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 About the Book




 




Poppy Dunbar is out on her hen night when she meets Tom Kennedy. With his dark eyes and quirky smile, he could lure any girl off the straight and narrow, but what really draws Poppy to him is the feeling that she’s known him all her life. She can’t go through with the meeting they arrange – but she can’t go through with the wedding either.


Suddenly notorious as ‘The Girl Who Jilted Rob Macbride’, Poppy moves to London. Soon Poppy’s installed in the bohemian household of Caspar French, a ravishingly good-looking young artist with a reputation for breaking hearts. But even in her colourful new home, Poppy can’t get Tom off her mind. Until she’s tracked him down, she’ll never know if their meeting was destiny – or if the future holds something entirely different for her . . .
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 Chapter 1




 The thing about going out on your hen night, Poppy Dunbar couldn’t help noticing, was that nobody – but nobody – bothered to chat you up.




 It possibly had something to do with the three inflated condoms tethered to the top of her hat and the L-plate hung around her neck, sending out the signal: ‘Don’t bother, boys.’ She was about as off-limits as it was possible to get. All of a sudden – as far as men were concerned – she had become invisible. It felt weird, after years of nightclubbing and being chatted up. She’d never actually been unfaithful to Rob, of course, but it was still nice to be noticed.




 ‘Tell me about it.’ Dina, when Poppy had passed this observation on earlier, was able to sympathise. ‘I’m in the same boat, aren’t I?’ She pulled a gloomy face. ‘Nobody makes a pass at you when you’re nine months pregnant. It’s like being a nun.’




 Not that Dina was in too much danger of being mistaken for a nun right now, not while she was smack in the middle of the dance floor giving it all she’d got. At her request the club DJ was playing the old Madonna song, ‘Like a Virgin’. Dina’s white Lycra skirt was edging its way up to mid-thigh and her black patent high heels reflected the fluorescent lights zapping and crisscrossing overhead.




 For a pregnant nun she was doing pretty well, thought Poppy. If her husband Ben could see her now he’d have a fit. Dina’s dance style bordered on the frenzied; much more of it and she would go into labour. If that happened she would miss both the wedding and her chance to wear her new pink straw hat. Oh dear, Poppy thought with amusement, what a wicked waste of twenty-two pounds ninety-nine that would be. Ben would be furious.




 Poppy left her three fellow hens to it and made her way to the loo. Determined not to be hungover at her own wedding she had spent the night on 7-Up, which was going through her like Niagara Falls.




 ‘Don’t do it, pet,’ said one girl, eyeing the hat and L-plate and rolling her eyes in mock-horror as she squeezed past Poppy.




 ‘Getting married and not even pregnant,’ teased another, ‘there’s posh.’




 Studying her reflection in the mirror as she washed her hands, Poppy thought: Damn, I look a prat in this hat.




 It would be more than her life was worth, though, to take it off. This was the ritual, the way things were done. Out on your hen night you were supposed to look daft and anyone who didn’t was a complete killjoy. The girls would never forgive her.




 Silly hat intact, Poppy emerged from the loos and began making her way back through the heaving masses. The dance floor, over to the left, was by this time as jam-packed as those Japanese commuter trains where everyone got levered in by merciless guards.




 The air was stifling, smoky and multi-perfumed. Poppy turned right instead and threaded her way between tables. Double doors at the back of the club led down a flight of stone steps and out into a walled garden.




 It was a heavenly summer evening. The sky was bright with stars. What she needed, Poppy decided, was five minutes outside before Dina and the girls realised she was missing out on all the fun.




 Halfway down the broad stone staircase she passed a couple, arm in arm, heading back inside. With his free hand the boy was lighting a Silk Cut. Just for fun, once the cigarette was lit, he brushed it against Poppy’s hat. One after the other, like gunfire, two of the condoms exploded. Poppy, taken by surprise, promptly lost her balance and tumbled down the last few steps. With a squeal she landed in a heap on the grass at the bottom.




 It was all highly undignified. Her skirt flew up and her L-plate ricocheted off her chin. The big toe on her left foot hurt like anything. Only her stupid hat remained intact.




 People were staring. At the top of the steps the boy with the cigarette looked aggrieved. ‘That’s not my fault,’ he told his girlfriend. ‘I mean, it’s not as if I pushed her.’




 ‘Silly sod,’ his girlfriend replied in loving tones. ‘Come on, your round. I’ll have a double rum-and-black.’




 ‘It’s okay, I’ve got you,’ said a male voice. Poppy, who was busy cursing under her breath and tugging her skirt down, felt a supporting arm go around her waist. The voice went on, ‘I don’t think anything’s broken. Can you make it over to that bench?’




 She found herself being helped to her feet and led across the lawn by someone whose rumpled dark curls gave him the look of a wayward cherub. A cherub with cheekbones. His eyes, so dark they seemed black, were in marked contrast with his white shirt. He was tall, Poppy registered, and thin, and extremely brown. As he lowered her onto the wooden bench she also noticed very white teeth, two of them endearingly crooked, and a quirky infectious smile.




 ‘Thanks.’ Grateful to have her dignity at least semi-restored, Poppy straightened her L-plate. ‘As if I wasn’t already feeling daft enough.’




 ‘I’m afraid your accessories have had it.’ He indicated the burst condoms now dangling limply from the brim of her hat. ‘I hope you weren’t saving them for a special occasion.’ He paused for a second, his dark eyes searching Poppy’s face. ‘When is it? The wedding?’




 It was the weirdest sensation ever. Quite suddenly Poppy felt as if she’d known him all her life. Her breath caught in her throat.




 ‘Tomorrow.’ This was ridiculous; her heart was doing some kind of frantic can-can in her chest. In an effort to distract herself from the strangeness of what seemed to be going on, she bent down and pulled off one shoe. ‘Looks like I’ll be hopping down the aisle. I must have landed on my big toe. If it swells up I’m sunk.’




 ‘My name’s Tom, by the way.’




 ‘Right. Tom. I’m—’




 ‘Poppy. I know. I heard your pregnant friend say it earlier.’




 Poppy, seldom at a loss for words, could only sit and watch as he reached for her foot, held it in the palm of his hand and carefully inspected her poor bruised toe.




 ‘You’ll live,’ he finally pronounced.




 ‘Ah, but will I limp?’




 He smiled and Poppy’s stomach turned over. Ye gods, she thought helplessly, what’s happening here?




 ‘It isn’t swollen enough to be broken. We could put a cold compress on it if you like. Either that or cancel the wedding.’




 ‘And give my future mother-in-law a nervous breakdown,’ Poppy joked feebly, wondering when she was going to start feeling normal again. ‘Please. Five hundred sausage rolls are baking as we speak.’




 Several feet from where they sat was a lily pond with a small fountain. Tom took a dark blue handkerchief from his pocket and held it in the stream of water splashing down from the stone statue of a frog. Returning to the bench he rested Poppy’s bare foot across his knee and wrapped the handkerchief around the injured toe. Without even thinking Poppy took off her hat and L-plate.




 He glanced sideways at her. ‘Won’t your friends be wondering where you are?’




