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    About the Author


    Penny Vincenzi is one of the UK’s best-loved and most popular authors. Since her first novel, Old Sins, was published in 1989, she has written fifteen bestselling novels, most recently The Decision and the number one bestsellers The Best of Times and An Absolute Scandal.


    Her first ‘proper’ job was at the Harrods Library, aged sixteen, after which she went to secretarial college. She joined the Mirror and later became a journalist, writing for The Times, the Daily Mail and Cosmopolitan amongst many others, before turning to fiction. Several years later, over seven million copies of Penny’s books have been sold worldwide and she is universally held to be the ‘doyenne of the modern blockbuster’ (Glamour).


    Penny Vincenzi has four daughters, and divides her time between London and Gower, South Wales.


    Praise for Penny Vincenzi:


    ‘Teeming with memorable characters, this is pure pleasure, Vincenzi-style’ Woman & Home


    ‘Glamourous, weepy, indulgent and at times heartbreaking. Oh, and it has some racy bits, too. Hooray!’ Heat


    ‘Romps glamorously along, is very well-written and there’s plenty of ceiling-hitting sex and good characters. What more could anyone want? … I enjoyed it hugely’ Daily Mail


    ‘This spectacular novel is utterly captivating’ Closer


    ‘There are a few things better in life than the knowledge that sitting on your bedside table is the latest novel by Penny Vincenzi’ Daily Express


    ‘There’s one name that continues to reign supreme, Penny Vincenzi’ Glamour


    ‘A very involving read, perfect for a lazy rainy afternoon’ Woman


    ‘A big, fat autumn read, packed with glamour and high drama’ Choice

  


  
    


    About the Book


    In this ebook exclusive short story collection, four unforgettable stories of love, family, heartbreak and hope by Penny Vincenzi, the acclaimed Sunday Times bestselling author of The Decision and The Best of Times, are available together for the first time.


    Told in Penny’s unique voice, The Mermaid, Fair Exchange, Knowing Best and The Brooch are four unmissable stories in which a young woman battles to be accepted by her boyfriend’s son, a divorced couple rediscover their passion for one another, a young couple’s marriage comes perilously close to disaster, and a feud over a missing brooch separates two sisters for over a decade. With this collection, Penny Vincenzi explores the passions, jealousies, truths and lies that bring lovers and families together, and that can tear them apart.

  


  
    


    The Mermaid


    He really didn’t like her. She was too – shiny. Everything about her shone: her lipstick, her nails, her jewellery – she had a lot of that – her shoes. She had perfect, shiny white teeth, and shiny swingy hair, and her skin was all golden, and gleamy too. He had a bit of trouble not liking her car, which was parked outside the house and which was very shiny indeed; it was silver and it had a top which let down – exactly the sort of car he would have loved if it had been his dad’s. But it wasn’t, it was hers. She offered to take him for a ride in it, with the top down, but he shook his head.


    ‘Surely you’d like that?’ his dad said. ‘It’d be really good fun.’ He winked at him. ‘Martin’d see you; he’s out on his bike.’


    Martin lived in the same street, and went to the same school and was in the same class, and boasted about everything: his skateboard, his computer, his bike, his mobile phone, his DVD player, his trainers. His dad didn’t have a convertible car though. It’d be pretty cool to drive past in one. But not even that was enough to persuade him. It really hurt, but he shook his head.


    He refused a meal at TGI’s as well. He said he didn’t like burgers any more.


    ‘News to me,’ said his father.


    ‘I don’t like them much either,’ she said. ‘How about a Chinese?’


    He shook his head. ‘I’m not hungry.’


    ‘Jake,’ said his dad, ‘you’re always hungry.’


    ‘I’m not today.’


    Julie went home alone, fairly early, feeling depressed. She couldn’t have tried harder. Little beast. Sizing her up, deciding what to do about her. He always did that, Nick had said: ‘You mustn’t mind.’


    She had said of course she didn’t mind, but she did. She wasn’t sure she liked the ‘always’ either. How many girlfriends had Nick taken home, for God’s sake? Anyway, it really rankled … being rejected by a nine-year-old. Thoroughly rejected. She’d been so sure she could impress him. Impressing was what she did; it was her job. Impressing clients, getting their business; she hadn’t got to be head of New Business at Farquar and Fanshawe by being unimpressive, now, had she? She’d realised, of course, this was quite a different game, but she had a nephew just about Jake’s age and she knew the way to his heart. It was a pretty predictable path: new toys (not that what they played with these days could be dignified by the label of toy), rides in the car, trips to theme parks and lots of junk food. Only Jake’s heart was clearly not to be found that way. Nick had warned her it might not be, of course: ‘He’s still grieving for Mary. And he’s a funny little chap. Bit of an oddball.’


