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By Jill Mansell


The Unpredictable Consequences Of Love


Don’t Want To Miss A Thing


A Walk In The Park


To The Moon And Back


Take A Chance On Me


Rumour Has It


An Offer You Can’t Refuse


Thinking of You


Making Your Mind Up


The One You Really Want


Falling for You


Nadia Knows Best


Staying at Daisy’s


Millie’s Fling


Good At Games


Miranda’s Big Mistake


Head Over Heels


Mixed Doubles


Perfect Timing


Fast Friends


Solo


Kiss


Sheer Mischief


Open House


Two’s Company




About the Book


Dexter Yates loves his fun, care-free London life; he has money, looks and girlfriends galore. But everything changes overnight when his sister dies, leaving him in charge of her eight-month-old daughter Delphi. How is he ever going to cope?


Comic-strip artist Molly Hayes lives in the beautiful Cotswold village of Briarwood. When it comes to relationships, she has a history of choosing all the wrong men.


Leaving the city behind, Dex moves to Briarwood – a much better place to work on his parenting skills – and he and Molly become neighbours. There’s an undeniable connection between them. But if Dexter’s going to adapt, he first has a lot to learn about Molly, about other people’s secrets . . . and about himself.




For Dad, Paul and Judi, with my love.




Massive thanks are due to Helen Roberts, a Twitter friend and brilliant social worker who generously volunteered to advise me on the subjects of guardianship and adoption for this book. The information she gave me was wonderfully helpful, and I’m so grateful for her expertise and enthusiasm. Needless to say, any errors are mine alone.




Chapter 1


It was almost midnight and Dexter Yates was in bed with his girlfriend when his phone burst into life. Possessed of lightning reflexes, she grabbed it off the bedside table before he could reach it himself.


Honestly, some people were so mistrustful.


‘It says Laura.’ Her eyes narrowed at the sight of the name flashing up on the screen. ‘Who’s Laura?’


Jealousy was never a good look. ‘Can I have my phone please?’


‘Who is she?’


Heroically, Dexter didn’t say, ‘Someone an awful lot nicer than you.’ He held out his hand and waited for her to pass the phone to him, which she did with the kind of huffy annoyance that meant he definitely wouldn’t be seeing her again after tonight.


‘Laura, hey.’


‘Oh Dex, I’m sorry, I know it’s late. Did I wake you up?’


He smiled; only Laura could think he might be asleep before midnight. ‘Of course not. How’s everything with you?’


‘Everything . . . is perfect.’ The joy was there in her voice, shimmering down the phone line, and in that moment he knew what had happened. ‘It’s a girl, Dex. She’s here! And so beautiful, you won’t believe it. Seven pounds twelve ounces. It’s just the most amazing thing ever.’


His smile broadened. ‘A girl! Fantastic. And why wouldn’t she be beautiful? When can I come and see her?’


‘Well, not tonight, obviously. Visiting hours are ten till twelve in the morning or seven till nine in the evening. Will you be able to make it tomorrow, d’you think? After work?’


‘I’ll make sure I can,’ Dex promised. ‘I’ll be there. Does she look like me?’


‘Don’t be ridiculous, she’s only an hour old. You’re twenty-eight. You have stubble.’


‘You know, you should really think about becoming a stand-up comedian.’


‘After all the gas and air I’ve had tonight, I’m pretty sure I couldn’t be a stand-up anything. OK, I’m getting low on battery here. I’d better go. Do you want me to email a photo or would you rather wait until you see her tomorrow?’


‘Don’t worry, I’ll wait. And hey,’ Dex’s voice softened, ‘well done, you.’


He ended the call, then lay back against the pillows and gazed up at the ceiling. Wow.


‘At the risk of sounding repetitive, who’s Laura?’ The atmosphere in the bedroom had by this stage turned distinctly frosty. ‘And why would you want to know if her baby looks like you?’


‘Come on.’ Dexter swung his legs out of bed and reached for his jeans and T-shirt. ‘It’s getting late. I’ll give you a lift home.’


‘Dex—’


‘Seriously? OK,’ said Dexter. ‘Laura’s my sister. And she’s just given birth to my niece.’


Laura was dozing when the nurse tapped on the door and eased it open.


‘Hello? Are you awake?’


Laura opened her eyes; now that she was a mother, she was going to have to get used to having her sleep interrupted. ‘Kind of, yes. What is it?’


‘You’ve got a visitor,’ whispered the nurse.


‘What, now?’


‘I know, and it’s not really allowed but when he explained the situation . . . well, what else could I do? I couldn’t send him away.’


The way the girl’s eyes were sparkling and her tone of voice told Laura all she needed to know. She hauled herself into a sitting position – ooch, pain – as the door opened wider and the nurse led their nocturnal visitor into the side ward. ‘And the situation is?’


‘I have to be at Heathrow in three hours to catch my flight to New York.’ Dex turned to the nurse and said, ‘Darling, thank you so much. You’re an absolute star.’


Laura waited until the besotted girl had left the room before rolling her eyes. ‘And on a scale of one to ten, exactly how true is that story?’


‘Ah, but it got me in here, didn’t it?’ Dex’s legendary charm was a long-standing joke between them. ‘I couldn’t wait. Too excited to sleep. These are for you, by the way. Sorry they’re a bit crap.’


He’d dropped into the twenty-four-hour supermarket in West Kensington and bought up masses of luridly bright orange roses, a giant Toblerone, a toy octopus and many, many bags of jelly worms. As you do.


‘They’re lovely,’ said Laura as he dumped everything on to the bed.


‘Well, if you will go around having babies in the middle of the night, the choices are limited. Anyway, come here.’ He gave her a hug and a noisy kiss on the cheek. ‘You clever thing. Well done. So, where is it?’


‘It?’


‘Sorry, she.’ Dex shrugged unrepentantly. ‘But we’ve been calling it “it” for months. Where are you keeping her then? In a cage under the bed?’


‘If you’re going to be like this, I won’t show her to you.’ But Laura didn’t mean it; from where he was standing, the cot was out of his line of vision. Tilting her head to the left, she indicated that Dex should come round to the other side of the bed.


That was when she sat back and watched as Dex – possibly for the first time in his life – fell in love.


It was unbelievable. You could actually see it happening. One minute he was interested, the next he was completely and utterly entranced. Before long, as if the momentousness of the occasion had made its presence felt, the newest addition to the family stirred and opened her eyes.


‘Her name’s Delphi,’ said Laura.


‘Oh my God.’ Dex exhaled slowly. ‘Look at her.’


Laura smiled. ‘She’s looking at you.’


‘She’s beautiful. I mean, really beautiful.’ He was transfixed.


Was it possible to burst with pride? Laura said, ‘Told you she was.’


‘Can I pick her up?’


‘So long as you don’t drop her.’


Dex’s dark hair fell forward as he bent down and began to slide his hands beneath Delphi’s tiny shoulders. He stopped and looked over at Laura. ‘I don’t know how.’


