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Chapter 1

In the absence of a gavel, Hector MacLean seized a heavy glass ashtray and rattled it against the mahogany-topped bar.

‘Ladies and gentlemen, your attention please. Quiet at the back there, you Aussie riffraff. I feel the need to propose a toast. Over here, darling, over here.’ Beckoning Daisy towards him, he slung an arm round her waist. ‘And now would you all raise your glasses . . . to my beautiful daughter.’

‘To your beautiful daughter,’ chorused everyone in the room, causing Daisy to roll her eyes.

Honestly, did he have to be quite so embarrassing?

‘You missed a bit out,’ she told him. ‘What you actually meant to say was “To my beautiful, intelligent and staggeringly hard-working daughter, without whom this hotel would crumble and go out of business within a week.”’

‘All that. Absolutely. Goes without saying.’ Hector gestured expansively with his tumbler of Glenmorangie. ‘Everyone here already knows that. Just as they know you’re also stubborn, bossy and incredibly lacking in modesty. But I’m still proud of you. Considering all you ever did at school was smoke and play truant, and your mother and I never thought you’d amount to anything, you’ve turned out pretty well. And now, for my next toast, I’d like you all to raise your glasses once more to dear old Dennis.’

‘Dear old Dennis,’ they all bellowed back at him, even those guests who hadn’t the foggiest idea who Dennis was. That was the thing about Hector MacLean, his enthusiasm and joie de vivre was infectious.

As usual, Daisy marvelled, and in no time at all, a quiet gathering for a few drinks had turned into an impromptu, rip-roaring party. It wouldn’t be long now before her father called for his accordion and got the dancing underway. The fact that they were all supposed to be taking advantage of these few relatively peaceful days - the Christmas guests having departed and the New Year’s Eve ones yet to arrive - was of no consequence to Hector. The fact that it was December the twenty-eighth was, as far as he was concerned, a good enough reason to celebrate. Why take it easy when you could be having fun?

Daisy, glad that her spritzer was nine-tenths soda water, eased herself onto a bar stool while her father greeted a couple of late arrivals as though they were his dearest friends.

‘At last! How marvellous! Listen, we’re in danger of having a bit of a knees-up - either of you two handy with a piano?’

One of the Australians materialised at Daisy’s side as she was busily lining her empty stomach with cashews and roasted almonds. Not ideal, but better than nothing.

‘Your dad’s a character. When this place was recommended to us, we thought Jeez, some old country house hotel full of la-di-da tweedy women and pompous old colonel types, no way. But our friends promised us it wasn’t like that here, and they were right. This place is great.’

‘You may change your mind,’ said Daisy, ‘when my father gets his bagpipes out.’

‘You’re kidding!’ The Australian’s face lit up. ‘He actually plays the bagpipes?’

‘No. He just thinks he can. If you know what’s good for you,’ Daisy whispered, ‘you’ll persuade him to stick with the accordion.’

He laughed, even though she hadn’t been joking.

‘And who’s this other guy we just drank to, dear old Dennis? Is he someone else who works here?’

‘Ah well. Dennis is our benefactor. Without him,’ Daisy explained, ‘we wouldn’t have this hotel.’

‘You mean he owns it?’

Behind the bar, Rocky casually flipped a tumbler into the air and caught it. No one was currently drinking cocktails but he did it anyway. Grinning at Daisy, he began to whistle a catchy tune.

‘You probably know Dennis,’ Daisy told the Australian. Tilting her head in Rocky’s direction she added, ‘If you recognise that song, you definitely know him.’

Standing next to the Australian, Tara Donovan joined in the whistling. The Australian frowned. ‘It’s that kid’s thing, yeah? Dennis the Dashing Dachshund? I’m sorry, you’ve lost me.’

Unable to help themselves - they’d started so they’d finish - Rocky and Tara whistled and jiggled their way through to the end of the song.

‘My father may not have been blessed with many brilliant ideas in his lifetime,’ Daisy said fondly, ‘but twenty-five years ago he had an excellent one. He came up with Dennis.’

‘You’re kidding! Are you serious? That’s incredible!’ The Australian slapped his knee in delight. ‘I used to buy those books for my kids.’

Rocky was well away now, tap-dancing behind the bar and singing under his breath, ‘My name is Den-nis, the dashing dachshund’, because Dennis danced like Fred Astaire and Rocky liked to show off the fact that he had been to stage school.

Actually, Daisy amended, he just liked to show off. Then again, it was why she had hired him in the first place.

‘Dad used to make up stories for me when I was small,’ Daisy told the enthralled Australian, ‘about this effeminate dachshund. But I didn’t know what he looked like so Dad started drawing pictures of him. I took the pictures into school, told the stories to my friends and the next thing we knew, all the mothers were asking where they could get hold of these Dennis books their kids kept pestering them for. So Dad sent his stories off to a publisher and they snapped them up. Then a TV company got involved and Dennis fever took off - soft toys, games, pyjamas, the whole merchandising malarkey. All from one dear little idea. Dad sold the rights five years ago and bought this place,’ Daisy concluded. ‘So you see, we owe everything to Dennis.’

‘I used to have a Dennis the Dachshund duvet cover,’ Rocky put in cheerfully. ‘And Dennis slippers with ears on them that waggled when you walked.’

‘I had Dennis everything.’ Daisy groaned and pulled a face. ‘By the time I was nine it was embarrassing. All I cared about then was Adam Ant.’

One of the late arrivals was being persuaded to go and fetch his harmonica; he might not be able to play the piano but, Hector assured him, a mouth organ would do just as well.

‘I love this place,’ exclaimed the Australian. ‘I must go and talk to your dad.’

‘Are you all right?’ Rocky leaned across the bar and lowered his voice as the man moved away. ‘You look a bit . . . knackered.’

‘Me? I’m fine!’ Daisy realised he’d caught her off guard for a moment. What was the difference between putting on a brave front and telling a great big bare-faced lie? ‘Of course I’m fine, why wouldn’t I be?’

Rocky shrugged, reached for the silver tongs and lobbed a couple of ice cubes into a tumbler.

‘Thought you might be missing Steven. When’s he back?’

‘New Year’s Eve.’ Scooping up another handful of nuts, Daisy gave him a bright smile. Rocky wasn’t wild about Steven, she knew that, and he might even have an inkling about the events of the previous week, but there was no way in the world she was going to blurt out the whole story. She hadn’t told a soul. Not Tara, not even her own father. For now, she just had to carry on as if nothing was wrong.

‘Because if you’re feeling a bit lonely, I know just the thing to cheer you up.’ Rocky waggled a playful eyebrow as he said it, flashing her his naughtiest Robbie Williams smirk. ‘I’m young, single and available. Not to mention totally irresistible.’

Rocky was twenty-three, with a wicked smile and a peroxide crop. His favourite band was Oasis, which meant she could never fancy him in a million years.

‘It’s really kind of you to offer.’ Solemnly, Daisy patted his hand. ‘But you’re five years younger than me. You think Liam Gallagher’s a cool bloke.’ She frowned, pretending to think for a moment. ‘Oh yes, I knew there was something else. And I’m married.’

