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Chapter 1

Bristol

Disa O’Toole flipped the switch and flooded the garage with light. What a mess; she should probably be ashamed of herself at having left it like this for so long.

But time really did fly when there was a job needing to be done that you didn’t want to do. Plus, knowing her luck, there were spiders the size of Pringles waiting to leap out at her the moment she started prising open boxes and sorting through the contents.

The air was dry, dusty and tinged with the scents of motor oil and household paint. It had been twelve years since her husband’s death and life as she’d known it had screeched to a halt. Having promised never to leave her, after nearly forty years of marriage Declan had skied down a mountainside and crashed at high speed into a tree, doing just that. One broken promise, one bereft widow and a house full of stuff she’d had no idea what to do with meant she’d hired a man to pack everything away into storage boxes and stack them up out here in the double garage, to be dealt with when she eventually felt up to it.

And at long last, today was the day. Disa wiped her hands down the sides of her jeans and prepared herself to begin the world’s most tedious task. She tore the strip of packing tape off the lid of the first box with a satisfying rrrrrrrrrip and a flourish, sending a fine spray of dust into the air. This one contained books, chiefly non-fiction, nothing she would ever want to read. The whole lot could go to the charity shop.

Next.

Two hours later, ploughing through the assorted contents of yet another crate, she came to a fat padded envelope with Income Tax Receipts 2009 written across it in Declan’s instantly recognisable scrawl.

Since the charity shop was unlikely to welcome these with open arms, Disa chucked the envelope onto the bonfire pile, then reached over and retrieved it, because while HMRC stuff might be deadly dull, she didn’t want to destroy anything that might be important. And what if there was something vital tucked away in there, like long-forgotten Premium Bonds or share certificates?

But opening the padded envelope revealed neither share certifi-cates nor income tax receipts. Instead, it held a sizeable collection of letters all addressed in the same flowing handwriting to Declan at the office where he’d worked.

A slow drumbeat of foreboding began to bump against Disa’s chest. The envelopes were yellowed with age, as were the letters inside. It was midday, time for a break. Carrying the package into the house, she switched on the kettle and dropped a tea bag into a mug, then thought better of it and poured herself a tumbler of gin, tonic and ice instead.

Something told her she might need it.

Outside in the garden, the spring sunshine was bright, and clusters of daffodils dotted the lawn. She took a swallow of gin and sat down on the bench in the shade of the cherry tree whose cherries were always snaffled by birds before they had a chance to properly ripen and be picked.

The first letter, written in turquoise ink, began: My darling, every day without you is . . .

Oh, Declan, no.

Again?

When she’d first found out, all those years ago, she’d yelled at him and hurled expensive plates at the wall, smashing them one after the other until the living room had been awash with shards of silver-and-blue bone china that had taken for ever to completely clear up.

This time, she had no one to yell at, no one to see their favourite dinner plates being shattered and no one to apologise over and over, desperate to reassure her that she was the only one he loved.

Which was the most infuriating realisation of all.

Leon was busy causing havoc in the kitchen, sliding across the tiled floor in his socks and singing along to Taylor Swift while making cheese on toast in his usual slapdash way.

‘Hey, Nigella.’ Jamie marvelled at the spectacular amount of mess he was creating. ‘Second week in May. What are you up to?’

Sending crumbs flying over the marble worktop as he sawed the toast into uneven triangles – always triangles – Leon said, ‘Pretty sure I’m free. Why?’

‘I need a wingman.’

‘Of course you do. To give you a helping hand with the ladies. Mate, you’re about the last person in the world to need one of those.’

‘OK, wingman slash bodyguard.’ Heading for the fridge, Jamie took out a can of lager and cracked it open. ‘My agent’s confirmed me for the Venice trip and he thinks it’s definitely a good idea to take someone with me. I don’t mind socialising with the guests, but if I’m on my own, it could get a bit much.’

‘Is this the river cruise thing?’ Leon didn’t look enthused. ‘Full of geriatrics?’

‘Apparently not. It’s a mix of ages. OK,’ Jamie admitted, ‘it’s not eighteen-to-thirty. But we’ll be on a five-star ship. And it’s Venice.’ He pinched one of the triangles of cheese on toast. ‘In the city of luuurve.’

‘I’ve never been.’

‘Nor me. We can be Venice virgins together.’

‘But why are you asking me?’ Leon made a token effort to brush the crumbs off the worktop and into the sink. ‘If it’s the city of love, shouldn’t you be taking Zoe?’

It was Jamie’s turn to pull a face. ‘We’re talking two months from now.’ When it came to dating, two months was a long time.

‘Fair enough.’ Leon nodded in agreement, then broke into a grin. ‘But you’ll still love me.’

And in a funny kind of way, he did. They’d met on their first day of university, having been randomly allocated adjoining rooms in the same hall of residence. Bouncing off each other from day one, they had become almost inseparable within weeks, despite being unalike in almost every way. Jamie, the son of a loving single mother who worked as a nursing assistant, had grown up on a small council estate on the outskirts of Southampton. Leon Spencer-Carr was the product of wealthy parents who lived in a Georgian mansion not far from Wotton-under-Edge in Gloucestershire. Clever but distractable and not excelling at sports, Leon was as clumsy and overenthusiastic as a Labrador puppy, permanently upbeat, and prone to falling head over heels for the kind of women who adored having him as a friend but that was as far as it went because they preferred men with chiselled cheekbones and irresistible mouths who treated them as if they couldn’t matter less.

Which was, coincidentally, the reason Jamie was such a hit with the opposite sex, even though he never planned for it to be that way. It absolutely wasn’t deliberate, just something that happened inside him, like the childhood sensation of being on a see-saw. The more emotionally involved the women in his life became, the more he found himself losing interest and backing off, feeling the need to slide away. And he didn’t even want to be like this. It felt like a kind of Pavlovian reaction, and a failing on his part. Which was another reason he was so glad to have a friend like Leon in his life, because women might come and go, but a best friend was for ever. It was just a shame this best friend was so messy; if Leon ever learned how to clear up after himself and occasionally unload the dishwasher, he might actually be perfect.

Jamie made a grab for a second piece of toast, but Leon intercepted the move and whisked it out of reach. ‘Would we have to share a room?’

‘They call them cabins on a ship. And no, JD wangled an extra one. If you want it,’ Jamie added. ‘If you can’t make the trip, I’ll ask Bruno or Drew.’

