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Five interesting things about Jessica Fox:

 

1. I can’t resist stopping to look at newly married couples emerging from churches.

 

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

 

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

 

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

 

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

May 2010

 



I have got to be the luckiest girl in the world!

Zoe Kent rested her elbows on the cool stone window ledge and gazed out of the villa window towards the lush Apennine Mountains. Sunshine flooded the scene in which cyclamen and myrtle jostled for pole position, while the air was heavy with the intense scents of rosemary and wild fennel. The soft breeze, which played with her blonde hair, was already filled with the warmth of the day.

Zoe smiled and her whole body fizzed with excitement. In under an hour she would be married, and she was in absolutely no doubt that she was marrying the right man.

Unlike last time.

This time she knew in every cell of her being that she was doing the right thing. This time everything was going to be perfect!

It’s the most beautiful setting imaginable, Zoe thought with pleasure. Her dressing-room vantage point had a bird’s-eye view of the arbour threaded with plump ivory roses and green ribbons. She could watch the villa staff scuttle about as they set out elegant white chairs and tables across the smooth lawns, carried bottles of champagne into the billowing white marquee, and arranged the white carpet aisle that she would be walking along before marrying the man she loved.

How could it be anything but perfect when her fiancé was the most generous, wonderful and thoughtful man on the planet? Just look at the amazing location he’d picked for their special day. There were all the thoughtful touches too: the stunning ivory Vera Wang sheath dress that fitted her perfectly; the beauticians and hairstylists, who’d transformed her into a radiant bride. It was the complete opposite of her first wedding, which she’d planned with military precision. This time she hadn’t had to lift a finger.

‘Come! Your hair no good in wind! You sit!’

The hairdresser, tutting at the strands of hair that the breeze had prised from Zoe’s headdress, propelled the bride away from the window. Seating her firmly back at the dressing table, she began to tease the golden curls back into order. It seemed like hours had been spent tonging and pinning Zoe’s thick hair up with pink roses, and for once she had been given no choice but to sit  back and let herself be pampered. Her nails had been manicured while another beautician had given her the most blissful shoulder massage. It was heavenly, but rather strange not to be in control.

However, Zoe couldn’t help reverting to type. ‘Have the caterers arrived?’ she asked. ‘Is the seating taken care of? And where’s my bouquet? The florist does know the wedding’s at three, doesn’t she?’

The hairdresser’s sloe-dark eyes met Zoe’s in the agespeckled mirror and she patted her shoulder soothingly.

‘You shush now! Just relax and enjoy! Your fiancé, he take care of everything!’

Zoe opened her mouth to argue but shut it again quickly because the hairdresser was right. New man, new relationship and a whole new start!

With a smile Zoe raised her champagne flute to her reflection. Today really did feel like the happiest day of her life. She just wished her closest girlfriends could be here to share it. But her fiancé would have to be a miracle-worker to organise flying all of them to Italy.

There was a knock on the door. Actually, more like a thundering!

‘Lemme in lemme in lemme in!’ came the voice behind the door. It was a voice that Zoe knew well, but she must be imagining it.

She got up and had barely even twisted the handle when she was hugged by a tall blonde whirlwind.

‘Libby!’ she cried in surprise. ‘But how . . . ?’

Once Zoe was released from Libby’s strong embrace (goodness, her sister had been upping the ante at the gym!) she saw another familiar face waiting behind.

‘Congratulations,’ Priya whispered. ‘Your man moved heaven and earth to fly us out here for today. He’s absolutely perfect for you, Zoe.’

Zoe nodded and grinned. ‘I know.’

‘I can’t believe you’re really getting married again! And so soon!’ cried Libby, helping herself to a glass of Moët.

‘This time it’s different,’ Zoe told her sister.

Priya squeezed Zoe’s hand. ‘You deserve it after all you’ve been through.’

‘The weird thing is, we should have seen this coming,’ Libby said thoughtfully. ‘Angela’s predictions at your hen night have come true for all of us so we shouldn’t be surprised she was right about you as well.’