‘You don’t know what you’re missing. I’m at my sexual peak.’

‘I’m still married.’ God help me.

Rocky said, ‘Is that all that’s stopping you? I’m sure we can sort something out.’ Privately, he didn’t think much of marriage if what Daisy and Steven shared was a shining example. Daisy might be pretending everything was great, but you only had to see the two of them together to guess there were problems. The chief one being the fact that Steven Standish was a prize prat.

‘What are you two talking about?’ Tara shimmied up to them  in search of more wine. Drinking and partying was so much more fun than being a chambermaid, she couldn’t imagine why she wasn’t allowed to do it for a living. She’d make such a great It girl, if only she could have been christened Tinker Tonker-Parkinson. Fate was truly unfair.

‘Sex,’ Daisy announced with a wink. ‘And the fact that poor old Rocky here isn’t getting any.’

‘I didn’t say that. I didn’t say I wasn’t getting any,’ protested Rocky, who wasn’t. ‘I just offered Daisy the opportunity of a lifetime and she’s pretending not to be interested, going all prim on me, making out she doesn’t want to upset her husband.’

‘We’ve got a visitor.’ Tara nudged Daisy, drawing her attention to the police car moving slowly up the drive. Turning back to Rocky she said, ‘Opportunity of a lifetime? You? Oh dear, what a shame, now you’ll have to be arrested. The big scary policeman’s going to charge you with deception and fraud.’

‘On the other hand,’ Rocky jeered, ‘they could be here to arrest you for thinking you’re funny when you’re not.’

This was typical of the way Rocky and Tara carried on.

‘They can’t have come to complain about Dad’s bagpipes.’ Daisy was indignant. ‘He hasn’t even got them out yet.’

The panda car drew to a halt at the top of the drive. Through the French windows they watched Barry Foster, their local policeman, haul himself out and mutter a few words into his walkie-talkie. As he slammed the driver’s door shut and moved towards the entrance to the hotel, Daisy slid off her high stool. ‘I just hope he hasn’t come to arrest any of our guests.’

‘Unless it’s that one.’ Tara grimaced in the direction of the Geordie who only thought he could play the mouth organ.

‘Oh well, obviously,’ said Daisy with a grin. ‘He’s welcome to take Mr Harmonica.’

In Daisy’s office, Barry Foster pulled out a handkerchief and surreptitiously wiped his perspiring palms. Being the bearer of bad news was the thing he hated most about his job.

The green and gold wallpapered walls of the office appeared to be moving in and out. Daisy blinked slowly in an effort to get them to stay still.

‘Look, it must be some kind of mistake.’ She paused, licking dry lips. ‘Steven isn’t even in Bristol. He’s up in Glasgow, visiting his grandfather. He’s not due back until New Year’s Eve.’

Barry gave her a sympathetic look. He knew and liked Daisy. Knew Steven too.

‘I’m sorry, love. It was Steven’s car. His driving licence was in his wallet . . . would you like a glass of water?’

‘No thanks.’ Daisy shook her head, aware of her heart pounding in her chest. The accident had happened on Siston Common, according to Barry. Less than ten miles away. Steven’s BMW had skidded on a patch of ice and smashed into a wall. But Barry was still looking uncomfortable, as if there was something else he hadn’t quite plucked up the courage to tell her yet.

Unless . . .

‘Oh God.’ Daisy swallowed hard. ‘Is he dead?’

‘No, no,’ Barry said hurriedly. ‘No, love, he’s not dead. It’s serious, like I said. Condition critical. But he’s still alive, I promise you that.’

Critical. With a head injury. Deeply unconscious.

‘So why are you . . . ?’ Nodding at his hands, Daisy mimicked the agitated handkerchief-crushing movements. None of this made sense; Steven had phoned her last night from Glasgow and moaned about the weather up there. He had talked about buying tickets to see Glasgow Rangers play at home tomorrow. He was arranging for a plumber to come to his grandfather’s house to fix the broken thermostat on the boiler.

And no, he hadn’t told his grandfather about the other thing. Poor old fellow, he was eighty-three, didn’t he already have enough to cope with?

‘Daisy, I’m really sorry. Steven wasn’t alone in the car when it crashed.’

‘What?’ For a split second she thought he meant Steven had had his grandfather with him.

But no, of course he hadn’t meant that. The reason for the hand-wringing abruptly became clear, zooming into focus like a Nikon.

‘Go on,’ Daisy prompted. It was like the end of a crime thriller, suddenly realising who the murderer was.

‘He . . . um . . . had a girl with him.’ Barry clearly wasn’t happy; in fact, he was the one who looked as if he could do with a stiff drink.

Daisy frowned. ‘You mean a girlfriend-type girl?’

‘Ah, well . . . looks that way, yes.’

‘And is she unconscious too?’

‘No. No, love. She was lucky. Escaped with minor injuries. ’

Is this really happening? To me?


Daisy discovered she’d been twirling a long strand of hair round her index finger so tightly the end of her finger had gone blue. Beyond the closed office door she heard a burst of laughter drifting through from the bar, and the sound of an accordion being revved up.

She really should tell Hector what was going on, but it was all so complicated. How could she explain something like this when she was still so confused herself?

‘They’re having a party.’ Daisy gestured - fairly unnecessarily - in the direction of the bar. ‘I don’t want to spoil it for everyone else. My car’s parked behind the hotel.’

‘You don’t want to drive, love.’ Barry’s chins wobbled as he shook his head. ‘I can take you to the hospital.’

‘No need. I’m OK.’ Daisy wondered if she should be crying. The walls of the office had stopped going in and out, which was something to be grateful for. Somewhat shakily, she stood up. ‘I’ll be fine.’




Chapter 2

Fifteen minutes down the motorway was all it took to reach Frenchay Hospital on the outskirts of Bristol. For the first time in years Daisy drove without music blasting from the stereo to sing along to. Nor, when she parked the car in the tree-lined avenue next to the wards, did she reach automatically into her bag to re-do her lipstick in the rear-view mirror.

It was three forty-five. The sky was darkening from ash-grey to charcoal and lights were flickering on in the various buildings that made up the hospital. Daisy followed a sign pointing the way to the intensive care unit. Staff and visitors were walking around as if nothing had happened. A small girl let out a shriek of outrage as she dropped her bag of Jellytots on the path outside the WRVS shop.

How could Steven have been seeing someone else?

The doctor was incredibly kind. He explained the functions of the various types of machinery that surrounded Steven’s bed. This was the ventilator, which was taking care of his breathing. This smaller one was the ECG machine, monitoring his heartbeat. That clip on his finger was a pulse oximeter, the intravenous line enabled them to administer the various medications he needed and the drip was supplying him with fluids.

The intensive care unit was ultra-bright. Everything was white apart from the staff uniforms, which were pale blue. Feeling  ludicrously out of place in her red velvet shirt, black leather skirt and black patent high heels, Daisy tried hard to concentrate on what the doctor was telling her. She felt it was vital to understand everything he said, as if this were an A level she absolutely mustn’t fail.

