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Chapter One



OK, he cheated on me but he couldn’t be sorrier, and it was only once.


Sitting beside Rob on the flight from London to Barbados, I pondered the amazing U-turn my life had taken over the past ten days. Rob and I were back together, after a separation of two long months.


I gave him an adoring look and nuzzled my head in the crook of his neck. He smiled, wrapped his ankles around mine and tucked my legs behind his. We’ve made a pact. We’re going to move forward and put the whole sordid episode behind us. I am not going to ruin the rest of our lives because of one silly mistake on his part; a mistake that I know will never be repeated. And I won’t be rubbing his face in it, because I want this relationship to work. And it will work because I love him. So I won’t mention his silly little indiscretion, ever. It’s in the past. I’ve forgiven him completely because I’m a forgiving person with a forgiving nature. There is no room for grudges in this relationship. We’re engaged and I have a whopping diamond ring to prove it. I rubbed my cheek against his shoulder and snuggled in to enjoy the rest of the flight.


*


The hotel was amazing. It was a fabulous vanilla-coloured wooden affair flanked by palm trees and a kaleidoscope of tropical flowers. I stepped out of the taxi, clasped my hands to my heart and gasped in awe. I stared in silent wonder as a turtle edged its way through the shrubs. I was about to bend down to have a chat with it, when Rob gripped my arm and whizzed me through the oak-floored, lavishly decorated lobby towards the reception desk.


I spotted a glass display cabinet full of handbags.


Rob followed my gaze without breaking his marathon pace. ‘You don’t need any more handbags,’ he said stiffly.


‘I’m only looking,’ I shot back. ‘But you’re wrong. I don’t have a purple bag.’


We halted at the reception desk. He slid a menacing look at my new red Louis Vuitton Monogram Vernis bag, which I’d bought just before Christmas.


‘I cannot believe how much you paid for that bloody bag,’ he said. ‘What were you thinking?’


I’m instantly rattled, because this is a major sore point.


I clutched the bag protectively to my chest. ‘It was cheaper than therapy and better for me than Valium. What was I supposed to do? I was depressed. You’d gone off shagging around behind my back and if it hadn’t been for that, I wouldn’t have been in the position where I needed to buy the bag, would I? It was your fault!’


A crimson stain soaked his cheeks, as well it might.


‘I could’ve ended up a Prozac addict,’ I told him bitterly. ‘Or a manic-depressive, or addicted to gin or self-help websites. Anything could’ve happened to me. More to the point, what were you thinking?’


He exhaled an infuriated sigh. The cheek of him! I thought. I’m the one with the axe to grind. I’m the one making all the allowances here.


‘You promised me that you wouldn’t mention that again,’ he said, measuring every single word.


I spread my arms wide. ‘I’ve hardly mentioned it at all. In the past week, I’ve only brought it up eleven times,’ I told him factually.


‘Exactly!’


‘Am I just supposed to roll over and accept the fact that you are a harlot and I have a love rival? Am I?’


Quick as a flash, Rob’s hand shot out and he grabbed my Lipsy waistcoat. He drew my face towards him and gave me a long, hard, lip-bruising kiss.


The receptionist coughed – ahem – into her fist.


He raised me on to my tiptoes by my collar. The kiss lingered for a bit and then he ran his tongue around my lips.


‘Evie, if you ever mention that singular moment of madness on my part again, for which I am eternally sorry, I’ll pin you to the floor and pluck your eyebrows until they’re non-existent.’


There was a beat of silence. Blue eyes held my gaze.


‘You’d look like an eejit without eyebrows,’ he said with a shoulder-shaking chuckle.


‘You’re choking me.’


‘I’m not choking you but I admit I’m sorely tempted. So have we reached an understanding?’ he asked, giving me another kiss. ‘You agreed to put it behind us and you promised never to throw it in my face.’


I gave a noncommittal shrug, privately regretting having been so amiable.


‘A promise is a promise,’ he said dolefully, tracing my cheeks with his thumbs.


I gave a congenial nod.


‘Truce?’ he asked, cupping my face in his palm.


I sighed and blinked a yes.


He kissed my forehead and then turned to the receptionist who pushed the registration card in front of him. I quickly turned and took a picture of the display cabinet on my phone. I would check out the handbags later if I had time.


We’ve now been blissfully cohabiting in a luxurious beachfront villa on this beautiful island for eight glorious days. In that time Rob and I have encountered only two other human beings. There was a maid who Rob catapulted from the room when her lips quivered suspiciously, as though she might’ve been about to strike up a conversation, and there’s the waiter who delivers our room service meals. Rob said he wanted me all to himself and I’m more than happy to comply with that sentiment.


Robert Harrison is the love of my life, my raison d’être. An invisible cord draws me to him, heart and soul. This randy handsome Adonis is my destiny, of that I am absolutely positive. I simply cannot get enough of him. Every nerve ending in my body tingles and jives when he puts his arms around me and a cascading torrent of excitement erupts and percolates in my chest when he kisses me, leaving me breathless. My obsession with him is both physical and psychosomatic. I’m driven by and demented with lust. I’ve been behaving like a sex-crazed lunatic, even waking in the middle of the night with this fierce ache in my groin that only he can satisfy. My fiancé, Robert Harrison, doesn’t have a normal willie like other blokes. Robert Harrison has a bloody magic wand.


This obsession of mine is showing no signs of waning, which frankly has me worried because I’m exhausted and I don’t feel very well. I have a vicious throbbing in my tummy as though I’ve done two hundred sit-ups. OK, I’ve never actually done a sit-up, so perhaps a more appropriate metaphor would be to say that I feel like I’ve had my appendix removed. My lips are bruised and I’ve ruptured a muscle, which I never knew I had, in my inner thigh, the result being that I now have a limp. I’m dragging my left leg around as though it had a club foot. And as for my hair, I can hardly bear to look at it. Sweat and friction damage have morphed my long shiny brown extensions in to a frizzy matted beehive. In short, I look like a hairy goblin.


This cannot go on, so this morning I showered, straightened my hair, put on my white bikini with a matching sarong and a wraparound top, and accessorised with silver bling. I’m going to wake Rob up and insist we go out. I will not be swayed. I’m resolute and determined. I whizzed some Glam Shine around my lips and peered in the mirror. I looked quite normal, not like the haunted, sunken-eyed tart who woke up an hour ago. I’ve also got a tan because a fair bit of our shagathon has taken place on our stretch of private beach. I stood at the foot of our four-poster canopied bed and nipped Rob’s toe.


‘Get up.’


He blinked like a drowsy bull and curved an arm above his head. ‘Why?’


‘Because I want to do something different!’


He sat up slowly. The sheet fell around his waist and he wore nothing but a lazy smile. ‘You do?’


His face shone with the promise of possibility, his eyes were pooled and glazed and his smile beatific. He looked like he’d seen an apparition of the Blessed Virgin or the Angel Gabriel. Obviously he thought I was talking about sex.


He Mexican-waved the sheet and looked below for signs of life. His already wide smile grew wider. ‘I’m game,’ he boasted, ‘to do something different.’


I snorted inwardly. ‘I want to go out.’


‘Out? You mean, out on to our terrace?’


I crossed my arms defiantly and jerked my chin at the open window. ‘No, I mean out to the hotel pool or the beach bar.’


He lifted his eyebrows. ‘Why?’


‘I want to meet other people. You know, do that holiday thing where we get chatting to someone and they ask where we’re from. I’ll say, “London,” and they’ll say, “Oh, my sister lives in London. Perhaps you know her? Her name is Mary Lewis, she lives in Staines.” And I’ll scrunch up my face and pretend to think hard, and then say, “No, I don’t think I do,” and they’ll say, “Never mind,” and then we’ll strike up a conversation and maybe have a drink and—’


‘Evie, shut up and get back in this bed.’


