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About THREE AMAZING THINGS ABOUT YOU

Hallie has a secret. She’s in love. He’s perfect for her in every way, but he’s seriously out of bounds. And her friends aren’t going to help her because what they do know is that Hallie doesn’t have long to live. Time is running out . . .

Flo has a dilemma. She really likes Zander. But his scary sister won’t be even faintly amused if she thinks Zander and Flo are becoming friends – let alone anything more.

Tasha has a problem. It’s not being nicknamed ‘Bin Girl’ because of an embarrassing incident with a credit card. It’s that her new boyfriend is the adventurous type. And she’s afraid one of his adventures will go badly wrong.

THREE AMAZING THINGS ABOUT YOU begins as Hallie goes on a journey. A donor has been found and she's about to be given new lungs. But whose?

Jill Mansell’s enchanting new novel will drive readers to seize life with both hands and make the most of every minute . . .
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Chapter 1

Now

OK, this is it, confession time. For the last two years I’ve asked all of you to tell me three things about you. And in return I’ve never told you anything about me. Which probably hasn’t seemed very fair, has it?

But it’s currently one o’clock in the morning, I’m in the back of a car being driven down to London and I’ve decided to come clean.

So here we go:



	I’m twenty-eight, I have cystic fibrosis and I never actually expected to live this long.

	The hospital transplant coordinator called two hours ago – they have a new pair of lungs for me.

	I’ve never been so scared in my life. Also, excited. But mainly scared. Because this is a big thing that’s about to happen and since I’m a coward I can’t help picturing the worst-case scenario.





So now you know the reason for the full disclosure. Basically, if this turns out to be the final entry on the website, you’ll understand why. Needless to say, I really hope it won’t be.

One more thing. Thank you, thank you, THANK YOU to the wonderful family of the donor for giving me this gift, this incredible chance. I’ll be grateful until the day I die and

Hallie paused, reread what she’d written and deleted the last sentence. In its place she typed: I hope you know how amazing you are. Your courage, kindness and generosity will always be remembered.

Droplets of light summer rain speckled the windscreen of the car. Hallie gazed out into the warm night as a sign saying London 25 miles loomed out of the darkness towards them and slid past. Street lamps glowed amber and houses showed only occasional lights in their windows; almost everyone at this time was asleep. Soon, though, dawn would lighten the sky, alarm clocks would wake them and they’d carry on living their normal lives without even pausing to think how miraculous their normal lives were.

Just being able to breathe in and out, that was pretty miraculous . . .

The finality of it all hit her afresh. There was still a chance, of course, that the tissue match would turn out not to be good enough and the transplant wouldn’t go ahead. Which was why she wasn’t uploading her post to the website just yet. But a few short hours from now, she could be in the operating theatre receiving another person’s lungs. And who knew what might happen after that?

How many people would read what she’d written? What would they think?

Sitting back, Hallie thought of the line she’d deleted and wished she could as easily erase the song now playing in her head. It was a great song, one that people loved to sing during karaoke sessions. Everyone always joined in enthusiastically with the chorus.

She wasn’t sure of the exact lyrics, but the last line of the chorus went something like: This could be the day that I die . . . this could be the day that I die . . .

Oh well. Seemed like her brain still had a sense of humour, at least.

Before

‘Hey, hi, how’s things? What are you up to?’

Hallie brightened at the sound of Bea’s voice. ‘You really want to know? OK, I’ll tell you. But I’m warning you now, you’re going to be so jealous.’

‘Fire away.’

‘I’m in Venice, sitting at a table outside Caffè Florian in St Mark’s Square. The sun is shining, church bells are ringing and the waiter’s just opened a bottle of ice-cold prosecco.’

‘Is the waiter handsome?’

‘What do you think? This is Venice! Of course he’s handsome. He’s giving me one of those handsome-waiter looks,’ said Hallie. ‘With his eyes.’

‘Hmm, and is he listening to you saying this?’

‘It’s fine, he doesn’t speak a word of English. I may seduce him later. He has a look of Bradley Cooper about him.’

‘Sure you don’t mean Tommy Cooper?’

‘Shut up.’

‘Are there pigeons there?’

‘Yes, loads.’

‘My mum went to St Mark’s Square once. A pigeon did a poo on her head.’

‘Lovely.’

‘She was so mad,’ said Bea. ‘She’d had her hair done specially for the trip. I wouldn’t stick around there if I were you. Get out while you can. Those Italian pigeons are evil.’

‘Fine, you’ve convinced me. I’m going to jump into my helicopter now and fly home.’

‘I think you should. Shall I come over after work this evening?’

‘That’d be good.’

‘Around seven then. See you later. Bye-eee!’

Hallie put down the phone and straightened her duvet, which had gone crooked again. She pulled herself into a more comfortable sitting position and did her best to adjust the pillows too. There was a definite art to staying in bed and not having to endlessly rearrange yourself, and she’d yet to master it. Back-arching, shoulder-stretching, bottom-wiggling and neck-tilting all played their part.

Having stretched and wriggled and got herself half sorted, Hallie looked out at the indigo sky as darkness fell. It was the week before Christmas, and multicoloured fairy lights were being switched on. From here, she had arguably the best view of the village: to the left, the high street; to the right, the River Windrush with its low stone bridge and the row of honey-coloured shops, hotels and houses on the other side of the water. She could watch everyone coming and going, keep track of people she knew, and also view the progress of tourists making their way around Carranford, the self-styled jewel in the north Cotswolds’ crown.

Not so many visitors during the winter months, of course, but still enough to keep the people-watching interesting and the tourist-friendly shops open. A coachload were currently milling around, taking endless photographs, diving in and out of shops and buying souvenirs they didn’t need, as well as Christmas presents for friends and relatives back home. By the looks of things, plenty of them would be opening a festively wrapped umbrella this year, printed with scenes of Carranford. Bea must have sold over a dozen today alone.

Eight days to Christmas. Hallie tried not to wonder if this one might be her last, basically because such thoughts were unanswerable and never helpful. Apart from anything else, the answer was always possibly.

Then again, that applied to everyone on the planet.