Dex spent his life being laid-back and supremely confident; it was endearing to see him admit to a weakness. Laura said encouragingly, ‘You can do it. Just remember to support her head. Like this.’ She demonstrated with her own hands and watched from the bed as Dex copied her. ‘There you go, that’s it.’


He lifted her up, exclaiming, ‘She’s like a sunflower with a wobbly neck. Oh wow, Delphi Yates, look at you. Look at your hands.’ He shook his head in wonder. ‘What about those fingernails? And the eyelashes! Look, she’s blinking . . .’


Laura’s smile broadened. He really was in love. She watched him take Delphi on a tour of the tiny side ward, finishing up in front of the mirror. Having carefully settled her into the crook of his arm, Dex studied the reflection of the two of them together. ‘Hello, Delphi. That’s you, that is! Go on, give us a little wave. Oh no, don’t pull that face, it’s your birthday, you’re not allowed to cry . . . nooo, look in the mirror, have a dance!’


‘She might be hungry,’ said Laura.


‘No problem, we’ll give her some Haribo. Hey, Delph, fancy a jelly worm? What’s your favourite colour?’


‘Dex, you can’t give her Haribo!’


He gave her a look and she realised he’d been joking. ‘No? Well, that’s good, more for us. There, she’s not going to cry now anyway. Relax, Mum.’


Mum. After all this time, against all the odds, it had finally happened. Just as she’d given up hope that it ever would. At the age of forty-one she had miraculously fallen pregnant and now Delphi was here.


‘I’m a mum,’ said Laura. ‘Can you believe it?’


‘And this one’s strong.’ Dex’s index finger was being grasped by Delphi’s tiny curled hand; he mimed agonising pain. ‘I think she’s going to be a wrestler when she grows up.’


‘Here, let me take a photo.’ Laura scooped up her phone and signalled for him to move his face closer to Delphi’s.


‘So did it hurt, giving birth?’ He grimaced. ‘Don’t give me any gory details.’


‘It was easy,’ Laura assured him. ‘Like shelling peas. No pain at all.’


‘Good girl.’ Happy with the lie, Dex nodded approvingly at Delphi. ‘Wait till you’re older. I’m going to teach you all the tricks of the trade. How to keep boys under control, how to break their hearts . . .’ Delphi was gazing solemnly up at him with saucer eyes as he spoke. ‘I’ll have to check them out first, see if they’re worthy of a date with Delphi Yates before letting you out of the house with them. And they’ll have me to answer to if they mess you around.’


‘Can you imagine? She’ll be a teenager,’ Laura marvelled. ‘Wearing unsuitable outfits, drinking cider and moaning about us behind our backs. One more photo.’


He held Delphi up again, careful to cradle her head in the palm of his hand, and Laura felt her heart take a picture of its own. There was a connection between the two of them that was clear to see; as they gazed into each other’s eyes, it was as if they were sharing the most amazing secret. The physical similarities were there too, in the shape of their eyes and the angle of their dark brows; you just knew Delphi would grow up looking like Dex. Laura pressed the button and captured the moment forever. Magically, their images were now enclosed within the phone.


‘Send me a copy,’ said Dex.


‘I will. You’ll have to be careful who you show it to, mind. Might cramp your style.’


‘True.’ He grinned at Delphi. ‘Is that what you’re going to do, hmm? That’s the plan? Oh my, you are dangerous.’


‘How’s the new girlfriend?’ Laura couldn’t remember her name but it didn’t matter, Dex no longer expected her to. He got through them at such a rate of knots.


‘It’s over.’ Dex looked mournful. ‘I’m all alone and single again. Poor me.’


As if. Laura said, ‘I know, you’ll probably be a sad and lonely bachelor for the rest of your life.’


The door creaked open a few inches and the nurse popped her head round to whisper, ‘Sorry, but you’re going to have to go now before I get into trouble.’


Dex said at once, ‘And we can’t have that. Thanks so much for letting me in. You’ve been an angel and I really appreciate it.’


‘That’s OK.’ Her cheeks dimpled with pleasure. ‘At least you got the chance to see Delphi.’


‘Which makes two new people I’m really glad I met tonight. Oh God, that sounds pukey, forget I said it.’ Having carefully placed Delphi back in Laura’s outstretched arms, Dex kissed each of them in turn and said, ‘Time for you to get some sleep. By the way, you don’t happen to know if Alice has a boyfriend, do you?’


Behind him, Alice was still hovering half in and half out of the door. She blushed scarlet at the realisation he’d checked out her name badge earlier.


‘Funnily enough,’ said Laura, ‘I didn’t get round to asking her. I was kind of busy having a baby.’


‘Well, she isn’t wearing any rings,’ said Dex. ‘So that’s a good start.’


‘I don’t have a boyfriend,’ said Alice. ‘Why?’


He turned to look at her. ‘I was just wondering when you’re next due an evening off. Because if you think you might like to come out for a drink with me, I’d definitely like to go out for a drink with you.’


Laura watched and waited; he was completely incorrigible. Flirting came as naturally to Dexter as breathing. Were his chat-up lines spontaneous or did he keep to a tried and tested rota?


The recipient of this one, meanwhile, was flushing with pleasure. ‘Um, well, I’m actually off tomorrow night . . .’


‘Fantastic!’


‘But that wouldn’t be any good, would it?’ Alice was shaking her head. ‘Because you’ll be in New York!’


Dex tapped his temple. ‘You’re right. I’ve got jetlag already. Although it’s only a flying visit. I’ll be back the day after that.’


‘I’m free next Thursday.’ Alice looked expectant.


‘I tell you what, give me a contact number and I’ll call you. I’m not an axe murderer, I promise.’ He took out his mobile and keyed in the number she gave him. ‘And now I must go before you get told off. This place is such a maze, isn’t it? I don’t know how I’m going to find my way out.’


Visibly bowled over, Alice said, ‘Come on, I’ll show you where the lifts are.’


‘Bye.’ Waving from the bed as they left the room, Laura called out mischievously, ‘Don’t forget to bring us back something fabulous from New York!’




Chapter 2


At the precise moment Dexter Yates was leaving one hospital in the early hours of the morning, a hundred miles away Molly Hayes was pulling up outside another.


And wondering how she’d been blackmailed into doing so.


Except there was an answer to that, and it was niggling at her like a tiny sharp-edged stone in her shoe. Because there was a fine line between being a good sport and a soft touch.


And she was beginning to think she might have just crossed it.


On the upside, at least there was space to park at this time of night, although from the sound of it, there were some pretty inebriated patients too, determined not to let the unfortunate turn their evening out had taken spoil their fun. Hopping out of the car – no she jolly well wasn’t going to Pay and Display – Molly made her way past the ticket machine and headed across to A&E. Approaching the entrance, she caught her own reflection in the glass, blond hair uncombed and all over the place. Oh well, too bad.