‘Hold your horses, give me the exact dates.’ Whipping out his phone, Leon checked his calendar and appointments diary. ‘All good, nothing I can’t switch around. We’re on.’ He high-fived Jamie, then did a triumphant sock-slide across the kitchen. ‘This is going to be so cool, you and me in a couple of gondolas racing each other down the Grand Canal.’

Jamie grinned. ‘Like the time we borrowed those canoes and almost got ourselves arrested? Maybe not. The gondoliers might not be too thrilled.’

Undeterred, Leon said, ‘We’ll do it at night when they’re asleep. Except they wear hats, don’t they? Damn, I’d look a right wally in a hat. Unlike you, of course.’ He pretended to smoulder and struck a model pose. ‘I can see it now.’

‘Don’t.’ When Jamie viewed himself in a mirror, it never occurred to him that he was good-looking; it was his face and he was used to it. Yet he also knew it had opened doors for him that otherwise might have remained closed; a successful career playing rugby for England was all very well, but it had been his physical appearance that had caught the attention of viewers on TV, opening up opportunities that hadn’t been made available to others in the team. Signed by one of the top agents in the field, he’d found himself in demand for personal appearances, ad campaigns and panel shows on TV because his quick wit and ability to poke fun at himself while also making others laugh had brought him millions of new fans. According to JD Templeton, women fancied the pants off him and men wanted to be him, which basically made him a hot property. For now, at least. Until the looks faded along with his wit, and he drifted into obscurity once more.

When he’d made a comment along these lines recently, Leon had said, ‘Mate, I’ll still love you when you’re ugly and boring. Don’t worry, you’ll always have me.’







Chapter 2


Oxford


‘There you are!’ Hattie was in the process of placing the more valuable jewellery in the safe and closing up for the night when Kayla burst into the antiques shop, her spiky red and gold hair making her look like a cockatiel on high alert. Right now she was actually hyperventilating. ‘I hate it when your phone’s switched off. Guess what’s happened? You’ll never guess!’


Hattie gave it her best shot. ‘George Clooney turned up at your front door and you’ve got him tied to your bed. There’s no escape.’


‘What am I, sixty? I’m over George now, he’s too old. Wouldn’t say no to a Hemsworth, mind you. Anyway, you didn’t guess, so I’ll tell you. I’ve won a competition!’


Hattie blinked, taken aback. ‘You never enter competitions.’


‘I did today. And I only went and bloody won, didn’t I? I still can’t believe it.’ Kayla fanned herself vigorously. ‘I think I’m in shock.’


Kayla had a history of believing everything she was told. If a man said he’d definitely call her again after a first date, she was always surprised when it didn’t happen. If a bizarre fad diet guaranteed the loss of ten kilos in a week, Kayla would launch into it with gusto. Taking a deep breath, Hattie said cautiously, ‘How did it happen? Did someone call you out of the blue?’ If it was con artists, she prayed Kayla hadn’t handed over her bank details so they could – allegedly – send her the prize money.


‘Look at you, being all suspicious! I’m not completely stupid . . . I haven’t fallen for some scammer. I called into the radio station and got picked to enter, so I was live on air and they asked me a question about rugby, and God knows I have no clue about rugby, but it was about how many points were scored in the last season, so I blurted out a random number.’ Clutching at Hattie’s elbows, she yelped, ‘And I only went and got it bang on!’


Hattie gasped. ‘That is mad.’


‘I know! The only thing I’ve ever won before in my life was a bag of dog biscuits in the hospital Christmas raffle, and I didn’t even have a dog.’


‘What’s the prize?’ Something rugby-related, at a guess. But even if it was only tickets to a match, Kayla could sell them, and from her reaction, it might even be season tickets. At any rate, it was better than dog biscuits.


‘Nothing much . . . only a week’s holiday on a five-star cruise ship sailing around the Venetian islands. Waaahhh!’ Kayla shrieked, jumping up and down. ‘I’ve always wanted to visit Venice and now it’s actually going to happen. Honestly, my heart’s still going like the clappers. It hasn’t sunk in yet.’


A holiday? Hattie’s jaw dropped. And if it was a radio competition, it had to be genuine.


She and Kayla had been friends for eight years now, since first meeting by chance at a yoga class that had turned out to be run by a sadist and not their sort of thing at all. Having got chatting during the half-time break, they’d promptly escaped to the nearest wine bar and discovered they got on like a house on fire. At the age of thirty, Kayla had been almost exactly two years older than Hattie. They found other classes to go to, enjoyed each other’s company, always had fun together and never argued. Eighteen months after that fortuitous initial meeting, Hattie’s marriage to Guy had bitten the dust and Kayla, happily divorced herself and living her best life, had been an absolute rock during the ensuing difficult months. Their friendship had been further cemented when Kayla’s mother and Hattie’s father had died within weeks of each other.


If anyone deserved to win a fabulous holiday, it was Kayla. Hattie gave her a massive hug. ‘I’m so happy for you. And don’t worry about Bandit, I can pop in twice a day and feed him, make sure he’s OK.’


Kayla hesitated, then pulled a face. ‘Thanks, but I’ll probably ask Tony from over the road to look after Bandit.’


‘OK.’ Hattie was confused; did Kayla not trust her to take proper care of her beloved cat?


‘Come on.’ Kayla burst out laughing. ‘Don’t you get it? I’ve won a trip for two people. How can you look after Bandit when you’re going to be in Venice with me?’


It took a long moment to sink in. Hattie stared at her in disbelief. ‘Are you serious?’


‘Why wouldn’t I be?’ Kayla’s spiky hair swayed as she shook her head. ‘Who else would I want with me? We have to share a cabin, but that’s no problem and you know I don’t snore. So let’s do it. Unless you’d really rather stay behind and feed my fussy cat instead.’


What a choice. Her last holiday had been a long weekend spent in a musty-smelling caravan in Dorset, made longer by the rain that had fallen non-stop. Giddy with joy, Hattie said, ‘We’ll send Bandit a postcard. He’ll be fine.’


Bristol


Was there a more stylish woman in this city than Disa O’Toole? If there was, Fen hadn’t met them yet. To spend time with her grandmother was simultaneously blissful – because she loved her to bits – and a tiny bit daunting, because you always felt scruffy by comparison.