‘Even if you didn’t tell us for ages what it was she said,’ chided Priya.

‘Are you surprised I kept it to myself?’ Zoe shook her head. ‘It was hardly the kind of news a girl wants to hear just before she ties the knot for the first time.’

‘Angela’s never wrong,’ said Libby, nodding sagely.

‘Wish I’d asked her for the lottery numbers!’ joked Priya.

Zoe laughed. ‘Talking of that famous hen night,’ the  laughter stopped and she paused, ‘I don’t suppose any of the other hens were able to make it as well?’

Priya and Libby glanced at each other for a split second but it was long enough for Zoe to know that they’d already had this discussion. Her heart sank into her glittery sandals. That was a no then. It seemed not everyone was excited about her second marriage.

‘Sorry, babes, but it’s just us,’ Priya said gently. ‘It’s not easy for everyone to make it. And I’m sure you understand why Charlotte hasn’t flown out.’

Zoe nodded. Of course she understood, but all the same it would have been lovely to see her.

What about Fern, her zany, platform-booted, curly-headed best friend? They’d been through so much together over the years, from uni to working together on countless screenplays. Zoe could hardly imagine herself getting married without Fern being around. For her best friend not to have made the effort really hurt and could only mean one thing: Fern was still really angry.

In spite of the glorious sunshine, the stunningly romantic setting and the certain knowledge that in less than an hour she’d be marrying the man who truly was her soul mate, Zoe felt desperately, desperately sad. She turned away from the others so they didn’t see the tears pooling in her eyes, and stared bleakly down at the garden. Without her best friend to share in her happiness, everything felt off key and out of balance.

Zoe swallowed the lump that suddenly filled her throat and, despite the honeyed sunshine dancing across her skin, she felt icy cold.

Would Fern ever forgive Zoe for what she’d done?
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June 2009

 



‘Steven Kent! That’s enough; I don’t care how much you beg!’

Trying her hardest to ignore her fiancé’s pleas and his delicious kisses, Zoe Forster placed her hands on Steve’s chest and gave him a shove onto the pavement. ‘You’ll be late to your own stag do if you don’t get your skates on.’

‘So cruel,’ Steve sighed, his hazel eyes twinkling from behind his trendy wire-framed glasses. ‘All I want to do is stay in with my beautiful fiancée, but no. She insists on kicking me out into the cold.’

Zoe laughed. ‘It’s June and twenty degrees! You just want to stay here and keep an eye on me.’

He held up his hands. ‘Guilty as charged. I’ve heard all about what goes on at these hen parties. The minute I turn my back, the strippers will be knocking down the door.’

‘We’re not having strippers!’ Zoe insisted, crossing  her fingers behind her back. Although she’d been absolutely adamant on this score her nutty sister, Libby, was in charge of tonight and you could never be quite sure what she would get up to. She swallowed nervously as a policeman walked past on the opposite side of the street. She really hoped his uniform wasn’t held together by Velcro with a waxed chest hiding beneath the shirt and tie.

‘A hen night without a stripper? Sacrilege!’ Steve pulled a mock-horrified face. ‘I can stand in: I’ve seen The Full Monty enough times to know exactly what to do.’

He started to whistle ‘You Can Leave Your Hat On’ while flexing his biceps and thrusting his groin about in true stripper style. Zoe giggled. She adored her fiancé but with his slender frame and glasses he was about as far from a Tango-tanned muscle-bound stripper as it was possible to get.

‘Can I just remind you that it’s my friends who are coming over tonight?’ she pointed out. ‘One of whom happens to be your sister? I really don’t think Charlotte would want to watch your naked dance steps!’

‘And on that happy note, I’m off,’ Steve said hastily. ‘Good luck with Lottie, by the way. The way she feels about marriage lately I’m amazed she’s even agreed to come.’

Their eyes met and mutual understanding flowed between them. Steve’s recently divorced sister was certainly bitter when it came to all things romantic. Zoe  had invited Charlotte in the hope that a night in with the girls might cheer her up and she hoped it wasn’t going to prove to be a big mistake.