Except it appeared to be an A level in a language she’d never learned. She was able to hear the words but they were making no sense. Apart from the bit about Steven’s condition being critical.

The doctor’s beeper went off.

‘Here, why don’t you sit down.’ Pulling a moulded plastic chair up to the bed, the doctor steered her towards it. ‘Hold his hand. Talk to him. You can stay as long as you like. I’ll be back later, OK?’

He shot off to deal with the next crisis, leaving Daisy alone with Steven. Well, not really alone. Fifteen feet away, a couple of nurses were keeping a discreet eye on her.

She sat down on the unforgiving plastic chair and held Steven’s hand, as instructed.

He was looking ridiculously healthy. A narrow white sheet covered his groin, otherwise he was naked. Tanned and muscular and obviously a fit chap, proud of his physique and deservedly so. All those hours in the gym had paid off. This was the body of a man in peak condition. He didn’t look injured at all.

Daisy blinked, pulled herself together. What was it she was meant to be doing now? Oh yes, talking to him.

But what was she supposed to say? Not ‘You lying cheating fucking bastard’, that was for sure. Oh no, that definitely wasn’t the kind of thing the doctor would have had in mind.

After twenty minutes Daisy rose to leave.

‘You go and wait in the relatives’ room,’ urged the kindly  nurse who was checking Steven’s blood pressure, ‘and I’ll bring you a nice cup of tea.’

Daisy wondered why people always said that. It might be a truly horrible cup of tea but they’d still call it nice.

‘It’s OK, I’m fine. Just going outside for a bit, for some fresh air.’

‘Right, love, you do that. Is there anyone else you’d like us to contact?’

‘No thanks.’ Smiling briefly, to make up for her uncharitable thought about the tea, Daisy indicated her bag. ‘I’ve got my phone with me. I’ll go and do that now.’

In the echoey sloping corridor outside the entrance to the ward, she had to leap out of the way as a porter whizzed passed with a boy in a wheelchair. A girl in jeans and a navy Puffa jacket was studying the noticeboard intently. The fluorescent lights flickered overhead, accentuating her pallor. Daisy hesitated, struck by the fact that the girl had glanced at her then abruptly, almost guiltily, turned away.

Taking her phone out of her bag, Daisy punched out a series of numbers and said, ‘Hi, it’s me. I’m leaving the hospital now. I’ll be home by five.’

Less than a minute after pushing through the doors marked EXIT, Daisy slid back into the corridor. The girl in the Puffa was no longer loitering by the noticeboard.

Peering through the glass porthole of the outer entrance to the intensive care unit, Daisy saw her standing by the second door, the one that led into the ward itself.

She was being spoken to by the kindly nurse, and sobbing as if her heart would break.

Feeling absurdly jealous, Daisy realised that the nurse was being just as nice to Puffa girl as she’d been to her, only instead of offering a nice cup of tea she was handing her a tissue.

There was a bandage, Daisy now saw, round the Puffa girl’s left wrist.

Leaning against the outer door so that it opened just a fraction, Daisy heard the nurse saying in a warm, soothing voice, ‘I’m so sorry, love, but you can’t go in. It’s relatives only.’

The girl was distraught. If she hadn’t been crying, she’d be pretty, Daisy automatically noted. Then again - and maybe it was inappropriate under the circumstances, but she still couldn’t help thinking it - the girl might be pretty, but not as pretty as her.

Daisy eased the pressure on the door, allowing it to close once more. Now she really did need some fresh air. It was also about time she actually rang Hector, rather than just pretending to ring Hector. He’d be wondering where she’d got to by now.

 



Steven’s condition deteriorated during the night. By eleven o’clock the next morning, dry-mouthed and light-headed from lack of sleep, Daisy found herself being led from the unit and ushered into the bad news office. You could tell it was the bad news office, it contained comfortable chairs.

The consultant, who was in his fifties and wearing a crumpled checked shirt under his immaculate white coat, said, ‘Mrs Standish, I’m sorry. We’ve carried out the second set of tests and they confirm what we feared. Your husband sustained an extremely severe head injury. There are no signs of brain function.’

Oh God.


Oh God.

‘Right.’ Daisy nodded and gazed out of the window. It was raining hard outside. ‘So, basically, he’s already dead.’

‘I’m afraid so.’

There was a box of tissues on the desk in front of her. For the tears, of course. Daisy, embarrassed by her inability to cry, said, ‘Well, thank you for everything you’ve done.’

The consultant cleared his throat. ‘There is one other thing I’d like to discuss with you, as Steven’s next of kin. The opportunity to allow others the chance of life.’ He rested his long fingers on a form and slid it across the desk towards her. ‘I don’t know if you and your husband ever discussed the issue of organ donation, but in our experience it can be of great comfort to the family in years to come, knowing that--’

‘You want to use Steven’s organs for transplant?’ Astonished, Daisy’s eyebrows shot up. ‘What, even though he has cancer? Wouldn’t that be risky for whoever got them?’

The consultant frowned. ‘Cancer? I’m sorry, I’m not with you.’

‘His cancer. I assumed it was all in there.’ Daisy nodded at the hospital notes, lying open on the desk. ‘He said he’d seen one of the doctors here . . . well, I thought it was this hospital. Unless he went private.’

The consultant’s frown deepened. ‘Just give me a couple of minutes.’

Daisy waited alone in the bad news room and watched the rain rattling against the windows. Since she couldn’t begin to gather her thoughts, she concentrated instead on counting the raindrops as they slid down the glass.

The consultant duly returned several minutes later.

‘I’ve spoken to Steven’s GP. She hasn’t seen your husband for over two years, and he couldn’t be referred to a hospital - any hospital - without a GP referral. I think we can safely assume there’s been some kind of misunderstanding here,’ he concluded gently. ‘Your husband doesn’t have cancer.’

 



Daisy found the nurse she was looking for, stacking away metal kidney dishes in the sluice room.

‘The consultant’s told me about Steven,’ Daisy announced, and the kindly nurse put down the dishes at once.

‘Oh, my dear, I’m so sorry. Would you like me to make you a nice cup of tea?’

‘No thanks.’

‘And you’re being so brave.’

Privately, Daisy thought it more likely that the nurses on the unit thought she was downright weird.

‘I wanted to ask you about the girl who was here yesterday afternoon. The one who was in the car with Steven when he had the accident.’

The nurse flushed slightly. Which confirmed it.

‘The thing is,’ Daisy went on, ‘I heard you telling her she couldn’t see him, because she wasn’t a relative. But under the circumstances . . . well, it wouldn’t hurt, would it? You could let her in for a few minutes while I stay out of the way.’

The nurse, her fair skin the colour of strawberry Angel Delight, said, ‘She isn’t here, love. I told her to go home.’

Daisy gave her a long look. ‘But I bet she gave you her phone number.’

From the expression on the nurse’s face, it was clear that the girl had. Well, it was only natural.