 ‘Probably.’ Poppy no longer cared. ‘Won’t yours?’




 ‘Mine have left. I came down from London for the weekend,’ Tom explained, ‘to stay with my brother and his girlfriend. About an hour ago they launched into the most tremendous argument. The thing is with their fights, they’re great ones for throwing plates at each other. So when they rushed off home,’ he concluded with amusement, ‘I thought I’d better stay put for a while. Leave them to it.’




 He’s from London and I’ve definitely never seen him before, thought Poppy in a daze. How, when I know absolutely nothing about this man, can I feel as if I’ve known him for years?




 Tom slowly massaged her instep as he spoke. ‘Of course, now I’m glad I stayed.’




 ‘You are? You mean you have a thing about feet?’




 He laughed. ‘Maybe that too. Damn. Is this seriously bad timing or what?’




 Poppy’s heart did another ungainly flip-flop. If he meant what she thought he meant it was exactly what had been going through her mind too. Except that this whole thing was ridiculously far-fetched. A spot of instant mutual attraction was one thing, but actually falling in love – really in love – with a total stranger couldn’t possibly exist. Could it?




 It’s a nervous reaction, she told herself, a subconscious last-minute panic. I’m just grateful someone’s paying me a bit of attention at last, even if I did have to mangle my toe to get it.




 ‘I wish you weren’t getting married tomorrow,’ said Tom.




 ‘Coo-eee! There you are.’




 Yelling over the heads of the dozen or so people separating them, Dina clattered down the flight of steps in her ludicrous high heels. Poppy whipped her foot off Tom’s lap.




 ‘Hiding away,’ Dina chided, inspecting Tom with interest. ‘Whatever are you doing out here? And who are you?’




 ‘Your friend fell down the steps. She thought she might have broken her ankle,’ said Tom. ‘I’m a doctor.’




 Poppy stared at him. ‘You are?’




 He grinned.




 ‘Poppy, you’re hopeless.’ Dina turned once more to Tom. ‘Well, is it broken?’




 ‘No.’




 ‘Good. So I can drag her back onto the dance floor.’




 Dismayed, Poppy said, ‘Oh but—’




 ‘Come on now, no excuses.’ Dina had her by the arm. She smirked. ‘You don’t have a leg to stand on.’




 ‘But my toe,’ wailed Poppy, who more than anything else in the world wanted to stay outside. ‘It hurts.’




 Dina rolled her eyes. ‘If you think that hurts, try having a baby.’




 ‘Maybe you should,’ Tom said quietly. He was no longer smiling. ‘Go back inside, I mean. I’m sorry about . . . you know, just now. I shouldn’t have said it.’




 ‘Said what?’ Dina demanded.




 ‘He told me I looked a prat in a hat,’ lied Poppy, standing up at last and realising he was right. She had to go inside and pretend this encounter had never taken place. She had to look as if she was having heaps of fun. And tomorrow she had to marry Rob McBride.




 ‘Go on.’ Tom’s coal-black eyes hadn’t left her face. His smile was bleak. ‘Happy wedding and all that.’




 ‘’Bye.’ Poppy bit her lip.




 ‘Quick!’ screeched Dina, almost yanking her arm out of its socket as a change of music filtered out through the double doors. ‘Duran Duran, my favourite.’




  




 Her big toe still hurt like crazy but Poppy no longer cared. She had danced non-stop for the past hour, forcing herself not to think of Tom. He had gone, anyway. She had seen him leave. It had just been one of those mad moments and now it was over. She was going to concentrate on real life instead.




 By ten to two the DJ was winding up for the night. The last three or four records were always slow ones. Susie and Jen were dancing with two brothers who claimed, somewhat dodgily, to be airline pilots. Dina was massaging her aching ankles under cover of their table. She gave Poppy a hefty nudge. Poppy, who was hunting in the bottom of her bag for money for the taxi, didn’t look up.




 ‘Oh doctor I’m in trouble,’ sang Dina. She didn’t sound a bit like Sophia Loren.




 ‘What?’




 ‘That chap who couldn’t keep his hands off your foot.’ Triumphantly, she watched Poppy’s head jerk up. ‘Hmm. Looks like he can’t keep away either.’




 ‘You’re having me on.’




 ‘If you want to dance, dance.’ Dina looked smug. ‘Don’t mind me.’




 The last record of the night was ‘Lady in Red’.




 ‘Thank God you aren’t wearing something red,’ said Tom. ‘That really would have been too kitsch for words.’




 Poppy, whose heart was going nineteen to the dozen, didn’t tell him she had red knickers on.




 She said, ‘I thought you’d left.’




 ‘I did. Then I came back. I had to.’ Tilting his head he murmured into her ear, ‘I want you to know I don’t make a habit of this. It isn’t some kind of bizarre hobby of mine, in case you were wondering.’




 Over his shoulder Poppy saw Jen and one of the airline pilots cruising at low altitude towards them. Jen winked.




 ‘Watch what you’re doing with my future cousin-in-law,’ she instructed Tom. ‘By this time tomorrow she’ll be an old married woman. We’re under instruction to keep our eye on her tonight.’




 This is awful, thought Poppy, beginning to panic as the song moved into its final chorus. Any minute now the night will be over, it’ll be time to leave. How can this be happening to me? I need more time—




 In a low voice Tom said, ‘Will your friends miss you if we sneak out now?’




 ‘Of course they will.’ Close to despair Poppy felt her fingers dig helplessly into his arms. ‘Dina’s already phoned for a cab to take us home.’




 ‘Okay, I’ll leave it up to you.’ He shook back a lock of curling dark hair, studying her face intently for a second. ‘Delgado’s, that all-night café on Milton Street. You know the one, directly opposite the university?’




 Poppy nodded, unable to speak.




 ‘I’ll wait there. Until three o’clock. If you want to see me, that’s where I’ll be. If you don’t . . . well, you won’t turn up.’




 ‘This isn’t funny.’ Poppy realised she was trembling. ‘I’m not enjoying this. I’m hating it.’




 ‘You mean you wish you hadn’t met me?’ Just for a second Tom traced a finger lightly down the side of her quivering face. ‘Fine, if that’s how you feel. If it’s how you really feel. Go home. Get a good night’s sleep. Carry on as if tonight never happened. Get married—’




 ‘Our taxi,’ Susie declared with a melodramatic flourish, ‘is waiting.’ She passed Poppy her handbag and began to steer her in the direction of the door. Glancing from Poppy to Tom and back again she chanted, ‘Ladies and gentlemen, your time is up. No more flirting, no more smoochy dances with handsome strangers, no more scribbling your phone number in Biro on the back of his hand and praying it doesn’t rain on the way home. The girl is no longer available. Tomorrow, she gets hitched.’




 




 Chapter 2




 The journey from the centre of Bristol back to Henbury at two in the morning normally took ten minutes. This time the trip was punctuated with a whole series of stops and starts.




 It’s worse than musical bloody chairs, thought Poppy, willing herself not to scream as Jen, spotting a still-open burger bar, begged the driver to pull up outside. Susie had already sent him on a convoluted tour of local cash dispensers in search of one that worked. If Dina announced that she needed to find yet another public loo, Poppy knew she would have a complete nervous breakdown. At this rate it would be four o’clock before they even arrived home.