Banishing the question from her mind, Hallie switched on the iPad and checked her emails instead. Several more had arrived this afternoon from visitors to the website. Brilliant, something to keep her occupied until Bea turned up. Never mind wondering if this Christmas would be her last; there were far more important problems to be sorted out, like how a girl should handle the discovery that she’s inadvertently been dating twin boys, and the best way for a middle-aged man to divide his time over the festive season between his dull wife and his enthralling mistress.

Hallie had set up the website during a prolonged and particularly tedious hospital stay. Didn’t everyone enjoy reading advice columns? She always had. She loved them, and loved coming up with solutions to problems too. When the columnist neglected to mention a useful suggestion, it always killed her not to be able to jump in and add a reply of her own.

The answer to this particular dilemma had, therefore, been to create the web page and begin dispensing advice herself.

She hadn’t done it as poor-tragic-Hallie-with-the-manky-lungs-and-limited-lifespan either. This would only have inhibited questions; she’d known that from the word go. No, when people had problems in their lives, those problems were overwhelmingly important to them and everyone simply had to respect that. They certainly mustn’t feel as if they couldn’t compete with the person doling out the advice.

So she’d been anonymous from the start, and had remained so. All her readers knew was that she was female. The website was called www.threethingsaboutyou.com, and everyone writing in for advice with a dilemma was asked to include three things about themselves. Whether they chose to reveal big or small details was entirely up to them, but it was always an interesting indicator of character, and Hallie used them to more fully understand the people who were asking her to advise them.

Of course, for the first few weeks there hadn’t been any readers, nor any problems being sent in, simply because no one knew the website existed. She’d had to make up dilemmas, borrow and adapt some from old magazines and reply in her own words to people who’d never confided in her in the first place.

But before long, interest had started to grow. Thanks to the power of social networking, people slowly discovered the website and, deciding they liked it, spread the word to their friends. The number of hits steadily increased, and readers began submitting their own problems, which was good of them and freed Hallie up to spend more time researching the relevant issues and compiling the best possible answers.

Since then, the popularity of the website had continued to grow. Hallie was known to her readers as Rose, which was her middle name. Visitors to the site were welcome to contribute their own advice, but she was the one who decided whether or not it was posted. It was generally agreed that Rose’s replies were great and her rapport with the contributors second to none. She had warmth, wit and compassion, and the readers appreciated this.

Almost as much as Hallie appreciated them in return.

She clicked on the first email:

Dear Rose,



	I’m a fireman.

	I play rugby.

	I’m afraid of the dark.





I’m forty-six, married for almost twenty years, and my wife doesn’t know I like to wear women’s underwear. Well, no one does. My problem is that last week my mother-in-law took it upon herself to wash and clean my car while I was out at a works event. Being the thorough type, she took out the spare tyre in the boot and found the bra and knickers underneath.

She has now accused me of having an affair and is demanding I confess all to my wife. I know what my mother-in-law is like – she won’t rest until I do. So which do you think I should admit to being, Rose? An unfaithful husband or a transvestite? I honestly don’t know which option she’d find easier to accept.

Okaaaaay.

The second email said:

Dear Rose,



	I’m ugly.

	I’m fat.

	I hate my life.





There’s this boy in my class and I really like him but he never looks at me. I thought it was because I wasn’t skinny enough because he seems to like only thin girls, so in October I stopped eating and now I’ve lost three stone but he still isn’t interested.

What’s wrong with me and how can I make him fall in love with me? I just want to be happy. Do you think it’ll happen if I lose more weight? Help me, Rose, I’m so miserable I just want to die. Please please tell me what to do.

Hallie’s heart went out to the desperately unhappy teenager. She would answer this one first. Poor girl, a bit of love-bombing probably wouldn’t go amiss.


Chapter 2

It was Christmas Eve, and Tasha Sykes was discovering that coming out shopping three hours before she was due at the airport possibly wasn’t the brightest idea she’d ever had.

But there were last-minute things she’d needed to buy, and she hadn’t expected quite so many people to be as disorganised as herself. The shops were hot and heaving, the biting cold outside was making her nose sting and her phone kept buzzing with texts from friends demanding to know why she’d left the party early last night.

Tasha was ignoring the texts; it wasn’t as if her friends weren’t used to her by now. They seemed far more bothered by her single status than she was and were endlessly attempting to set her up with men she wasn’t remotely interested in being set up with. Last night had been more of the same, a smart drinks party in Hampstead full of couples, apart from one unsuspecting person who’d been lured there on her behalf.

Poor chap.

God, it had been a nightmare. And he’d seemed so nice, that was the thing. His name had been Tom, he was decent looking and he worked as an accountant, which would come in incredibly handy. He’d been polite, interested in her, good company and well dressed.

She could almost – almost – have contemplated going out on a date with him, if not for one thing.

‘His what?’ hissed Jeannie in the kitchen. ‘His ears? What’s wrong with his ears?’

‘They’re hairy.’ Tasha hated saying the words; she knew just how she sounded.

Jeannie gave a so-what gesture. ‘He’s a man. These things happen.’

‘Yes, but it’s a bit yuck. I don’t like looking at them.’

‘So don’t look at them!’

‘But I’d still know they were there.’

‘And that’s the only thing wrong with him?’

Tasha shrugged helplessly; it probably wasn’t, but it was all she could concentrate on right now. ‘I can’t help the way I feel.’

‘Once you get to know him, though, you could make him shave them,’ Jeannie suggested. ‘You could treat him to a lovely pampering session and do it yourself with Veet!’

‘Do you have any idea how revolting that sounds?’ Just the thought of it made Tasha squirm.

‘I used to feel the same way about Barry’s toenails, and they don’t even bother me now!’

Worse and worse. Tasha said, ‘I need an early night anyway. I’m just going to sneak off.’

‘You’re way too fussy, that’s your problem. We find you all these lovely men and you don’t even give them a chance. There’s always something wrong with them.’

‘I’m not too fussy. They just have to be . . . right.’

‘You mean perfect.’ Jeannie was blunt. ‘And that’s your problem right there. You’re not perfect. No one is. If you’re holding out for a man with nothing at all wrong with him . . . well, you may as well give up now, because he doesn’t exist.’

Which was undoubtedly true, but Tasha still couldn’t help the way she felt.