It soon became apparent that the inebriated patient making the most noise of all was the one she’d come to pick up.


Oh joy.


‘Hey, here she is!’ Spotting her, Graham abruptly broke off his rendition of ‘Return to Sender’ and launched into ‘The Most Beautiful Girl in the World’. Which was even more embarrassing than usual, given that she was currently looking more like Wurzel Gummidge.


Soon realising this for himself, Graham peered in puzzlement at Molly and said, ‘What’s happened to your hair? And your . . . you know, face?’ He made scrunched-up motions with his fingers. ‘Why are you all . . . different?’


Molly said evenly, ‘It’s three o’clock in the morning. Believe it or not, I was asleep when you called. This is what I look like without make-up. Just like this is what you look like after a night out with your rugby friends. Shall we go?’


‘Ah no, you can’t leave yet,’ protested a woman sitting opposite with a toddler on her lap. ‘Timmy’ll start crying again if you do.’ She turned to Molly. ‘He loves the singing. Your husband’s been a complete lifesaver tonight, keeping him entertained.’


‘He’s not my husband,’ said Molly as, on cue, the little boy began to whimper in a fractious manner.


‘Well, he’s been a godsend,’ the woman reiterated. ‘And we’re due to be seen soon. You can stay for just a bit longer, can’t you?’


Why? Why did these things always have to happen to her? Graham resumed his singing – Elvis tracks were his speciality – and Timmy stopped whimpering in order to gaze at him in rapt adoration. Everyone else in the waiting room, astoundingly, appeared to be enjoying the show too. Realising that to drag him away now would make her some kind of hateful frozen-hearted witch, Molly found herself sinking on to an empty plastic chair and picking up one of the mangled magazines from the table in front of her.


Three months, that was how long they’d been seeing each other. She’d first met Graham in a cinema queue and in so many ways he’d seemed like excellent boyfriend material. Intelligent, tick. Kind-hearted, tick. Not a ladies’ man, big tick. By day he was a chartered accountant, which had impressed her no end. And he didn’t have any irritating habits along the lines of eating noisily, sniffing non-stop or laughing like a donkey.


But no one’s perfect and Graham’s irritating habit turned out to be his passion for rugby. Or, more to the point, for going out with his rugby-playing mates even when the rugby season was over, and getting absolutely plastered on a regular basis.


Actually, she wouldn’t even mind if it didn’t affect her, but it was reaching the stage where it was. Last month, one of Graham’s epic hangovers had resulted in them not going to a barbecue. And a couple of weeks ago he’d managed to shoot a champagne cork into his own eye at a wedding. The subsequent bruising, which had been spectacular, had only just gone down.


And now this, tonight. To add insult to injury, she’d been having a brilliant dream when the phone had rung, waking her up.


‘Hey, Molly, I love you, it’s me.’ His voice had been blurred around the edges. ‘You won’t believe what’s happened. I’ve only gone and broken my foot. I can’t walk . . .’


‘Oh God, where are you?’ She’d got head-rush sitting bolt upright, instantly conjuring up a mental picture of Graham lying in agony at the bottom of a ravine. This was what happened when you were jolted out of a dream that involved skiing in the Swiss Alps with Robert Downey Junior, and loaves of bread strapped to your shoes.


‘I’m at the hospital, A&E. They’ve sorted me out but now I can’t get home. I had to spend my taxi money getting here. And I can’t walk,’ Graham said sadly. ‘Oh Molly, I do love you. Could you come and pick me up?’


‘Oh God . . .’


‘If I had my credit card,’ he wheedled, ‘I wouldn’t have to ask.’


Molly sighed; she was the one who’d told him to leave his bank cards at home after the last time he’d lost them on a night out.


See? Soft touch. And now that she was here, they still couldn’t leave.


Thankfully the child’s mother had been right and within minutes they were called through for treatment. When they’d disappeared, Graham held out his hands to Molly and said, ‘There, he’ll be fine. Shall we go now?’


She had to help him up. His right shoe was sticking out of his jacket pocket, his right foot bare and spattered with dried blood. There was tape wrapped around his toes.


Molly frowned. ‘If you’ve broken your foot, shouldn’t it be in a plaster cast?’


‘Well, I didn’t actually break my foot. It was the toes. The little one and the one next to it. They don’t put them in a cast,’ Graham explained. ‘Just strap them together. Bloody hurts, though. Ow.’ Leaning heavily on her shoulder, he took a step and flinched. ‘Ow, OW.’


He weighed fourteen stone to her eight. At this rate she’d end up putting her back out. ‘Couldn’t they give you crutches?’ said Molly.


‘What? Oh yeah, they did. What happened to them? They were here earlier. I forgot!’


The crutches were located under someone else’s chair. It was finally time to leave. As they headed outside, a lad approached them. In his late teens and with his arm in a sling, he said, ‘Mate, I can’t get a taxi and my girlfriend’s mad as hell ’cos I should’ve been home ages ago. Couldn’t give me a lift to Horfield, could you?’


‘Sorry, we can’t.’ Molly shook her head, avoiding eye contact.


‘Oh, Moll, don’t say that! Of course we can give him a lift.’ Graham wasn’t just a drunk, he was a generous drunk. ‘No problem, mate, come along with us, Horfield’s not far out of our way. We’ll drop you home!’


Once everyone was folded into the car, Molly buzzed down the driver’s window to dispel the alcohol fumes.


‘So how did you manage to break your toes?’ she asked Graham.


‘Fell off a table.’ He shrugged as if it was entirely the table’s fault for not managing to keep him on there.


‘And where did all the blood come from?’


‘I dropped my pint when I fell. There was glass everywhere. You should see Steve’s hands, cut to ribbons where he landed on it!’


‘So all in all you had a pretty disastrous night.’


‘Are you kidding me?’ Graham gave a shout of incredulous laughter. ‘It was brilliant, best time ever!’


Nodding slowly, Molly decided for all their sakes to concentrate on the road ahead. And to think she’d been so thrilled last month when he’d helped her fill out her tax form online.


But accountant or no accountant, Graham definitely wasn’t destined to be the man of her dreams.


He was going to have to go.




Chapter 3


Dexter was enjoying Alice’s company. She was a nice girl with a neat figure and pretty grey eyes. Rather sweetly, she had refused to sleep with him after their first date, proudly announcing that she wasn’t that sort of girl.


It had happened after the second date instead.


And now it was a fortnight later and to his eternal shame Dex could already feel his enthusiasm start to wane. He didn’t want it to be like this, it just always seemed to happen regardless. The thrill was in the chase, the process of seduction. As soon as that aspect of it was over, the excitement began to subside, the shine wear off. He still had fun, enjoyed their company, liked being with them, but never quite as much as before.


The morning after their first night in bed, Alice had said, ‘Don’t go thinking I make a habit of this, by the way. I’ve never done it before.’


They always said that too.


Poor Alice, she deserved better than a no-hoper like him.