I held up the flat of my hand. ‘No.’


He threw back the sheet and padded, naked, towards me.


‘Rob, a shag is off-limits. Tonight perhaps,’ I said, in my ward sister voice, ‘but not now!’


He flashed me a manic smile.


‘I don’t want my holiday filled with raunch and porn and precious little else.’


He loomed above me. ‘I do,’ he said, lifting a long strand of hair and tucking it behind my ear.


He held my shoulders and bent his blond head to mine. His tongue tickled my forehead, then slowly travelled the length of my cheek. He stopped briefly to nibble the lobe of my ear before exploring my neck and hairline. My groin flashed on super-high alert, my spine stretched and my back arched, pushing my pelvis towards his.


‘That’s a shame … ’ he whispered, his voice warm on my cheek.


I felt a rush of excitement. He slipped his thumb inside my bikini bottom and did that fantastic little cartwheely thing he does that activates my lust-bubble trip switch.


‘Because I was going to spoil you … ’


My eyes followed the hum of the ceiling fan in contemplative diversion.


‘But you might not be interested … ’ he said.


The problem was that my mind and my erogenous zones had completely different principles.


‘Really spoil you,’ he said, rugby tackling me to the bed.


I wriggled free and pointed a stern finger. ‘Right, Rob, I’m telling you and I mean it; a quickie as a favour to you. And then we’re out of here,’ I said primly.


The view was breathtaking. Turquoise, choppy white-capped waves lapped the beach, stretching as far as the eye could see. In the distance the deep, blue calm of the ocean merged with an azure sky, forming a line of indigo where both met. It wasn’t yet nine o’clock, but already the sun was high. I halted, and tilted my face towards a welcoming patchy breeze.


‘We should’ve come here before now,’ I told Rob with a wistful sigh.


‘Why? This beach is exactly the same as our beach.’


I felt a flicker of irritation; he’d said that without even glancing at the ocean. I trudged past him through the sand towards the beach bar. I could see the sunbed flunkey sleeping on one of the loungers that he was supposed to be distributing to guests, like me.


I gave the flunkey a gentle prod on the arm. ‘O-l-a!’ I punctuated loudly. ‘Ola! Ola!’


‘Ola?’ Rob echoed. ‘What language is that, if you don’t mind me asking?’


I tossed him a backward glance. He rocked on his heels and dug his hands into the pockets of his linen shorts.


‘Is it the local dialect?’ he asked, arching his brows in question.


‘I am trying to wake him up. The beds are locked and linked with a chain, it’s not as though we can help ourselves. I simply refuse to lie on the sand,’ I told Rob. ‘It makes me itch.’


‘We could go back to our villa, and—’


I cut him off. ‘No! We’re out and we’re staying out.’ I turned and gave the beach attendant another jab in the arm. ‘Ola!’ I tried again.


‘Evie, I’m not convinced that this is your man.’


I wheeled round. ‘What do you mean, not my man? I don’t see anyone else around here, do you?’ I asked, gesturing around the beach.


Rob pushed his sunglasses to the top of his head; smiling denim-blue eyes teased mine.


‘No, I don’t see anyone else either, but still, I’m fairly positive that this is a case of mistaken identity,’ he said, rooting at the sand with his big toe.


‘Oh really? So in your esteemed view, this person looking after the sunbeds could not possibly be the sunbed attendant?’


‘I think it’s highly unlikely.’


‘Why?’


‘This guy is wearing a pair of chinos, a long-sleeved shirt and a black waistcoat. He’s also cradling an empty bottle of vodka. I suspect he’s drunk and on his way home from a blinding night out. I don’t think he’s the sunbed attendant you’re looking for.’


I heaved my beach bag on to my shoulder. OK. He had a point.


‘Fine, we’ll lie on our towels. It’s no big deal.’ I said.


I fidgeted miserably on a towel on the sand for over an hour. This was supposed to be a five-star hotel, and I had sand riding uncomfortably up my backside. What was going on? I’d a good mind to complain to the management. In fact, I’m definitely complaining. In fairness, I didn’t have to prompt Rob to sort the beds out; he sauntered over to the bar as soon as the beach attendant arrived with a key for the padlock.


I arranged myself on the bed, out of Rob’s shadow, and slipped the straps of my bikini over my shoulders. I didn’t want white lines. I took my magazine out of my beach bag. This was the life.


‘Evie, why must I use the blue bottle of suntan lotion and not the yellow? Is it his and hers?’ Rob asked.


I lifted my eyes from my magazine.


‘No, it’s Superdrug for you and Clarins for me,’ I told him, flicking through the pages of Vogue.


‘Right,’ he said with a bewildered nod.


I gave a weary sigh and frisbeed my magazine under my sunbed; I’d seen all the pictures. To be honest, I find sunbathing boring. Well, it is, isn’t it? The ocean view was absolutely breathtaking. The glimmering reflection of the sun skimming the shifting waves drew me to it; I had to get out there, I had to.


‘Shall we take a pedalo out?’ I suggested, seized by a flash of adventure.


Rob relaxed back on his elbows and gave me a lazy smile.


‘Sure, but you have to do your fair share of the pedalling,’ he warned.


‘Of course I will,’ I told him.


Why did he think I wanted to go on a pedalo if not to pedal? Does he think I’m stupid?


‘Pedalling is the whole point of going on the boat, everyone knows that,’ I said, gripped with enthusiasm.


The thing is, pedalos look much more fun than they actually are. I mean, I’m now pedalling and wondering, what is the point? We have no destination, I’m thirsty and now that I think of it, I’m quite hungry. Still, we’ve only hired the boat for an hour. That’s no time at all.


I trundled the pedals; they were quite noisy.


‘How long have we been pedalling?’ I asked Rob conversationally, not that I was bored or anything, I was merely curious. After all, this had been my idea.


He eyed his watch. ‘Four minutes.’


I gave him an incredulous stare. Had it really only been four minutes? I put my hands squarely on my knees.


OK, I admit I was surprised. I thought we’d been pedalling for half an hour or so because my thighs were beginning to sting. My legs crunched on. I quickly turned around. The shore was quite far away. In fact, I couldn’t see our beds. I stole a glance at Rob; the sun flickered and twinkled on his sunglasses as he titled his head and slowly circled his neck. He had both hands on the steering wheel. Was that necessary? The only direction is straight on, surely! What’s to steer? Bloody hell, my legs were going like the clappers. What’s the rush? Are we being chased? Are we fleeing from pirates?


‘There is no need for you to pedal so quickly! I have to keep to the same pace and your legs are longer than mine, and so obviously I’m working much harder than you!’ I snapped.


He really was making this quite unpleasant.


‘Don’t be ridiculous! The length of your legs has nothing to do with how hard you work; you’re covering exactly the same rotations as I am.’


I pedalled on.


The same rotations!?


Listen to him talking as though this was some sort of military manoeuvre, some sort of amphibious naval operation. I was beginning to sweat. Actually I was sweating quite a lot. I looked sideways. Rob’s arms were now folded across his chest. He looked … relaxed, even though his legs were pumping. My fingers, which were gripping the plastic seat, were clenched into a white-knuckled knot because my thighs were absolutely blazing and my tummy muscles were beginning to contract. This was like a bloody spinning class. Not that I’ve ever been to one, but I’ve watched a spinning DVD. I would take a break, I decided. I lifted my feet off the pedals. You have to listen to your body when you’re working out, everyone knows that. I inhaled deeply and breathed out slowly, leaned back and stretched my legs. I was almost horizontal. It felt good, it felt really good.


‘HAVE YOU STOPPED PEDALLING!?’


I shot upright in shock, and while my feet scrambled manically for the pedals my backside nearly fell off the seat.


‘Of course not!’


‘Well, it felt suspiciously like it. The tension shifted down a gear,’ Rob said sharply.