Also, hairy ears. Yeurgh.

By midday, she was almost done; all but a couple of items had been crossed off her list. Leaving Marks & Spencer loaded up like a donkey, Tasha almost got her armfuls of bags squashed in the revolving door. She was overheated and feeling pretty claustrophobic in her big pink coat. As for her arms, well, two simply weren’t enough. Holding this much stuff was making them ache, and now she was such a cumbersome wide load, the bags and packages were inadvertently bashing into other people . . .

Right, this needed to be sorted out. Three of the items, ordered online and picked up in store, were far smaller than the boxes they’d been delivered in. Making an executive decision, Tasha put down the mountain of shopping, removed all the excess packaging and rearranged everything into a smaller number of bags. There, that was much better. Delighted with her organisational skills, she crammed the discarded cardboard into a nearby litter bin and shovelled the empty carriers in after them. Then, after flexing her aching shoulders, she gathered up the remaining full bags. OK, still heavy, but far easier to carry and less likely to knock small children to the ground.

And . . . back in control. All that remained to be picked up now was a box of Christmas crackers and the silver scarf for her mum and she was all done.

Pleased with herself, Tasha turned left and headed for the last shop. As she pushed open the door, her favourite Christmas song was playing and a blast of cool, deliciously scented air filled her lungs. She overheard a small girl say, ‘Mummy, look at that lady in the pink coat, she’s pretty,’ and quite suddenly all was right with the world. A wave of joy enveloped her. This afternoon she was flying off to see her mum in the South of France and they would spend Christmas together . . . what could be more perfect than that?

Twenty minutes later, all was no longer right with the world and icy fingers appeared to be closing around her heart, whilst her own fingers scrabbled desperately for the third time through her handbag and pockets.

‘It’s here somewhere. It has to be here, I had it in the last shop . . .’

The queue behind her had already begun to tut with irritation at the delay.

‘Better see if you left it there, then,’ said the singularly unsympathetic girl manning the payment desk.

‘But I know I didn’t leave it behind, I had it in my hand . . .’ It was impossible to mentally retrace your steps when Slade were bellowing MERRY CHRIIIIIIIISSSTMAAAAAS out of the tannoy and you were gripped with panic.

The man behind her in the queue said loudly, ‘Excuse me, my parking meter’s about to run out, can I pay for my stuff?’

‘Yes.’ The girl behind the till pushed Tasha’s items to one side and reached for the next customer’s basket.

Oh God, where was her credit card? What had she done with it? Feeling sick, Tasha searched through her pockets again. Three days ago, her debit card had snapped in half when she’d stupidly used it to clear ice from the car windscreen, and the replacement hadn’t arrived yet.

And now her credit card had vanished. Nightmare, nightmare.

‘If it’s been stolen, you need to cancel it,’ a woman in the queue reminded her.

Stolen . . .

Images of the card falling to the ground and being stealthily pocketed filled Tasha’s brain. They could rack up so much money on it, even in just twenty minutes. She nodded and said, ‘I don’t know the number to ring to report it stolen.’

‘Nor me,’ said the woman, adding helpfully, ‘But I know it’s printed on the back of your card.’

Gathering up her bags, Tasha turned and hurried out of the shop. When she’d been struggling to carry everything in M&S, she’d given up trying to fit the card back into her overstuffed purse. It was all coming back to her now; she’d slid it into one of the plastic carriers instead. Her heart galloped into optimistic overdrive at the realisation that the carrier bag was one of those she’d discarded during her Tetris-style reorganisation.

Which meant, fingers crossed . . . it should still be in the litter bin.

Out of breath and panting, Tasha stood and stared at the bin, relieved that it hadn’t been emptied but slightly put off by the amount of junk that had been crammed in since she’d left it, not least the upended polystyrene container now dripping the remains of an unwanted doner kebab over the items beneath it.

Life would be easier, too, if it could have been one of those topless bins that were open to the elements. But no, this was the rectangular kind with an enclosed roof and letter-box openings around the side. Although luckily a bit wider than an actual letter box.

Oh well, better get on with it. Tasha put her many bags down on the pavement, removed her pink woollen coat and rolled up the sleeves of her black dress . . .

Eurgh, this was truly gross. Within seconds her hand was gluey with chilli sauce, there were bits of shredded lettuce stuck to her bare arm and an upside-down McDonald’s cup was spilling melted ice cream over her too. There were cigarette butts in there, vinegar-soaked chips, and something repulsively slimy and unidentifiable.

‘Hungry, are we? If you’re that desperate, I’ll buy you a burger!’

Fabulous, just what she needed. A gaggle of teenage boys with skateboards and micro-scooters had gathered round to watch.

‘I saw an old drunk bloke puking up in that bin earlier,’ one of the boys called out.

‘He had a piss in it too.’ His friend, joining in, caused the rest of them to crack up.

OK, that wasn’t true, they were just saying it to wind her up. Pointedly ignoring them, Tasha knelt down and leaned against the icy cast-iron bin, pushing her arm further into its grim depths. The boys were still sniggering, other shoppers were stopping to stare and she was floundering helplessly in the dark, trying to feel for a lone credit card inside a scrunched-up plastic bag . . .

‘Could you get your hand out of there?’ barked a hatchet-faced woman holding a coffee cup.

‘I’m just looking for something.’

‘Well I need to throw this in the bin and I’m in a hurry.’

‘Sorry, but—’

Too late: the woman had already lobbed the cardboard cup into the bin, leaving Tasha with an arm drenched in lukewarm cappuccino.

Under her breath she muttered, ‘And a very merry Christmas to you too.’

‘I bet there’s dog crap in there an’ all.’ The boys were by this time helpless with laughter, competing to come up with more and more stomach-churning ideas. One of them had started skateboarding in circles around the bin, and the sound of the wheels whizzing menacingly round her feet, missing her by inches, was making it all that much harder to bear.

‘Right, you lot, that’s enough. Off you go now.’

It was an in-control voice, belonging to someone not remotely fazed by a bunch of hoody-wearing teenagers and effortlessly taking command of the situation. Since it was coming from directly behind her, Tasha couldn’t see the owner of the voice, but she was certainly glad he’d turned up.