‘Libby’s promised to make this a night to remember so I’m sure it’ll make even Charlotte crack a smile,’ she assured him. ‘Now you’d better get going or Rufus and the boys will think you’ve stood them up.’

‘I’m going, I’m going!’ Steve blew her a kiss. ‘Have a wonderful time, Zo. And don’t wait up for me. Poledancing clubs don’t close until the small hours – or so I hear!’

‘Idiot,’ said Zoe fondly. She knew he was going to Brick Lane for a curry with some of his colleagues. One of them, a film producer called Rufus, was a bit wild, but she knew Steve inside out and trusted him totally. There wouldn’t be any silly shenanigans at his stag do.

So what if her friends thought they were dull and predictable? There was a lot to be said for peace of mind. Let her dad get married more times than she’d ordered a skinny latte, she’d rather stay with the same, faithful man for ever. That was just the way that their relationship was. They had no secrets.

She watched Steve climb into his sleek new BMW and waved him off, blowing kisses back until the car turned left at the junction of their road and was lost in the traffic of Richmond High Street.

Smiling, Zoe wandered around their Victorian terrace,  checking that everything was in place for the evening ahead. Wine was cooling, bowls overflowing with crisps and nachos were positioned around the sitting room, and in the kitchen a delicious selection of canapés were cooking slowly in the Aga while dishes of the ingredients to make an Eton mess in seconds chilled in the fridge. Candles were flickering, Michael Bublé was crooning from the iPod and the French doors were flung open onto the garden allowing the scents of stocks and rosemary to drift into the house on the warm evening breeze.

Perfect, thought Zoe. Now all I need are my hens!

 



An hour later the party was in full swing and Zoe’s favourite women had well and truly raised her spirits so high that she practically needed oxygen. She hadn’t laughed this hard in a long time. Zoe was adorned with numerous L-plates, brandishing a giant vibrator like Luke Skywalker’s light sabre (thanks a lot, Priya!) and wearing a veil and Fern’s glittery tiara.

The girls were sitting at Zoe’s kitchen island and busily hoovering up Priya’s Bombay Mix while telling wedding anecdotes. Steve’s sister, Charlotte, had been reprimanded several times for being negative about marriage and Libby had personally threatened to drown her in the guacamole if she so much as breathed the words ‘cheating bastards’ again. Fern, meanwhile, had just finished recounting a story where the bride decided  at the altar she was actually in love with the maid of honour and all hell had broken loose.

‘Well, don’t go trying that on Saturday,’ Libby said. ‘I love you, Zoe, but you’re not my type!’

‘What is your type?’ Priya asked.

Libby shrugged. ‘Tall, sporty, fit?’

‘Basically, if it’s male and has its own teeth she’ll jump its bones,’ grinned Fern.

‘Whereas Fern isn’t even bothered about them having their own teeth!’ shot back Libby. ‘Didn’t you once pull a pensioner?’

‘Zoe!’ Fern’s tiny ring-covered hands flew to her mouth. ‘I can’t believe you told them! He didn’t look that old, I swear. I thought he was fifty at the most.’

‘Until bedtime came and he took his dentures out,’ said Libby, and they all screeched with laughter while poor Fern did a beetroot impression.

‘To be fair, she did call it a day at that point,’ Zoe said, wiping tears from her eyes. ‘And never dated a lecturer again.’

‘I didn’t need to,’ Fern tossed her bright blonde curls defiantly. ‘I was with Luke Scottman after that, wasn’t I? He was in my drama society at uni.’

‘Luke Scottman!’ breathed Charlotte, and for a split second her cynical mask slipped. ‘I’ve watched Buddhist Assassin about a million times just for the naked butt scene. Is he really that fit in real life?’

Fern considered this for a moment then she shrugged. ‘Yep, ’fraid so! And I’ll tell you something else too . . .’

The hens all leaned forward, eyes wide as they waited to hear some first-hand information on Hollywood’s hottest A-lister. If anyone would know it would be Fern; she’d dated him for nearly three years.