I trudged on.


Tension? Gear? What is he talking about? This was a plastic dinghy, not a friggin’ seaplane or a flying boat! I pushed my damp hair from my forehead. Rob takes things far too seriously; the truth is he can be a real knob sometimes. Like now!


I turned around.


We were so far out that I couldn’t even see the beach; we were at sea. Literally at sea! In a crappy little yellow plastic tub. I felt a swoop of misery. Even if we went no further, I would still have to pedal all the way back. The thought was depressing. I’m on holiday, I thought. I’m supposed to be enjoying myself.


I racked my brain for a get-out, a way to end this grinding hard labour, because that’s exactly what it was. My heart was racing, and there was a buzzing sound in my ears. I was exhausted. The blood in my fingertips was pounding. Even my teeth were sweating! I was on the point of collapse. Surely an engine should be an optional extra on a pedalo?


All of a sudden, I had a flash of inspiration.


‘Rob, how about a swim? Shall we stop for a while and … cool down?’ I suggested, breathless. If he didn’t agree there was a chance I’d burst into tears. In fact, I would burst into tears; it was a certainty.


He stopped pedalling and nodded. He didn’t even look tired.


I exhaled with relief, emptying my lungs of whatever air was left.


He stood, steepled his fingers and stretched his arms.


My jellified legs trembled as I edged out of the plastic chair.


‘Nice breeze,’ Rob said, planting a kiss on my shoulder as he bent to take his shorts off.


Breeze? I hadn’t noticed a breeze. There certainly hadn’t been a breeze on my side of the boat. I had been slowly cremating!


‘I’m quite enjoying this, now that we’re here. Are you?’


Was he joking?


I was too tired to reply. My sarong fell in a chiffon puddle at my feet. I stood at the edge of the boat, raised my arms above my head and gave a spirited leap. Although the sea was warm I felt a cold shiver of delight when I hit the water.


‘Is it nice?’ Rob asked as I broke the surface.


‘Fabulous,’ I told him. And it was. There was new life in my limbs.


In one stealthy, fluid movement he dived into the water and glided like a shark towards me. To my surprise he was able to stand. I tried, but I couldn’t.


‘There are advantages to being in shallow water,’ he said, smiling and shaking his head like a wet dog.


My legs floated as he pulled me close. He nibbled my ear. At his touch, a warm prickle ran down the length of my neck. He eyed me levelly. I curled my legs around his waist and circled my arms around his neck. His expression clicked from jovial to serious.


‘I love you, Evie,’ he said solemnly.


‘I love you, too.’


‘I’m sorry … I’m sorry I hurt you. I’m lucky that you’ve given me a second chance. I’ll make you happy, I swear.’


I pressed my lips to the salty hollow of his neck.


‘I know you will.’


His knuckles travelled the length of my back.


‘So … shall I show you?’


‘Show me what?’


‘The advantage of being in shallow water, of course.’


‘Yes, show me,’ I said as the waveless sea lapped our shoulders.


And he did. Twice.


The hotel restaurant was huge. It was full of potted palm trees, fairy lights and bamboo furniture draped with lemon linen, and it had an enormous aviary with noisy, coloured birds squawking in accompaniment to a calypso band. I couldn’t help but do a salsa hip-shuffle as we followed the waiter to our table – no small task considering I’d pedalled a triathlon earlier.


‘I love it, just love it,’ I told Rob, dropping heavily into my chair.


He reached for my hand across the table and by the shadow of a flickering candle, lifted my palm to his lips and kissed it. But instead of launching in to his usual repertoire of chatty banter, he dropped his gaze and slowly turned my hand in both of his. He appeared preoccupied, meditative. It wasn’t like him.


‘What’s wrong?’ I asked.


He looked caught out.


‘Nothing,’ he said defensively. ‘Nothing, I’m just … happy.’ He folded his palm over my knuckles and gave them a squeeze. ‘I’m happy, Evie. Sometimes I just want to take a silent moment to appreciate it,’ he said.


This solemn Rob was a bit of a stranger; still, I suppose there’s nothing wrong with appreciating happiness. I jerked my head buffetwards.


‘Shall we go to the buffet table and choose something delicious to eat?’ I asked, lightening the mood.


He pushed back his chair. ‘Sure,’ he said.


He held out his hand to me. His smile seemed … stilted and forced. Inexplicably, I felt a needle of foreboding.


‘You would tell me, wouldn’t you, if something was bothering you?’ I asked.


He slipped his arm around my shoulders, pulled me close and gave me an absent kiss. ‘What could possibly be wrong now that we’re back together?’ he asked.


We’re in Bridgetown Hospital. Rob has a vicious oyster allergy. He hadn’t realised there were oysters in the fish stew: he ate three mouthfuls and collapsed. The hotel manager called an ambulance, and now Rob’s having his stomach pumped. A doctor jammed a long plastic tube into his mouth. On tiptoe, I craned my head around the doctor’s shoulder to see how much of the tube disappeared down Rob’s throat. It was quite a lot.


Rob was jerking and thrashing violently, as fountain after fountain of projectile liquid spurted from the other end of the tube into a bucket. Fortunately he was on a gurney, with supporting side frames. He would’ve fallen off a normal bed, I’m sure of it. What a vile procedure. Well, it’s certainly a vile procedure from a spectator’s perspective. I’m sure Rob thinks the same.


I’d seen enough.


I found a chair in the corner of the room, and quietly opened my handbag and began to give it a spring clean. I may as well make the most of the spare time. I slid a guilty look right and left, and quickly jabbed off my phone. You’re not supposed to have phones on in hospitals in the UK, it’s likely to be the same in Barbados. I dragged the metal waste-paper bin along the tiled floor and placed it between my legs, and closed my ears to the violent retching noises Rob was making. It was amazing how much clutter I’d collected considering I’d only had my Louis Vuitton a couple of weeks. I decided to be ruthless; tube tickets, out of date Tesco Clubcard coupons and Starbucks’ lids were the first to go. I counted eleven torn magazine advertisements but I couldn’t throw them out because I hadn’t got round to buying any of the things in the adverts yet. And nine lipsticks but I needed those because they were different shades. And four pens, but isn’t it always typical that you can never find a pen when you need one, so I decided to keep those, and—


‘Would you like to see your husband now?’ a friendly voice asked.


Taken aback, I looked up. ‘My what?’


‘Your husband?’


A nurse with a jolly ebony face looked at me firmly. The room was quiet. The doctor had left, and Rob was asleep on the gurney.


‘Yes, yes,’ I said prudently. Husband. I quite liked the sound of that. I quickly jammed my handbag under my arm and walked over to Rob’s bed. He wore a green smock-apron with a sheet lying loosely across his waist. His face was sheened with dampness; he looked … waxy. He made a sudden unconscious convulsive movement. I took a startled step back.


‘He be tired, we keep him here ovanight,’ the nurse said, rubbing my back as though winding a baby. ‘I think we rid him of his poison, but to be certain we give him a … laxative,’ she told me brightly, as though this was fabulous news and I should be delighted to hear it.


‘Right. OK, thank you, for … for that, and … for everything.’


Rob’s breathing was deep and heavy. I put my bag on his bed, snaked an arm inside for my lip balm, gently coated his cracked lips, and then rested my palm on his cheek. His skin felt chilled and clammy. Poor thing. I felt an overwhelming surge of protectiveness towards him. I smoothed his hair from his forehead. I was here for him, for as long as he needed me.


The nurse gave me an energetic smile. ‘You can stay with him if you want, I’m sure we can find something for you to sleep on,’ she said kindly. ‘I’ll leave you. If you need me I be in reception.’


‘Thank you,’ I replied to her retreating figure.


I didn’t like seeing Rob any other way than his strong, domineering, robust self. I wouldn’t go back to the villa without him, definitely not! I would stay with him. A fleeting image of me sitting in the villa, clutching his shirt to my face, crying, popped into my head. I couldn’t leave him. He wouldn’t leave me. My place was here, by his side.