‘Ring her up,’ said Daisy. ‘I don’t know who she is, and I don’t want to meet her. But if she’s Steven’s girlfriend, at least she deserves the chance to say goodbye.’




Chapter 3

One Year Later

 



 



‘Daisy, can you be around this afternoon? The Cross-Dressers are arriving at four to discuss the menus for the wedding reception.’

Tara Donovan, who worked as a chambermaid at the hotel, suppressed a smile. Her own parents were dead now, but her father had been the quiet, pipe and slippers type. It must be fun to have someone like Hector as a dad.

Daisy gave her father a ‘behave yourself’ look. His loud voice and stupendous lack of tact were going to get him into big trouble one day.

‘Fine, but you have to stop calling them that.’

‘Darling, I know, but they deserve it. These people are starting to get on my nerves,’ Hector declared. ‘Why can’t they just decide on a menu and stick with the bloody thing? For the life of me I can’t imagine why anyone would want to invite a vegan to a wedding in the first place.’

This time Tara and Daisy exchanged glances, and Daisy heaved a sigh. Discretion wasn’t Hector’s forte. Luckily there were no guests currently within earshot. Reaching across the  reception desk for her pile of unopened mail, Daisy said, ‘Dad, I’ll deal with them. We’ll charge double for vegans. And they aren’t the Cross-Dressers or the Cross-Pollinators or the Hot Cross Buns, OK? They’re the Cross-Calverts and you’re jolly well going to be nice to them.’

Tara, who was vacuuming the staircase, promptly dropped her nozzle.


‘Who?’ Her heart thumping, she switched off the machine and anchored it with her foot before it could tumble down the stairs and kill someone. Maybe she’d misheard. ‘What did you say their name was?’

‘Mr and Mrs Cross-Your-Heart-Bra,’ Hector replied gravely. ‘And she needs a good-sized one, I can tell you. Sturdy straps, reinforced elastic, all that palaver.’ Hector wasn’t much of a one for political correctness either.

‘My father, the dinosaur.’ Daisy rolled her eyes. ‘Funny how he’s never remarried.’

Tara tried again. ‘Did you say Cross-Calvert?’

‘That’s right.’ Daisy was nodding absently, her attention on the letter she had just opened.

‘Dominic Cross-Calvert?’ This time she heard her voice as if the words hadn’t come from her own mouth.

‘Dominic, that’s it, that’s the fellow.’ Intrigued, Hector straightened up. ‘Know him, do you?’

‘I do.’ Idiotically, Tara realised that she sounded as if she were making her wedding vows. That was what you said, wasn’t it, when you promised to cherish your husband for richer or poorer, in sickness and in health, until death did you part? Or was it ‘I will’? Never having made that particular pledge, she wasn’t actually sure. Men thought she was pretty and a great laugh, and they were especially fond of her oversized chest, but none of them had ever offered to marry her.

‘Ha! Look at your face,’ Hector exclaimed. ‘He’s one of your exes, isn’t he? Some long-lost soul from your sordid past. Come on then, you can tell us. Who dumped who?’

As loftily as she could manage, Tara announced, ‘I do not have a sordid past.’ Which was, obviously, a big lie. Worse still, Hector knew it.

‘Which means he dumped you.’ Hector was triumphant. ‘My darling, I’m riveted. Right, that’s it, put that silly vacuum cleaner away and come and tell us all about it.’

She wavered. ‘I’m supposed to finish the stairs.’

This was both the good and the bad thing about Hector. His irreverent approach to owning and running a hotel meant he was wonderful to work for. On the other hand, the job still had to be done. On the other other hand, she was longing to find out more about Dominic.

Hector gestured dismissively at the staircase. ‘Bugger the cleaning, let’s have a drink! Daisy, are you coming to hear this?’

Daisy was engrossed in the contents of her letter. She wasn’t listening. Honestly, and she called herself a friend.

Tara said, ‘When’s he getting married?’

‘Two weeks’ time. January the tenth. Ninety-six guests, three wheat allergies, two lactose intolerants, seventeen vegetarians, and,’ Hector’s lip curled in disgust, ‘a vegan.’

‘And this girl he’s . . . um, marrying?’ Tara did her level best to sound casual.

Hector, not fooled for a moment, spoilt it all by throwing back his head and roaring with laughter. ‘Her name’s Annabel. Big girl, like I said. You and Daisy together could squeeze into her wedding dress.’

Tara was well enough acquainted with Hector’s tendency towards exaggeration to guess that this meant Annabel was  probably a curvy size fourteen. A voluptuous size fourteen.

‘Yes, but is she pretty?’ Not that she could imagine for a moment Dominic marrying someone who wasn’t. Far too infra dig.

Hector clapped an arm round Tara’s shoulders as he led her through to the bar. ‘My darling, she’s not a patch on you.’

 



‘Walking in a winter wonderland,’ went the song in Daisy’s head as she made her way down the hotel’s drive. It had been playing on the radio when she’d woken up this morning and had stuck in her mind ever since, which was no hardship because it was a song she loved, so Christmassy and jaunty it couldn’t fail to lift the spirits. If there could have been real snow to go with it, that would have made it better still, but you couldn’t have everything. And frost was beautiful too, Daisy thought loyally. Particularly when the sun was out, as it was now, and everything sparkled like one of those glittery snowstorm things you picked up and shook.

Even without snow, the hotel was looking gorgeous. Having reached the end of the drive, Daisy hopped over the honey-coloured Cotswold stone wall to her right and took the short cut through to the churchyard. There was nobody else about as she headed for Steven’s grave.

Mervyn Tucker, whose wife was buried next to Steven, had left behind the aluminium bucket he used to water the plants on her plot. Borrowing it, Daisy sat down and pulled the envelope from the depths of her dark blue velvet coat. It wasn’t the most comfortable of buckets, but she preferred to sit. It seemed friendlier, somehow.

‘Hi, it’s me. I’ve got some news for you.’ As she spoke, it occurred to Daisy that anyone watching her now would think she’d gone mad. Perched on an upended tin bucket reading a  letter to a pile of earth. Still, what did it matter? She was alone in the churchyard. Nobody could see or hear her. And this was a letter Steven should know about.

Blowing on her fingers to defrost them, her breath visible in the icy air, Daisy unfolded the first of the two sheets of paper contained in the envelope.

‘Right, well. This letter arrived today, from someone called Barney. You gave him one of your kidneys and the operation was a complete success. Imagine that! He’s twenty-five years old and you saved his life. Here, I’ll read it to you. It starts with “Dear Friend”, because he doesn’t know my name. He had to give this letter to his transplant co-ordinator and she’s forwarded it to me - they have to do it this way, apparently, for security reasons. Anyway, he says: “Dear Friend, I hope you don’t mind me writing to you. I can’t imagine how difficult it must have been, to make the decision you did at such a terrible time. But I so wanted to thank you for giving me a new life. Any words I choose will be inadequate - thank you has to be the understatement of the year. What else can I say? You are a wonderful person - I’m sure your husband was too - and I just hope that reading this letter will help in some small way as you begin to come to terms with your bereavement. You truly deserve to be happy again. I will always be grateful to you. If you feel able to write back, via my co-ordinator, I would love to hear from you. If not, I will of course understand. Thank you again, and my very best wishes, Barney.”’