Chapter 3

‘So,’ said the male voice when the teens had reluctantly skated off, ‘do you want to tell me what’s going on here?’

‘I missed breakfast, was just looking for some chips.’ Pulling out her arm and twisting round to get a look at him, Tasha discovered that the authoritative voice didn’t belong to a police constable. Well, not one in uniform, at least. Her rescuer was around her own age, mid to late twenties, and he was actually pretty good-looking in a dressed-down, sporty kind of way.

He was also grinning at her flippant remark.

‘You’re in luck, found one.’ He pointed helpfully to her arm. ‘There’s a French fry stuck to your elbow.’

Oh, perfect. Tasha held her contaminated arm out in front of her and shook the chip off.

His grin broadened. ‘You know what you look like?’

‘Like a vet about to stick my hand up a cow’s bottom, probably.’

‘That’s exactly what I was going to say. We’ve been watching you from the café across the road, by the way. Taking bets on what you’re trying to do.’

‘And laughing at me.’

He looked wounded. ‘Nooo. Well, maybe a bit. That was mainly the others, though. Not me.’

‘Well I’m so glad I managed to keep you entertained. It’s like all my wildest Christmas dreams come true.’

‘Hey, I came out to see if you needed any help.’

Tasha gazed up at him. ‘If you’re offering to rummage round and see if you can find my credit card, that would be fantastic.’ Now that she was paying proper attention, it struck her that he had amazing eyes; they were a clear, light shade of green, with darker rings around the iris. He also had incredibly thick dark lashes, like a girl.

‘Note that I didn’t actually offer to lend you a hand.’ His mouth twitched as he pulled a folded black bin bag from his jacket pocket and shook it out. ‘But I’m happy to hold this open so you can empty everything into it. Otherwise you could be just feeling your way around in there indefinitely.’

This made sense. It was a good idea. They got to work. Tasha said, ‘Do you carry a bin bag around with you wherever you go, in case of emergencies?’

‘Always.’ He caught her eye. ‘OK, I asked the waitress in the café if I could have one.’

‘And then you came swooping to the rescue like Superman.’

‘Something like that. Thanks,’ he added drily as she pulled the polystyrene kebab box out through the gap, splattering his wrist with chilli sauce.

‘Sorry.’ She wasn’t that sorry.

‘Is your credit card definitely in here, by the way?’

‘I really hope so.’ The back of Tasha’s neck was prickling with perspiration. She dragged out a handful of wet rubbish and managed to splash more sauce over the front of her dress.

‘Wouldn’t it be easier to cancel the card and order a new one?’

‘It would, but I need it. I’m driving straight from here to Luton airport.’

Superman raised an eyebrow. ‘You’re flying on Christmas Eve? Off on holiday?’

‘I’m spending the week with my mum in Saint-Tropez. And I managed to break the only other card I have. It all happens when you don’t want it to.’

‘Definitely going to need a credit card in Saint-Tropez.’ He nodded at her, because she’d suddenly gone still. ‘Don’t stop. Keep looking.’

But Tasha was concentrating on what her fingers had just brushed past. She moved them back and touched the crinkling plastic of a bag with something straight-edged inside . . . Oh please please let it be her card . . .

Hardly daring to breathe, she explored the edges, closed her hand around the small rectangle and hauled it up through the detritus inside the bin.

‘Yes!’ With a whoop of triumph, she dragged the bag out through the opening, pulled out her credit card and . . . well, no, she couldn’t quite bring herself to kiss it, but almost.

‘Brilliant.’ Superman grinned as she exhaled with relief and clutched the card to her chest like an Olympic medal. He closed the bag he’d been holding open for her, flattened it out as much as possible and crammed it with some difficulty back into the litter bin.

‘Thank God.’ Fishing a tissue out of her pocket, Tasha did her best to wipe the worst of the gunk from her right hand.

‘That’s great.’ He hesitated. ‘Now, can I ask you a question?’

Ooh, was he about to ask for her phone number?

Like someone who definitely wasn’t wondering this, she looked mystified and said, ‘Of course you can! What is it?’

He pointed behind her. ‘The people in the café, who’ve been watching all this going on? Could you give them a quick wave?’

‘Oh!’ Twisting round, Tasha saw that she did indeed have an audience. To cover up for the disappointment of not having been asked for her phone number, she beamed and waved the credit card in the air to show them it had been found. Rather sweetly, the customers applauded and waved back.

‘Do you know those people?’ She marvelled at their enthusiasm.

‘No, never been in there before. I think they’re just feeling the festive spirit.’ He shrugged. ‘Either that, or they’re a bit drunk.’

Tasha slotted her card into her purse, securely fastened her shoulder bag, rolled down her sleeve and put on her coat.

‘If you want to go and wash your hands, I can look after your bags for you.’

She checked her watch, conscious now of the time. Also, he didn’t look the type who’d run off with someone else’s last-minute Christmas shopping, but could you ever really know for sure? Untrustworthy men had a habit of appearing trustworthy.

‘It’s OK, I’ve got a pack of wipes in my case. And I really need to get going.’

He nodded. ‘Don’t want to miss your flight. If you like, I could help you carry your stuff back to your car.’

Tasha brightened. ‘Oh, well that—’ His phone rang before she could say more, and he answered it.

‘Hi. Yes, no problem, I’ll pick you up. Twenty minutes OK?’

It wasn’t eavesdropping; she couldn’t help hearing the female voice raised in protest at the other end of the line.

‘Right, five minutes. Just wait outside the shop and I’ll be there.’

So much for getting her hopes up.

‘I’m fine. You’d better go.’ Tasha started to gather together her motley collection of bags as he ended the call. ‘Thanks for coming to my rescue, anyway. You’ve done your good deed for the day, Superman.’

Then their eyes locked, and for a split second the look on his face made her think something magical might be about to happen after all. There was electricity sparking in the air between them. She held her breath. The next moment a snowflake landed on her nose, startling her and completely breaking the spell.

‘It’s starting to snow.’ Glancing up, Tasha saw the flakes tumbling out of a pale-grey sky. ‘Anyway, thanks again. I really do have to go now.’ Nodding at the phone in his hand, she said, ‘And so do you.’