But then I remembered the laxative. What if, what if … it worked?


I grabbed my bag. I’d go find the nurse and ask her to call me a taxi. Rob would be fine. Of course he would. It’s not as though I’m leaving him in the hands of kidnappers. I glanced around. On the contrary, it was very nice here. He’d love it. I could pick him up tomorrow. He was asleep, what difference would it make to him whether I was here or not? None at all. In fact if he were awake he would probably insist that I go back to the luxury of the villa.


So I did.





Chapter Two


We’re on a pony-trek; I booked it when Rob was convalescing. Thankfully he’s fine now. I’m riding a gorgeous white pony called Button, and Rob is riding an enormous black pony called Bluebeard, which appears to be suffering from some sort of an equestrian multiple personality disorder. Bluebeard will not let any other pony walk beside him, not even close, not even the guide. Who I noticed is very sexy. Not that I’m particularly interested. I’m, well … I’m thinking of my flatmate Lulu – she would like him.

The guide’s name is Ronaldo and he’s twenty-nine. He has black hair that is tied in a ponytail, and a broad hairless chest. I suspect he has it waxed; he’s from Rio de Janeiro. I’m awestruck. Ronaldo rides bareback. He flicks the reins with a practised twist of the wrist, lowers his torso, whispers in the pony’s ear and bolts off, hair billowing. I am loving this. Rob, however, hates every single minute of it and when he catches my eye I know he’s looking to me for confirmation that he’s not alone. Out of loyalty to him, I put on a scowly, sour, make it stop face – all the time trying really hard not to smile – but it isn’t easy. I’m riding à la posse with three middle-aged French couples who, like me, are making the most of it, and two lovely gay German blokes.

OK, to be fair to Rob he hasn’t been able to chitchat while idly trotting along the ocean surf like the rest of us because, as I said, his pony wants to be up front. His pony wants to be up front all the time. It rises on its hind legs, hoof-scrambles midair and bolts if anyone comes within a furlong, not that I know what a furlong is exactly, but it sounds like the appropriate term to use. Rob’s horse thinks this is some sort of steeplechase as opposed to a leisurely trek. To avoid being thrown Rob has to lie flat and cuddle the pony. At one point both his arms and legs were practically around the pony’s neck; he’d looked ridiculous, absolutely ridiculous, like an idiot clown in the circus. We’re now trotting to a halt to stop for lunch, at a rather grim-looking tumbledown shack on the beach. Still, I’m sure the food will be delicious. Appearances can be deceptive.

Not surprisingly Rob beat the rest of us to the restaurant. He was pouring a bottle of Evian down the crotch of his trousers when we arrived. I thought it a waste, as Evian is quite expensive here.

I dismounted with a jaunty landing hop. ‘You won the race,’ I said to Rob, trying for joviality. He didn’t appreciate my attempt at humour.

‘Evie! Tell me there are a fleet of jeeps waiting behind this hovel to take us back to the hotel!’

I smiled at the lapping ocean. I felt a tingling all over my body. The ride, the fresh air, the guide – everything was so perfect and exhilarating and—

‘Evie!’

‘No,’ I told him flatly. ‘We ride back.’

I tied Button’s reins over a wooden post and ran my palm along the length of his neck. He gave me an affectionate snort.

‘My balls are killing me!’ Rob snapped, squatting and flapping the waistband of his shorts to try to generate a draught.

Bluebeard, tied next to Button, shook his mane, raised his head and eyed Rob distastefully.

‘What a handsome animal,’ I said, slapping Bluebeard’s glistening rump.

‘Don’t do that!’ Rob shrieked, shaking me by the elbow. ‘If you piss him off, he’ll ram-raid the restaurant.’

‘He really is a beautiful boy,’ I complimented.

‘That thing is the Devil’s steed … I don’t care how much it costs; order a taxi to the hotel! I’m not getting back on that horse! I’d be taking my life in my hands!’

I looked at him in disbelief. His life in his hands? This was a perfect example of Rob at his most melodramatic. We were talking about a horse here, not a flying dragon!

‘But I’m enjoying myself.’

‘Well, I’m not!’ he snapped, spitting strands of coarse black hair from his mouth. ‘And nor would you be if you were riding my horse.’

‘Why does everything always have to be your way or no way?’ I demanded.

‘My way or no way?’ he spluttered, incredulous. ‘We’re here because you want to be. If anything, it’s the other way around. If I had my way, we wouldn’t have come in the first place.’

‘You take a taxi! I’m not coming with you, I’m riding back,’ I told him, lifting my chin in defiance. ‘I seem to have a natural aptitude for horse riding. I may even take it up when I get home.’

‘You are coming with me!’

‘I’m not!’

‘You are!’

‘I’m not!’

We’re in the taxi on our way to the hotel; we’re not talking. Periodically Rob slides a look my way. He wants to say something, I know it! He’s rubbish at not talking. Especially if he knows he’s wrong, and he is wrong. He threatened to carry me to the taxi if I didn’t walk to it by myself and he meant it, so here I am, press-ganged!

He turned his head to the right to look out the window. His left hand crept towards my leg. I slapped it. He winced. The only excursion I’d booked and he had to put the kibosh on the whole day. I watched his hand crawl slowly across the seat. His hand twitched and hovered before inching on to my thigh. I gave his wrist two karate chops. He yelped. The thing is, I’m quite good at not talking. Let’s be honest, it’s easier than talking – all you have to do is, well, not talk. Rob lifted his bum and sat on his hands. I’ll teach him, I thought. I folded my arms and scowled at the speeding view. What a waste of money; we hadn’t even eaten the included lunch.

In the villa, I tossed my bag onto the dressing table and strode purposefully to the bathroom. I flicked on the bath’s taps and watched Rob through a crack in the door. He idly walked to the desk, sank into the chair and flipped open his laptop. It was the first time he’d touched his laptop since we had arrived. I was surprised he’d lasted this long. He’s a workaholic. As though feeling my gaze, he raised his chin and looked towards the bathroom. I quickly moved back but managed to keep my eye on him. The Harrison’s Coach logo danced on the laptop screen. The sight of the familiar maroon and gold lettering brought on a cardiac flutter. It signified normality, it signified going home and going back to work. It meant I’d soon be facing my sister Lexy, and Lulu, with my errant boyfriend in tow. I’d forgiven him, but would they? I wasn’t sure they would.

Rob owns a fleet of coaches, eight or nine in total. He charters them to a tour operator that runs a programme of European coach tours. I started working for them last year as a European tour guide and Rob was the driver on my first weekend break to Paris. We had the most amazing summer, working together in Paris every weekend and spending the days in between at my flat in London. All was going well until late autumn, when Rob had worked with another guide on a trip to Austria and she’d walked in on him naked. Not wanting to pass on a free lunch, and being under the influence, he’d strayed. Subsequently we split up. We got back together a couple of weeks ago after Rob followed me to Scotland where I was working on a New Year’s break in the Highlands. He asked me to marry him; I said yes. He’s the one, I’m sure of it. I’d felt only half-alive without him.

I inched towards the bathroom door. Rob was hunched over the desk, head in hands. He looked … morose. I felt a spear of guilt. I wasn’t really that bothered about the pony-trekking excursion now that I thought of it. And I was bored of not talking. Suddenly he stood up. I lurched back from my lookout post. Six determined strides later and he filled the doorway.

‘Evie, we need to talk,’ he said softly.

I felt a twinge of apprehension. This was a serious statement coming from him. He flipped down the toilet seat, sat on it and patted his knee.

‘Sit,’ he said.

I took an idle step towards him and sat on his lap. He folded his arms around my waist.

‘We go home in a couple of days,’ he said.