Dex made coffee as she wandered into the kitchen now, wearing his too-big towelling robe. While he’d been out of the bedroom she’d done her usual thing of hastily brushing her hair and teeth and dabbing on a bit of lip gloss.


‘Here you go.’ He passed her a cup. ‘What time do you have to be at work?’


Her eyes danced. ‘Trying to get rid of me?’


‘Of course not. It’s just that I’ve got a couple of appointments later.’


‘I know.’ Alice’s tone was playful as she perched on one of the stainless steel stools and reached for the leaflets next to the coffee maker. She tapped the times and dates he’d scrawled across the top of each one. ‘I saw them last night. Are these for you?’


‘Well, not all of them. But one. Possibly.’ It had started off, pretty much, as an idle whim. A friend at work had happened to mention how much he looked forward to heading out of London on Friday afternoons and spending lazy weekends at his cottage in the country. The idea had piqued Dex’s interest and he’d registered his details on a couple of estate agents’ websites. Then the glossy brochures had started arriving and the level of interest had grown. A refuge, somewhere to get away from it all, began to sound like something he might really enjoy. It wouldn’t be a stretch to buy a smallish property. And whether he ended up liking it or not, choose wisely and it wasn’t as if he’d be throwing money away. It would be an investment.


‘They’re gorgeous. So . . . cottagey.’ Alice was lining the details up in a row on the steel countertop. ‘Especially compared with this place.’


Dex took a gulp of coffee. This place was a sixth-floor apartment in an ultra-modern development overlooking the Thames and Canary Wharf. He’d bought it a couple of years ago, aware that it was the ultimate single guy’s cliché. The views impressed everyone who came here. The living room had a spectacular mirrored wall to reflect the light, and opened on to a steel and glass balcony. Every technological gadget was top of the range. He had no idea how the oven worked, but that didn’t matter; he generally ate out. And thanks to his cleaner, every inch of the flat was kept immaculate.


‘I thought I’d go for something different.’ He shrugged.


‘Which one do you like best?’


‘No idea, I haven’t seen them yet.’


‘Moreton-in-Marsh.’ As she read out the names of the locations, Alice’s robe gaped open a bit. ‘Stow-on-the-Wold. Briarwood.’ She mimed a swoon. ‘They sound like something out of a Sunday-night costume drama. Maybe everyone’ll be wearing long skirts and bonnets.’


‘Bonnets don’t suit me,’ said Dex.


‘I could come with you, if you like. Help you choose. I’m not working until this evening.’


Dex hesitated. When he’d told Laura about the viewings, she’d offered to go along with him. Which was a great idea in theory, but not quite so practical now that Delphi was part of the package. For a start, the baby seat wouldn’t fit into the Porsche. When he’d pointed this out, Laura had said easily, ‘Well, that’s not problem, we can go in my car instead!’


But seriously, given the choice, who would prefer to drive down to the Cotswolds in a ratty old Ford Escort? Plus, much as he loved Delphi, she didn’t have a handy volume button. Once she took it into her head to start bellowing at the top of her lungs, it wasn’t easy to persuade her to stop.


Worse still, there was the ever-present risk of NNS – Nightmare Nappy Situation – an example of which he’d been subjected to last week when Laura had asked him to look after Delphi for twenty minutes while she had a bath. That had turned out to be twenty minutes he wouldn’t forget in a hurry. Imagine if that were to happen while you were trundling down the motorway, trapped in an ancient Ford Escort . . .


OK, that was enough deliberation; he already knew the answer.


‘Great, we’ll set off in an hour.’


‘Yay,’ Alice said happily. Dex quelled a spasm of guilt. It was a sunny day; they’d have fun together. And, unlike Delphi, Alice hopefully wouldn’t wail like a banshee all the way to Gloucestershire.


He’d give Laura a call and let her know. She’d understand.


With London behind them, traffic thinned out and the scenery grew steadily more attractive. By the time they reached Stow-on-the-Wold, Alice was in raptures. They found the estate agency and followed the agent to the cottage they’d arranged to view. The owner greeted them eagerly with tea and a homemade lemon drizzle sponge, and insisted on wrapping up the rest of the cake for them to take away when they left.


The cottage itself was nicely decorated and well cared for. Sadly the agency details had neglected to mention that it was situated next to a lorry depot. The more or less non-stop soundtrack of pantechnicons arriving, loading up then beeping as they reversed back out of the yard made it hard to hold a conversation.


‘What time does this start up in the morning?’ Dexter had to raise his voice to be heard.


‘Oh, not until seven o’clock.’ The agent’s tone was soothing.


‘And it’s all stopped by nine at night,’ the owner chimed in over-brightly.


So this was what estate agents meant when they said a house was ‘close to local amenities’.


Dex felt sorry for the woman who was clearly desperate to sell, but her cottage was so close you could feel the engine-rumblings in your bones. All the lemon drizzle cake in the world couldn’t make up for that racket.


The next property was in Moreton-in-Marsh. It was perfectly positioned with wonderful views and there wasn’t a depot in sight. There were even baby-pink roses growing up around the front door.


‘Oh my God.’ Alice clasped her hands together at the sight of it. ‘This one is perfect.’


It certainly looked that way. Until the moment the estate agent opened the door and they stepped over the threshold.


Dex knew at once he couldn’t live here. The actual atmosphere inside the house was completely at odds with the feel of it from the photos he’d seen in the brochure. It was like meeting a complete stranger and taking an instant dislike to them. The books in the oak bookshelf weren’t real books at all, just plastic covers with the names of the classics written on their fake spines. There was a strong smell of cheap air freshener in the air. The walls were painted in cloying shades of pink and the art on the walls was anodyne.


None of this mattered a jot, of course; he knew that. The whole point of buying somewhere meant not having to put up with other people’s choice of décor; the place was yours and you could do whatever you liked with it. But when the sense of revulsion was this extreme, it was impossible to overcome. Dex knew he just couldn’t bear to live in a property that had previously been chosen by someone whose sense of style was so wrong.


‘Shall we take a look around upstairs?’ The bearded estate agent gestured for them to follow him and said jovially to Alice, ‘The third bedroom’s currently being used for storage but it would make a wonderful nursery.’


Oh good grief . . .


Dex shook his head. ‘Sorry, there’s no point, I don’t like this place.’


‘Why not?’ Alice looked stunned. ‘It’s amazing. I love everything about it!’


Dex couldn’t help himself; the fact that Alice was actually capable of loving this property caused his enthusiasm for her to bump down another couple of notches.


It shouldn’t matter, but it did.


Then again, that was the story of his life, wasn’t it?


Something always did.




Chapter 4


It was always awkward, finishing with someone who didn’t want to be finished with. Molly didn’t enjoy being the one causing the upset.