 But they made it, finally. Dina, with her stressed bladder, was dropped off first. Then Susie, then Jen. Kissing each of them goodbye in turn, Poppy wondered how they would react if they knew what was racing through her mind. Jen was Rob’s cousin, Dina his sister-in-law. Only an hour or so ago Susie had confided tipsily, ‘If I could meet and marry someone even half as nice as your Rob I’d be so happy.’




 ‘Edgerton Close is it, love?’ asked the taxi driver over his shoulder when only Poppy was left in the car.




 Poppy looked at her watch for the fiftieth time. Quarter to three. She took a deep breath.




 ‘Delgado’s, Milton Street. Opposite the university. Hurry, please.’




  




 Delgado’s was a trendy post-nightclub hangout popular with students and diehard clubbers alike. Poppy, who had visited it a few times in the past, knew its atmosphere to be far more of a draw than the food.




 But with its white painted exterior and glossy dark blue shutters it certainly looked the part. On a night like tonight Poppy knew it would be even busier than usual, packed with people showing off their tans, making the most of the perfect weather while it lasted and pretending they weren’t in Bristol but in the south of France.




 As her taxi drew up outside Poppy wondered just how stupid she would feel if she went inside and he wasn’t there. She looked again at her watch. One minute to three.




 Then she saw him, sitting alone at one of the sought-after tables in the window. He was lounging back on his chair idly stirring sugar into an espresso and smoking a cigarette.




 Poppy’s pulse began to race. Twelve hours from now she was due to walk down the aisle of St Mary’s church on her father’s arm. Twelve and a bit hours from now she would become Poppy McBride, wife of Robert and mother – in due course – to three, maybe four little McBrides. It was all planned, right down to the middle names and the colour of the wallpaper in the nursery. Rob was a great one for thinking ahead.




 ‘Here, love?’ The taxi driver was showing signs of restlessness. When Poppy still didn’t move he lit up a cigar and exhaled heavily, making smoke ricochet off the windscreen and into the back of the cab. This usually did the trick.




 Poppy didn’t even notice. She saw Tom look at his own watch then gaze out of the window. She knew, without a shadow of a doubt, that if she stepped out of the taxi now her life would be changed drastically and forever.




 The taxi driver shifted round in his seat to look at her. ‘Don’t tell me you’re dozing off back there.’




 Hardly. Poppy, awash with adrenaline, wondered if she would ever sleep again. Her fingers crept towards the door handle.




 ‘Look, love,’ began the driver, ‘we can’t—’




 ‘Edgerton Close.’ Poppy blurted the words out, clenching her fists at her side and willing herself not to leap out of the cab. ‘Please.’




 ‘You mean back to Henbury?’ The driver stared at her in disbelief. ‘Are you sure about this?’




 ‘No, but do it anyway.’ She turned her face away from Delgado’s and held her breath until the taxi reached the far end of Milton Street. It was no good, she couldn’t go through with it.




 The bad news was, she didn’t think she could go through with the wedding either.




  




 Since sleep was out of the question Poppy didn’t even bother climbing into bed. Instead, making herself cup after cup of tea and pacing the moonlit back garden as she drank them, she went over in her mind what had happened so far. And, nerve-rackingly, what had to be done next.




 By six o’clock the sun was blazing down out of a flawless duck-egg blue sky and upstairs Poppy heard her father begin to stir. She showered, pulled a comb ruthlessly through her tangled hair, cleaned her teeth and threw on a white tee-shirt and jeans. Then she tapped on his bedroom door.




 ‘Dad? I’ve made you a cup of tea.’




 Since the death of Laura Dunbar ten years ago there had been no other woman in her father’s life. Poppy had missed her mother desperately following the nightmarish accident when an out-of-control lorry had careered down Henbury Hill smashing into Laura and killing her outright. Her mother had been fun-loving, vivacious and openly affectionate. She had also doted on Poppy, her much-loved only child.




 In the first unbearable months following the accident Poppy had secretly wondered why the lorry couldn’t have suffered brake failure in front of her father instead. It was shameful to even think it, but at twelve years old you couldn’t always control your thoughts. And it would have been so much easier to lose the withdrawn, humourless, silent parent who didn’t even seem to like her that much anyway.




 But it hadn’t happened that way. Laura had been the one to die and Mervyn Dunbar had never made any attempts to replace her. Gradually Poppy had grown used to the fact that from now on there would be just the two of them. Poppy had made heroic attempts to learn to cook. A cleaning woman came in twice a week to keep the place hygienic.




 Despite Poppy’s best efforts her father had continued to treat her as more of a stranger in the house than a daughter. In turn she had taken to going out a great deal. He was her father but Poppy wasn’t sure she loved him. It was hard to love someone who so plainly didn’t love you back.




 Now, having knocked on his bedroom door, she waited downstairs in the kitchen. Ten minutes later he appeared, fully dressed, in the doorway.




 ‘Dad, I can’t do it. I’m going to have to call the wedding off.’




 Poppy watched him heave a sigh before reaching slowly for his cup of tea. When he had taken the first sip he would pull a face. She knew this because it was what he always did when she had made the tea.




 ‘Why?’ her father said at last when he had swallowed and grimaced. ‘What’s he done wrong?’




 ‘Nothing. Rob hasn’t done anything wrong.’ Poppy pushed her fingers through her wet hair, wincing as a strand of it caught up in her engagement ring. The small diamond twinkled in the sunlight. She would have to give it back. ‘It’s me. I just can’t go through with it.’




 ‘And it’s taken you until now to realise this?’




 ‘I know, I know.’




 ‘Do you enjoy it?’ her father said bitterly. ‘Causing trouble?’




 She stared at him, appalled. ‘Of course I don’t!’




 ‘You’ve always caused trouble.’




 ‘I have not,’ Poppy almost shouted, outraged by the lie. If there was one thing she’d never been, it was a troublemaker.




 ‘You’re like your mother.’ Mervyn Dunbar’s voice dropped to a hoarse undertone. With her red-gold hair pushed away from her forehead like that, Poppy so resembled her mother it was unnerving. And she was twenty-two now; the same age Laura had been when he had first met her.




 How he had loved Laura, he thought wearily. And how she had hurt him in return.




 ‘What do you mean?’ Poppy began to feel sick. She had never heard him say anything like this before. Her mother wasn’t a subject he had ever seemed to want to discuss.




 Mervyn Dunbar finished drinking his tea. ‘Nothing. I’m just saying you like a bit of drama, that’s all. So what happens after you’ve called the wedding off? Have you thought about that?’




 ‘Not really—’




 ‘And where will you live? Or,’ said Mervyn heavily, ‘does this mean you’ll be staying on here?’




 It was ironic, thought Poppy, that she should ever have worried about having to leave her father to fend for himself. Not normally slow, it had taken her until now to realise he would actually prefer her out of his way.