I tweaked the soft golden hair on his forearm. ‘Mmm.’

‘But, Evie, home for you is your flat in London, and home for me is a flat in Birmingham. We’re engaged now. We should live together.’

I felt a whoosh of excitement. Of course we should live together. I hadn’t thought it through because there had been no time, but he was absolutely right. He should move in with Lulu and me, it would make perfect sense. And OK, I know it’s not ideal having a third wheel around all the time, but Lulu’s often out, and I love Tooting, and my neighbours, and there are lots of fabulous pubs and restaurants. And I love my part-time job in Bar Thea, which is opposite the flat, and I love my friend Nikki who owns it. I palmed his cheek.

‘I don’t want to live in your flat with Lulu,’ he said, as if he’d read my mind. ‘We should be alone. I want a house with a garden, a dog and,’ – there was a brief pause – ‘and a baby,’ he said, eyes bright.

He’s still speaking, but I’m not listening. A baby? I know people have them, but I’m only twenty-six, and he’s only thirty. What’s the rush? And a garden? And a dog? Was he serious? I swallowed. How can we have a dog and a baby if we’re touring Europe throughout the summer? How? I’m a European tour guide and he’s a continental coach driver. Has he forgotten?

He settled me against his chest. I leaned in to him woodenly. A baby? I’d rather give birth to a Prada handbag! I tuned back in to the conversation.

‘I want to stop touring,’ he announced.

I felt my blood rush to my head. What is he talking about? Stop touring? But I love touring!

‘I’ve made a few changes as far as the infrastructure of the business is concerned. I’ve sold the yard in Birmingham, most of my charter contracts originate in the south so it makes commercial sense to base the coaches there,’ he said conversationally. ‘I’m due to take premises in London in four weeks’ time at the end of February.’

He’s moving the business from Birmingham to London, just like that!

‘The relocation of the business will bring expansion opportunities. I should have done this before but I needed an incentive to move south,’ he said, leaning back slightly. ‘You are the incentive.’

I turned to face him. ‘Moving the business to London and expanding doesn’t necessarily mean you have to stop touring,’ I pointed out.

‘I’ll be increasing my client base, which for the most part will mean I’ll be desk-bound. I don’t want to be office-based in London if you’re touring Europe. We’ll live together and if we travel, it’s together or not at all. Occasionally we’ll escort the odd trip, but realistically it would be one trip every couple of months.’

I’m taken aback. Actually I’m more than taken aback; I’m sucker-punched.

‘It’s an antisocial job, Evie. Our relationship comes first. You’re the most important thing in the world to me. I don’t want us spending any time apart unless it’s absolutely necessary. We’re going to build a life together and we can’t spend half of our time hundreds of miles apart if we’re going to make this work.’

OK, hang on a minute! Let me just run a post-mortem on the conversation here. To be together always – wasn’t that what I wanted? Thoughts skittered through my head. Yes. Yes, absolutely. I gave a happy sigh. Yes, it is, I thought, it is what I want. I want to build a life with him. We’re engaged. I smiled at my diamond ring. I may take a rain check on the garden and the baby and the house and the dog and the move from Tooting, but overall this sounds fabulous.

‘I love you, Evie. You’re my life,’ he said, arranging my weight squarely.

Being together always … I couldn’t wish for more.

‘I love you, too.’

He’s right, of course. Things have to change. He’s pointed out the obvious. Given time, I’d likely have suggested exactly the  same thing myself. We’ll live together and we won’t tour unless it’s together, otherwise we would never see each other. I felt a spasm of happiness. Well, actually, I felt a spasm of a feeling I didn’t entirely recognise but I was sure it was happiness.

‘So, that’s it?’ I asked.

His gaze was riveted on mine. ‘What do you mean?’

‘In the bedroom, you were sitting, head in hands, serious frown. I thought something was wrong.’

‘Nothing’s wrong,’ he said firmly.

‘But you looked—’

His face clicked from serious to light-hearted as he cut me off. ‘Evie, we only have two days left of our holiday. That’s not a very comforting thought, is it? The time has flown by,’ he said.

‘Er, yes it has,’ I agreed.

‘Let’s not waste what little time we have left. Shall we have a bath?’

And we did – a lovely, long, scented bubble bath.




Chapter Three


The day after Rob and I got back from Barbados, my sister came to visit, her kids in tow. Lexy and I were trying to discuss my engagement but it was impossible because Lexy’s phone wouldn’t stop ringing. She lifted my hand to admire my ring when her phone rang again. She sighed and tucked her short dark hair behind her ear in a sharp jerky movement.

She eyed her caller display. ‘Another mother from the nursery!’ she told me, flipping her phone open. ‘Will this ever end? I could scream.’

I wheeled to four-year-old Becky.

‘Why did you do it!? Why did you tell all the kids in the nursery that Santa has been shot in the eye and kidnapped!? What were you thinking!?’

The eye! Couldn’t she at least have said that Santa got shot somewhere less horrifically pictorial, like the big toe?

Becky sat on the edge of the sofa, rolling a slice of ham in the palm of her hand. ‘Because he has,’ she said flatly.

‘He has not!’

‘He has, I know it!’ Becky said, folding the ham into her mouth and pushing her blonde fringe from her eyes.

Now, here’s the truth. I’m not sure how I feel about Becky. I love her, of course I do. I have to, she’s my niece. But I often ponder that she may be possessed by a demon or some form of evil spirit because by nature she’s horrid. Sometimes, when I look at her, I feel an icy clutch at my chest. What exactly is a poltergeist? In contrast her twin, Lauren, is an adorable dark-haired, green-eyed angel. Thank God. I couldn’t cope with two Beckys.

‘Auntie Evie, we need to help Santa,’ Lauren pleaded tearfully, nervously twisting the toggle of her hoodie. ‘Call a policeman. Call, call … Superman!’ she suggested in desperation.

Becky gave a nonchalant shrug and absorbed herself with the Velcro straps on her sparkly trainers. ‘Why should we help? Santa forgot our Barbie cars,’ she reminded Lauren.

‘He remembered your bikes,’ I told Becky.

Lexy snapped her phone shut and tightened her Gucci neckscarf, almost garrotting herself. ‘We’re leaving!’ she announced, exasperated. She turned to Becky. ‘We are meeting your friends in Pizza Express with their mummies, and you are going to tell everyone that you made a big mistake and that Santa is safe and living in Lapland.’

Becky’s eyes were riveted on her mum; she gave an uncertain frown and twirled a long spiral of blonde hair. ‘But—’

‘No buts. Tell everyone that you watched the news today and that Santa has been found, and that he’s safe,’ Lexy said encouragingly. ‘We’ll discuss it tonight. Perhaps Daddy can phone the elves or, or Mrs Claus, and get to the bottom of this, find out what really happened.’

Becky looked interested. Lexy looked desperate. Lauren looked hopeful.

Lexy came over to me and kissed my cheek. ‘I have to go. It’s great news that you and Rob are back together. Lulu thinks so too; you were miserable without him. It’s worth another try, of course it is.’ She bent down to usher the kids off the sofa. ‘Tell him I’m sorry I had to leave before he got home. I’ll call you,’ she said, guiding the twins out the door without looking back. Becky turned and smiled; it was a terrifying smile. On impulse, I hugged myself.

Rob’s key rattled in the lock just before six o’clock. A shadow fell across the room when he appeared in the doorway. He held his arms wide. I took a step towards him and buried my face in the folds of his shirt.

‘I’ve missed you,’ he said, although it had only been nine hours since he’d seen me. We hugged and swayed slowly.

‘I’ve missed you too.’

The phone rang. He tightened his hold. ‘Leave it,’ he said. ‘I’m enjoying the cuddle.’

I was enjoying the cuddle too but I wanted to answer the phone. It could be for me! OK, it may be for Lulu or Rob, but still. I didn’t like the thought of missing a call, even a call that wasn’t for me. I tried to wriggle free.