And in his own macho, blustering, rugbyish way, Graham had been upset when she’d broken the news to him that their relationship was over. Nor had the broken toes helped; the fact that he was only able to walk on the ball of his right foot and was limping around dramatically only served to increase her guilt. Even if he had been the one to bring the situation upon himself.


So she had finished with him, but he was currently still doing his level best to persuade her to change her mind.


Hence the fish.


‘It’s . . . lovely.’


‘I know.’ Graham was like a Labrador eagerly presenting his owner with a tennis ball covered in saliva. Although saliva would have been less revolting than this. ‘It’s for you,’ he added with pride.


‘Me?’ Oh God. ‘Why?’


‘Because I know you like fish. And I caught it myself. Came home with three, but this one’s the biggest. Eight pounds three ounces. That’s a really good size.’


‘Wow.’ Eight pounds three ounces . . . eurgh, that was as much as a baby. How could she turn it down, though, without hurting his feelings? Molly said tentatively, ‘But I don’t know what I’d do with it.’


‘It’s a carp. You cook it!’ He was starting to look offended.


‘Right, OK.’ Gingerly she peeled back the edges of the carrier bag and took another peep. The carp’s single visible eye was gazing balefully back at her. No it wasn’t, the carp was dead. ‘I’ll do that. Thanks.’


‘I remembered how much you like fish,’ Graham repeated.


This was true, she did like fish. Deep fried in batter and eaten with lovely chips. But it would clearly be cruel to explain to him that this one was turning her stomach. He’d driven all the way from Bristol. It was a gift.


‘I do.’ Molly nodded.


‘I can gut it for you if you like. Or stay and help you cook it.’ He looked hopeful.


‘No, that’s fine, I’ll do it myself. Let me just put it in the fridge . . .’


‘Molly, I’ve told you I’m sorry. And I’ve changed.’ Oh help, he was moving back into begging mode. ‘I haven’t had a drink in over a fortnight. I told you I’d do it and I have! Please let me stay and cook the carp with you . . .’


‘Oh Graham, don’t say it.’ She shook her head and held out the heavy carrier bag. ‘I’m not going to change my mind. Maybe you should take the fish home with you.’


He raised his hands in defeat and limped away from her towards the door. ‘No, I’m not taking it, I caught that carp for you. It’s yours.’


‘A what? A cup?’ At the other end of the line, Frankie sounded mystified. ‘Why are you trying to give me a cup?’


‘Not a cup, a carp. Graham went fishing this morning, he brought one over for me, but I don’t want it.’


‘God, I’m not surprised. Carp are disgusting! Why would he do that?’


Molly looked at the dead carp with those weird dangly things at either side of its mouth. Frankie was right, it was disgusting. The dangly things made her feel squeamish. ‘It’s his way of being nice. He’s trying to win me back.’


‘Honestly, hasn’t he heard of diamonds? Much nicer. Hang on, I’m just Googling it now.’ She heard the sound of computer keys tapping away in the background. ‘Here we are. Eastern Europeans eat carp on Christmas Day . . . and the way to do it is: nail it to a plank and roast over an open fire . . . carp have a muddy taste . . . some regard them as inedible . . . oh yeurgh, even worse than I thought. Don’t bother trying to cook the thing,’ Frankie said bluntly. ‘Just chuck it away.’


‘So the first place was too noisy,’ Alice announced as they drove into Briarwood. ‘And the second one was too . . .?’


‘Wrong in every conceivable way.’ Dex slowed down as they passed the ivy-clad pub on the left. That was something else he’d have to check out; no point moving into a village with a rubbish pub.


‘So let’s hope this one will be just right!’


Please don’t explain, please don’t explain . . .


‘Like Goldilocks and the three bears,’ Alice added, and his enthusiasm for her dropped yet another notch. She was a sweet girl, but it was never going to work out.


‘Or if it’s no good,’ Alice went on cheerily, ‘we’ll just have to keep looking, maybe make a weekend of it next time.’


‘Hmm,’ Dex murmured vaguely, because she was waiting for him to say something.


‘You have reached your destination,’ intoned the satnav.


‘In fact, I kind of don’t want you to like this one now.’ Becoming bolder by the second, Alice rested her hand on his knee. ‘Coming down for a weekend sounds like a fantastic plan.’


Oh dear. He’d have to tell her tonight.


The estate agent was blonde, buxom and businesslike. The cottage had been empty for four months, she explained, hence the musty smell, but it didn’t mean there were any problems with damp because there definitely weren’t.


Dexter wasn’t bothered with whether there was a damp problem or not. He liked the cottage. It had a good feel, there was just something about it. The rooms might be empty but you could picture them full. The kitchen was large with sun streaming in through the south-facing windows. There was an Aga, which was something he’d never seen in real life before but he knew people regarded them as a desirable feature. The living room had French windows opening out on to the overgrown back garden. And upstairs there were three good-sized bedrooms and an old-fashioned bathroom in serious need of a revamp.


Oh yes, he liked it. It felt right. This could definitely be the one.


‘Why’s it been empty for four months?’ Dex decided he quite liked the musty smell.


‘A previous sale fell through. The chain collapsed. It just came back on the market last week.’ The estate agent nodded briskly. ‘And let me tell you, it’s going to be snapped up again in no time at all.’


Of course it would be. Standard estate agent spiel. Dex said, ‘I bet there are other people already interested.’


‘Absolutely. We’ve had a lot of interest.’


‘So, what are the neighbours like?’


The woman didn’t miss a beat. ‘I hear they’re great.’


‘Well, that’s lucky. They’re the best kind to have.’


Her eyes gleamed. ‘Does this mean you might be making an offer?’


‘It’s a possibility,’ said Dex. ‘I’ll get back to you on that. I need to do some homework first.’


‘Where are we going now?’ said Alice as he pulled the car into the car park of the Saucy Swan. As if the answer might conceivably be, ‘I thought we might climb Kilimanjaro.’


‘To do our homework.’ Dex regretted the ‘our’ as soon as he’d said it, implying as it did that she was included in his plans. ‘Come on, let’s see if the natives are friendly.’


He soon had his answer. Basically, they weren’t. Attempting to strike up a conversation with the locals at the bar met with a crushing lack of success. The trio, of retirement age and grumpy demeanour, were evidently far more interested in their pints; it was like trying to gatecrash a private party filled with A-list celebs. Only the barmaid’s saucy wink reassured him that not everyone was as spectacularly unwelcoming as the three stooges.


Giving up and taking their drinks outside, Dex and Alice sat down at a wooden table in front of the pub.


‘Well, they were charming,’ said Alice.


When the barmaid came out to collect the empties from the surrounding tables, Dex beckoned her over.


‘Can I ask you a question?’


‘Of course you can, my darling. And the answer is yes, I am single. So that’s a bit of good news, isn’t it?’


He grinned. She was in her thirties but wearing the clothes of a teenager and glittery earrings the size of saucers. ‘Excellent news. But the other question is, what have I done to upset that crew in there?’