 ‘It’s all right, I’ll move out.’ She spoke jerkily, not having had time yet to think things through. ‘I don’t know where. Maybe out of Bristol. At least that way I won’t keep bumping into Rob and his family. And all his friends—’




 Poppy jumped as out in the hall the newspaper clattered through the letter box. She looked up at the clock on the kitchen wall. Ten to seven. Oh dear, she’d better get a move on. Poor Rob. He wasn’t going to be very pleased.




 




 Chapter 3




 This was pretty much the understatement of the year. Having walked the half-mile or so to the semi-detached house where Rob lived with his parents and younger brothers, Poppy and her aching toe arrived at seven o’clock to find the McBrides already up and rushing about. Margaret McBride, who had insisted on doing all the food for the reception, was clingfilming everything in sight and ferrying trays of hors d’oeuvres out to the cars standing in the driveway. The younger boys were stuffing themselves with Scotch eggs while their mother’s back was turned. Their father, sitting straight-backed on the kitchen doorstep like the army man he had once been, was vigorously spit-and-polishing a long line of shoes.




 ‘You what?’ said Rob, when Poppy told him in the privacy of the ultra-tidy sitting room.




 ‘I’m sorry, I’m so sorry. I can’t marry you.’ She winced inwardly at the sound of her own voice saying the words. Poor Rob, he really didn’t deserve this.




 Poppy wished she didn’t have to be here doing it, inflicting all this pain. The temptation to forget the whole thing – to just go ahead, what the hell, and marry the man – was huge. She could understand why not many people called off their wedding on the day it was due to take place.




 What was really awful, she realised when she looked up moments later, was that Rob was smiling.




 ‘Poppy. Come on now, love, calm down. It’s normal to have last-minute jitters, you know it is. Don’t you remember, there was a piece about it in that magazine of Mum’s last week? She read it out to you.’




 Poppy went rigid as, still smiling, he pulled her into his arms for a reassuring hug. Horrors, he didn’t believe her . . .




 ‘This isn’t a last-minute jitter.’ She lifted her chin, realising she had to make certain this time she was getting through. ‘I mean it, Rob. I’m sorry, I know you’re going to hate me for doing this but we have to cancel the wedding. We really have to.’




 As Susie had observed last night, it would be hard to find a better husband than Rob McBride. He was charming, he was honest, he was generous to a fault. With his solid physique, his unflashy good looks, his heroic job as a fireman and his kindness to old dears and small children alike, he was everything a girl could want. He didn’t drink, gamble or womanise. He knew how to put up shelves. He didn’t even mind that Poppy couldn’t cook.




 Staring at her now, Rob said, ‘Is this a joke?’




 ‘No.’




 ‘Poppy, you can’t just cancel a wedding—’




 ‘Yes, we can.’




 ‘But why would you want to?’ Rob was no longer smiling. His complexion had turned three shades paler. His dark eyebrows drew together as he tried to make sense of what was going on. ‘This isn’t very bloody funny, you know. Come on, tell me what’s happened. Why don’t you want to get married?’




 His body was well-muscled, honed to perfection with regular sport and weight-training exercises. Poppy could see that every one of those muscles was in a state of rigidly controlled tension. At least she didn’t have to worry that he might hit her. Wife-battering wasn’t something Rob would ever go in for. Except, Poppy realised belatedly, she wasn’t going to be his wife. She was the bitch jilting him practically at the altar. He might not be able to resist giving her a quick slap across the face.




 ‘I said,’ Rob repeated stonily, ‘why don’t you want to get married?’




 ‘Look, it’s not you, it’s me,’ Poppy rushed to explain. ‘You haven’t done anything wrong. This is all my own fault. The thing is, it wouldn’t be fair to marry you. Not fair to you or me. Oh Rob, I know I keep saying I’m sorry, but I am. You see, I don’t love you enough—’




 ‘Someone else.’ The words came out through gritted teeth. Rob’s light grey eyes were like ice-chips. ‘Is this what you’re trying to tell me? You’ve met someone else?’




 It was no good. Poppy realised she might as well be honest. He deserved that much.




 ‘In a way, I suppose. But—’




 ‘In a way?’ shouted Rob. ‘In a way? And just what the fuck is that supposed to mean?’




 Poppy tried to imagine what was going on at this moment on the other side of the sitting-room door. Rob’s family must by this time be listening to every word. Their ears would be suction-cupped to the freshly glossed wood.




 ‘I’m not leaving you for another man, Rob.’




 The look of absolute horror on his face said it all.




 ‘Not another woman either,’ Poppy went on hastily. ‘Please, try and understand. I’m not leaving you for another man but it is because of another man. He’s someone I met, briefly. Very briefly. And I’m never going to see him again. But he made me realise I couldn’t marry you,’ she said with a helpless shrug. ‘He made me realise I don’t love you as much as I should. All I ever really wanted, you see, was an excuse to leave home and become part of a . . . a happy family.’




 ‘So all the time I’ve been putting in extra hours, getting a bit more money together for the house,’ said Rob slowly, ‘you’ve been screwing some other bloke behind my back.’




 ‘No. I wasn’t. I didn’t sleep with him,’ Poppy explained. ‘I didn’t even kiss him. I know it sounds bizarre—’




 ‘Bizarre’s hardly the word I’d have called it. Will you look at the time?’ He thrust his watch under her nose. ‘Half past fucking seven. We’re supposed to be getting married in six hours. What are you, some kind of sadist? If you had to call the thing off, couldn’t you at least have done it before now?’




 ‘No—’




 ‘Who is this lover boy anyway?’ Rob demanded furiously. ‘For his sake it had better not be anyone I know. And you can tell me how long it’s been going on.’




 ‘It’s no one you know,’ said Poppy. ‘It’s no one I know, come to that. And it hasn’t been going on any time at all,’ she added wearily. ‘I only met him last night.’




 The next hour was so horrible it seemed to drag on for weeks. Poppy, effectively cornered by Rob’s unhappy family, began to wonder if she would ever be allowed to leave. Most alarming of all was their absolute refusal to accept her decision. Margaret McBride carried on grimly clingfilming sausage rolls and plates of cheese-and-asparagus quiche.




 ‘You don’t mean it,’ Rob’s father said for the tenth time. He gestured towards the kitchen table, heaped with prawn vol-au-vents and tubs of Twiglets. ‘You can’t let good food like this go to waste.’




 ‘I’ll pay for the food,’ Poppy said in desperation. ‘I’ll pay for everything. Please can’t we phone the vicar—?’




 ‘Never mind the cost,’ shouted Margaret McBride. ‘What about the humiliation? How’s our son supposed to live this down? You’re not even being logical, Poppy! If you were running off with another man I could understand it, but this . . . this is just a whim, a stupid idea you’ve got into your head. And it’s selfish. Selfish,’ she raged on, tears welling in her eyes, ‘because you will destroy my son if you go through with this. How will he ever live down the shame?’




 ‘What shame?’ Rob demanded hotly. He had had enough of this. It was plain to him that Poppy had no intention of changing her mind. Sod it, why should he have to stand here listening to his own mother fighting his battles for him? She was making him sound a complete wimp. He turned to face Poppy. ‘You’re the one who should be ashamed of yourself.’