Toot toot went the horn of Disa’s beloved white soft-top Mercedes as she pulled up at the kerb, and Fen marvelled at today’s outfit. The silver-blonde hair, courtesy of her Dutch heritage and cut into a long choppy bob, fell in precisely the right way to her shoulders, the colour exactly matching her high-collared shirt, loose jersey top and slender cigarette pants. There were long strings of pearls around her neck, her eye make-up was dark and her lipstick pale, and diamonds flashed in the sunlight as she tapped her fingers on the steering wheel.


Leaving her flat, Fen ran down to the pavement and jumped into the passenger seat. Leaning over, she planted a kiss on her grandmother’s velvety cheek. ‘You look fantastic.’ But what was new? Even when Disa was up a ladder, energetically painting a ceiling while wearing faded jeans and an emulsion-splashed overshirt, she still managed to look elegant.


‘Darling, so do you.’ Disa waved at a middle-aged man across the street, put the car into gear and accelerated up the road.


‘Did you know that guy?’


‘Don’t think so. I just waved in case he knew me.’ She was accustomed to being stared at by strangers.


They reached the restaurant Disa had booked for lunch and were shown to their table. ‘So,’ Disa announced, once they’d sat down. ‘I’m booking a trip to Venice and wondered if you’d like to come with me?’


‘Oh my God, are you serious?’ Fen almost knocked over the tumbler of water she’d been about to pick up. ‘That sounds incredible. When?’


‘In three weeks. Sunday the twelfth of May, back on the nineteenth. If you can make those dates?’


Fen thought for a moment, then nodded. Working online and having the ability to be flexible definitely had its advantages. ‘Yes, I can do that. Thank you so much, it sounds fantastic. What’s brought this on?’


‘Well, I’ve been to plenty of places in my life, but never Venice. And neither have you. I watched a documentary about it the other evening and it reminded me that I’d always planned to visit. Then last night I happened to come across this advert online.’ Disa took out her phone, clicked on the bookmarked page and showed it to Fen. The holiday was a luxury river cruise aboard the SS La Violetta, mooring within a short walk of St Mark’s Square for most of the week while also visiting the islands of Torcello, Murano, Burano and Chioggia. A brief video of the ship showed it to be small but wildly glamorous, capable of carrying a hundred and twenty-five guests and with every last aspect, from the glittering Murano glass chandeliers to the luxurious Italianate furnishings, like a fabulous five-star hotel.


The prices included everything, but they still made Fen blanch when she saw them.


Observant as always, Disa said crisply, ‘Don’t even think about it. I’m inviting you, not asking you to go halves. This is my treat.’


‘Really? Are you sure?’ As if she could have afforded it otherwise. But still, what a relief.


‘I spoke to the travel agent this morning. There are two adjoining cabins left. Are you up for it?’


‘Definitely, I’d love to. Thank you so much.’ What a trip to be able to look forward to. ‘We’ll have the best time.’


‘Right, give me five minutes. I’ll make the call and book it now.’ Taking back her phone and rising from her chair, Disa left the restaurant. To pass the time, Fen took out her own phone and looked up the same website. This time, scrolling further down the page, she saw that the cruise ran weekly from late March to early November, and once a month there would be a celebrity guest on board to enhance the experience – maybe a famous chef, a popular TV presenter or an actor, that kind of thing.


Scrolling down further still to the list of upcoming dates with accompanying headshots, Fen recognised a gardening expert with an impressive handlebar moustache, the shouty host of a TV show about cars, and a successful thriller writer who’d been married six times.


The next photo stopped her in her tracks, because this time it was someone she knew. OK, not actually knew. But he lived here in Bristol, in the same part of the city that she did, and she’d seen him in person. Twice.


Then again, Jamie Hamilton was someone you couldn’t help noticing; he was never going to slip under the radar. Even if he didn’t have those striking good looks, the body alone would be enough to attract anyone’s attention. Fen wasn’t a fan of rugby, but she knew of him through his appearances on TV, on comedy panels and chat shows. The first time she’d encountered him in the flesh – so to speak – he’d been standing behind her in the queue at the local deli as she waited to pay for her Scotch egg. Unaccustomed to being inches away from someone off the telly, she’d been hyper aware of his presence, the just-showered smell of him and the mintiness of his breath on the back of her neck. Paying the cashier, she’d wished she was buying something more exotic than a Scotch egg. Then, taking a bit longer than entirely necessary to slide her credit card back into her purse while it was his turn to pay, she’d seen that he was buying two bundles of asparagus, a bottle of aged balsamic vinegar, a wedge of Brie and a ribbon-wrapped box of macarons that she knew for a fact had a price tag of twenty-six pounds fifty.


Loitering on the pavement outside, she’d watched as he emerged from the deli and strode across the street to the silver sports car parked directly opposite. Evidently when you were Jamie Hamilton, parking spaces magically made themselves available, while she’d had to drive around Clifton for ages before finally managing to leave her car down a narrow side street nearly half a mile away.


It must be a nice skill to possess.


The second time she’d seen him, he’d done something that hadn’t been terrible, but it wasn’t great either, which was the downside of being recognisable. She’d been at a friend-of-a-friend’s party at a bar on Whiteladies Road, and Amanda, the birthday girl, had been gleefully telling everyone that Jamie Hamilton would be arriving soon because she’d met him at a works event the other evening and invited him to join them tonight.


It was stiflingly hot in the bar, and after an hour, Fen slipped outside to get some fresh air. When a taxi drew up and a group of men emerged, she spotted Jamie Hamilton and felt relieved on Amanda’s behalf that he’d turned up.


The next moment, glancing at the brightly lit name of the bar above the entrance, Jamie said, ‘Hang on, I’ve just remembered something. We don’t want to go to this one.’


One of his friends said, ‘Why not? I was in there the other week. It’s fine.’


But Jamie was shaking his head. ‘There’s a party on tonight. I was invited to it by this girl. She was pretty full-on, and I know what it’ll be like if we go in.’


Another friend said, ‘No bother, there’s plenty more bars to choose from.’


Fen, leaning against the wall, hidden in the shadows, pictured Amanda’s disappointment and heard herself say, ‘She’s expecting you to be there.’


She was glad of the darkness enveloping her when they all turned to look in her direction.


The first friend laughed. ‘They always do.’