‘The grumpy old farts? Oh, don’t take it personally, darling. They hate pretty much everyone. But the ones they hate most of all are people like you.’


Alice was shocked. ‘People like us? What’s that supposed to mean?’


‘Townies, pet. Whizzing down here in your fancy cars, on the lookout for a country pad you might bother to visit every couple of months, if the weather’s good enough.’


‘How do you know that’s what we are?’ said Alice.


‘There’s your fancy car.’ The barmaid raised a pencilled eyebrow in the direction of the Porsche. ‘You parked it outside Gin Cottage, got shown around the place for twenty minutes, now you’ve come to the pub to check us out, see if we’re up to scratch. It’s not rocket science, darling.’


Dex was liking this woman more and more. ‘And they don’t approve?’


‘We’re lucky here in Briarwood, haven’t had too many weekenders. But some of the villages get it bad, you know? So many houses standing empty for weeks on end . . . it just sucks the life out of the community. We don’t want that happening here if we can help it.’


‘Fair enough,’ said Dex. ‘Why did you just call it Gin Cottage?’


‘Oh, it was Dorothy’s house. Did you notice the juniper trees growing in the garden? She used to make gin in her kitchen and sell it to the locals. Lethal stuff, it was. Sent a few people blind.’


‘Really?’ Alice’s eyes widened in horror.


‘Not really.’ Amused, the barmaid said, ‘But it was strong liquor, and that’s why everyone called it Gin Cottage. So now you know.’


‘Thanks.’ Dex lowered his voice as the door opened and one of the disapproving pensioners left the pub. ‘And could we not mention this conversation to the grumpy old farts?’


‘No problem. Soul of discretion, me. Hey!’ the barmaid bellowed across the car park. ‘Guess what, Dad? This one just called you a grumpy old fart!’


‘Thanks for that,’ said Dex as the man paused and shook his head in disgust before heading off.


‘My pleasure. You’re not the first, you won’t be the last. So what d’you think?’ She shifted the tray of stacked-up dead glasses to her other hip. ‘Are you two going to be buying Gin Cottage or not?’


You two.


‘Might do.’ Dex decided he liked her even more. ‘Might not. What’s your name, anyway?’


Her heavily outlined bright eyes sparkled with amusement. ‘Me? I’m Lois.’




Chapter 5


‘Lois fancies her chances with you.’ Alice slipped a proprietorial hand into his as they strolled towards the car park.


‘I think she was just being friendly.’


‘Oh come on, she was totally obvious. Now where are we going?’ She looked baffled as he walked straight past the car.


‘I like the sound of the juniper trees,’ said Dex. ‘I want to see what they look like before we leave.’


Back at Gin Cottage, they followed the path round to the side of the house. The garden had probably once been well tended but was now overgrown, with a dandelion-strewn vegetable patch against the far wall, a pretty rose arbour in need of pruning, and colourful shrubs and flowers jostling with an explosion of weeds in the borders.


They had to Google juniper trees in order to identify them. And there they were, separating this garden from next door’s, three evergreens with twisty trunks, sporting spiky needles and clumps of dark berries with a dusty blue bloom.


‘I feel like Alan Titchmarsh.’ Dex pulled down one of the branches, mindful of the sharp spikes. Some of the less ripe berries were smaller and still green. He picked one of the larger blue-black ones and squeezed it between his thumb and forefinger, inhaling the smell. It had a piney aromatic scent, like a mixture of Christmas trees and gin. Unable to resist, he bit the berry in half and experienced the flavour on his tongue.


Alice was watching him. ‘What does it taste like?’


‘Can’t describe it. Like nothing I’ve ever tasted before. It’s sharp and dry . . .’ He tilted his head back in order to concentrate on the unfamiliar flavours. ‘Kind of piney and weird.’


And that was when Dex saw the fish cartwheeling through the air towards him as it fell from the sky. He leapt back, yanking Alice with him, as the fish hit the paving slab with a wet FLHUPPPPP.


‘Aarrgh!’ Alice let out an ear-piercing shriek. ‘WHAT’S THAT?’


‘Oh no, oh shit,’ exclaimed a female voice on the other side of the wall of trees.


‘It’s OK,’ Dex told Alice. Because of course the fish hadn’t fallen from the sky, it had been launched over the treetops by someone who was now seriously regretting it.


‘How is it possibly OK? I could have been killed by that thing!’


‘But you weren’t. You’re fine.’


‘I’m definitely not fine. Ugh.’ Alice was shuddering with revulsion and rubbing at her bare arms. ‘Did you see the spray? I’ve got fish water all over my skin.’


‘It was me. I’m so sorry, I didn’t know you were there. I didn’t know anyone was there.’ Molly wanted to die; tempting though it had been to run back inside her house and hide in the airing cupboard, she’d known she had to stay and face the music.


And at least some of the music, she discovered as she made her way up the path, appeared to be pretty angry.


‘So you just threw a fish into next door’s garden? A bloody enormous fish, for crying out loud.’ The girl’s eyes blazed as she pointed at the creature on the ground before her. ‘And it splattered all over me when it landed. It’s just gross!’


‘I know, I’m sorry. The house has been empty for months. I saw you pulling up outside in your car earlier, and the estate agent turning up. Then you all left.’ Molly’s scalp prickled with mortification. ‘I didn’t know you’d come back.’


‘Hey, don’t worry, it was an accident. Could have happened to anyone.’ The girl’s husband or boyfriend appeared far less aggrieved.


‘Fine for you to say,’ the girl snapped.


Which was fair enough, Molly had to concede. He wasn’t the one splattered in fish juice.


‘Come over to my place and have a shower,’ she begged. ‘Please, you must.’


‘I don’t want a shower. But I’ll come and have a wash, get it off my arms. Are you just planning to leave it there?’ the girl demanded as they set off back down the path. ‘It’s going to reek to high heaven!’


Molly said simply, ‘I know. That’s why I threw it next door.’


Having shown her impromptu guest the bathroom, Molly headed downstairs and rejoined the husband outside.


‘Look, I’m really, really sorry—’


‘Shh, no need to keep apologising. And you don’t have to worry about Alice. She’s a nurse so she should be used to getting up close and personal with gross stuff.’ He flashed a smile as he said it, his dark eyes creasing at the corners, and Molly realised with a thud how attractive he was. She’d been in too much of a fluster to take in the details before.


‘Well, thanks. But maybe she thought she wouldn’t have to put up with it on her day off.’


‘True. I’m Dex, by the way.’


‘Molly.’


‘So can I ask you one thing? Was the fish already dead when you catapulted it over the trees?’


Molly liked his deadpan manner. ‘It was, I promise. And I didn’t use a catapult either.’ She clasped her hands and held them out at arm’s length. ‘It was more of a shot-putt technique.’


‘You’re going to have to tell me why.’ Dex pulled out one of the garden chairs. ‘Otherwise I’ll always wonder.’


It was a reasonable request.