    Mary, Jake’s mother, had died two years earlier of ovarian cancer. She had been the perfect earth-mother, it seemed: bread-baking, patchwork-making, sweetly content at home, caring for her little family. Jake’s room still bore testimony to it: three walls and the entire ceiling covered with pictures that she had painted, forests and waterfalls and night skies and, Jake’s favourite, a wonderful under-sea scene, with a mermaid sitting on a rock, looking into a mirror as she combed her hair. He talked to the mermaid, when he felt really bad, told her how unhappy he was, and how terribly he missed his mother. He knew it was silly, but it seemed to help, and it meant he didn’t have to say those sorts of things to his father and make him even more worried than he already was.


    Mary had been a piano teacher, and Jake had been an immensely promising player himself; but since her death he had refused even to touch the piano, and had made his father keep it locked.


    Julie had said (through slightly gritted teeth) that she would have expected Mary to have had more children. ‘She couldn’t,’ Nick had said with a sigh.


    She was secretly pleased; at least there was something Mary hadn’t been good at.


    Nick was not surprised by Jake’s reaction to Julie. It was always the same. (He regretted that ‘always’. It had just slipped out, making it seem as if he had had dozens of girlfriends, when there had only been a couple.) But he was very disappointed. He could see that he was only one step away from falling in love with this one. She was so – lovely. So pretty, and clever and funny, yet, underneath that, so really … well, nice. Gentle and concerned and that wonderful word Mary had used a lot, simpatico.


    She had seemed to be really sorry when he told her about Mary; sorry and concerned.


    ‘It must be so hard,’ she said, ‘coping with everything and being unhappy as well. It’s exhausting, being unhappy.’


    She had been married herself; married and divorced.


    ‘It was – messy,’ she said, twisting a strand of her shining brown hair round her finger. ‘Messy and … just horrible. It still hurts.’


    Initially, Nick had thought that never again would he so much as look at another woman, but somehow, as the worst of the grief eased and the loneliness intensified, he had wanted to have someone again. Not to marry, not even to be serious about, but just to talk to, be with, have fun with, and yes, all right, possibly a bit more than that. He knew Mary wouldn’t have minded; quite the reverse. She had made him promise to at least consider marrying again. ‘One day. You’ll need someone. And so will Jake.’


    Sure that he never would, he had promised. It seemed to calm her. She had been agitated, fretting over his loneliness, his inability to cope.


    He had coped, of course. He’d had to. Coped with the grief, the anger, with Jake’s grief and anger, and doing all the things Mary had done. He learned to shop and cook, to wash and iron, to go to parents’ evenings, to get the school uniform organised on Sunday nights, the lunch box every morning. It was a little easier for him than it might be for most men, because he was a teacher: the hours fitted around Jake’s life. He had even, this year, managed a birthday party. He was pretty proud of that. His sister had offered to do it for him; he had refused, almost indignantly.


    ‘I can do it myself. And Jake wants me to.’


    Jake had been so good: so brave and good. And such a companion to him. They had done everything together – at first. Walked, cycled, listened to music, watched TV, gone to the cinema, and talked and talked and talked.


    ‘I love you so much, Dad,’ Jake had said one night. ‘Not more than Mum, I don’t mean that. But however much I loved her, I’ve given you that love now as well.’


    The first time Nick had invited a girl to the house, just for Sunday afternoon tea, Jake had been appalled. He had locked himself up in his room and refused to come down. Embarrassed, shocked at himself for causing Jake such distress, Nick had apologised and asked the girl to leave. Stupid of him, he had thought, stupid and insensitive. It was far too soon. In time, it would become easier …


    When he went to try and talk to Jake, he was lying on the floor, gazing at the mural and the mermaid.


    ‘Just leave me alone,’ he said. ‘Just go and talk to her if you want to.’


    ‘I don’t,’ Nick said. ‘She’s gone.’


    ‘Good.’ But he went on staring at the mural. It was days before he so much as smiled.


    ‘You’ll have to be firm,’ Trish, Nick’s sister, said, when this had happened a couple more times. ‘He can’t stay joined at the hip with you for ever.’


    ‘I don’t think firmness is the answer,’ said Nick with a sigh. ‘God knows what it is.’ Finding the right girl, he supposed. For both of them.


    He had hoped so much that Julie was the right girl.


    He liked her too much to let her go. He continued to see her, lying to Jake about where he was, what he was doing, feeling like a guilty adolescent. Weeks went past; they met twice a week.
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