 ‘I know,’ Poppy pleaded. She didn’t care how angry he got – it would almost be a relief if he did punch her on the nose – she just wanted the showdown over with. ‘I know and it’s all my fault—’




 ‘Damn right it is.’ Rob’s muscles were still bunched up, but he didn’t hit girls. Never had, never would. That didn’t matter though; there were other ways of getting back at Poppy Dunbar, better ways of hitting her where it hurt. Silkily he said, ‘So what does your dear old Dad make of all this? You have mentioned it to him, I suppose?’




 ‘He’s not thrilled.’ Poppy began to relax slightly. Rob sounded as if he were starting to accept the situation at last. ‘He said I was causing trouble again—’




 ‘You did enough of that, didn’t you, when you were born?’




 ‘Rob.’ His mother spoke in warning tones.




 Puzzled, Poppy echoed, ‘When I was born?’




 ‘Why should he give a toss, anyway, whether you get married or not? Mervyn Dunbar isn’t your father.’ Rob revelled in the moment. His mouth curled with pleasure. ‘Dear me, so surprised,’ he drawled triumphantly. ‘I thought everyone around here knew that.’




 




 Chapter 4




 At twenty-two Claudia Slade-Welch had a great deal going for her. She knew this because people were always telling her so. She was lucky to have thick blonde hair, lucky to have splendid breasts – no need for a Wonderbra there – and lucky to have legs long enough to counterbalance what might otherwise have seemed a rather large bottom.




 The luck didn’t end there. As if all this wasn’t enough for one girl, Claudia had also been blessed with an endlessly glamorous mother, and a father who wasn’t only charming but famous to boot. Only when she was asked where she lived were people able – for a few fleeting seconds – to feel sympathetic towards her rather than envious. Renting a room in a friend’s house didn’t have much of a glamorous ring to it, they thought. It sounded mundane, if not downright dull. Until someone else happened to mention in passing that the friend in question was Caspar French. Then everyone, especially the women, changed their minds in an instant and gasped, ‘My God, how fantastic! You lucky, lucky thing . . .’




 The trouble was, as Claudia had come to realise over the years, she never actually felt as lucky as everyone else thought she should feel. As a child, reading endless Enid Blyton books, she had first suspected that her mother wasn’t a normal Enid Blyton-type mother. Normal Enid Blyton-type mothers were never called Angie for a start. Nor did they wriggle into glitzy mini dresses and flirt with almost everyone in trousers, from her husband’s celebrated circle of fellow actors to Claudia’s own beloved form teacher at school, Mr Elliott.




 Time hadn’t improved matters. Normal mothers were supposed to be looked up to. Claudia, growing and growing like an over-watered sunflower, had overtaken tiny five-foot-tall Angie by the time she was eleven. Being ten inches taller than your own mother, she discovered, wasn’t a comfortable sensation. Nor was it helped by Angie’s habit of pointing it out at every opportunity, of faxing diet sheets to the matron at her daughter’s school and of wailing loudly at parties: ‘. . . and I thought the whole point of having girls was so one could borrow their clothes! I mean, tell me, where did I go wrong?’




 It wasn’t the kind of remark an Enid Blyton mother would make. For a time Claudia’s father had remonstrated with his wife, in that famously sexy, laid-back manner of his. But Angie, who had never taken any notice of anyone, least of all her husband, had carried on regardless. Then the divorce had happened and Claudia had seen little of her father for the next few years. On his infrequent trips back from Hollywood she hadn’t dared to whinge. Instead she had stoically endured her mother’s careless insults, pretending instead to be as happy as anything. As she grew older, she took care never to introduce Angie to any boyfriends she particularly liked.




 One week after her eighteenth birthday Claudia had moved out of the family home and into the first of several chaotically shared flats.




 But there was never any real getting away from Angie, short of upping sticks and emigrating to Siberia. For the past two years she had been passionately involved with an already married hotel owner on the Costa Smeralda and Claudia had enjoyed the break. Now that affair was over. The hotel owner, possibly fearing for his health, had decided to stay with his rich wife. And Angie Slade-Welch – together with her sickening twenty-one-inch waist and size-three satin stilettos – was back.




 She hadn’t been invited to tonight’s party but had, predictably, turned up anyway. Watching from a safe distance as her mother approached a well-built sculptor friend of Caspar’s and swung into action, Claudia absently helped herself to three prawn and cucumber canapes from the tray of a passing waitress.




 ‘If you want to do something useful,’ said a voice at her shoulder, ‘you could always introduce me to that hunky chap talking to your mother. When she’s finished with him of course.’




 Claudia turned to Josie, an ex-flatmate from last year.




 ‘By the time my mother’s finished with him there might not be much left to introduce.’




 Josie giggled. ‘Well, if there is.’




 ‘And I don’t know who he is anyway.’ Claudia tried not to sound annoyed, but it was a bit much. It was her birthday, supposed to be her party and she had forked out a fortune on caterers, yet Caspar had done his usual trick and casually suggested he might invite a few of his friends along too. ‘Just to make up the numbers,’ he’d said with a grin before she’d had a chance to object. ‘No need to look so alarmed, Claudie, only half a dozen or so. No undesirables, I promise.’




 It was her own fault, Claudia decided with a sigh, for having been stupid enough to believe him. But it was still irritating, having her own party invaded by so many of Caspar’s friends that there were more strangers in the house than people she actually knew. They ate like gannets too. The expensive caterer, thin-lipped because she had only been asked to supply food for forty guests, had just warned her they were about to run out.




 What annoyed Claudia most of all was the fact that – having successfully hijacked her birthday party – Caspar hadn’t even had the common courtesy to show up. And everyone thinks I’m so lucky to be living in this house, thought Claudia, her expression mutinous. Huh.




 ‘Where is Caspar anyway?’ asked Josie, her appreciative eye still lingering on the broad shoulders of the sculptor.




 Claudia pulled a face. ‘Congratulations. You’re the fiftieth person to ask me that question tonight.’




 ‘Come on, cheer up.’




 Claudia tried. ‘Okay. Sorry. He’s just impossible, that’s all.’ Flipping back her heavy blonde hair she shook her head in exasperation. ‘D’you know, it’s not as if he’s even gone out anywhere. He’s upstairs in his studio, bloody painting. I went up and banged on the door at nine o’clock. He wouldn’t come out. He said he was on a roll and didn’t dare stop.’ Claudia, whose knowledge of art was pretty much limited to the water-lily print on her duvet cover, glanced up in disgust at one of Caspar’s paintings hung above the mantelpiece. ‘I mean, it isn’t as if there’s any hurry. His stuff sells really well now. He’s hardly short of cash.’




 Josie was slightly more knowledgeable. ‘Money means nothing to these artistic types.’




 ‘Evidently not.’ Claudia spoke with feeling. ‘Particularly when it comes to offering to go halves on the food.’




 ‘Stop moaning. You don’t know how lucky you are.’ The waitress was back with her tray. Josie chose the canape with the biggest prawn on top. Through a mouthful of puff pastry she said, ‘I’d love to live here.’




 ‘That could be arranged. Oliver’s moving out at the end of the week. He’s going back to New York.’ Claudia’s mind was on other things. This was the third time the red-haired waitress had circulated with the same tray. She touched the girl’s arm. ‘Excuse me. We’d like to try the blinis.’