‘Look, I’m sorry.’ This was from Jamie. ‘But I can’t even remember her name. We’re out tonight for a few drinks and a catch-up.’


‘It’s her birthday,’ Fen reminded him.


‘I know, she kept telling me. She was quite . . . pushy.’


‘Come on,’ said his mate, ‘we’ll find somewhere else further up the road.’ He clapped Jamie on the shoulder and made to leave, but Jamie turned back and looked at Fen, still in shadow. ‘I really am sorry about your friend. But it might be kinder if you don’t mention any of this.’ He gestured vaguely.


It would be kinder if you popped in and wished her a happy birthday. Fen didn’t say it. At least he was feeling guilty. She shrugged. ‘Don’t worry, I won’t tell her you were here. Her name’s Amanda, by the way.’


‘That’s it.’ He nodded. ‘Thanks.’


When he’d left, she’d headed back inside to rejoin the party and hadn’t mentioned her brief encounter with Jamie Hamilton to anyone, either then or at any time since. Whereas he’d doubtless forgotten it completely, she’d remembered every detail of their brief exchange.


And now here he was again, grinning up at her unrepentantly from her phone, due to be on board the SS La Violetta the exact same week she’d be cruising on it with Disa.


What were the chances?


Still, at least he wouldn’t recognise her.


Here came her grandmother now, attracting attention from other diners as she threaded her way between the tables. When it came to slinking, Disa could out-slink Naomi Campbell. Taking her seat, she said, ‘All sorted. The travel agent’s booked everything, including the flights.’


‘There’s going to be a famous rugby player on board with us.’ Fen showed her the page on her phone.


‘I saw that. No idea who he is, though.’ Disa wasn’t a fan of the sport either.


‘He lives here in Bristol.’


‘Does he? Rugby’s so muddy, not my kind of thing. Quite pretty, though,’ Disa added with a mischievous smile. ‘You might like him.’


Fen briefly wondered how Jamie Hamilton would feel being called quite pretty. Firmly, she said, ‘Not my kind of thing either.’


‘We’ll have fun anyway.’ Disa caught the sommelier’s eye. ‘Now, shall we order some wine, darling? Maybe Prosecco to celebrate? And let’s take a look at this menu.’


Being taken out like this was a treat Fen always looked forward to. Because she worked from home, as a remote PA, designated breaks weren’t a thing, and lunches consisted of whatever was left in the fridge being eaten in front of her laptop. It was the self-employed way. But today there were seared scallops, shiitake mushrooms in a white wine sauce and a spring vegetable risotto on offer. She was definitely having those.


When they’d ordered, and their drinks had been poured, they clinked glasses. Fen said, ‘I’m so lucky to have you. And I can’t wait for us to explore Venice.’


‘I’m glad you’re coming with me. There’s something I need to do while we’re over there and it’ll be good to have your support.’


Fen raised her eyebrows. ‘What kind of something?’


But Disa was already shaking her head. ‘I shouldn’t have said that.’ She took a tiny sip of Prosecco. ‘Let’s leave it until we get there.’


‘But . . . support? Is it something I should be worrying about?’


‘No, sweetheart. Not at all.’


‘Is it something nice?’


‘Until it happens, if it even happens, we won’t know. Maybe not, but hopefully yes. And that’s enough for now.’


Fen adored feel-good romantic movies. She gasped and exclaimed, ‘Oh my God, have you tracked down an old boyfriend from years ago? Or has one of them contacted you and wants to meet up? Disa, is that what this is all about?’


‘Shh.’ Disa was smiling her mysterious smile. ‘Not another word. You’ll have to wait and see.’









Chapter 3


Three weeks later, Fen blinked as a Scotch egg encased in its cellophane wrapper came bouncing down the escalator towards her. Seriously, what were the odds when you were as big a fan of Scotch eggs as she was?


But no, only a bad person would snatch it up and keep it for themselves. She wasn’t that heartless.


Besides, she’d been seen.


‘Well held,’ shouted a male voice from the top of the escalator, as, having switched her carry-on case to her left hand, she caught the Scotch egg in her right. Waiting for her to reach him, he applauded her dexterity. ‘You saved my snack, and that makes you my hero.’


Sometimes you saw someone and instinctively liked them at first sight. He had unbrushed light brown hair, merry dark brown eyes and an engaging smile, and was wearing a stripy blue and white shirt with ancient blue jeans and trainers.


‘All in a morning’s work.’ Fen gently tossed the snack towards him, and watched in disbelief as he fumbled the catch.


‘Nooo!’ He clapped his hands to his head as it landed on the top step of the escalator and began to roll down all over again. ‘Hang on.’ Dropping his bag at her feet, he careered down the staircase running alongside the escalator and reached the ground floor just as the Scotch egg ricocheted off the side of an elderly woman’s wheelie case. Retrieving it, he raced back up the stairs.


‘Not very well held,’ said Fen.


‘What can I say? I’m a klutz. But thank you.’


‘Some things are worth rescuing. Food of the gods. I might have to buy one for myself now.’


His face lit up. ‘A fellow gastronome, that’s what I like to see. Has your flight been called?’


‘Not yet. Why?’


‘This one’s still edible. If you want, we could share it.’


There was an offer to brighten any day. Disa had made herself at home in the airport’s private lounge and was currently reading the papers while enjoying a leisurely late breakfast. They weren’t due to board for another forty minutes. And this funny, charming stranger was now waving his Scotch egg tantalisingly in front of her like a hypnotist. To entice her further, he said, ‘If it helps, I have a bottle of orange Fanta too.’


He knew how to win a girl over. Fen said, ‘In that case, how can I refuse?’


Leon was having possibly the best morning of his life; he’d met someone amazing and had instantly clicked with her. Better still, she was showing every sign of liking him too. And OK, this was an airport, so they were both heading off somewhere away from Bristol, but hopefully they’d both be returning before long and could meet up again. He already knew he wanted this to happen. Her name was Fenna – it was Dutch, apparently – but everyone called her Fen, and she had the kind of face he thought he’d never tire of looking at. She was gorgeous, for a start, but not in an intimidating way. Her curly blonde hair bounced around her shoulders, her skin was flawless and there was an adorable scattering of tiny freckles across her nose. She also had long-lashed wide grey eyes and a mischievous mouth that was born to smile. Best of all, she was funny. As far as Leon was concerned, anyone lacking a sense of humour held no attraction for him.