‘Leave it,’ he repeated, his breath warm in my ear.

Who was ringing? Who?

The answer machine clicked on. Nikki’s voice filled the lounge.

‘Evie, you’re home! Welcome back! Have you forgotten you work here? Your first shift is on Thursday. You have one more day to laze around. I’ll see you at six!’

Rob stiffened. ‘Tell him you’re not going back to work for him,’ he said crisply. ‘It’s only a part-time waitressing job. You don’t need it.’

‘What? What do you mean not going back?’

Rob held my shoulders; his clear blue eyes pierced mine. ‘I’m not sure I like Nikki,’ he said flatly and to my astonishment.

For a minute, I was speechless. ‘Nikki is my friend and neighbour. What do you mean you don’t like him?’ I asked sharply.

Rob’s face switched from unsmiling to upbeat and he shook his head good-naturedly. ‘Evie, I didn’t mean I don’t like him,’ he back-pedalled. ‘What I meant was that I don’t like you working for him. I’m working more or less nine to five and I come home to you every night. What’s the point of me moving from Birmingham to London to be with you, if you’re out working in a bar in the evening?’

‘It’s only three nights a week,’ I pointed out defensively.

‘It’s three nights a week too many.’

‘I need the money.’

‘You don’t!’

‘I do.’

‘Evie, I’m in a position to be able to cover everything,’ he said with a conciliatory smile. ‘You know that and that’s fine with me. I don’t mind. Business is good – we may as well both benefit. You going out to work as I arrive home is hardly ideal. Surely you agree?’ He kissed my forehead. ‘I thought perhaps we could buy you a shop,’ he said, eyes bright and scheming.

‘A shop,’ I echoed. ‘I don’t want a shop.’

‘Why not? If you’re happy to commute, we could buy you a boutique in town. You have a brilliant eye for fashion. Why not open your own shop?’

I felt discomfited. I’ve always felt sorry for sales assistants, folding jumpers all day just to watch some selfish critter mess them up again; braving the daily torment of special offers and tempting discounts on heaps of stuff they can’t afford and can’t escape.

I’d spend every penny I earned. It would be the ruin of me.

Rob guided me to the sofa, sat me down and put an arm around my shoulders. ‘Evie, I haven’t moved a hundred and twenty miles to spend the evenings on my own.’

‘I want my own money,’ I told him.

‘Why? What’s mine is yours. I would rather we spent more time together than have an extra couple of quid in the bank. It’s not always about money; it’s about quality of life.’ He took my chin between his forefinger and thumb. ‘Think about the boutique,’ he said with an encouraging smile.

I suppose I could wear the stock in the shop myself. And if I got tired of something, I could stick a price tag on it and sell it. I would have an extended wardrobe … I would have an enormous wardrobe.

‘What’s for dinner?’ Rob asked.

‘Chicken dippers,’ I told him absently. A shop?

‘Great,’ he said with tepid enthusiasm. ‘Let me take you out for dinner, babe,’ he suggested brightly.

‘What about the chicken dippers?’ I asked.

He gave a thoughtful frown. ‘I might snack on them later,’ he said.

‘Oh, OK. I’ll get changed.’ A shop? Why would a tour guide want a shop?

‘I want to spend as much time with you as possible. Surely you feel the same?’ he said.

‘I do, of course I do,’ I told him, slowly standing.

And I did.

The following afternoon I sat on the sofa, twisting the strap of my handbag. I was dreading this. I was letting Nikki down and I knew it. OK, I thought. I will walk calmly over to Bar Thea and tell Nikki I’m not coming back. Simple! It makes perfect sense. Nevertheless my stomach cramped with nerves at the thought of it; Nikki won’t be happy at being one staff member down at such short notice. I’ve been waitressing in his bar part-time for about eight months. I needed something regular and consistent because guiding is sporadic and seasonal. I had been overdrawn too, but my overdraft is all sorted out now. Well, strictly speaking it isn’t sorted out at all. It’s kind of crept up again but I can only cope with one personal tsunami at a time. I had thought of resigning from the bar by phone but I owed Nik more than that. I owed him a face-to-face explanation. We’ve been friends and neighbours for over two years and he was a rock when Rob and I split up. I sighed. I haven’t seen Nik since Rob and I got back together … and that’s another thing I don’t suppose Nik will be impressed by. In fact, I know that he won’t be.

I stood up purposefully. Pull yourself together, I told myself. It’s a simple matter of furnishing Nikki with the facts, and the fact is, Rob is right for me and he’s right about the job too. Here I go!

A few minutes later, I pushed my way through the door of the bar, breathing through contractions of trepidation. Nikki was searching for something in the drawer beside the cash register; he looked up, our eyes locked. He slammed the drawer shut and, arms outstretched, edged around the bar and strode towards me, an enormous grin on his face.

‘You’re back!’

My pulse did an erratic hop. Despite my growling nerves I was really pleased to see him. Really pleased! The muscles in his wide shoulders moved against his shirt as, in one fluid movement, he gripped my waist, lifted me up, and sat me on the bar.

‘Evie, you look fabulous, so tanned and healthy. I’ve missed you. I haven’t seen you since … ’ He broke off, thinking. ‘Since Christmas Eve,’ he said at last.

He blew my fringe from my eyes. Impulsively, I lurched forward, circled his neck, held him close, and breathed in the scent of his trademark lemon shampoo. There was a drumbeat of silence. I smoothed my palm over his thick black hair, squeezed my eyes shut, and had a mental dress rehearsal. Hi, Nikki. Great to see you. I’m not coming back to work. I felt sick. I couldn’t say it. Nikki has been brilliant to me. He lifted me from the bar as though I weighed nothing at all and set me on my feet.

‘I’m so pleased to see you,’ he said, cupping my face. ‘You are by far my best-looking waitress. Let’s have a drink and catch up,’ he suggested, underscoring my eyes with his thumbs.

‘I’m your only waitress, apart from your mother.’

‘OK, you are my favourite person.’

Nikki has such an intense presence. At the moment, his look is passionate and sincere, his dark eyes are searching and pooled, his lips are pressed together and a nerve in his strong olive jaw is twitching. He was genuinely delighted to see me. And much to my surprise, I was delighted to see him.

He kissed my forehead, put an arm round my shoulders and slow-walked me to an alcove table. As we eased into a horseshoe bench, he barked a drinks order to Costas, one of the waiters, who was sitting at the bar smiling at a copy of the Racing Post.

‘I heard you’re back with him,’ Nikki blurted out with a sharp edge to his voice.

Gosh, Nik, I thought. Get straight to the point, why don’t you? I was about to shoot back defensively when I realised that although his jaw was firm and his smile fixed, his dark eyes were kind and soft, not challenging. I weaved my fingers together and formed a spire.

‘Yes,’ I admitted with a nod. ‘I’m back with Rob.’

‘If you’re happy then I’m happy,’ he said with a tight half-smile.

The conversation halted as Costas rattled an ice bucket in front of us. Nikki opened a bottle of champagne with the flick of a thumb and poured with practised ease. He handed me a glass.

‘Very extravagant,’ I said, smiling at my drink. ‘What are we celebrating?’

‘Nothing … You’re worth it,’ he said. ‘We’re celebrating you being home and me seeing you for the first time in almost a month.’

There was an uneasy pause. A serious war of emotions was raging in my head. I took a nervous gulp of bubbles and studied Nikki over the rim of my flute. He’d had his hair cut short. It suited him. It highlighted his chiselled jaw and high cheekbones. He looked great.

‘You’re too good for him,’ he said, giving me a hard stare.

I put my glass down with exaggerated care.

Nikki’s eyes defied mine.

‘I know what you think—’ I began.

‘You don’t. You don’t know what I think,’ he fired back.

