if you left me there to jump.’

‘Sort of.’ Tightening the belt of her dressing gown around her waist, Millie wondered if she had post-bath panda eyes from where her mascara had run. She hoped Orla wouldn’t think she’d been crying.

‘Well, now it’s my turn to have you on my conscience. Shall we go through?’ Tilting her head, Orla indicated the living room, which Millie knew for a fact was in a mess.

Luckily Orla didn’t appear to mind. Her bright eyes darted around the room, taking everything in. But in a nice rather than a critical way, Millie was relieved to note.

Unlike her own mother.

‘You’ve been sacked,’ Orla told Millie, perching on the arm of their old bottle-green chesterfield sofa.

‘Actually, I resigned.’

‘Really?’ Orla didn’t sound convinced. ‘I went back there this afternoon and that owner-woman said they’d had to let you go.’

‘I definitely resigned,’ Millie assured her.

‘Oh. Well, good. I think.’ Orla paused, looked anguished for a few seconds, then blurted out, ‘Okay, but you have to be completely honest now, did it have anything to do with me?’

‘Nooo!’ Millie exclaimed, so dramatically that they both knew at once that it had. If you wanted to sound believable, Millie remembered - too late, as usual - you had to sound normal, verging on the dead-pan. Never ever overdo it.

Except, of course, she always did.

‘It wasn’t really to do with you,’ Millie rushed to explain, ‘I promise. You just somehow ended up getting dragged into it.’

‘I knew it.’ Orla sounded distraught. ‘That awful woman with the huge wart on her nose. She was behaving really oddly with me.’

Millie frowned. ‘Sylvia? Sylvia doesn’t have a wart on her nose.’
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