When she was certain that she had their undivided attention Fern said slowly, ‘When it comes to Luke, believe me, girls, he really does have . . .’ she paused and held her hands a foot apart, waiting to make sure they were all hanging on her every word, ‘. . . his own teeth!’

‘You really had us going there!’ Libby grinned as they all dissolved into gales of laughter.

Fern’s eyes were big blue circles of innocence. ‘What did you think I was going to say? Anyway, enough tales of woe and silliness! At least we know that Zoe’s wedding is going to be perfect!’

All the girls had raised their glasses and were smiling at her.

‘Zoe and Steve have always been the perfect couple,’ Fern continued with a broad grin. ‘They are a true match made in heaven, and the rest of us can only hope that one day we find a relationship that comes anywhere close. They are everything that a couple should be. And so I say, to Zoe and Steve!’

‘Zoe and Steve!’ the girls echoed, chinking their glasses together.

Zoe joined in too but her smile felt a bit too tight across her face.

‘We’re not that perfect,’ she replied. Dare she admit her doubts and fears about Steve?

‘Of course you are!’ the other chorused.

Zoe bit her lip. There were things about her and Steve that they didn’t know, things she’d kept back. Was it right for her friends to think everything was flawless, when they had their troubles too? They were measuring their own relationships against something that just wasn’t real. Was it any wonder Fern thought her boyfriends always fell short?

Steve was no saint. He had more in common with her father than any of them knew. But then again, she was no saint either.

It wasn’t fair. She had to say something . . .

‘Guys, you know I love Steve—’ Zoe began nervously, only to be interrupted by the girls all chorusing ahhhh, with the marked exception of Charlotte, who looked like she was sucking a particularly acidy acid drop. ‘No, seriously, listen to me,’ Zoe continued. ‘You’re all always going on about how perfect Steve and I are but there are things you don’t know—’

Just as she was on the brink of telling her friends the one thing she’d never dared share with anyone, the shrilling of the doorbell interrupted her hesitant words.

Libby beamed and jumped from her seat. ‘That’ll be my present, babes!’

Fern, Priya, and even Charlotte looked gleeful. ‘Strippers!’ squealed Priya.

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

‘Of course not! How clichéd would that be?’ said Libby. ‘Girls, please prepare to meet our very own fortune-teller!’
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Zoe soon discovered that one of the perks of being a bride, along with the stress of organising a wedding and having to convince an outraged Libby that the bridesmaids’ dresses weren’t really pink but cerise, was that she was also afforded the dubious honour of being the first in line for a tarot reading.

I hope this doesn’t take too long, thought Zoe as she walked through her dark kitchen and into the conservatory. Psychics were Libby’s thing, not Zoe’s. She wanted to spend the time with her friends, not Richmond’s answer to Mystic Meg!

‘Come in, sweetheart. Don’t look so nervous! This is supposed to be fun,’ beamed Angela as Zoe hovered in the doorway. ‘Take a seat.’

Zoe paused. Although Angela, in her comfy M&S slacks and with her round smiley face, looked more like someone’s nan than a psychic, there was something about the atmosphere in the conservatory that halted Zoe in her tracks and made the hair on her arms prickle.  Behind Angela the garden was smothered by inky darkness and the house seemed filled with a peculiar tense silence, almost as though it was holding its breath. The soft lamps that usually cast a soothing buttery glow into the conservatory had been switched off, and instead candles threw strange leaping shadows against the walls while the low driftwood coffee table that she and Steve had found on a long-ago holiday in Fowey was shrouded in a blood-red throw. Disconcerted by this strange change to her home, and cross with herself for being so irrationally spooked, Zoe took a deep breath and forced herself to sit in the seat opposite Angela.

Get a grip! she told herself. It’s not as though you believe in any of this mumbo jumbo. And she doesn’t even look like a psychic. More like a pub landlady!

With these stern thoughts she instantly felt better. She’d let Angela do her stuff and be back with the hens before you could say ‘Peggy Mitchell’!