But Fenna – Fen – did, big time. Here they were, perching opposite each other on wildly uncomfortable high stools, and he’d never felt more at ease with a female in his life. A bonus was that Jamie was safely out of the way in the private lounge, which meant Leon had her undivided attention. If Jamie were sitting with them, she would be sneaking glances at him and finding him infinitely more fascinating as time went by. Leon didn’t resent his friend for this, not one bit. He was used to it by now. And it was hardly Jamie’s fault after all. But today it was nice to be enjoying this time with Fen without worrying about the competition.


‘So here we are,’ he announced, ‘sharing an exceptional Scotch egg, and I haven’t even introduced myself properly yet. How rude.’ Solemnly he extended his hand across the table. ‘Leon Spencer-Carr.’


She shook it. ‘Very nice to meet you. Fen Madden.’


It was a good name. He wanted to know everything about her. ‘And do you live near here?’


‘I do. In Bristol. Off Whiteladies Road.’


His heart lifted; better and better. ‘I’m in Clifton. We’re practically neighbours.’


‘And this trip.’ Fen mimed a plane taking off. ‘Business or pleasure?’


‘Pleasure. A week in Venice.’


She spluttered with laughter. ‘You’re kidding. Me too.’


They stared at each other in delight. Leon experienced an adrenalin rush that made his skin tingle all over. ‘We’re staying on a small ship, cruising around the different islands and—’


‘OH MY GOD!’ Fen shouted, almost rocking back on her high stool. ‘La Violetta?’


On the one hand, this was amazing news. On the other, did that mean she was one of Jamie’s super-keen superfans? Because that wouldn’t be amazing at all. Feeling a bit sick, he said, ‘Keen on rugby, are you?’


She pulled a face. ‘Urgh, no. More of a tennis fan.’


That was something, at least.


Twenty minutes later, when they’d made their way to the private lounge – another coincidence – there was Jamie, chatting to a glamorous woman swathed in a cream pashmina while a member of staff topped up their drinks.


Shaking her head, Fen said, ‘Why am I not surprised? Time for you to meet my grandmother.’


‘Darling, there you are!’ the woman exclaimed. ‘We’re ahead of you. This is the young man whose boring talks about rugby we’ll be avoiding like the plague. But I’ve already told him, and he promises he doesn’t mind.’


‘Not a bit.’ Jamie grinned. ‘Although I should warn you, I won’t only be talking boringly about rugby; there’ll be other subjects too. You must be Fenna. I’ve been hearing all about you.’ Indicating Leon at her side, he went on, ‘And I guess you’ve probably been hearing a bit about me as well.’


Leon might appear calm on the outside, but inwardly he was bracing himself for Fen’s reaction to meeting Jamie. This was a situation he’d witnessed countless times over the years, and it had never bothered him before, but this time was different. It mattered.


‘Hi.’ Seemingly unfazed, Fen briefly shook Jamie’s hand. ‘Actually, all I know is that you and Leon share a flat. We’ve been too busy talking about other things.’


‘You have? Excellent. Like what?’ Jamie observed her with interest.


‘Orangina versus Tango.’ She shrugged as if it was obvious.


‘Tango.’


‘Sorry, you’re wrong.’


‘All the bones we’ve ever broken,’ Leon chimed in. He’d won that one, having broken a lot.


‘Men in socks and sandals.’ Fen grimaced. ‘Also, men in no socks and sandals.’


‘Tattoos, good and bad,’ said Leon.


‘Shoplifting,’ said Fen.


‘Monsters under the bed when we were little kids.’ Fen’s monster had been black with tentacles, while his had been green with fangs and hairy arms.


‘And of course,’ Fen concluded, ‘the surprising bounceability of particular brands of Scotch egg.’


‘This is getting the week off to an interesting start,’ Jamie remarked once they’d paid attention to the safety instructions and the plane had finished taxiing to the main runway in prepar-ation for take-off.


Leon checked his watch; no matter how many flights he’d taken over the years, it never failed to amaze him that in an hour or two you could land in another European country. ‘I know. We’ll be there by one.’


‘Not what I meant.’


‘What then?’


‘You and Fenna. You’re like that emoji with hearts for eyes.’


‘I’m not, am I?’ Leon felt his face heat up.


‘Just a bit.’


‘D’you think she noticed?’ He twisted in his seat and glanced back, checking that Fen and her grandmother were far enough behind them not to have heard.


Jamie shook his head. ‘You’re safe. It’s only because I know you so well.’


Leon lowered his voice anyway. ‘Do you think she likes me?’


‘I’d say it’s on the cards. Could be your lucky week. Who knows what might happen?’


What indeed? The engines began to roar now as the plane suddenly accelerated, the g-force pressing them back into their seats. Watching the ground disappear beneath them as they took off, Leon tried to imagine what this coming holiday might hold if the sense of anticipation building inside him like a giant helium balloon didn’t get crushed along the way. The last hour had been something of a revelation. What if – for once in his life – nothing went wrong and everything went right?


Realising Jamie had said something, he leaned across. ‘What was that?’


‘You’ve got this. She seems great.’ Jamie gave his arm an encouraging nudge. ‘I think you should go for it.’









Chapter 4


Venice


They’d chosen a good day for it, soaring through a cloudless sky across France and over the snow-capped Alps into Italy, before gazing down at Venice and the lagoon below them, then finally landing at Marco Polo airport. Having made their way through passport control and retrieved their cases from the carousel, Fen and Disa headed out to Arrivals to be greeted by a woman with a clipboard, who directed them out to the waiting taxis.


‘Shall we wait for the boys?’ said Disa.


Boys. Then again, she was seventy-two, she was allowed to call them that.


‘No.’ While they’d been queuing to have their passports checked, Fen had seen Jamie and Leon behind them being engaged in conversation by a group of women clearly delighted to be meeting them. The last thing she wanted was to look like a fangirl. Besides, they were here now, and she wanted to be able to concentrate on taking in her first sight of Venice without being distracted.


It took no longer than twenty minutes to leave the airport on the mainland behind them, travel across the high road that took them over the water to the island itself, and arrive at San Basilio, where their home for the next seven days waited for them, white and gleaming in the sunshine.