Silence.

Having finished reading aloud, Daisy brushed a strand of hair from her eyes and rested her hand on Steven’s white marble gravestone.

‘There, that’s it. Isn’t that a fantastic letter? One year ago today, you died and gave Barney his life back. You finally did  something decent. And he sounds so sweet, don’t you think? I’ll definitely have to write back and thank him. I wonder how long it took him to think of what to say - oh, and he’s got nice handwriting too. Black ink on good quality cream paper, and no spelling mistakes. I’m so glad he didn’t do it on a word processor, that wouldn’t have been the same at all, I never--’

Daisy abruptly broke off, sensing movement at the periphery of her vision. Someone in a bright red jacket was standing by the lych gate, over to her left. Realising that she’d been spotted, but keen nevertheless not to be thought of as a complete nutcase, Daisy stayed where she was and kept quiet.

The raised metal rim round the base of the bucket was starting to dig into her bottom. She resisted the urge to wriggle in case she toppled off it.

Finally, because the person beside the lych gate wasn’t moving, Daisy turned her head and gazed directly at them. When she realised who it was, she nearly toppled off her bucket anyway.

Then again, it was the anniversary of Steven’s death. Maybe she shouldn’t be that surprised.

Recovering rapidly, Daisy called out, ‘It’s OK, you can come over.’

Puffa jacket - only this time she wasn’t wearing a Puffa - hesitated, then began to thread her way between the gravestones. The frosted grass crunched beneath her flat leather boots. She wore a scarlet fleece, white jeans, a bright green woolly scarf and blue knitted gloves. In her arms she carried a small cellophane-wrapped bunch of white roses.

Warily approaching Daisy, she said, ‘Look, sorry about this. I could go away and come back later, when--’

‘Don’t worry, I’ve pretty much finished here anyway. You can have my seat if you like.’ Easing her bottom off the bucket  - ouch - Daisy stood up and gestured for the girl to take her place. Deeply curious, she smiled briefly and said, ‘I recognise you from the hospital. I’m Daisy.’

‘I know.’ The girl’s nose and cheeks were pink with cold, and she was looking uncomfortable. Ha, thought Daisy, wait until you try sitting on that bucket.

‘My name’s Mel,’ she said at last.

Daisy wondered whether they should be shaking hands, but hers were warming up nicely inside her coat pockets. Besides, the girl didn’t look as if she much wanted to.

‘OK, look, I suppose this could count as one of those tricky social situations, but it really doesn’t have to be.’ Now that the girl was here, Daisy was curious to know more about her. ‘I’m sure Steven told you our marriage was pretty much on the rocks. Well, pretty much doesn’t come into it, to be honest. Absolutely on the rocks, more like.’ She was doing her best to be friendly, but it didn’t seem to be having much effect.

‘I know that.’ Mel began unwrapping the stiff, crackling cellophane from the bunch of roses. ‘He wanted a divorce and you refused.’

Confused, Daisy stared at the girl’s bent head.

‘What?’

‘He wanted to leave you,’ Mel repeated. ‘But you wouldn’t let him go.’

‘Oh no, I’m sorry, but that is wrong. Wrong, wrong, wrong.’ Abruptly, Daisy discovered that Steven still possessed the ability to astound her. ‘I was desperate for a divorce! I told him it was all over between us the week before Christmas. That was when he told me he had cancer.’


‘Cancer?’ It was Mel’s turn to look stunned. ‘Oh God, I didn’t know he had cancer!’

‘Yes, well. He didn’t. He was lying. It was his way of  blackmailing me into staying with him.’ Daisy forced herself to stay calm. ‘And do you know what? I fell for it. I thought I couldn’t abandon him to cope with something like that on his own.’ She paused, remembering the moment in the bad news office. ‘Except it wasn’t even true.’

‘I don’t believe you.’ Mel was winter-white, her hands trembling. ‘He wouldn’t do that. You’re making it up.’

‘Trust me. If I was going to make up a story like that, I’d have come up with something more original,’ Daisy shot back. ‘It’s such a cliché! Remember EastEnders, Angie doing it to Dirty Den? You see, that was the thing about Steven. He was a con artist. He told me that his only chance of recovery was some new form of treatment in America. He said it cost twenty thousand pounds and asked me to lend him the money - which, basically, meant give him the money, because Steven didn’t have any left of his own. Who knows what he planned to do with it,’ Daisy concluded with a shrug. ‘Run off to America with you, probably. And come back six months later, miraculously cured.’

Was she being cruel, telling Mel this? More to the point, did Mel believe her now?

The creamy-white roses lay across the grave, unwrapped and untouched.

Mel said slowly, ‘I don’t know what to think any more.’ There were tears in her grey eyes.

‘Oh please, I’m sorry, I didn’t mean to upset you,’ Daisy blurted out. ‘But you have to know what Steven was really like. I hadn’t any idea he was having an affair, but our marriage was over anyway.’

‘What I don’t understand,’ Mel said slowly, ‘is why he would lie to me. We loved each other. We wanted to be together more than anything. If you were happy to get a divorce, why would he want to stay with you?’

Daisy, who had long ago figured this one out, simply gestured over the churchyard wall. In the valley, with the river snaking around the perimeter of the landscaped gardens, the hotel nestled seductively, bathed in winter sunlight, and looking as if it had been liberally dusted with castor sugar. The twenty-foot high Norwegian spruce by the entrance was garlanded with silver lights. The Manor House itself, parts of which dated back to the fifteenth century, was like something out of a Ralph Lauren ad. The other week a reviewer in one of the Sunday papers had hailed it as one of the most glorious hotels in Britain. He’d also mentioned that it was owned by one of the most flamboyant characters in the business and had gone on to describe Hector as Basil Fawlty with attitude, which would probably put off zillions of potential clients, but you couldn’t win them all.

‘Look at it,’ Daisy said simply. ‘This is why Steven wanted to stay with me. He enjoyed the lifestyle too much.’ She didn’t add that Steven had never been much of a one for slumming it. Or for working his fingers to the bone.

‘The trouble is,’ Mel frowned, ‘you can say anything you like about him now and he can’t answer back.’

‘Oh, come on, think it through! If Steven had really wanted to leave me, why didn’t he?’ Impatiently, Daisy swept back her long dark hair. ‘I couldn’t stop him, could I? He was an adult. It wasn’t as if I could tie him up and shove him in the cellar!’

Unexpectedly, Mel said, ‘Would you have given him the twenty thousand pounds?’

Daisy shrugged. ‘I suppose so. He was still my husband. I could hardly say, gosh, cancer, how horrid, but I’m sorry I can’t actually spare the cash right now, I’d really set my heart on a new car.’

Mel, her gaze unwavering, said, ‘Did you love him?’

Considering they were virtual strangers, thought Daisy, they were having an astonishingly frank conversation.

She shook her head. ‘Not at the end, no.’