 ‘Sorry, they’ve gone,’ said the girl with the red-gold hair. ‘These cucumber thingies are all that’s left.’




 The mini blinis stuffed with Sevruga caviar, a speciality of Kenda’s Kitchen, were what Claudia had been looking forward to all evening. Instead they’d been guzzled by a bunch of gastronomic philistines who would no doubt have been just as happy with sardines on toast. This really was the living end.




 Bloody bloody hell, Claudia seethed inwardly, not trusting herself to speak.




 ‘Um, if there’s a room going free in this house,’ said the waitress, ‘I’d be interested.’




 Claudia couldn’t have looked more startled if one of the prawns had opened its mouth and asked the time.




 Josie burst out laughing. ‘Talk about seizing the moment.’




 ‘Sorry,’ said the waitress, registering the expression on Claudia’s face, ‘but if you don’t ask you don’t get. And I am desperate.’




 Poppy wasn’t exaggerating. Cancelling her wedding three months earlier had been the easy bit. Becoming known – practically throughout north Bristol – as The Girl Who Jilted Rob McBride, had been much more of an ordeal. An old lady whose ginger cat Rob had once rescued from a tree had shouted abuse through the letter box of Poppy’s home. She had received horrible phone calls. One of Rob’s ex-girlfriends from years ago, passing her in the street, had called her a bitch. And Poppy’s father – except he was no longer her father – had said coldly, ‘I think you’d better go.’




 Which was why, just four days after her non-existent wedding, she had found herself on a coach bound for London. Poppy had chosen this city for three and a half simple reasons. Firstly, more coaches travelled more often to London than to anywhere else. She had also, on a school day trip years ago, fallen in love with the Portobello Road and Petticoat Lane antiques markets.




 The third reason, so flimsy it only just qualified as one, had to do with her real father. Poppy needed time to make up her mind about this. Even if she wanted to try and find him, she realised her chances of doing so weren’t great. All she did know was the name of the man who had had a brief but passionate affair with her mother, and that he had once – twenty-two years ago, for heaven’s sake – lived in London.




 But if this was flimsy it was nothing compared with the fact that London was also home to Tom, which was why she had only allowed it to count as half a reason. Poppy knew, with the benefit of hindsight, that she had been spectacularly stupid, but at the time she had made a conscious decision not to ask. And now it was too late, she thought ruefully. When you weren’t even in possession of something as basic as a person’s surname . . . well, then you really didn’t have a hope in hell of finding them again.




 Still, she had at least had one thing going for her on arriving in London. She hadn’t expected too much of the place, hadn’t imagined the streets to be paved with gold.




 And she had been right, they weren’t, but Poppy had taken the grim reality in her stride, refusing to be appalled by the low standard of rented accommodation available within her price range. She also refused to be offended by the amount of unfriendliness she encountered, which some people appeared to have elevated to an art form.




 Mentioning no names, thought Poppy now. Manfully keeping her opinions on the subject to herself, she directed a guileless smile at the tall, blonde, stroppy-looking girl whose party – and home – this evidently was.




 ‘The room,’ Claudia said at last, ‘isn’t going . . . free. This isn’t the Salvation Army.’




 No, thought Poppy, they’re far more welcoming.




 ‘I didn’t mean free-free,’ she explained patiently. ‘I meant available. Look,’ she went on, ‘this chap Caspar I keep hearing about, maybe I could have a word with him, see if he’d be willing to let me take the room.’




 ‘Why are you desperate?’ said Josie, who was incurably nosy.




 ‘You should see the place I’m in at the moment.’ Goodness, a friendly voice. Poppy turned to her with relief. ‘Purple wallpaper with yellow lupins all over it. Holes in the carpet, missing floorboards, groping old landlord, incontinent cat – you name it. There’s a heavy metal freak upstairs and a Glaswegian bloke with a beard who steams his own haggises. Or haggi. Anyway, the smell is terrible. The flat’s a dump. But this,’ Poppy concluded with an appreciative sweep of her arm, ‘this is a fabulous house. I mean it, I would be so happy to move in here! This place is a palace—’




 ‘The trouble with palaces,’ Claudia cut in, ‘is they cost more to live in than dumps. I don’t want to sound funny—’




 Of course you do, Poppy thought.




 ‘—but I doubt very much if you could afford the rent.’




 ‘I might be able to,’ Poppy said mildly. ‘I only do this in the evenings. I do have a proper job.’




 ‘Oh.’




 ‘What is it?’ Josie asked, warming to the girl who was standing up so well to Claudia at her huffiest.




 ‘I’m a stripper,’ said Poppy simply. ‘It’s great, and it pays well. I recommend it. If you ever want to earn good money, just become a stripper in a pub.’




 




 Chapter 5




 Poppy paused for breath at the top of the third flight of stairs then knocked on the dark green door as Claudia had instructed. Several seconds passed before an abstracted male voice said, ‘Yes?’




 ‘Um, hi. My name’s Poppy Dunbar. I wondered if I could see you.’




 ‘Let me guess,’ said the voice through the door, ‘you’re a friend of Claudia’s and she’s sent you up here to act as bait. Your job is to lure me down to her party.’




 ‘Not exactly.’




 ‘Bullshit.’ He sounded amused. ‘I know the way her mind works. Don’t tell me, you’re a ravishingly beautiful blonde.’




 ‘Nope.’ Poppy smiled. ‘A ravishingly beautiful redhead.’




 ‘Hmm, shock tactics.’




 ‘I’m not one of Claudia’s friends either. She only sent me up here because she couldn’t think how else to get rid of me.’ Poppy thought for a moment then added, ‘And maybe to punish you for not putting in an appearance downstairs.’




 ‘Punish me? What are you, a tax inspector? A ravishingly beautiful redheaded tax inspector,’ Caspar mused. ‘Surely there’s no such thing.’




 ‘Open the door,’ said Poppy, ‘and find out.’




  




 The attic studio was large, taking up the entire top floor of the house. There were canvases everywhere, propped against the white painted walls, stacked untidily on chairs and littering the polished wooden floor. Also occupying space were three sofas – one dark blue, one black velvet, one tartan. There was also, Poppy couldn’t help noticing, an unmade king-sized bed.




 ‘Good heavens, a choice of casting couches.’




 Caspar French, who was tall and tanned and very blond, broke into a broad grin.




 ‘We aim to please. I’m puzzled though.’




 ‘Oh?’




 ‘Well, I’m fairly sure we haven’t met before. And you say you aren’t a friend of Claudia’s.’ He paused, picked up an already opened Beaujolais bottle, held it up to the light and discovered it was empty. Reaching for a Kit-Kat instead, he dropped the wrapper on the floor, broke the bar in two and offered half to Poppy. ‘So what I don’t understand is how you came to be at the party. Unless we’ve been gate-crashed. Are you sure you aren’t an undercover tax inspector?’




 ‘I work for Kenda’s Kitchen,’ said Poppy, ‘the caterers.’




 ‘Ah.’ Caspar nodded. ‘And how’s it going? Is Claudia happy with the food?’