The short gangway led up to the reception area, all plush jewel-toned wallpaper, glamorous Italianate lighting, exotic potted plants and highly polished wooden flooring.


Disa pushed her dark glasses to the top of her head. ‘Not too shabby. I think I can cope with this.’


‘Good, said Fen. ‘I’m glad we don’t have to catch the next flight home.’


Once they had checked in at the front desk, they made their way up a small flight of stairs to their cabins. Since these were identical, they explored Fen’s together.


‘Smaller than a hotel room,’ Disa observed, ‘but every bit as luxurious.’ She ran her fingertips lightly over the silky coffee-and-cream fabric that covered the walls and ceiling, and the matching curtain blinds pulled up to reveal the glorious view through the picture window, of glittering turquoise water lapping against the side of the ship, and the spectacular buildings hundreds of metres away, on the opposite bank of the Giudecca Canal.


‘Fabulous bed,’ Fen exclaimed, throwing herself onto it and spreading out like a starfish.


‘Plenty of storage space.’ Disa nodded with approval, opening and closing wardrobe doors.


There was a TV on the wall. A velvet-soft white robe. A dressing table and chair, although Fen had never once in her life sat on a chair in order to do her hair and make-up. Presumably some people did. Bouncing off the bed, she opened the door to the bathroom, again small but well appointed, and containing everything you could need.


At that moment they heard high-pitched shrieks of delight in the corridor outside the cabin. A female voice exclaimed, ‘Can you believe it? We’re in Venice, we’re actually here.’


‘This ship is bougie.’ A second woman sounded even more excited. ‘First things first, let’s get to the bar and see if that fit guy’s arrived yet.’


Wryly, Disa said, ‘I think we’ll leave them to it. Unpack first, then explore the rest of the ship and have a drink later.’


Hattie heard his voice before she saw him, but because it couldn’t possibly be his voice, she ignored it. There were other guests up here on the top deck of the ship, enjoying the sunshine and the magical view, but she was currently alone. Having failed to track down the good-looking rugby guy in the bar at the front of the ship, Kayla had consoled herself with three cocktails on an empty stomach and was currently sleeping them off in their cabin.


Shielding her eyes from the sun, Hattie watched as a noisy flock of birds flew squawking overhead, their beaks and necks elongated. Were they herons maybe? Or storks?


Then, coming up the steps behind her, she heard a woman say, ‘Guy, stop it!’ and almost tipped over backwards, because that was a similarity too far.


Spinning round and banging the side of her leg painfully against one of the wooden sunloungers, she saw a slender brunette in a racerback white Lycra vest and leggings, followed a couple of seconds later by a rather more overweight man in his forties.


A mind-bogglingly familiar man, at that.


She had been married to him for seven years. It made him difficult to forget.


But what on earth – assuming he wasn’t a hallucination – was he doing on this ship?


Was this some kind of bizarre joke?


‘Will you look at that?’ Guy was marvelling at the deck, walking on the spot. ‘I thought it was wooden planks, but it’s actually carpet. Isn’t that wild? It looks exactly like—’ His gaze met Hattie’s and he stopped dead.


A pigeon flew low overhead and the woman with him said, ‘What’s wrong?’


‘I don’t believe it.’ He looked as stunned as Hattie felt. ‘This is . . . crazy.’


His hand was pressed to his chest. Hattie said, ‘Are you OK?’


‘What?’ He shook his head. ‘Yes, of course. But I could be in shock. What are you doing here? Did you know we were going to be on this ship?’


She blinked. ‘Does this look like the face of someone who knew you were going to be on this ship?’


Guy was frowning now. ‘So you didn’t book the same holiday on purpose?’


‘Are you serious? Why would I do that?’ Was he actually trying to make her out to be some kind of stalker? ‘No,’ she said firmly, ‘of course I didn’t. That’s the last thing in the world I’d do, and you know it.’


Guy broke into his trademark broad smile. It seemed she’d convinced him. Moving towards her, he held out both arms. ‘In that case, it’s one of those crazy coincidences. Come here, Hattie, it’s good to see you. You’re looking wonderful.’


‘Hattie?’ echoed the woman in Lycra. ‘You mean this is your ex-wife?’


‘The very same.’ He kissed Hattie on both cheeks, then stepped back and said cheerfully, ‘Let me introduce you. Suzanne, meet Hattie. Hats, this is Suzanne.’


Whose name he hadn’t shortened, Hattie noted. It might have been a couple of years since they’d last seen each other, but there was no way Guy could have forgotten how irritating she’d always found it when he called her Hats. Nevertheless, she did the polite thing and said a friendly hello to Suzanne. Because it was easier all round than getting snippy with Guy within ninety seconds of bumping into him again.


‘How long have you been divorced?’ Suzanne’s own smile was fleeting.


‘A while, I suppose.’ Guy gestured vaguely. ‘A few years?’


‘Six years separated,’ Hattie reminded him. ‘Divorced for five.’


‘And why did you break up?’ The woman had quite an intense gaze, like a bird of prey. You had to have chutzpah to come out and ask a question like that.


‘We just drifted apart, didn’t we, Hats? Hattie,’ Guy hastily amended when she shot him an intense look of her own.


‘That’s it.’ She shrugged. ‘Just one of those things.’ It was easier not to elaborate, and not really that interesting, with hindsight. They’d turned out not to be as well suited to marriage as they’d thought, that was all. Guy especially hadn’t.


‘And who are you here with?’ He glanced across at the cluster of guests at the other end of the boat. ‘Got yourself a new chap, I’m guessing. Or have you come on your own?’


‘I’m here with Kayla.’


‘Really? Wouldn’t have thought this was her kind of holiday.’


Kayla’s neighbour had advised her not to tell everyone she’d won the cruise in a competition, because other guests who’d paid full whack might resent her for it. Hattie said, ‘It is. I wouldn’t have thought it would be your sort of thing either.’


Guy looked surprised. ‘Why ever not? I’ve always wanted to visit Venice. Suze and I found this trip online, didn’t we? By sheer chance, a chap at work was raving about river cruises, banging on about how amazing they are. Then I saw that this one had Jamie Hamilton on board, and that was it, I was sold. So here we both are. Wild. It’s like that time we were on holiday in Portugal, d’you remember? Sitting outside one of the bars in Albufeira, and who should walk by? Only Stu and Josie from the cricket club! Crazy how these things happen.’