‘Welcome, bride-to-be,’ said Angela warmly as she handed Zoe the tarot deck.

For a split second Zoe was taken aback. How on earth did Angela know that she was the bride? Then she remembered that she was wearing the veil and L-plates, so coming to the right conclusion had hardly required the detecting skills of Miss Marple.

‘Now, I’d like you to shuffle the cards, please, and  split them into three piles,’ Angela directed, and Zoe did as she was told.

Angela laid the cards out in an intricate pattern on the red velvet and stared at them for a while with her fingers steepled beneath her chin and her brow furrowed. She sighed heavily.

‘What a burden you carry, my love. Being married is something you really fear, isn’t it?’

Zoe laughed. ‘Hardly! I’ve thought of nothing else for weeks.’

Angela’s eyes narrowed. ‘I didn’t say getting married, my love, I said being married. You’re desperately afraid that taking marriage lightly might run in the family and that you might not be able to honour the promises that you’ll make next week. Although you’d never voice it to anyone, your deepest, darkest fear is that your fiancé doesn’t take marriage particularly seriously. You’re afraid he’s cut from the same cloth as your father, aren’t you?’

Zoe felt her mouth swing open. How on earth could this total stranger know about her father? Zoe had hardly told anyone about Michael Forster’s history. Why would she? Having a father who compared to Henry the Eighth in terms of marital restraint wasn’t exactly something she was proud of.

‘It plays on your mind,’ Angela continued thoughtfully. ‘You want everything to be ordered to outweigh the disorder he caused you. You work so hard to keep up  appearances and make everything perfect that sometimes you’re quite frazzled by it all. Aren’t you, my love? Yet still you carry on because that’s what everyone’s come to expect from you and you’d hate anybody to be disappointed.’ Her eyes narrowed. ‘More than that. You’re afraid of disillusioning them.’

Zoe was stunned. It had taken her cognitive therapist months to draw these conclusions, and cost a small fortune too. How on earth had a total stranger managed to find all this out in just a matter of minutes? For a second she teetered on the brink of believing totally in the woman seated opposite. Then Zoe reminded herself sharply that Libby had booked this reading and since her sister was to discretion what Jordan was to modest dressing Angela probably already knew every sordid detail of their family history.

‘Well, that’s all very interesting and I’ll certainly bear it in mind,’ she said politely.

Angela shrugged her plump shoulders. ‘I can see you’re not a believer, my love! Still, that doesn’t matter a fig to my spirit guides. Right now they’re asking me to let you know that you must tell your best friend the thing you fear telling her the most. They know how frightened you are, sweetheart, and how you’re afraid it will mean the end of your friendship but they promise she will get over it. Eventually.’

Her mouth dry, and feeling cold to her bones, Zoe  gaped at Angela. What? How? There was no way this total stranger could possibly know about that! Zoe had never breathed a word of that huge secret to anyone. There was only one other soul on the planet that knew the truth and she would bet everything she owned – in fact, she’d even wager her life on it – he’d never said anything. And as for him coming into contact with Angela, well, that was quite simply impossible!

‘How do you know that?’ she whispered.

Angela reached forward and patted Zoe’s cold slim hand with her pudgy warm fingers.

‘I don’t know,’ she said softly. ‘It’s my guides who see all.’

Zoe wasn’t so sure she liked the idea of these nosy allseeing spirit guides! Flustered and shaken, she slipped her fingers away and swiftly changed the subject to her wedding day. The other subject was off limits, stored away in the darkest corners of her mind where guilty shadows lurked, and she really didn’t want to go there. Tonight was supposed to be a happy occasion.

‘What about my wedding day?’ she asked quickly. ‘Do your guides see it going smoothly?’

‘Which wedding day?’ Angela looked confused.

‘What? I don’t understand.’

‘The one next week or the other one?’ Angela asked plainly.

‘What!?!’

‘You’ll be married twice, you see, so which one do you mean?’ Angela asked. ‘Actually, it doesn’t really matter; I see both going perfectly.’