 ‘She might have been if your friends hadn’t eaten it all. I’m afraid Claudia isn’t very pleased with you.’




 ‘I’ll survive. I’m used to it.’




 The area over by the window appeared to do duty as Caspar’s idea of a kitchen. As well as chocolate to sustain him there were cans of Coke, a few half-full coffee cups littering the floor, an empty pizza box and several more wine bottles. Picking his way barefoot through the chaos Caspar discovered one that hadn’t been opened. ‘Hooray. White all right with you? Looks like something Australian.’




 ‘Thanks but I can’t. Much longer up here and I’ll get the sack.’ Poppy, suddenly nervous, wiped her damp palms on the back of her skirt. ‘The thing is, I overheard your friend Claudia saying you had a room to rent. So, I’d like to volunteer myself for it.’




 Unable to find a corkscrew Caspar had given up on the wine. Instead he began cleaning brushes, carefully soaking each one in turn in a jug of white spirit before going to work on them with a rag which had evidently once been an evening shirt. He was wearing a pale yellow cotton sweater with the sleeves pushed up, and extremely paint-spattered white denims. The smell of the oils he had been using still permeated the air. On the easel in the centre of the room stood the current work-in-progress, two almost completed figures sprawling comfortably together on a sun-drenched lawn, their heads bent as though they were sharing a secret.




 ‘Gosh, you’re good,’ exclaimed Poppy. Realising she sounded surprised she added hastily, ‘I mean, I’m no expert—’




 ‘That’s okay. You’re right anyway. I am good.’ Caspar turned and winked at her. ‘I’m up-and-coming. According to the dealers, at least.’




 ‘You’re certainly good at changing the subject.’ Poppy was bursting with impatience. ‘Go on, give it a whirl,’ she begged. ‘Say I can move in. I am house-trained. I pay my rent on the dot. I even Hoover occasionally.’




 ‘You haven’t seen the room yet. Are you an undercover journalist?’




 ‘I’m not an undercover anything.’ Poppy glanced at her watch. ‘But I’ll definitely get the sack if I don’t shoot back downstairs. Look, will you at least think about it and let me know?’ Seizing a nearby pencil – a sooty 6B with meltingly soft lead – she scribbled her address and phone number across the back page of an old Daily Mail and underlined it twice for good measure. Never again was she going to make that mistake.




 ‘I’m trying to decide what it is you have,’ said Caspar. ‘Nerve or style.’




 Poppy handed him the newspaper. ‘Can’t I have both?’




  




 Back downstairs she found herself cornered almost at once by Claudia.




 ‘Well, what did he say?’




 ‘That I had a nerve,’ Poppy dutifully replied.




 ‘Just what I thought he’d say.’ Looking immensely pleased with herself, Claudia smoothed back her blonde hair and waved hello to someone behind Poppy. When she chose to use it, Poppy thought, she actually had a nice smile. ‘You see,’ Claudia went on, ‘maybe it’s different where you come from but around here introducing yourself to total strangers and asking if you can come and live with them isn’t really done.’




 ‘No. Sorry.’ Poppy hung her head. ‘Sorry.’




 ‘Well then, that’s that sorted out.’ Having won, Claudia was prepared to be magnanimous. ‘I’m sure you’ll find somewhere else to live soon enough,’ she said kindly. ‘By the way, did Caspar mention anything about coming down to the party?’




 The words Caspar had affectionately employed were; ‘Silly old bag, let her sweat.’ But Claudia wasn’t the only one who could be gracious in victory.




 Poppy said, ‘I’m sure he’ll be here soon.’




  




 ‘I say,’ purred Angie Slade-Welch twenty minutes later. ‘You have to admit there’s something awfully attractive about a man who just doesn’t give a damn.’




 ‘Mother, Clark Gable’s dead.’




 ‘Never mind Clark Gable.’ Angie was beaming away like a lighthouse. ‘Your landlord’s turned up at last. Does he cultivate that just-got-out-of-bed look or is it natural?’




 ‘It’s accurate,’ said Claudia in pointed tones. ‘He spends his life just getting out of bed. Beds, rather. Oh for heaven’s sake,’ she sighed, catching a glimpse of the paint-spattered white jeans. ‘He could have changed into something decent before he came down. He’s not even wearing shoes.’




 ‘Nice feet,’ Angie observed with a nod of approval. ‘Anyway, why should he wear shoes? This is his house. He can walk round stark naked if he likes.’




 Claudia cringed. ‘Don’t tell him that. You’ll only put ideas into his head.’




 ‘Or yours.’ Angie loved to embarrass her daughter. ‘Come on, you can tell me. What really goes on in this house when there are just the two of you here? Is anything likely to develop, do you think—?’




 ‘Mother!’




 Angie shrugged. ‘Only asking, my darling. You never tell me anything so how else can I find out? And he is irresistible, isn’t he? Go on, whisper it.’ She lifted herself playfully on tiptoe, tilting her head. ‘You can’t tell me you don’t fancy him rotten. And living together like this . . . well, he must have made a pass at you at some stage.’




 A glass bowl of cornflowers stood on the marble mantelpiece. Claudia, in front of it, realised she had been abstractedly de-petalling the blue flowers. This was the effect her mother always managed to have on her. What Angie actually meant was that Caspar must have made a pass, even at her, at some stage.




 He hadn’t though. In all the time she’d known him, thought Claudia, there hadn’t been the least bit of a pass made. Not even the teeniest hint of one.




 As for the other less than delicately worded enquiry . . . of course she fancied Caspar rotten. She did feel, however, that she was hiding it well. To look at her nobody would ever guess. And, Claudia thought with feeling, just because she did fancy him didn’t mean he wasn’t also wildly infuriating to live with. Caspar might be irresistible but he was irresponsible too.




 ‘No,’ she told her mother, quelling the urge to seize the front of Angie’s bronze satin bustier and haul it upwards. Over the past hour it had slithered lower and lower, revealing a perilous amount of pert bosom. Her mother had no doubt arranged for this to happen. She was proud of her small but perfectly formed breasts.




 ‘No pass? Oh, bad luck.’ Angie’s blue eyes gleamed like sapphires. ‘Never mind, you can always live in hope.’ The toe of her tiny shoe nudged a pile of shredded petals into the fireplace. ‘Poor flowers, whatever did they do to deserve this?’




 ‘Claudie, you look gorgeous. Happy birthday,’ said Caspar, coming over at last and kissing her warmly on both cheeks.




 It was the type of gesture that could never be mistaken for a pass. It was also, thought Claudia, the first time she had seen him all day. Having crawled home at dawn and slept until mid-afternoon Caspar had been closeted ever since in his studio, supposedly working.




 He smelled of toothpaste and turpentine. He had also been using her Nicky Clarke shampoo again. As she breathed it in Claudia wondered how someone could be so incapable of remembering to buy his own shampoo, yet never ever run out of oil paints.




 ‘You’re late. Your friends have eaten all the food.’ She turned and pointed to the guilty-looking lurcher brought along by Caspar’s sculptor friend. ‘And that hideous mongrel has slobbered his way through a whole basket of chocolates. Charbonnel et Walker champagne truffles,’ Claudia added, though why she bothered she didn’t know since Caspar was a stranger to remorse. ‘They were a present from the girls in the office.’