‘You’re kidding!’ Instantly wide awake, Kayla sat bolt upright in bed.


‘I wish I was.’ Hattie sprayed her face and cleavage with sunscreen. ‘It was weird enough seeing him again, let alone here, of all places. We’re going to be bumping into them the whole time.’


‘Is it going to ruin your holiday?’


‘No, of course not. I can cope. It was a shock, that’s all.’


‘What’s the girlfriend like?’


‘Younger than me. Model figure. Asked me why we’d broken up.’


‘Did you tell her?’


‘That her boyfriend never got his head around the basic rules of being married? That it meant preferably not going out with his mates all the time and actually staying at home with his wife every so often? No, I’d only have sounded like a bitter ex.’


‘You’re allowed to be bitter.’ Kayla unscrewed the cap on the bottle of water next to her bed and gulped half of it down. ‘I might casually mention it to her.’


‘Let’s not. We’ll just try to keep away from them. I mean, they’re not going to want to bump into us either, are they? What are you doing?’ Hattie stared as Kayla hopped out of bed and began stripping off her clothes.


‘I’m going to jump in the shower.’


‘Curtains are open!’


‘Hello?’ Kayla turned to gesture at the vast expanse of water separating them from the buildings on the other side of the canal. ‘No one’s going to see me from all the way over there.’


The next moment, just as she unfastened her bra, a boat full of camera-snapping tourists chugged past the window a few metres away. Hattie let out a squeak of alarm, but Kayla, undaunted, gave them a wave and a jaunty boob-jiggle.


‘Kayla!’


‘Oh, come on, they’re on holiday, don’t they deserve a little treat?’


From where their boat was berthed at San Basilio, it was only a few minutes’ walk along narrow streets and up and over tiny bridges before Disa and Fen came to the larger wood and metal Ponte dell’Accademia, which crossed the Grand Canal.


By the time they reached it, Fen had already stopped at least fifty times to point her phone and take photos. At the highest section of the bridge, she was proving impossible to drag away.


‘One more,’ she protested, leaning over the balustrade and taking another dozen at least, as various boats and gondolas emerged from the shadows beneath the arch into bright sunshine.


Disa finally managed to lure her down the steps on the other side of the canal. Her heart began to clamour in her chest as she led the way, without appearing to be leading the way. Following the route she’d so carefully mapped out in her head, she was forced to pause every thirty seconds or so while Fen stopped to take yet another photo of a stone gargoyle, a slinking cat, a reflection in the water, or a class of tiny chattering children in matching yellow caps being guided by their teachers over a bridge. Nearly there now; a bit further along the side of this narrow canal, then next left and round the corner to the right.


And here it was, exactly as it had looked in all the photos she had pored over online. A pair of ornate iron gates stood open, surrounded by a profusion of greenery and leading into what looked like a secret garden. To the right of the gates was a board bearing a handwritten menu, and outside the ivy-clad building were tables and chairs occupied by people eating and drinking, because this was La Lanterna di Rosa, even if the name on the sign was obscured from view by the low-hanging branches of the tree at the entrance.


‘Look at that,’ Fen exclaimed, catching up with her and – surprise, surprise – taking five or six more photos. ‘Gorgeous!’


‘Doesn’t it look nice?’ Having always prided herself on being an effortless liar, Disa was belatedly discovering it rather depended on the importance of the lie. It was a wonder Fen couldn’t hear her heart thudding. She pretended to peer at the menu, despite not being able to see it without her reading glasses, and said casually, ‘Shall we stop for a rest, have something to eat?’


Fen gave her a puzzled look. ‘We only ate on the ship an hour ago. And we’re having dinner at seven.’


‘I know, but I thought you might be peckish. They do small plates here. Or we could have a drink? Are you thirsty? I’m quite thirsty.’ For goodness’ sake, woman, stop babbling. Her voice was sounding weird now, higher-pitched than usual. She should have done this alone, but Fen had been keen to come ashore with her and explore.


‘Fine, we’ll have a drink,’ said Fen. ‘Quick, those men are leaving, let’s grab their table.’


They were here. Too late to back out now.


A young waiter speedily cleared the table and invited them to sit. The waitress emerging from the restaurant with a tray of drinks was in her forties and Italian. Disa began to breathe more easily and ordered a couple of glasses of orange juice. After all this pent-up anticipation, today clearly wasn’t the day after all.


‘Excellent tablecloths.’ She stroked the crimson linen, then admired the many lanterns hanging outside the restaurant and in the trees surrounding them. ‘I bet this place looks magical at night.’


‘We could come here for dinner tomorrow evening,’ said Fen. ‘If you want.’


‘Maybe.’ Disa gave an offhand shrug. ‘We don’t always have to eat on the ship, do we? Let’s see how things go.’


The dining room on deck three opened at seven in the evening, and guests were welcome to sit anywhere they liked. Two middle-aged couples, Fen saw, had bagged seats at Jamie and Leon’s table and the men were engaged in a lively conversation about rugby. Her stomach did a little flip when Leon caught her eye as she and Disa passed by on their way to the other side of the restaurant.


What she was rapidly discovering was how sociable this trip was already proving to be. Having returned from their brief exploration of the San Marco neighbourhood of Venice, they’d chatted on the sun deck to fellow guests from Australia, Brazil, California – and Slough. Everyone was eager to get to know everyone else. At pre-dinner drinks they’d met a couple of women who’d been best friends since they were eight years old. Now in their late seventies, they’d been taking holidays together for almost half a century.


At dinner, they sat with a lively woman called Helena who was celebrating her recent divorce, a man called Horgan from New York whose husband had died two years ago, and Jeff and Gina, both teachers, who had been on many cruises all over the world and had first met at Paddington station, when they’d accidentally been allocated the same seat on a jam-packed train heading down from London to Penzance.


‘We had a huge row about it,’ said Gina.


‘She threatened to sit on my lap,’ said Jeff.


‘I needed the seat. I had a shocker of a hangover.’


Jeff said, ‘I had a broken foot!’


Disa was enthralled. ‘So what happened?’


‘By Reading, I’d decided I quite liked him,’ said Gina.


Jeff shrugged. ‘By Swindon, I thought maybe she was OK after all.’


‘By Bristol, I fancied him rotten.’


‘By the time we reached Penzance, I knew I wanted to marry her,’ said Jeff.