‘So why are you here, visiting his grave?’ Mel’s tone was faintly challenging. ‘I saw you talking to him just now.’

Daisy’s fingers brushed against the letter in her pocket. But first she had a few more questions of her own.

‘I’ll tell you in a minute. Did you love Steven?’

Mel shot her a pitying look. ‘Of course I did. Otherwise why would I be here now? And I brought him some flowers.’ Her grey eyes glittered as she added pointedly, ‘Which is more than you’ve ever done.’

‘Ever done? So you’ve been here before?’ It was on the tip of Daisy’s tongue to say ‘Do you come here often?’

‘I visit every week. It’s allowed,’ Mel retorted with a flash of defiance. ‘You can’t stop me.’

‘I didn’t say I was going to stop you.’ Heavens, she was touchy! ‘In a weird way, it’s nice to know he has a visitor. How old are you?’ Swiftly, Daisy changed the subject. See? I can ask personal questions too.

‘Twenty-six,’ Mel said stiffly.

Hmm, older than she looked, then. With that schoolgirl fringe and neat little mouth, Daisy had guessed twenty-one or -two.

‘So you were twenty-five when you got involved with somebody else’s husband. No qualms about that?’

Mel’s hands were as red as her nose as she clumsily began to arrange the roses in the stone vase. The frost from the grass was melting into the knees of her white jeans.

‘I felt sorry for him. He said he was trapped in a loveless marriage - which was true - and that you were, well . . .’

‘Let me guess. The bitch from hell?’ That figured, thought Daisy. She could picture it clearly in her mind, nobody could lie or charm their way through life more convincingly than Steven. ‘Actually, I’m not. I’m really nice. Not that I’d expect you to believe that, but I am.’

Mel looked up. ‘You did do one nice thing. Telling the nurse at the hospital to let me into the intensive care unit. That meant so much to me. I couldn’t believe you’d done that.’

Daisy smiled briefly. ‘Ah well, there you go. Like I said, I’m actually a fantastically lovely person.’

Mel, too tense to smile back, said, ‘That was something else Steven told me, that you were full of yourself. Hardly the shrinking violet type, he said.’

‘Shrinking violets can’t run hotels. Speaking of which, I should be getting back.’ Checking her watch, and at the same time noticing Mel check it out - yes, it was a Cartier and no, it wasn’t a fake - Daisy said, ‘Before I go, there’s something you might like to see.’

Mel took the envelope and shook out the two sheets of paper. Her fingers clearly numb with cold, she unfolded them and began to read, first the explanatory letter from the co-ordinator, then the one from Barney.

She only read the first few lines of the second letter. Not bothering to carry on to the end, she stuffed them back into the envelope and thrust the whole lot into Daisy’s hand.

‘Doesn’t it help?’ Daisy frowned, taken aback. This wasn’t the reaction she’d been expecting.

‘Why would it?’

‘But I think it’s brilliant! That’s why I had to come and tell Steven. He did a good thing. Thanks to him, this boy’s got his life back.’

‘But he’s a complete stranger.’ As she spoke, angry tears  sprang into Mel’s eyes. ‘I don’t care about him. I’d rather Steven was still alive. I want him to have his life back, not some boy I don’t even know.’




Chapter 4

Tara, nudging the door open with her bottom and backing into Room 12 with her arms full of fresh towels, nearly jumped out of her skin when she realised she wasn’t alone. The current occupiers having just taken off in their helicopter, she had, naturally enough, expected the room to be empty.

‘Oh, it’s you! Good grief, what are you doing?’ Dumping the towels onto the four-poster, Tara veered across to the windows where Daisy, kneeling up on the window seat, was peering through a pair of binoculars. ‘Not birdwatching!’ Tara let out a wail of dismay. ‘Please don’t tell me you’ve taken up birdwatching, that is such a nerdy thing to do. You’ll have to go around in one of those hideous green anoraky things and start wearing a woolly bobble hat and I’m telling you now, you’ll  never get a boyfriend--’

‘I’m not birdwatching, I’m spying on someone,’ Daisy interrupted her diatribe.

‘Oh well, that’s all right then, that’s an excellent hobby.’ Tara nodded in approval. ‘Who is it?’

‘Ooh, nobody special. Just the girl who was having an affair with Steven before he died.’

‘What?’


‘Ouch.’ Daisy yelped as the strap of the binoculars abruptly tightened round her neck. Sensing that strangulation could seriously  damage her health, she disentangled herself and passed them over to Tara. ‘Over there in the churchyard. Red jacket, dark hair.’

‘Got her.’ Tara pressed the binoculars against the glass, gazing avidly at the girl who was kneeling next to Steven’s grave. ‘But how do you know for sure she’s the girlfriend?’

‘I’ve just been over there, talking to her. We got a few things sorted out.’ Daisy heaved a sigh. ‘Steven told her almost as many lies as he told me.’

Blimey. ‘Lying never works. You always end up getting caught out,’ Tara said sadly. ‘Like I was telling your dad earlier, that’s just how me and Dominic broke up.’

Her mind evidently elsewhere, Daisy said, ‘Dominic? Dominic who?’

‘Dominic Cross-Calvert, you twit.’

Daisy looked astonished. ‘Cross-Calvert? But that’s the name of the chap who’s getting married here in two weeks’ time. Are you telling me you used to go out with him?’

Tara tut-tutted and tilted her head sympathetically to one side. ‘Honestly, I worry about you sometimes. I told you that this morning.’

‘Did you? Oh well, never mind. If it’s going to be awkward, we’ll just re-jig your shifts. You don’t have to see him.’ As she said it, Daisy was watching Mel leave Steven’s grave and make her way slowly out of the tree-lined churchyard.

‘Don’t be daft.’ Tara was indignant. ‘It was no big thing. I’m fine about Dominic.’

‘So you promise you won’t be doing anything embarrassing, like leaping up in the middle of the ceremony and yelling, “Yes, yes, I know a reason why he can’t get married!” Because if you did do that,’ Daisy shook her head in sorrowful fashion, ‘I’m afraid I’d have to sack you, then chop you up into little pieces and feed you to Bert Connelly’s dogs.’

Yuk. Bert Connelly, one of the hotel’s handymen, kept a small pack of snarling, ravenous pit bulls.

‘I’m not going to do anything,’ Tara protested. ‘Just say hi, that’s all. Crikey, I haven’t even thought about Dominic for months. He was never that important. Life goes on. If he’s getting married, I’m happy for him. And I promise not to do anything embarrassing.’

Daisy nodded, relieved. She could see that Tara was telling the truth.

‘Actually, they’re coming down this afternoon. Maybe you could hang around after your shift and say hello, get it out of the way before the wedding.’

‘I thought of that, and I’d have loved to,’ Tara said honestly, ‘but I’ve got a hair appointment at four, and it’s my last chance before Zoe goes off on maternity leave.’ This was also true. Zoe, the only hairdresser in the world she trusted with her hair, had thoughtlessly gone and got herself knocked up. This afternoon she had to cut and highlight Tara’s spiky blonde hair thoroughly enough to see her through the next four months, while she herself  selfishly gave birth and lazed around at home looking after a small baby. Honestly, hairdressers could be so inconsiderate. Didn’t they realise the psychological harm they were inflicting on their loyal clients? Couldn’t they just remember to take their Pills?