‘That’s total nonsense!’ Zoe cried. ‘I’m only ever getting married once. I totally believe that marriage is for life. You said as much yourself, remember?’

But Angela was looking at her with something close to pity. ‘No, my love, I said you were afraid of being like your father. I never said you’d only marry the once. It’s here in the cards and there’s no mistaking it. You will get married twice.’

I bloody won’t get married twice! Zoe thought furiously. Absolutely no way was she going to become the Liz Taylor of Southwest London!

‘My guides are never wrong,’ insisted Angela, fixing her with a bright-eyed gaze.

Zoe told herself she didn’t believe a word of it, but, never one to be impolite, she just smiled. ‘Thank you, Angela. That was . . . fun. However, I have something in the oven and I better check on it. Can’t trust that lot to do it!’

As far as she was concerned the evening had taken a turn for the worse. How could Angela spoil her special day by insisting that her marriage wasn’t going to last? She loved Steve and they were the perfect couple! Everyone said so. Angela had been talking total nonsense.

But what about all the things she got right? said a small voice deep down inside her. She knew about your deepest, darkest secret. And if she was right about that then she could be right about your being married twice.

She felt sick. In seven days’ time she would be making vows to the man she adored in front of all their family and friends. It should be the happiest day of her life but now, thanks to this hen-night prophecy, she was filled with a terrible sense of foreboding.

Zoe never thought she’d say it but she was starting to wish that Libby had booked a stripper after all.
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Valentine’s Day 2010

 




Slices of tentative sunshine stole through the blinds and danced across the duvet until Zoe could no longer ignore them. It was time to get up. Yawning widely she stretched out beneath her Egyptian cotton sheets.


My first Valentine’s Day as a married woman.

She reached out for Steve, but her hand just met thin air. Opening her eyes Zoe glanced over to the alarm clock and saw that it was seven a.m. Goodness! Steve would be long gone: he had a breakfast meeting on set at half-past. He must have slipped out so as not to disturb her, which was typical of him. Her husband had to be the most considerate man on the planet. Still, she couldn’t help thinking it might have been nice to have been awoken for some early morning Valentine’s Day passion. They were still newlyweds, after all!

It was warm in bed, the duck-down duvet heavy  against her legs, and for a moment Zoe was sorely tempted to close her eyes and drift back off to sleep. Although she and Steve were both working on the BBC’s latest adaptation of Henry James’s The Portrait of a Lady, Zoe wasn’t needed on set until later. In fact, she only had a couple of short meetings about the script pencilled in for this morning, which should leave her plenty of time to meet up with Steve for their traditional VD lunch, as they laughingly referred to it.

Pushing back the covers, Zoe padded across the reclaimed floorboards, headed into the bathroom and opened the cabinet above the basin. Even before the door swung outward Zoe already knew what she’d find inside – and all this without possessing Angela’s psychic talents! Tucking her thick waves of golden hair behind her ears and going onto tiptoe, she rummaged inside the cabinet until her fingers closed around a heart-shaped Post-it note. Peeling it away from the tube of Colgate, Zoe knew without looking that it would read ‘Happy’. There’d be another one stuck to her shampoo in the shower, Zoe thought fondly, as she shrugged off her nightdress and stepped into the wet room. She was right. This note read ‘Valentine’s’, and unless her husband had suffered a sudden attack of spontaneity ‘Day’ would be somewhere in the fridge and ‘Darling’ on the front door. Such was the reassuring familiarity of their life together!

After a tinglingly powerful shower (where she  discovered that Libby had used up her Jo Malone Lime and Basil shower gel . . . again) Zoe dressed in her favourite dark plum Jasper Conran trouser suit and wandered downstairs collecting ‘Darling’ from the front door as she picked up the post. Hey, why not live life dangerously for once and read the notes out of sequence?

She walked to the fridge to pick up ‘Day’ from where it would be magneted to the front. But when she got there she saw nothing. That’s odd, she thought. Has Steve decided to mix it up for once? There was no note inside the fridge either. It was only when she saw something pink fluttering on the floor that she sighed. She’d been right all along. The note had just fallen off.