‘I suppose I do. Have a great time in Saint-Tropez.’

‘Thanks, I will.’ She picked up the last of her packages, still flustered by what had almost just happened. ‘Well, bye. Merry Christmas, Superman!’

He hesitated, fat feathery flakes of snow landing in his dark hair, the expression in his green eyes unreadable. Then, as his phone began to ring impatiently again, he raised his hand in a gesture of farewell. ‘Yes. Bye. You too.’

On the flight to Nice, Tasha found herself squashed between an overweight middle-aged Frenchman who appeared to have been gargling with garlic, and an underweight younger one who reeked of stale cigarettes, fell asleep on her shoulder and snored like a backfiring moped.

As far as fantasy Frenchmen sandwiches went, this one was singularly lacking in glamour.

OK, reasons to stop thinking about the man from the café.

For a start, she hadn’t even found out his name. Mad as it now seemed, she’d kind of hoped he’d volunteer this information so she wouldn’t need to ask him. But he hadn’t, so that was that.

He hadn’t asked her name either.

He had a nagging, high-maintenance girlfriend. Well, not absolutely definitely, but from the gist of what she’d overheard on the phone, it was certainly on the cards that she was.

For heaven’s sake, how could she be obsessing over someone she’d only known for ten minutes? She knew nothing whatsoever about him. He could have a million irritating habits she hadn’t had time to experience during their brief encounter.

Tasha exhaled. She was never going to see him again anyway, which was kind of the main overriding reason. She didn’t know who he was, and in return he knew nothing about her.

Never mind that he’d seemed really nice and hadn’t had freakishly hairy ears. They’d shared a spark of attraction, that was all. He’d had the opportunity to ask for her phone number and hadn’t taken it.

His loss.

Dammit.


Chapter 4

Well, this was awkward.

The last of the mourners had left, and Flo was in the kitchen with her high heels kicked off, doing the washing-up. In the living room, the executor of Elsa’s will had just broken the bad news to Elsa’s grandchildren, and from the sound of things, they weren’t taking it too well.

‘What?’ Lena’s voice through the closed doors was shrill with disbelief. ‘Oh please, tell me this is some kind of joke!’

Flo rinsed a long-stemmed glass and placed it on the rack to drain. Hell hath no fury, it seemed, like a woman not being given an airy first-floor flat in the upmarket area of Clifton, in Bristol.

Not yet, at least.

‘But that’s not FAIR,’ Lena bellowed. ‘She can’t DO that.’

Flo exchanged a look with Jeremy, who was stretched out in his usual spot in front of the radiator. ‘Oh dear, brace yourself. Sounds like someone isn’t too happy with you.’

Jeremy blinked and lazily swished his tail back and forth. He was the laid-back type who took pretty much everything in his stride.

The kitchen door burst open and Lena Travis appeared, tall and angular in her tailored black suit and resembling a furious preying mantis.

‘So you’ve known about this all along.’ Her ice-blue eyes narrowed in disdain. ‘It was probably your idea in the first place. My God, people like you make me want to be sick.’

Flo dried her hands and said, ‘It wasn’t my idea.’

Luckily she was used to being shouted at by people who thought they knew better than she did, so Lena’s outburst didn’t scare her.

Well, not much.

‘You’d better come through.’ Lena gestured to the living room. ‘And just so you know, I’m going to be fighting this all the way.’

In the high-ceilinged living room, Elsa’s friend Mary was helping herself to more coffee from the silver pot on the sideboard. Elegant and precise, she was in her late sixties and had known Elsa for over thirty years. Standing beside the sash window overlooking Caledonia Place was Elsa’s grandson Zander, two years younger than his sister but eerily similar in looks. With their dark hair, pronounced cheekbones, narrow blue eyes and striking dark brows, they had the air of a couple of vampires about them. Since they lived just across the square, it seemed weird that Flo had never met them in person before, but their paths simply hadn’t crossed.

At least the brother seemed calmer and less overwrought, although you couldn’t say he was looking exactly thrilled.

‘Right,’ said Mary, who had been Elsa’s solicitor and was sole executor of her will. ‘Let me just stress here that Elsa made her own decisions about this property. In no way was she coerced or persuaded by anyone. Flo, how long ago did you first meet Elsa?’

‘It was two years ago. Just over two years,’ said Flo. ‘In the October.’

‘And Elsa told me five years ago that this was what she wanted to happen. Her mind was made up, even then.’

‘But she’s only known my grandmother for two years! And now she’s got this place! How can that be fair?’

‘Sshh.’ Zander shook his head irritably. ‘Stop screeching.’

‘I’ll screech if I want to,’ Lena snapped. ‘This is the most ridiculous situation EVER.’

What a couple of charmers. Flo raked her fingers through her hair, painstakingly blow-dried before the funeral but now, thanks to the rain, back to its natural state of out-of-control corkscrew curls. ‘Look, I haven’t got this place—’

‘Oh really?’ Lena retorted. ‘Certainly looks like you’ve got it to me.’

‘Enough.’ Zander was glaring across the room at her.

‘I’m going to speak to a lawyer about this. A proper one.’

‘You’re most welcome to do that,’ said Mary. ‘But I’m telling you now, it won’t change anything. I’m quite capable of drawing up a legally binding will. And this one is watertight.’

‘Well it doesn’t stop it being ridiculous.’ Lena grabbed her handbag and pulled out her phone. ‘For God’s sake, how can she do this to me? It’s only a fucking cat!’

Time to zone out. Flo remembered instead the very first time she’d met Elsa Travis, after responding to the advertisement she’d placed in the local post office.

‘The trouble with being eighty-two is I know everything,’ Elsa had explained. ‘I just can’t do everything any more. I’m no longer . . . spry. Basically, I want someone I can call on whenever I need a hand with anything.’

‘Like a really good neighbour,’ Flo had suggested.

‘Exactly. Got it in one. And my neighbours are fine, they’re perfectly nice people. But they’re always busy, they have their own lives to lead and even if they were happy to help me, they wouldn’t have the time.’ Elsa’s eyes were bright and unsentimental. ‘The last thing I want is to become a nuisance. I’d far rather pay someone to run errands and do odd jobs for me.’

‘Makes sense.’ Flo had nodded sympathetically.