‘I can’t miss my appointment,’ said Tara, feeling like a heroin addict being asked to give up her next fix.

‘Don’t panic. I just thought it might be easier to see him this afternoon. I don’t want you getting upset on the day of the wedding.’

‘Honestly, you’ve got this so out of proportion,’ Tara complained. ‘I’m not the tiniest bit in love with Dominic Cross-Calvert. He means nothing to me.’

‘OK, OK.’ Realising she’d overdone it, Daisy waved her arms in surrender. ‘So long as you’re sure.’

 



On the morning of the wedding, it rained. Not just normal rain, either. It was bucketing down.

When the bride-to-be arrived with her mother and sister at ten thirty, Daisy greeted them in reception and led them upstairs to their suite.

‘I know we’re early,’ gushed Annabel, who was plump, blonde and china-doll pretty, ‘but we wanted to allow plenty of time to get down here, and I’ve been up since five o’clock anyway, all of a flutter. Dominic thinks I’m mad, he says I’m a hopeless case, but how can I not be excited?’ Panting slightly as she followed Daisy up the staircase, she declared with pride, ‘It’s the morning of my wedding, the most important day of my life!’

The suite’s sitting room had been specially prepared for them with welcoming bowls of flowers and champagne on ice. A fire was crackling away in the grate.

‘Of course it’s important,’ said Daisy. ‘And I bet you any money he’s as excited as you are. Men just like to pretend they aren’t, it’s one of those blokey things they do. What time’s he going to be arriving?’

The wedding ceremony itself was due to take place at three o’clock. Annabel had plenty of time in which to titivate and get herself ready.

‘Oh, two-ish. His best man’s driving him down here. But Dominic mustn’t see me, don’t forget - it’s bad luck for the groom to see the bride before the wedding! Still, I expect they’ll stay downstairs in the bar. Another of those good old male traditions.’ Annabel rolled her eyes in good-natured resignation, then broke into an uncontrollable grin. ‘I still can’t believe this is actually happening to me, I think I must be  the luckiest girl in the world. How about you, are you married? ’

‘Me? Nooo.’ Brightly, Daisy shook her head. This was one of those questions she preferred to veer away from.

‘What? How can you never have been married?’ Annabel looked shocked. ‘You’re so beautiful you could have any man you want!’

Oh dear, nothing worse than shattering a girl’s illusions hours before her nuptials. No blushing bride-to-be wants to be reminded that some men might trick you into thinking they’re the answer to a single girl’s prayers but that deep down they’re all cheating lying warthogs.

‘Well, I tried it once,’ Daisy said super-casually, ‘but it didn’t work out. Oh wow, that is fabulous.’ Diverting attention from her own unfortunate brush with matrimony, she exclaimed over the wedding gown Annabel’s mother was lovingly unzipping from its case. ‘What a dress . . . look at that beading.’

‘Every single bead sewn on by hand,’ Annabel twinkled as her mother blushed with pride. ‘Mummy made the dress for me. Isn’t it just fantastic? She’s been working on it for months.’

‘Gorgeous,’ Daisy agreed, though quite so much beading and intricate white-on-white embroidery wasn’t really her thing. ‘Well, I’d better leave you to settle in. I’ll have a pot of coffee sent up, and you can just buzz down to reception if there’s anything else you need.’

‘Thanks.’ Annabel plonked herself joyfully on the end of the bed, almost squashing the elaborate make-up kit her sister had just unpacked. ‘Oops, clumsy me! Jeannie’s doing my hair first, then my nails, then my face . . . just as well, the way my hands are shaking!’

‘I’ll see you later,’ Daisy told them as she moved to the door. ‘Have fun.’

It wasn’t as if Tara was desperate to impress Dominic. Then again, it was only natural to aim to be looking your best when you bumped into an old boyfriend you haven’t seen for years. No one in their right mind wanted their ex to scuttle off breathing a sigh of relief and thinking phew, a narrow escape there.

Tara shuddered at the prospect. Hopefully, Dominic wouldn’t think that. Today she had applied her make-up with a lot more care and attention to detail than usual. Her hair, by sheer chance, was looking great. And just for that smidgen of added confidence she was wearing her pushy-uppy, ultra-padded peacock-blue bra.

It was a shame, of course, about the outfit, but these things couldn’t be helped, and at least it was plain navy. Tara knew that as far as chambermaids’ uniforms went, she could have done a lot worse.

Oh God, that was the other bit she wasn’t looking forward to. When she had known Dominic, she’d been an aspiring actress. An aspiring actress with dreams and, um, aspirations. Was he going to laugh his head off when he discovered what she was doing for a living now? Worse still, would he sneer?

Tara, on her knees in Room 4, scrubbing energetically at what looked like a squelched-in bit of chewing gum on the carpet, briefly entertained the idea of pretending to Dominic that she was here undercover, secretly researching the job of a chambermaid for some high-budget drama series commissioned by ITV. That sounded a bit more impressive.

Oh, stop it, thought Tara with a burst of impatience, what am I doing? I’m a chambermaid and that’s nothing to be ashamed of. We can’t all be Kate Winslet. This is Dominic’s wedding day, for crying out loud. He isn’t going to care what I do for a living and I don’t give two hoots what he thinks of me anyway.

Tara heard the waiters downstairs shouting instructions to each other across the dining room as they organised the tables according to the seating plan. Checking her watch, she saw that it was one thirty. Dominic would be here soon. And Annabel, his prospective bride, had already spent three hours primping and preparing herself for the ceremony.

Glad that nobody was around to read her mind, Tara leaned back on her heels and recalled how she had once spent hours lovingly practising her signature, should she end up marrying Dominic. Tara Cross-Calvert had sounded so much more actressy and upmarket than plain old bog standard Tara Donovan. To be honest, she’d probably been more taken with the surname than she had been with Dominic himself.

And now, in less than three hours, somebody else would be able to call herself Mrs Cross-Calvert and write her glamorous new signature with a flourish.

It occurred to Tara that, with her luck, she’d more than likely end up marrying someone with a surname like Grimshaw or Winkle or Puke.

The sound of a car on the gravelled drive outside had an electrifying effect, but it was only one of the other guests, an American currently in possession of the loudest wife known to man. A wife, Tara belatedly recalled, who had asked her to replace the firm pillows in their room with soft ones. If she didn’t want her eardrums shattered, she’d better deal with that now.

Ho hum. Who said chambermaiding wasn’t a glamorous life?




Chapter 5

‘Oof,’ gasped Tara, turning a corner and colliding head on with a figure coming in the opposite direction. Happily, thanks to the fact that her arms had been full of squashy goosedown pillows, it was a painless - even bouncy - collision. ‘I’m really sorry, are you OK?’