Hurrah, thought Zoe as she tipped Special K into a bowl. Another Valentine’s Post-it trail completed and, even if it didn’t require the brain power of Stephen Hawking to figure it out, it was nice to know Steve cared enough to make the effort.

Although it might be more fun if he found some new hiding places . . .

Zoe’s treasure hunt trail of clues was far from over, though, and, as she left the house, she was already trying to work out what restaurant Steve had decided to book for their special lunch. He always kept this part of their day a surprise, and Zoe knew that he’d have been busy laying a series of clues that she would have to  follow throughout the morning. The chiming of her BlackBerry’s text signalled a picture message from Steve. A clock face showing one p.m. Hmm . . . If she made an effort to power through her meetings and didn’t allow herself to become distracted when she visited the costume department then she’d definitely be there in time. Wherever there was, of course!

 



‘These are gorgeous, Lila,’ said Zoe, running her fingers over the soft fabric of the costumes.

‘Thanks, hon,’ replied Lila with a smile. ‘And don’t worry, everything’s all set for tomorrow.’

‘Thanks.’

‘Don’t thank me! You organised everything!’

How many times had someone said that to Zoe? She’d lost count after a hundred.

‘It makes me wonder,’ said Lila with a lopsided grin, ‘in your house, does Steve have to organise anything?’


Steve! It was half twelve already. Steve would be so hurt if she didn’t make it on time. ‘Sorry, Lila, I have to go!’ Zoe said, and ran for the door.

Switching on her BlackBerry, she was soon greeted by a flurry of picture messages, the first of which was a blank screen. The second was an aerial shot of London.

White City! Zoe turned on her heel and strode as quickly as she could along Wood Lane. Once at the station she laughed aloud when she saw that Steve had  taped several clues to a series of trees. That man had way too much time on his hands!

Closer inspection of these new clues revealed an elephant painted blue, a tie, a football fan wearing a blue scarf, a shot of a shocking-pink gerbera and finally the words ‘Head here’ scrawled in Steve’s distinctive loopy handwriting.

That was pretty easy, Zoe decided as she retrieved them. The restaurant must be in Chelsea, home of Steve’s beloved football team and of the famous flower show. Steve had chosen the trendy Thai restaurant on Fulham Broadway, which went by the rather strange name of Blue Elephant. He’d been wanting to try it ever since Charlotte had raved about the place, so she shouldn’t really be surprised. Both Steve and Zoe adored Thai food and at just the thought of Thai green curry and fragrant jasmine rice her stomach started to rumble.

Taking the tube to Fulham Broadway would mean more clues but would take too long. She’d no doubt be instructed to go thirty steps in one direction and then twenty in another. She didn’t have time.

She decided to catch a cab straight to her destination. Steve would never need to know she’d cheated. Anyway, she told herself firmly, it’s not cheating – I just know my husband really well!

By the time Zoe’s cab drew up outside Blue Elephant she was nearly twenty minutes late and the restaurant  was buzzing with trendy young Londoners, all brandishing chopsticks and drinking scarily expensive wine. She scanned the place several times, but she couldn’t see any sign of Steve at all. Odd. Maybe I ought to have looked at those other clues after all, she thought. Perhaps she’d got it wrong. But past experience had taught her that Steve’s clues were never the subtlest and he’d dropped enough hints about wanting to try this place. Something must have held him up. She hoped he was all right. Steve was never late anywhere. Greenwich Mean Time could use him to set the clocks.

When another five minutes had passed Zoe could bear it no longer. She’d have to ask one of the waiters if Steve had made a booking.

‘One p.m., reservation for two for Mr Kent.’ The maitre d’ looked up from his ledger and gave Zoe a broad smile.

Zoe was relieved. She hadn’t got it wrong; she knew what her husband was doing and guessed perfectly. But then she felt a pang of something else. Disappointment? Part of her was hoping to be surprised.