 ‘Dear old Hoover, such a connoisseur,’ Caspar said fondly. ‘He’s always appreciated a decent class of chocolate.’




 ‘And thanks for the birthday card.’




 ‘Oh dear, you are cross with me.’ He grinned. ‘I know, why don’t I paint you one?’




 Claudia wasn’t going to be won over that easily. ‘Most people grow out of giving home-made cards by the time they’re ten.’




 ‘You’ll have to excuse my daughter,’ sighed Angie, ‘it’s so long since she last got laid.’




 ‘Mother—’




 ‘Only teasing, sweetheart.’




 Realising she wasn’t having the best of evenings, Caspar put one arm around Claudia’s brown shoulders. ‘I’m sorry I didn’t buy you a card. I thought maybe we could go somewhere nice for lunch tomorrow . . . as a kind of belated present.’ His mouth twitched. ‘Or do you hate me too much?’




 ‘That depends.’ Claudia’s resolve began to weaken, as Caspar had no doubt known it would. ‘Somewhere how nice?’




 ‘The Marigold.’ He knew it was one of her favourite places to go. Luckily it was one of his too. ‘Come on, cheer up. We can go berserk on oysters and champagne. You know you want to.’




 ‘I know I’d want to.’ Angie’s smile was catlike. ‘Sounds heavenly. Is there room for one more?’




 Caspar looked at Claudia.




 Angie pouted. ‘Just a little one. Oh please, couldn’t I come too?’




 ‘Um . . .’ said Caspar.




 The last person on earth Claudia wanted muscling in on their cosy lunch à deux was her man-eating mother.




 ‘No,’ she said before Caspar was obliged to be polite. ‘You could not.’




 




 Chapter 6




 Becoming successful and earning serious money for the first time in his life hadn’t changed Caspar one bit; he was as careless with it now as he’d ever been, only these days he had more to be careless with. Five years ago, as a poverty-stricken student, he would have spent his last tenner in the world on fish and chips and a bottle of Bardolino to cheer up a miserable flatmate. Now it was lunch at The Marigold and a bill that would run into hundreds of pounds. Caspar wasn’t bothered; as long as everyone had a good time he was more than happy to sign the cheque.




 When he looked back over the past decade Caspar marvelled at the way his life had changed. A much-loved only child, he had astonished his inartistic parents from an early age with his passion for painting. Once over their surprise, they had supported him wholeheartedly. Money they might not have, but belief in their son’s talent and their endless encouragement meant more to Caspar than all the financial help in the world. He would get by; he was used to being poor. Besides, poor was what art students were supposed to be. Leaving home, moving to London and struggling to survive on a grant the size of a peanut was what being a student was all about.




  




 Henrietta Malone had lived at 15, Cornwallis Crescent for forty-eight years. A genteel, four-storey Georgian terraced house in East Kensington, it was the home to which her husband Edmund had brought her as a young bride almost half a century earlier, a house large enough to accommodate any number of offspring and with a well-tended garden to match.




 Sadly, Henrietta had been unable to bear children but by the time she and Edmund discovered this they had grown to love the house anyway. Only when her beloved Edmund died in his sleep – at the age of seventy-four and after forty-four years of quietly happy marriage – did the house seem too big to carry on living in alone.




 Henrietta yearned for company, and not the kind you were apt to find in some depressing old folks’ home. Instead, much to the horror of her more strait-laced friends, she pinned an advertisement to the notice board in the entrance hall of St Martin’s School of Art.




 Within a fortnight she had what she had always wanted, a house that shook with music, clattering footsteps and laughter, a house full of surrogate children who teased her unmercifully, shocked the neighbours and called her Hen. Broke but cheerful, they kept the most extraordinary hours and wore even more extraordinary clothes.




 Henrietta adored them all but she especially adored Caspar, who had fallen instantly in love with the airy, skylighted studio on the top floor and who had moved in within hours of setting eyes on it. Over the course of the next two years other students came and went but Caspar stayed firmly put.




 Henrietta never failed to be entertained by Caspar – her golden boy, as she secretly thought of him. Not only good-looking but charming too, he was a joy to have around. And he was talented. She was particularly touched, with Christmas approaching, when she discovered by chance that in order to pay his rent on time he was going without food.




 In an effort to help out, Henrietta had visited Caspar in his studio, admired a recently completed painting and offered to accept it in lieu of money. But Caspar, politely refusing her offer, had by the skin of his teeth managed to scrape together just enough cash.




 Two weeks later on Christmas Eve he had given Henrietta the painting she had liked so much.




 Henrietta knew how much of a struggle it was for Caspar to find the rent each month, yet not once did he let her down. He was also unfailingly cheerful and willing to help out around the house if jobs needed doing which were beyond Henrietta’s capabilities. She didn’t care how untidy he was, how many girlfriends he brought back to his rooms or how many she had to fib to on the phone when Caspar absent-mindedly double-booked himself. He might be feckless but he made her laugh and she loved him to bits. He truly was the son Henrietta had never had.




 Shortly after her seventy-fifth birthday Henrietta suffered a mild heart attack. ‘Oh Hen,’ Caspar chided when he had arrived at the hospital that evening armed with masses of yellow tulips, half a dozen Agatha Christies and a big bottle of her favourite scent, ‘are we going to spoil you rotten when you come home.’




 But Henrietta hadn’t come home. A second heart attack three days later proved fatal. Caspar and the other tenants attended the funeral and simply assumed they would have to start searching for somewhere else to live.




 Nobody was more astounded than Caspar when Henrietta Malone’s lawyer informed him that 15, Cornwallis Crescent was now his. Henrietta, it transpired, had had no living relatives. With characteristic panache she had bequeathed hefty sums of money to Dr Barnardos, a donkey sanctuary in Sussex and the Chelsea Pensioners. Nobody who had known Henrietta had had any idea she was worth so much.




 As far as Caspar was concerned this was the turning point of his life. Within the space of a few months he had acquired – thanks to Henrietta’s amazing generosity – a house that was covetable by any standards. He had also graduated with honours from St Martin’s and been showcased and favourably received in several prestigious Cork Street galleries. There was now a growing waiting list of customers eager to sit for Caspar French, the rising young star of the art world. They wanted their portraits painted while they could still afford him.




  




 The Marigold, in Covent Garden, was all oranges and greens with a tropical air to it and exotic waitresses in Carmen Miranda hats. It was popular with celebrity types, which meant everyone was always looking at everyone else.




 This was why Claudia so loved the idea of coming here and being seen with Caspar French. It did her ego the world of good to see people clocking them together, assuming they were a couple. Besides, for all his faults Caspar was great fun to have lunch with. When he turned on the charm he could make a sack of potatoes feel chic.


OEBPS/Images/title.jpg
PerrroT TIMING





OEBPS/Images/jill_9780755351893_msr_cvi_r1.jpg
When you meet the man of your
dreams on your hen night, it’s hardly...

PeErRFECT TIMING








OEBPS/Images/logo.jpg
e

headline
review