‘My ex-boyfriend caught the fish. He brought it over for me as a present. Basically, I’d rather cut off my own ears,’ said Molly, ‘than try and cook something like that. But I didn’t know how to get rid of the thing. It’s twelve days till the next bin collection. I thought this way, maybe foxes would eat it . . . well, anyway, it seemed like a good idea at the time.’


‘What about all the people viewing the place?’


‘There haven’t been any viewings for four months.’


‘Well, that’s because they’d had an offer accepted and the sale was going ahead,’ said Dex. ‘Until it fell through last week.’


Molly shook her head at him. ‘No offers made either. Did the estate agent tell you that?’


‘Yes. To hear her, you’d think they were beating buyers off with a stick.’ He frowned. ‘But there’s nothing wrong with the cottage. Why hasn’t there been any interest?’


‘Are you serious?’ What kind of world did he live in? Although from the look of him and his car she could hazard a guess. ‘It’s massively overpriced. After Dorothy died, her daughter cleared the place out and put it on the market, but she wants far too much for it. Like, around fifty thousand too much.’ She paused. ‘Did it not seem like a lot to you?’


Dex was looking nonplussed. ‘To be honest, no. Compared with London prices everything looks like a complete bargain.’


‘Well, take it from me, it isn’t. You’d be mad to pay that much. So are you thinking of buying it, then?’


‘Maybe.’ His eyes glinted with amusement. ‘Would you hate it if I did?’


‘Why would I hate it?’


‘The old guys in the pub were grumbling about weekenders. That’s what I’d be.’


Molly shrugged. ‘Well, obviously you wouldn’t be living here. But these things happen. If you’re not going to be around for months on end, just promise me you won’t have one of those burglar alarms that sets itself off every time a mouse squeaks.’


Dex said gravely, ‘I promise. But other than that, you wouldn’t mind too much?’


‘I wouldn’t mind. You seem OK. Would you be holding noisy parties that go on all night and disturb the peace?’


‘It’s a possibility.’


‘Thank goodness for that,’ said Molly. ‘And you think your wife might forgive me for nearly killing her with a fish?’


‘Don’t worry about Alice. She isn’t my wife.’ The way he almost imperceptibly shook his head as he said it indicated that the relationship wasn’t destined to be the lasting kind. Molly had already guessed what he was like; that laid-back manner, those sparkling brown eyes, the moneyed air . . . it all belonged to someone used to getting whatever he wanted and whoever happened to take his fancy.


Honestly, though, that car of his was a bit much. Wouldn’t most girls find it off-putting to know that he was happy to drive around in something that was both canary yellow and a Porsche?


To change the subject, Molly said, ‘What made you come back for a second look anyway?’ Mischievously she added, ‘Keen on gardening, are you?’


‘I heard about it being called Gin Cottage. Wanted to see what juniper trees looked like.’ He shook his head and grimaced. ‘Those juniper berries taste weird.’


‘Oh my God, you mean you ate some?’ Molly let out a gasp of horror. ‘Are you serious, you actually swallowed them?’


‘Not some. Only one.’ He looked alarmed. ‘But . . . people use them in cooking.’


‘Cooking, yes! Once they’re cooked they’re OK. But you can’t eat them raw!’


‘Shit, I didn’t know they were poisonous.’


‘It’s OK.’ Molly broke into a smile, putting him out of his misery. ‘They’re not.’


‘What’s going on?’ Alice rejoined them, her arms bright pink from being scrubbed clean.


‘First she almost killed us with a fish. Then she tried to give me a heart attack.’ Dex clutched his chest. ‘I guess it’s all part of the master plan to keep the village safe from interlopers.’


‘Oh, I love that word,’ said Molly with enthusiasm. ‘Interloper. It’s so . . . lollopy.’


‘Loopy,’ Dex countered.


‘Lollipoppy!’


Alice had been watching the two of them like a toddler not remotely keen on sharing her favourite toy. Tugging at Dex’s shirtsleeve, she said, ‘Anyway, we’ve seen the garden. All done now. Shall we go?’


Dex didn’t say a word; he didn’t need to. Molly could tell just by the look on his face that he was aware of Alice’s possessiveness and found it less than enchanting. Put it this way, if her birthday happened to be a few weeks from now, she probably shouldn’t hold her breath waiting for a present.


‘I guess we should. Well,’ he turned to Molly, ‘thanks for letting Alice use your bathroom.’


Alice made a tuh noise of disbelief.


‘No problem at all.’ Molly kept a straight face.


His eyes glittering, Dex said, ‘It’s been . . . interesting to meet you.’


Man-wise, he fell into the category of Utterly Dangerous; anyone daft enough to get involved with someone like that would have to expect to get their heart broken as a matter of course. On the plus side, if you weren’t romantically entangled with him, he’d undoubtedly be great fun.


‘Same.’ Molly wondered if he’d buy the cottage. ‘And don’t forget what I told you. If you offer them the full price, you’re mad.’




Chapter 6


The party was being held at a house in Notting Hill that belonged to someone whose name Dex had forgotten, but never mind. The man was in his sixties and wore the permanently startled look of someone whose recent eye-lift has yet to bed in. But his home was spectacular and he’d had the foresight to invite along plenty of pretty girls.


Dex helped himself to another drink; the music was loud and people were dancing with abandon. He could have stayed in tonight, but Rob and Kenny from work had talked him into coming along.


‘You can’t stay at home!’ Kenny had been incredulous. ‘If you do that, you’ll never know what you might have missed out on. It could be the party of the year.’


Rob had added, ‘Could be the night your life changes forever.’


Which wasn’t that likely, to be honest, but it had been easier to give in than to carry on saying no. As Kenny had concluded, at the very least he knew he could end up getting laid.


Anyway. Give it another hour and a couple more drinks, and maybe he’d start to feel in a bit more of a party mood.


And sure enough, an hour later the alcohol was working its magic, blurring the edges of a long and stressful day at work and improving Dex’s mood. His tolerance levels had risen; a startlingly pretty girl called Bibi had spent some time explaining how to spell her name and he’d actually listened with secret amusement rather than visible disbelief. ‘It’s not like ee ee, like bees.’ Helpfully she’d flapped her arms as she said it. ‘It’s bee eye bee eye, with two eyes. Look,’ she batted her lashes at him in a coquettish manner. ‘See? These are my eyes! That’s how you remember how to spell it!’


‘Genius.’ Dex nodded. ‘You learn something new every day. And what do you do workwise?’


‘Guess!’


‘I can’t guess. Surprise me.’


If she told him she was a neuroscientist he’d definitely be surprised. Or a maths teacher. Or a goatherd – that would be just brilliant.


‘I work in promotion?’ Bibi ended most of her sentences with upward inflections. ‘And I do, like, loads of modelling jobs too? Do you think I’ve got a good figure?’


‘Of course I do.’ She was wearing a sky-blue satin dress that clung to every curve; only girls who knew they were truly gorgeous ever asked that question.