‘Happy Valentine’s Day, Mrs Kent. Shall I show you to your table? Or would you like a drink at the bar while you wait?’

Zoe was just about to plump for a glass of Pinot Grigio at the bar while she called her husband, when her BlackBerry chimed, announcing a message from Steve.

So sorry sweetheart but I have to cancel – have a casting crisis. Will make it up to u. Promise xxx

Blimey! Zoe was so taken aback after reading this that she needed that drink. Steve cancelling their special VD lunch? He’d never done that before, not in seven years. And what was even more out of character was that he always called and spoke to her if there was a change of plan. He never texted because he thought it was rude. This was unusual in the extreme.

Whatever this casting crisis was it must be big. She’d better get back to TV Centre!
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‘Wow, Fern! You look amazing!’ Priya cried, clapping her hands with delight. ‘That dress was made for you!’

‘You think?’ Fern twirled in front of the mirror, white silk, ribbons and acres of tulle flying out around her while her corkscrew curls boinged in excited agreement.

‘Definitely. Unlike this,’ said Priya, who was struggling to get into a tight green velvet day dress, complete with leg-o’-mutton sleeves and a bustle. ‘I think you should speak very nicely to Zoe and ask her if you can keep it.’

Zoe laughed. ‘You can be as nice to me as you like but that dress is staying put! It cost thousands to make and we need it for the scene where Isabel marries Osmond. So don’t even think of trying to smuggle it out in your handbag!’

‘As if I would ever do that!’ Fern’s sparkling blue eyes widened. ‘That would crush it – I’d have to use a carrier bag at least!’

It was the day after Valentine’s and the girls were in the Beeb’s costume department and having a whale of a time as they tried on Lila’s fabulous creations for The Portrait of a Lady. Zoe and Fern had to stay on late for a night shoot anyway so Zoe decided that rather than twiddle their thumbs for a few hours, she’d get their friends over. This evening they were being Edwardian ladies, or rather Zoe, Fern, Charlotte and Priya were, while Libby was far more interested in munching her way through the buffet Zoe had laid on.

‘Go on, Zo,’ Fern was wheedling. ‘They’d never miss it once filming’s over! And it’d make the perfect wedding dress.’

‘You’re thinking about weddings?’ Zoe’s eyebrows shot into her blonde fringe. She’d known that Fern was really happy with her new man (which was a huge relief, given the traumas and shenanigans it had taken her to find him) but she’d no idea things were that serious.

Fern blushed. ‘Just . . . hypothetically. If I were to ever get married – which I’m not saying I am, by the way – this dress is just the kind of thing I’d want. That’s all.’

‘Right,’ Zoe said slowly. ‘So nothing could be further from your mind then?’

She caught Priya’s eye and the two of them burst out laughing.

‘Carry on, tease away,’ huffed Fern. ‘But I’m really  happy for once. He’s amazing. In fact, even though we’re working apart, he still flew to London and took me out for a Valentine’s dinner. How romantic is that?’

‘Very, babes, and I’m glad. You deserve to be spoiled,’ Zoe told her warmly. ‘He’s lucky to have you.’

Fern smiled. ‘I think we’re both pretty lucky. And just think! I nearly let him get away, like the muppet I am. This has to have been my best Valentine’s ever.’

Priya nodded, her dark eyes shining. ‘Mine too. My man isn’t here, obviously, but he sent the most amazing bouquet of flowers. Jasmine, hibiscus, myrtle – all the ones he knew I’d recognise from my time in India. And we’re going away for a romantic break tomorrow morning.’
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Dear Little Black Dress Reader,

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

even better by logging on to

swww.littleblackdresshooks.com
where you can:
+ Enter our monthly competitions (o win
gorgeous prizes
¥ Get hot-off-the-press news shout our latest titles

+ Read exclusive preview chapters both from
your favourite authors and from brilliant new
writing talent

+ Buy up-and-coming books online

+ Sign up for an essential slice of romance via
our fortnightly email newsletter

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

With love from,

The Little black dress team
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Five girls,

five destinies...

is love on the
cards?