‘OK, I can imagine what you think but it’s fine between us and I want to give it a go, and so—’

He raised the flat of his hand. ‘I admit it; I don’t approve but if he’s your choice, then fine. But you’re too good for him, far too good.’ He gave a nonchalant shrug. ‘Now, tell me about your holiday in Barbados,’ he said in an effort to lighten the atmosphere.

‘It was very nice.’

‘Just nice?’

I couldn’t put it off, I had to tell him. I opened my mouth but closed it again when I couldn’t find my voice. Looking him in the eye was out of the question. Nikki leaned towards me, folded my knuckles and squeezed my hands gently.

‘What’s wrong? You can tell me, you know you can,’ he cajoled. ‘You’re too quiet.’

‘Nothing, nothing at all,’ I said with force and in a rush.

He shifted closer and slid a strong arm across the back of my chair. Our heads touched. I stole a hooded glance.

‘I know you; you have something on your mind. Whatever it is, you can trust me,’ he said with a patient smile.

I was trapped.

‘I’m not coming back to work in the bar,’ I blurted out bravely.

There, I did it. I told him straight.

Nikki lifted my chin. The patient smile slid off his face …

I held my breath.

There was a drumming tension before he slapped his palm on the table.

I jumped.

‘What?’ The buttons of his white shirt strained as his bodybuilder’s chest heaved.

Costas raised his chin at Nik’s sharp tone, slid off his stool and quietly disappeared into the kitchen.

‘I am busy! I need you! And you are available! What do you mean you’re not coming back to work?’ he bellowed.

I held the stem of my glass in a cluster of white knuckles. I felt faint. I loathe confrontation, especially with Nik. He’s so loud.

Still, I managed a businesslike pose. ‘It’s not ideal, Nik … I would be heading out to work as Rob arrived home,’ I reasoned. ‘I’m so sorry, it’s just—’

‘Fine,’ he snapped, cutting me off and giving the table another slap.

‘Fine?’ I echoed in disbelieving relief. I risked a smile. That was it? Fine?

He leaned close. Our noses were almost touching. On impulse, I pulled back.

‘Yes, fine! If that’s the case, forget working in the evenings. You can work the lunchtime shift instead,’ he said.

My smile crumpled.

‘Start between ten and eleven, and finish at six,’ he said matter-of-factly. ‘Problem solved.’

I was thrown and stunned with indecision. I wasn’t quite sure what to say. This was certainly a compromise, but I knew it wasn’t a compromise Rob would be overly enthused by. Nikki caught my hesitation, and fielded it brilliantly. He palmed my hair in soft, wheedling strokes. I eyed his hand warily. This was Nikki’s gentle alter ego. I’ve seen it before. Not too often, mind you, and only ever when he wants something.

‘What’s wrong with that?’ he asked, his eyes scheming. ‘Surely that’s the perfect solution? You will continue to work for me because I am your friend and I need you, and you can still spend your evenings with Romeo.’

I stared at him in mute hesitancy.

‘Well?’ he asked, his brow dissected in a frown.

‘Yes, fine. I’ll work lunchtimes.’ I heard myself say assertively.

He gave an energetic smile. ‘Good! Now we’ll eat. What would you like? Steak?’ he asked, rubbing his palms together triumphantly, his mood having jigged up a couple of gears.




Chapter Four


Rob had gone to work. I wasn’t entirely sorry. He had been sulking about me accepting Nikki’s compromise. No big surprise there. I took a breakfast tray into the lounge for Lulu and me. She was splayed on the sofa, mobile phone to her ear.

‘Yes, I’ll do it! Absolutely! I welcome the challenge, Andrew. Definitely,’ Lulu enthused, dangling an out-of-season tanned leg over the armrest.

I settled the tray on the dining table and gave her a quizzical backward glance.

‘You heard that,’ a voice boomed from the radio. ‘The challenge has been accepted by Lulu from Tooting … Stay on the line, Lulu; we’ll need your contact details … Before I play Beyoncé’s fabulous new single, I’d like to say happy birthday to Chrissie from Ashtead who is one hundred years young today!’

Lulu scrambled off the sofa, turned the volume on the radio down, jammed the phone between shoulder and chin and scribbled a couple of notes on the back of her cigarette packet. Intrigued, I sipped my coffee and listened as she spelled out our address and rattled off her mobile phone number.

She snapped her phone shut and tossed it on the chair. ‘I’m going to stop smoking,’ she boasted.

‘You’ve said that before.’

She weaved a biro into her thick vanilla ponytail, and edged into the chair opposite me. ‘I mean it this time. I have an incentive.’

‘You’ve always had some sort of an incentive.’

‘Ah, yes! But this time, the whole of London knows about it. I’ve accepted the challenge to go head to head with Andrew Blackbourne from Good Morning, this is the Capital. So obviously with thousands of people listening, I’ll have to stick to it. Andrew has been smoking longer than I’ve lived so I should beat him hands down,’ she said.

I gave her a sceptical glance. She lit a fag and opened the window behind her.

‘Being a nurse, I know how bad smoking is for me,’ she said, frowning wisely at her cigarette. ‘I’m determined to pack it in. In fact, I’m looking forward to it.’ She plopped a couple of sugar cubes into her mug.

‘Great, good luck,’ I said, rallying a supportive smile.

She whizzed a teaspoon around her cup thoughtfully. ‘Are you sure Rob doesn’t mind me being here? You know, living with you now that you’re engaged?’ she asked.

‘No, of course he doesn’t mind,’ I said in a hollow voice and with a shimmer of unease.

‘Good, because he can fuck off if he does mind because I was here first,’ she said, waving her fag randomly. ‘He’s only your first fiancé. You could easily get engaged two or three more times before you settle down. Whereas I am your best friend in the whole wide world and I will be there for you always.’

I tried to look grateful.

‘He is only a man,’ she added factually.

Lulu’s recipe for success with men is quite simple. She can take them or leave them. According to her, no matter how hungry she is, she could never eat a whole one. Vic, her man of the moment, is a marine biologist. She’s been seeing him for about six months and hasn’t managed to stay faithful even for that short time.

My phone vibrated in my dressing gown pocket. Lulu’s brows lifted in question. It was a text from Rob.



Put the flat on the market – do it today. R xx





I felt my cheeks burn. I held my phone under the table and pinged back a reply.



Will do. E xx





‘Who was that?’ Lulu asked.

‘Rob to say he misses me.’

She flicked her cigarette out the window. ‘Prat! He only left the house two hours ago. What a knob,’ she said, 34Ds jiggling as she buttered a slice of toast. ‘Doesn’t all that mushy crap get your gander up?’

‘No, not really. I think it’s quite romantic,’ I told her.

‘Well, it would irritate me … Evie, I’ve been thinking. We should chip in together and buy a tumble dryer. There’s no room for it in the kitchen but we could put one in the shed. What d’you think?’

‘Yeah sure,’ I said.

‘I’m sick of the sight of damp knickers over all the radiators,’ she said.

I twisted my wrist and checked my watch, suddenly eager to cut short breakfast and get to work.

But I soon changed my mind. The bar had been heaving. I was exhausted. Seven hours on my feet had nearly killed me. Lunchtimes are much busier than the evenings. I wasn’t convinced that I had made the right decision. Not that it had been a decision offering much in the way of options. Glad to be home, I sat on the sofa massaging my feet.

‘Did you put the flat on the market?’ Rob asked the minute he got home.

I was ready for this. I had a plan; a master plan that I thought would serve as a stay of execution. I inhaled sharply. He filled the lounge doorway.

‘No, because it occurred to me that perhaps we don’t need to sell it. It could be wiser to rent it out. You know, keep it as an investment, unless we need the equity to move on,’ I told him.

There was a frozen silence.