‘Of course it makes sense. That’s why I’m doing it. Where do you live?’

‘Barrow Street. Three minutes away on my bike.’

‘How old are you?’

‘Thirty.’

‘And you’ve been working in the retirement home for the last five years. Why?’

‘Why not? I love it there.’

‘Really?’ Elsa raised an eyebrow. ‘What does Flo stand for?’

‘Florence.’

‘Funny sort of name for a thirty-year-old.’

‘Wait till you hear my middle name.’

‘What’s your middle name?’

‘If you give me this job,’ said Flo, ‘I’ll tell you.’

Elsa stared at her for a long second, then burst out laughing. ‘Go on, then. You’re hired. Now tell me.’

Flo kept a straight face. ‘It’s Elsa.’

‘Good lord.’

‘I know. My mum was two hundred years old when she had me.’

‘It’s a wonder you didn’t run away from home.’

That had been their first encounter, and it had gone on from there. Elsa had her moments; she could be irascible and impatient, but they’d fallen into an easy relationship studded with humour. Twice a day, when her shifts at the retirement home allowed, Flo called in to check up on her, bring the shopping she’d asked for, carry out any odd jobs that needed doing, pick up prescriptions from the chemist and hoover up after the incredible moulting Jeremy.

Jeremy was the great love of Elsa’s life and the reason she’d flatly refused to consider moving into a retirement home herself.

‘But there are plenty of places that allow pets,’ Flo had protested, the first time the subject had been raised.

‘Maybe so,’ Elsa sniffed. ‘But Jeremy wouldn’t like it.’

They were two of a kind, a match made in heaven, both of them prickly and aloof. Jeremy didn’t care to mingle with other cats, and Elsa found other old people profoundly tedious. They were quite happy as they were, thank you very much.

Luckily Flo had liked Jeremy, finding his air of world-weary disdain amusing, and Jeremy had in turn just about tolerated her. Until a year into her time there, when Jeremy went out one evening and didn’t reappear for his dinner. He was such a creature of habit that it was obvious something had happened. After seven hours of searching throughout a windy, rain-swept night, Flo found him mewing weakly beneath a hedge on Sion Hill.

Hit by a car and left for dead, Jeremy had sustained multiple fractures and severe internal injuries. Another hour or two, they were told, and it would have been too late. The vet warned them that he still might not pull through, but Elsa, utterly distraught, insisted on everything possible being done to save him. Money was no object. Jeremy couldn’t – mustn’t – be allowed to die.

He’d survived, obviously. It had taken time, a lot of care and more money than some people earned in a year. But slowly, he recovered. And Elsa had taken note of the love and devotion Flo had lavished on her most beloved pet.

‘I have a proposition for you.’ She had broached the subject with typical bluntness. ‘If I die before Jeremy, will you look after him?’

‘Of course I will.’ Touched that she’d been deemed worthy of such an honour, Flo said, ‘I’ll have to check with my landlord. I know we aren’t allowed to have dogs, but I’m sure he’d be fine about—’

‘Good grief, are you mad?’ Elsa recoiled in horror. ‘Jeremy wouldn’t want to live in some ghastly damp basement flat. I meant you’d move in here with him.’

‘Here? Oh! For how long?’

‘For as long as he’s still alive, of course. This is his home. He’s happy here.’

‘Right. So I’d be Jeremy’s . . . lodger.’

‘Exactly. This place has to be nicer than where you are now. And you’d be living here rent-free. How does that sound?’

Well, she was certainly right about the huge Georgian flat in Caledonia Place being a cut above her damp basement bedsit in Barrow Street.

‘And Jeremy’s only nine years old,’ Elsa pointed out. ‘If I drop dead tomorrow, you could be here for the next ten years. I call that a good deal.’

Flo considered the offer. It actually was pretty good.

‘I’m only offering because I know you’d take good care of him,’ Elsa went on. ‘You might not love him as much as I do, but you’d be the next best thing once I’m gone.’

‘OK, fine, I’ll do it.’ Flo nodded and smiled. Think of the money she’d save in rent.

‘After Jeremy dies, the flat will go to my grandchildren. You’d have to move out then, obviously.’

‘Obviously.’ Amused, Flo envisaged herself staying on, refusing to leave, shackling herself to a radiator.

‘Good girl. That’s settled, then.’ Satisfied with this, Elsa said, ‘I’ll call Mary and arrange for her to put it in the will.’

Which she had.

Flo tuned back in to the current drama; Lena was on the phone now to some hapless legal expert who basically wasn’t telling her what she wanted to hear. Infuriated all over again, she snapped, ‘Oh Marcus, you’re such a pompous arse, no wonder Arabella left you,’ and abruptly hung up.

‘So I’m guessing that means Marcus agrees with me.’ Mary’s tone was dry.

‘He’s a pathetic wimp.’ Lena was still simmering with resentment. ‘What gets me is the way Elsa kept us in the dark about this ridiculous plan of hers. I mean, for God’s sake, why didn’t she tell us?’

Her brother drawled, ‘Are you seriously asking that question? Just listen to yourself.’

‘Well, this has been a bloody awful day and I’ve had enough of it.’ Lena snatched up her expensive black handbag. ‘Come on, there’s no point staying here. Let’s go.’

Flo watched from the window as the two of them made their way along the pavement in the direction of their own flat on the other side of the Mall Gardens.

When they’d disappeared from view, Mary said, ‘That went well, then. Let me know if they give you any more trouble.’

‘I will. Hopefully she’ll calm down.’ Jeremy had joined them in the living room; he rubbed his flank against Flo’s leg and she bent down to pick him up. ‘Poor boy, are you missing Elsa, hmm?’

Jeremy blinked haughtily and turned his face away.

Mary said, ‘I should leave too. Are you going to be all right here?’

‘We’ll be fine.’ Flo stroked the cat’s velvety head. ‘But just to be on the safe side, I think I might buy him a bulletproof vest.’


Chapter 5

The doorbell rang at eight o’clock that evening.

‘Hi, it’s Zander.’

‘Oh.’ Flo waited, her finger on the intercom.

‘Can I come up?’

‘That depends. Are you going to shout at me?’