‘And I knew he had bony knees,’ Gina added, ‘because I was sitting on his lap. But we got married anyway, seven months later. All thanks to a ticket mix-up.’


Jeff winked at her. ‘Best ticket mix-up of my life.’


The food was superb, the wine magnificent. Earlier, Fen had seen Leon swivel round in his chair as if searching for someone, then break into a grin when she caught his eye. Helena and Disa, having discovered a mutual passion for art, were making plans to meet up and visit the Peggy Guggenheim Collection.


The next moment, a hand came to rest on her shoulder. She looked up, and there was Leon, bending to murmur in her ear. ‘I’m not usually one for being forward, but if you fancy joining me for a drink on the top deck after dinner, I’ll be heading up there in a few minutes.’ He paused, took a breath. ‘And if you don’t, that’s absolutely fine, please forget I even mentioned it.’


The touch of his fingertips on her bare shoulder made Fen want to squirm with delight. Did he really think she’d say no? It was crazy; when she’d woken up this morning, she hadn’t known he existed, yet now he was starting to feel like one of the most important people in her life. Then again, look at Gina and Jeff.


Who were in turn observing her and Leon with interest.


Disa said, ‘Darling, don’t worry about me. Helena and I are going to be in the bar discussing the life of the fabulous Peggy.’


‘Peggy Mitchell? From EastEnders?’ Leon winked. ‘Wasn’t she great?’


True to his word, he was up on deck waiting for her when she arrived ten minutes later. Pausing at the top of the staircase, Fen drank in the sight of him in profile as he surveyed the view, and marvelled at the zing of pleasure coursing through her veins. The sun was setting in the west, turning the sky a dozen deepening shades of apricot, and the first lights had started to come on in the buildings over on Giudecca Island. Pulling out her phone, she took a few photos and made sure to include Leon in all of them. Maybe once this holiday was over, she might choose one of them as her screensaver.


Without turning round, Leon said, ‘My ears are burning.’


She smiled, loving the sound of his voice. ‘I didn’t say anything, I was just thinking it.’


‘What were you thinking? Hope it wasn’t, “Oh, no, not him again.”’


Fen said, ‘I wasn’t thinking that.’


He turned, and her heart skipped a beat. She joined him on the blue and white striped two-seater sofa and he handed her one of the matching pair of drinks on the table in front of them. ‘Aperol spritz,’ he said. ‘I’ve never had one before, but apparently it’s a thing in Venice.’


‘I love an Aperol spritz.’


He touched his glass to hers, then took a sip and pulled a face. ‘God, that’s horrendous.’


‘I’ll have both of them.’


He shook his head, still grimacing. ‘I’ll order a beer in a bit. So, what’s the verdict so far?’


‘On Venice? Or the boat? Or you?’ The wine at dinner had loosened her tongue.


‘Whichever.’


‘All good.’ In case she was sounding like one of his friend Jamie’s fans, Fen said, ‘Dinner was excellent. Apart from no Scotch eggs, obviously.’


Leon laughed. ‘Shame we couldn’t have shared a table. Never mind, we’re here now. And I want to know more about you.’


The sky was darkening, the shades of vivid orange fading and blending with translucent greys as the sun disappeared.


‘What kind of stuff?’


‘Everything. All there is to know. Family. Death-row meal. Best friends growing up. Worst ever public humiliation. Most impressive party trick.’


So she told him about losing her mum to cancer seven years ago, followed by the departure of her dad a couple of years after that to a new life in Cape Town. She confided her all-consuming love for tomato-ketchup-flavoured crisps, especially in sandwiches, although sandwiches made with plain crisps and tomato ketchup were the worst. Then she told him about her best friend, Tonia, who’d kept her going through the hard times, taught her how to dance, cook and apply false lashes, and had all but broken her heart when she’d moved to Amsterdam.


‘Your friend moving away was more traumatic than your father leaving to live in South Africa?’


‘We never had that much to do with him.’ Fen shrugged. ‘He wasn’t cut out for family life. Mum held everything together until she got ill. She was incredible, and pretty much raised me single-handed. Until it was my turn to look after her.’


Leon’s gaze was sympathetic. ‘You’ve been through a lot.’


‘Others have it worse. I’m fine. I have Disa. Her husband died twelve years ago, but he was wonderful too. I loved them both so much.’


‘That’s good.’ Leon nodded and brushed an insect from her arm, causing her skin to tingle. ‘And you and Tonia are still friends?’


‘We are. We visit each other a couple of times a year. She’s married now, to Hendrik, and has a toddler, Sebastian, with another baby on the way. Works in a fancy art gallery in the centre of Amsterdam three days a week. Charming husband, big house, dream life.’


‘Do you envy her?’


May as well be honest. Fen took a sip of her drink. ‘Sometimes, yes. She has it all, including silky-smooth hair. Even her parents are the best.’


Leon tilted his head and studied her. ‘Sometimes life isn’t fair. But right now, you’re in Venice, drinking some bizarre drink that tastes completely repulsive if you ask me but for some reason you like it. You’re up here on deck after a five-star dinner, watching the world go by.’ He gestured to the vaporetto chugging its way past their mooring, and the speedboats bouncing over the darkening surface of the water. ‘Plus, you’re sitting next to someone who’s really glad he met you today. He also happens to think you’re looking incredible. So maybe this evening plenty of people would envy you.’


He stopped himself, then smacked his forehead with the palm of his hand. ‘God, sorry, sometimes I say stuff and it comes out all wrong. I’m such an idiot. Jamie’s the smooth talker, the one who always knows how to get it right. I just . . .’ He shook his head, took a distracted gulp of Aperol and pulled a face once more.


‘You just what?’ Fen held her breath.


‘Urgh, this stuff is so gross.’ He coughed and swallowed. ‘OK, I was going to say I feel as if I’ve known you for ever. I keep forgetting I haven’t and you probably think I’m barking mad.’


‘I’m not thinking that. And I’m glad I’ve met you.’ If he could be honest, so could she. ‘I was looking forward to this holiday anyway, but now I’m going to enjoy it even more.’


‘You could be bored with me by tomorrow.’


‘Pretty sure that isn’t going to happen.’ A waiter had appeared; Fen waited until he’d taken Leon’s request for a Peroni. Longing to discover more about him, she said, ‘And now it’s your turn to tell me everything about you.’
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