‘How about my boobs?’


‘Excuse me?’


‘Do you like them?’


OK, these upward inflections were getting out of hand now. Dex said carefully, ‘They seem . . . fine.’


‘Not too big? I didn’t want to go, like, massive.’ Bibi mimed watermelons. ‘I mean, that’s just tarty, isn’t it? So I went for these.’ She stuck her chest out with pride. ‘Thirty-six double D. Just right, don’t you think? I had them done in November so they’d be ready for Christmas.’


Were they still actually having this conversation? ‘Well,’ said Dex, ‘lucky old Christmas.’


‘They’re so much better than the last ones. They went all weird and, like, lumpy? But these are really soft.’ Bibi mimed their softness with her thin bejewelled hands then said brightly, ‘You can feel them if you like!’


Her perfume was cloying and the room was hot. Aware that people had been disappearing out on to the roof terrace to smoke, Dex said, ‘Thanks, but I think I’m going to head outside, get myself some fresh air.’ Holding his hands up before she could offer to go with him, he added, ‘I’ll see you later, OK?’


To be honest, the air outside on the terrace was a bit too fresh. It was February and the surrounding rooftops glittered with frost. Partygoers huddled together for warmth while they smoked their cigarettes at warp speed, getting their nicotine fixes before heading back inside again.


Dex, who didn’t smoke, stood at the edge of the parapet and surveyed the view. The stars were out in force and a crescent moon hung in the sky. Uncurtained windows revealed glimpses of other people’s lives. Across the street a woman in a pink dressing gown was rocking a toddler to sleep – had the music from their party woken it up? In another house, a family were sitting together ostensibly watching TV, although in reality they were each tapping away on their phones and laptops. Next door to the family, an overweight man was standing in front of his open fridge, eating spoonfuls of something from a bowl and glancing furtively over his shoulder. Further down the street, in a bedroom, a girl was blow-drying her hair and pulling faces at her reflection in the—


‘Surprise!’ Bracelets jangled and a pair of hands playfully covered his eyes. Dex knew it wasn’t Bibi behind him; the perfume wasn’t so noxious and the boobs pressing against his back were smaller.


‘I know who that is,’ Dex lied, smiling as he peeled away the hands and slowly turned to face . . .


Carla.


Hang on, is it Carla? Or Carina?


No, right first time. Carla.


Probably.


‘Sweetheart, how are you? Haven’t bumped into you for months.’ He kissed her on both cheeks. ‘Looking fantastic, as always.’


But even as the words were coming out of his mouth, he was slightly despising himself for saying them. It was what girls liked to hear, though. Every now and again Dex found himself feeling like an actor who’d been performing in the same stage play for far too long. The lines came out automatically, irrespective of whether or not they were true.


Although in this case they undoubtedly were. Carina-or-Carla was a stunning brunette with slanted eyes, exotic cheekbones and teeth like pearls.


If only she could have been wearing one of those necklaces with her name on it, she’d be perfect.


‘Kisses on the cheek? What am I, your great-aunt? Come here.’ Playfully drawing him towards her, she pressed her mouth against his for several seconds.


‘It’s so good to see you again,’ said Dex.


‘All you had to do was call me.’


‘What can I say, sweetheart? Everything’s been so crazy.’


‘And I expect you lost my number.’


He nodded. ‘I did. Mea culpa. Left my phone in a cab and never saw it again.’


‘What’s my name?’


‘Sorry?’


‘You’ve called me Sweetheart twice now. Is that to cover up the fact that you can’t remember who I am?’


‘As if anyone could forget you.’ Dex broke into a smile; he’d always enjoyed a challenge.


‘Except I’m pretty sure you have.’


‘I haven’t.’ This was more like it.


‘I’m going to count to three.’ Her slanted eyes narrowed, signalling that he was in danger. ‘One . . . two . . .’


‘I’m insulted that you think I’ve forgotten.’


‘Two and a half . . .’


‘You need to learn to trust me more. Sweetheart.’


‘Two and three-quarters . . .’


Once anyone counted to two and three-quarters you knew you’d won.


‘And what happens if I get it wrong?’


‘You’ll be in big trouble.’


What the hell, here we go. ‘Just so long as you don’t throw me over the parapet . . . Carla.’


She held his gaze. For a moment he wondered if she might actually try it. The next moment she broke into a slow, relieved smile. ‘You wicked man, such a tease. For a minute there I actually thought you couldn’t remember.’


‘Oh ye of little faith,’ said Dex.


‘So what are you doing out here in the cold? You don’t even smoke.’


Dex shrugged. ‘Escaping from someone. And admiring the view. Look.’ He turned and showed her the lit-up rooms in the houses across the street. ‘Other people’s lives. Doesn’t it make you want to know all about them?’


‘Honest answer? No.’ Carla slid her arm round his waist. ‘Other people’s lives are nearly always boring. I’m more interested in yours. What have you been up to lately?’


‘Actually, he’s with me.’ Bibi had materialised behind them and there was a can-opener edge to her voice.


‘Really?’ Having turned round, Carla raised an eyebrow at the sight of Bibi’s fake-tanned breasts bursting to escape over the top of her low-cut satin dress. But she took her hand away.


‘Yes he is.’ Bibi looked triumphant.


Choosing his words with care, Dex said reasonably, ‘Well, I wouldn’t say I was with you. We were just having a chat.’


At this, Carla’s arm went back round his waist, which wasn’t the most subtle move imaginable.


‘You were with me when we were having a chat,’ Bibi insisted. ‘Back in the flat. You said you liked my boobs!’


‘No.’ Aware that both of Carla’s eyebrows were now up, Dex said, ‘You asked me if I liked them . . .’


‘And you said yes!’ Bibi’s voice was getting shriller.


‘I didn’t know what else to do. I couldn’t say no, could I?’ Ach, he hadn’t meant it to sound like that.


‘So you were lying? Are you telling me you don’t like them?’ Cupping her enormous breasts in disbelief, Bibi wailed, ‘They cost me six thousand pounds!’


OK, this wasn’t going well. Everyone out on the terrace was turning to stare at them.


‘Oh my God,’ Carla drawled, ‘listen to yourself. Do you have any idea how pathetic you sound? Why on earth would Dex be interested in someone like you?’


‘Ooh, I don’t know, maybe because I’m prettier than you are and my boobs are way bigger than yours.’ Tossing her head, Bibi added spiritedly, ‘Plus, unlike some people I could mention, I’m not a smug sarky bitch!’


The other guests were watching, enthralled. Several of them now burst out laughing. Dex wondered what he should do and why situations like this always seemed to happen to him; an elegant party in an upmarket house in Notting Hill was threatening to turn into Jerry Springer. When his mobile started ringing in his pocket he breathed a sigh of relief; whoever was on the other end of the line didn’t know it yet, but they were about to come to his rescue. He would use their timely interruption as an excuse to leave.
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