‘No. God, no. I promise.’

‘OK.’ She buzzed him in, opened the door and watched Zander Travis run up the flight of stairs towards her. He’d changed out of his funeral suit into jeans and a pale grey shirt, which lessened the similarity to a vampire. But the haughty cheekbones and electric-blue eyes were still unnerving.

‘So. Hello again.’ He paused. ‘I thought I should come over and apologise.’

Flo tilted her head to one side. ‘You thought you should?’

Zander smiled briefly, acknowledging the poor choice of words. ‘I wanted to. I’m sorry. My sister is too.’

‘Is she really?’

Another telling pause. ‘She’ll calm down. It came as a shock. If you don’t know my sister, it’s hard to explain what she’s like.’

Flo said, ‘Oh, I think she’s given me a rough idea.’

‘Yes, well. Lena’s always been a bit . . . highly strung.’ He shrugged. ‘When Elsa died . . . well, of course she was upset . . .’

‘Mmm.’ Flo’s response was non-committal.

‘But she did rather assume that the flat would be left to her.’

‘And to you.’

He nodded in agreement. ‘OK, to both of us. But I already have my flat across the road. Lena doesn’t have one.’

‘You seemed a bit fed up too, when Mary explained the conditions of the will.’

‘Yes, well, that could have something to do with the fact that my sister’s been living in my flat for the last year.’ Zander raked his fingers through his hair. ‘It hasn’t been easy, let me tell you. I was kind of looking forward to her moving out so I could have the place to myself again.’

Flo said, ‘She’s a grown-up. All you need to do is tell her she has to find somewhere else to live.’

‘You’d think so, wouldn’t you? But it isn’t that easy.’

‘Well I’m sorry, but there’s not a lot I can do about that.’

With a flicker of humour, Zander said, ‘I don’t suppose you fancy a lodger?’

‘Funnily enough, you’re absolutely right.’

‘Well, if you change your mind, let me know.’ He looked around the living room. ‘Where is Jeremy, anyway?’

‘In the bedroom, watching EastEnders. It’s true,’ said Flo when Zander smiled. ‘As soon as he hears the theme tune, he’s glued to the screen.’

‘Really? May I?’ He indicated the bedroom door.

‘Go ahead.’

Flo followed him across the hall to Elsa’s bedroom. He pushed the door open and silently observed Jeremy sitting in state in the centre of the king-sized bed. Jeremy glanced over at them, did one of his slow-motion cat blinks and returned his attention to the television, where a ferocious cockney showdown was going full pelt.

‘What a racket,’ said Zander.

‘He likes it.’

‘And what Jeremy likes, Jeremy gets.’ After a moment, Zander said, ‘So how is he, health-wise?’

‘Fine. Really well.’

‘Right.’ He didn’t sound thrilled.

‘Sorry, was that the wrong answer?’

‘Look, I’m not a complete monster. I quite like cats. If Elsa had left Jeremy to me, I’d have been happy to take him in.’ Zander shrugged. ‘It would have made all this a hell of a lot easier.’

Quite like cats. There was your answer, right there.

‘Maybe. But she didn’t.’ Flo pulled the bedroom door to, leaving Jeremy in peace to watch the rest of his programme.

‘Luckily for you.’ His tone was neutral, his direct gaze eerily reminiscent of Jeremy’s.

The way he was looking at her was making her feel . . . odd. He was like a smooth-talking character in a film, the kind you didn’t know whether or not you could trust.

‘Yes, luckily for me,’ said Flo. ‘And I’ll be taking very good care of him, too.’

The more charming the smile, the less she trusted him. As he turned to leave the flat, Zander said, ‘Oh, I’m sure you will.’

In Carranford, the biggest and best New Year’s Eve party was being held at the White Hart. There was a band, and a comedian, and a fancy dress competition and a disco. The marquee at the back of the pub was pulsating with loud music, and an assortment of dogs and hyped-up children of all ages were racing around the dance floor.

Hallie’s wheelchair was being whizzed around too, but Hallie wasn’t occupying it. She was sitting at a bench drinking cider and eating crisps, watching as Bea took her cousin for a spin.

‘You’re a shocking driver,’ she told Bea as they zoomed up to her. ‘You need L-plates.’

‘Bloody cheek. And you’d better hide that drink,’ said Bea. ‘There’s a doctor watching you.’

‘Oh hell, really? Which one?’ Hallie couldn’t help it; she was twenty-eight years old and still terrified of Dr West. Ridiculously, it was one of those Pavlovian reactions that refused to go away. Dr Jennifer West, in her forties, had an air of Jeremy Paxman about her; she liked to scold and interrogate and her bedside manner was enough to make grown men quake in their boots.

‘Don’t worry.’ Bea was grinning at the look on her face. ‘It’s only Luke.’

Thank God for that. Hallie relaxed and didn’t tip her drink into the plant pot behind her after all. Adrenalin raced through her veins for quite a different reason; not that she would admit it to a living soul, but for some months now she’d had a bit of a crush on Dr Luke Hilton. It was a pointless, never-going-to-happen kind of crush, obviously; harmless enough. Luke was so nice, and seeing him always brightened her day.

He was also far less likely than Dr West to give her a long, boring New Year’s Eve diatribe on the perils of alcohol-inflicted dehydration.

Spotting Luke through the crowd, Hallie waved and watched him zigzag his way across the dance floor. He was wearing a striped green and white shirt, dark trousers and a black leather jacket. His hair was fair and cut short in a neat, doctory sort of way, and he was carrying a bottle of alcohol-free lager, which, presumably, meant he was on call.

‘Hi. You made it down here, then.’

‘I did.’ Hallie smiled; he had such lovely eyes, grey and warm and sympathetic. ‘I wasn’t sure if I’d be up to it, but thought I should give it a go.’ She showed him her glass. ‘This is my first drink, by the way.’

Luke shrugged. ‘I’m not going to lecture you.’

‘Thanks. I’ve got my chair with me, anyway. I might leave at nine, have a bit of a rest at home then come back later if I’m still awake.’ Hallie pulled a face. ‘I know, right? Rock and roll.’

‘Nothing wrong with pacing yourself.’ He nodded at the bag in her left hand. ‘Are you going to offer me one of those crisps or not?’