He put down his briefcase, studying me fixedly, his eyebrows creased in thought. ‘Do you know, Evie, perhaps you’re right,’ he said with a slow, thoughtful nod. ‘Yes, we’ll see how much we need to spend to buy what we want. And we’ll hang on to the flat if we can. Lulu and Vic could rent it from us,’ he suggested. He walked slowly towards me, shrugging out of his jacket. ‘Are we alone?’ he asked with a leer.

I grinned.

He knelt on the floor in front of me.

‘Yes, we’re alone.’

‘Fabulous,’ he said, fingers working the buttons of my blouse.

No sooner had I fielded the ‘moving house’ situation, than the ‘guiding Europe’ black cloud drifted in the following evening. I was sitting glumly on the bathroom floor, knees to my chest, arms enveloping my legs. Rob was in the bath, his face twisted in annoyance. He snatched the soap and scrubbed his arms.

Tina, my friend and the Operations Manager for Insignia Tours, had called to ask if I would escort a corporate event to Marrakech next weekend. The client – John Jackson, a zillionaire I had worked for last year in the South of France – had requested me. I said I’d do it.

The thing is, my Harrods statement came this morning. I feel sick just thinking about it. I had only been in the shop for six short hours, and somehow … I owed an astonishing £3,200. It’s extortion! I’ve checked every item and double-checked the totting-up. I cannot believe hair extensions, an evening dress and a bit of Christmas shopping – oh, and my Louis Vuitton handbag – cost that much. I considered admitting the debt to Rob but just as swiftly changed my mind. Rob thinks store cards are a poisonous deadly menace. So there’s no way around it. I have to go to Marrakech; I need the money. And, in truth … I want to go too!

I licked my lips. I loathe arguing.

‘Rob, one weekend. It’s only one weekend,’ I pleaded.

‘Evie! I don’t want you to go to Marrakech with a group of businessmen for four days. I don’t understand why you would want to do it. You should want to stay here with me!’ He squeezed a blob of shampoo on to his palm.

‘But I need to work.’

‘That’s the whole point. You don’t need to work. Not at the moment. If I need you to work, I’ll tell you. Your time would be better spent house hunting. It’s what we both want, isn’t it?’ he said, covering his face in a soapy lather.

I wasn’t getting through to him. I stood and reached for the toilet roll, pulled off a strip and blew my nose. ‘I’ll leave you to finish your bath,’ I said, slamming the door behind me.

Lulu was in the kitchen, whizzing the cloth in an irritated, jerky zigzag over the worktops.

‘Vic is in the lounge. He needs a bath,’ Lulu snapped.

‘Does he?’

‘Yes, he does. He works with sick fish!’

‘If he needs a bath, then I suggest you tell him!’

‘I don’t need to tell him, he knows he needs a bath.’

I felt a dart of annoyance. ‘If Vic knows he needs a bath and he smells of fish and he’s not looking to do anything about it, then why the hell are you with him?’ I asked.

‘Vic can’t get in the bath because Rob is in the bath. Make my day and tell me Rob has drowned, because he uses all the hot water every single night.’ She tossed the cloth in the kitchen sink. ‘If you won’t tell him to get out of the bath, I will,’ she said.

‘He won’t be much longer,’ I reasoned.

She made for the door. ‘He’s already been in there for over an hour.’

I tackled her. ‘I’ll get him out.’

‘Well, see that you do because it’s not fair.’

I inched busily past her into the hall. She was right. Rob does use all the hot water. He tops up and refills the bath for as long as it takes him to read two newspapers.

A startled Rob, head frothy with shampoo, looked at me big-eyed when I opened the bathroom door.

‘Vic wants a bath,’ I announced and walked off, leaving the bathroom door ajar.

Two minutes later, Rob stormed into our bedroom, dripping water on the bedroom carpet and tugging a towel around his waist.

‘Do you see what I mean? We need to move,’ he said, shooting me a sharp glance. ‘We need our own space. If I want to spend all night in the bath, then I should be able to do exactly that.’

In spite of his mood, I couldn’t help but grin at him.

His skin, still suntanned, glowed, appearing sleek and oily. He looked beautiful, with long toned arms, firm broad shoulders and flat rippling tummy muscles. Despite himself he exhaled a smile. He hadn’t shaved. I eyed the bristle of dark blond stubble on his cheeks, chin and neck. Reaching up, I cupped his face and circled his eyes with my thumbs. He moved in to my touch and pulled me to him, pressing my face against his chest.

‘Evie, I need to go up north for a couple of days. Next weekend would be as good a time as any. If you really want to go to Marrakech, then go. I can make a few sales calls that I’ve been putting off,’ he said softly. ‘I’ll be back in London to pick you up from the airport.’

I admit I felt a needle of confusion. We had argued for over an hour and now this welcome, if unexpected, U-turn? And he had never mentioned any sales calls up north before. Still, I wasn’t complaining.

He lifted my chin with his forefinger. ‘We’ll work together on the Paris weekend breaks in July and August. Insignia have chartered some dates from me. I’ll schedule myself as the driver and you ask Tina to roster you as the guide.’

I nodded.

‘I’m not laying down the law, it’s just that I don’t want us to get in to the habit of spending too much time apart,’ he said apologetically.

‘Neither do I. I don’t want us to be apart either, but I’m not giving up my job completely.’

He held up his hands in defeat. ‘We’ll work something out,’ he said smiling. ‘I don’t expect you to give up something you love doing, I honestly don’t. But our relationship comes first.’ He slipped off his towel and wearing nothing but a couple of droplets of bathwater, he walked slowly to the dressing table and picked up a comb. ‘Do you fancy a workout, Evie?’ he asked casually.

I stared at his bum hypnotically.

‘Sounds good to me.’

I woke with a start in the middle of the night. I held my breath. An arm snaked behind my neck and another crossed my chest. I froze. The arms didn’t belong to Rob. He was snoring softly on the other side of the bed. I lay on my back, eyes wide and darting.

‘Evie, move over,’ Lulu said in a dramatic whisper. ‘I need you. Vic had to go home.’

‘You what?’

She pressed a tear-stained cheek on my shoulder. ‘Evie, I can’t stop crying,’ she said in a wobbly voice. ‘Because … because I haven’t had a fag for thirty-nine hours. I’m having terrible dreams about fags. Evil, talking cigarettes; you have no idea. I think I’m losing my reason. I’ve cleaned the oven.’

There was a ruffle of quilt.

‘What the hell?’ Rob demanded.

Lulu strangled me protectively. ‘Fuck off you,’ she snapped at Rob. ‘Evie,’ she drew a raspy breath, ‘I don’t know how I’m going to survive. Having a fag is on my mind every waking minute. But I can’t have one because I’ve been bragging on the radio that I’ve stopped smoking. The nation’s eyes are on me. I know how Churchill must have felt, when the whole friggin’ country was gathered around the radio, hanging on to his every word. It’s the same for me. I’m sure of it. It has to be.’

‘Hardly!’ Rob thundered. ‘What are you doing in our bed? Get out!’

‘No! I’m not getting out. Evie, make him get out! I need you to help me stop thinking about fags. He doesn’t need you. He doesn’t even smoke.’

Rob flounced on to his back.

I breathed a sigh. This was so typical her. The last time she stopped smoking, she gained a stone, maxed out her store cards and, as drunk as a lord, bought a barn online in Afghanistan.

‘Evie, I’m going to go to a hypnotist. Will you come with me?’

‘Do you think the hypnotist could make you forget your address?’ Rob asked hopefully in the gloom.

Lulu gasped. ‘Did you hear that? The cheek! What have I ever done to him?’

‘Can you loosen your hold on my neck?’ I asked her.

‘Evie, will you come in the lounge with me and have a gin and tonic? I can’t sleep. It must be nearly forty hours since I’ve had a fag. If I had one small gin, perhaps it would take my mind off smoking.’
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