Hallie held out the packet, but just as he reached in, his phone rang.

‘Yes . . . yes . . .’ He listened to the voice at the other end. Finally he said, ‘No problem, on my way now.’

‘Selfish patients,’ said Hallie as he put down his drink. ‘Being ill and spoiling your evening. Hope it doesn’t take too long.’

‘Never can tell. Anyway, I’m off.’ He pinched a few crisps to keep him going. ‘If I don’t make it back, happy new year.’

‘Thanks.’ Would it be? Who knew? Hallie smiled and said, ‘You too.’


Chapter 6

OK, this was turning into one hell of a New Year’s Eve. And so far, not in a good way.

Rory McAndrew was by nature impatient. He hated to queue for anything. He hated to wait. It was all so pointless, such a waste of time; why be waiting when you could be doing something interesting or fun or constructive instead?

This time, though, he was waiting for a reason. The process itself might be mind-crushingly boring, but if he stuck it out, the end result would hopefully be worth it.

And he was going to stick it out; after fourteen hours, there was no way on earth he’d give up now. Even though the mixture of boredom and anticipation was playing havoc with his system.

But if this was the only chance he had to find her again, he wasn’t going to miss out on it.

Rory drummed his fingers against the side of his takeaway coffee cup, looked again at the arrivals board and saw that the delayed flight from Nice was finally about to land. It was his best chance, and the one he’d spent the evening pinning his hopes on, although there was always the possibility that she’d been forced to catch an indirect flight.

He absolutely refused to countenance the idea that she could be travelling back to a different airport. Or that when she’s said a week, she’d actually meant six days, or eight . . .

Right, no more coffee; he didn’t want to risk not being here in pole position at the exact moment she appeared through the doors before promptly disappearing within a matter of seconds in the direction of the car park.

One of the women who worked in WHSmith came past and said chattily, ‘You still here, love? Bless, it’s no way to spend New Year’s Eve, is it?’

Rory smiled at her; she’d spent the day on the till selling him cans of Coke, packets of chewing gum and bags of Jelly Babies. Furthermore, she had a point. He just hoped none of the other men hanging around the arrivals gate were here to meet the same girl as he was.

When the glass doors slid open thirty minutes later and there she was, Rory felt as if he’d been hit in the chest with a medicine ball; delight that his mad plan had worked mingled with relief that the unbearable wait was at last over. He hadn’t been hanging around the wrong airport on the wrong day after all.

She was here.

Better still, no one else was flinging their arms around her yelling, ‘Welcome home, darling, me and the kids have missed you so much!’

Rory watched from his position ten metres from the exit as she stopped to unzip her suitcase and pull out a scarf and gloves. She was going to need them, too; it was icy outside.

Oh, but look at her, just look at her: she had a face he knew he would never tire of looking at. She was wearing a black beret, black sweater, black tights and a swingy purple skirt, the kind an ice skater might wear. And low-heeled black suede boots. She looked fantastic. Comfortable, too. And now that she’d pulled on her gloves, she was about to leave the airport . . .

OK, action. He headed towards the exit at the same time she did, two arrows set to converge at the revolving door. When he reached her, he knocked his foot against the wheels of her suitcase and said – completely convincingly – ‘Oh, sorry . . . hey, hello!’

She turned, her mouth falling open as she recognised him. ‘Wow. It’s you! Hi!’

‘I don’t believe it. Talk about a coincidence.’ Rory shook his head in disbelief. ‘This is amazing. Have you just got back from your holiday in . . . where did you say you were off to? Was it Paris?’

See? Super-casual, super-cool.

‘Saint-Tropez.’ She was smiling, similarly astounded by the coincidence. ‘This is so weird! And what are you doing here?’

‘Just dropped a friend off. He’s catching a flight to Frankfurt.’

‘Well, isn’t that nice of you? Especially on New Year’s Eve!’

‘What can I say?’ Rory gave a modest shrug. ‘I’m a kind and thoughtful person.’

‘I already knew that. Always happy to help others.’

‘How’s the credit card? Been looking after it?’ They’d moved to the right of the revolving doors now, to avoid getting in other people’s way.

‘I’ve been taking very good care of it.’ Her blue eyes sparkled. ‘No more bins, you’ll be glad to hear.’

‘Excellent. And how was your Christmas?’

‘We had a great time, thanks. You?’

See how she was keeping the conversation going? Asking a question in return? This was progressing well, really well. He nodded, encouraged by how brilliantly he was doing. ‘Yes, fantastic. I didn’t introduce myself last time, by the way. Rory. Rory McAndrew.’

‘And I’m Natasha. Tasha. Tash.’ She shrugged generously. ‘Whichever. Take your pick.’

‘I like any of those. All good names.’ Just the sound of her voice was mesmerising.

‘Well, fancy bumping into you again like this. I still can’t get over it.’

‘I know. Maybe it’s fate.’ He’d practised saying this in his head so many times. ‘Look, how about we—’

‘Oh that’s lovely, she turned up at last! I’m so pleased for you.’ The garrulous woman from WHSmith was right in front of them, now wearing a thick coat and carrying a handbag. Beaming at Natasha, she said, ‘He was here when I started my shift first thing this morning and he’s been waiting for you all day. Must be love!’

And with a cheery wave, the woman disappeared through the revolving glass doors, leaving Rory to drown in a sea of his own mortification.

He couldn’t look at Tasha, but was burningly aware that she was looking at him.

‘All day? Really?’

He nodded. Oh God.

‘Are you like Tom Hanks in that film, Terminal? Do you live here at the airport?’

He forced himself to meet her gaze. She was trying not to smile.

‘That bloody woman. OK, here’s the thing. I’m not a stalker and I’m not weird. My name’s Rory McAndrew, I live in Hampstead and I’m a financial investment adviser. I’m normal, I promise.’ The words weren’t flowing quite as easily now that he was having to improvise. ‘I’ve never done anything like this before, but after last week . . . with you and the bin . . . well, after you’d left, I just couldn’t stop thinking about you. And I was kicking myself because I hadn’t taken your number. There was no way of getting in touch with you again . . . and it just kind of felt like it could be the biggest mistake of my life.’
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