Bending down to retrieve the scattered pillows and simultaneously getting her first proper look at her bump-ee, she caught her breath. Because, there was no getting away from it, he was truly, madly and deeply gorgeous. Dark, glossy hair, even darker eyes with a glint of laughter in them, and the kind of unseasonal tan that had left his mouth a shade paler than his skin. When he smiled, his teeth were as white as his polo shirt. He had a lean, hard, broad-shouldered body to die for. He was also familiar, although Tara couldn’t immediately place him. He certainly wasn’t one of the hotel guests.

‘I’ll live.’ Grinning down at her as she clumsily gathered up the pillows, he added, ‘I like your bra.’

Tara blushed furiously. She couldn’t help it. Glancing down, she discovered that the top button of her navy overall had popped undone, leaving the v-shaped neckline gaping dramatically. From his elevated position this stunning dark-eyed man could probably see not only her bra but all the way down to her navel.

Hastily sucking in her stomach just in case, Tara fumbled with the button and refastened it. But as well as blushing, she was aware of biting her lip in an effort not to smirk because, to be honest, it wasn’t every day you had your bra admired by someone quite so pulse-racingly gorgeous.

And it had been nice of him to say he liked it. Tara was both flattered and pleased, seeing as the thing had cost her thirty-eight pounds fifty. Such a beautiful bra deserved to be appreciated.

‘Come on, up you get.’ Holding out a hand, he hauled her efficiently to her feet. ‘No injuries that might need looking at?’

Tara felt her skin begin to prickle with pleasurable delight.

‘I’m fine.’ Grinning broadly now, she thought how brilliant it would be if he were a guest who had just booked into the hotel for a month. ‘But you’ve got . . . excuse me . . .’

‘What?’ His eyebrows rocketed in mock alarm as Tara reached out towards the front of his jeans.

‘Sorry. There you go.’ Having retrieved the small curly feather, Tara waved it at him. ‘It was on your trousers. Must have escaped from one of the pillows.’

Lucky feather!

‘Phew. For a second there I wondered what you were about to do.’ He smiled as he said it, revealing wicked dimples. Behind her, Tara was vaguely aware of a door opening and clicking shut. Realising that another guest had just emerged from the Gents and would be needing to squeeze past them in the narrow corridor, she automatically clutched the pillows to her chest and moved to one side.

The next moment a stunned male voice gasped, ‘I don’t believe it. Tara?’

She turned and there he was. Dominic, looking exactly as she remembered. Except maybe more poleaxed.

‘Hello, Dominic. Getting married at last, I hear. Congratulations. ’ She’d been practising these lines for days, needless to say, but the great thing about being an actress was you could rehearse endlessly and still make it come out sounding spontaneous and completely natural. Even failed actresses could manage that.

Pleased with herself, Tara flashed Dominic a breezy smile. Then, because it seemed rude not to, she planted a brief kiss on his cheek.

‘Hang on. I don’t understand.’ Dominic was shaking his head, still in shock. ‘What are you doing here?’

Determined not to be ashamed, Tara raised her chin and said, ‘Working. I’m a chambermaid now.’ She nearly managed to pull it off, to make it sound as though it couldn’t matter less that she was no longer in the business, but the faint wobble in her voice let her down. Oh yes, this is me, these days I earn my living picking other people’s chewing gum out of carpets.

Dominic was incredulous. ‘What happened to the . . . other stuff ?’

‘The acting, you mean?’ Praying her voice wouldn’t betray her a second time, Tara shrugged nonchalantly. ‘I gave it up. Too competitive. Well, maybe I just wasn’t good enough. Anyway, it was time to get out of London. Aunt Maggie invited me to stay down here with her - she’s got a gorgeous little cottage in the village - and I’ve been here ever since. Not what you’d call a glitzy career, but we have a laugh.’ As she rattled on, Tara turned to include the Feather man in the conversation in case he might be feeling left out, but he was no longer there. Silently, he had slipped away.

Oh well, never mind, she was bound to bump into him again before long.

And in the meantime . . .

‘I just don’t believe this. I just do not believe this is happening. ’ Dominic slowly shook his head.

I say, steady on.

‘I know, it’s been a while, hasn’t it?’ Tara hadn’t expected him to react quite so dramatically. He was staring at her as if she’d suddenly turned into Madonna or someone. The colour had drained from his face. As he reached for her hand she realised that he was trembling.

‘God, Tara, this isn’t fair. I’m supposed to be getting married in two hours’ time.’

‘What?’ Tara laughed at his slip of the tongue. ‘You’re not  supposed to be getting married, you twit! You are getting married.’

Dominic’s tone grew urgent. ‘I’m sorry but you don’t know what this means to me. You have no idea.’ He lowered his voice still further as another guest passed them in the corridor. ‘Tara, we have to talk.’

Tara, her heart starting to thump, clutched the pillows tighter to her chest.

‘Dom, I can’t. I’m busy. And you have to get yourself ready for the wedding.’

‘Come to my room.’ He pulled a key from his jeans pocket. Tara stared at it in disbelief. ‘Are you mad? Of course I’m not coming to your room! What would it look like if anyone saw us?’

‘Tara, this is important. If you won’t talk to me, I’ll cancel the wedding. And then it’ll be all your fault.’ He was smiling his familiar lopsided smile as he said it. Tara’s heart went  twaannggg as she remembered how he had always been able to make her laugh.

‘Just five minutes,’ Dominic persisted, his straight fair hair flopping into his eyes.

‘I’ve got to take these to Room Six.’ Helplessly, she indicated the pillows.

‘Great idea. We’ll talk in there.’

‘We will not!’ Thinking fast, instinctively aware that any bedroom anywhere was a bad idea, Tara said, ‘Let me just take these up. I’ll be back in two minutes.’

‘I’ve waited this long.’ Dominic gave her another one of those heart-melting smiles. ‘I don’t suppose another couple of minutes will hurt.’

Upstairs, Tara shook the pillows into fresh pillowcases and tried to figure out why Dominic had reacted the way he had. What was the big deal? Crikey, it wasn’t as if she’d ended their relationship and Dominic had spent the last two years pining like a dog. He was the one who had finished with her.

Downstairs, she found him waiting in exactly the same place in the corridor, pretending to admire a painting on the wall. Ahead of them, the reception area was buzzing with preparations for the wedding, the finishing touches were being put to the flower arrangements.

The clatter of cutlery being laid out drifted through from the dining room. Reversing back down the corridor and taking a couple of left turns with Dominic in tow, Tara opened one of the side doors leading outside and murmured, ‘There’s a summerhouse next to the pool. We won’t be disturbed there.’

‘We certainly won’t.’ Dominic peered up at the leaden sky. ‘Nobody else in their right mind would be mad enough to go out in this.’

It was raining harder than ever. Really hammering down now.

‘You’re going to get wet,’ Tara warned.

‘You don’t say.’ His bright eyes narrowed with amusement. ‘Never mind, you’re worth it.’

But why? Tara wanted to yell. Why, why, why am I suddenly worth it?

Oh well, only one way to find out.

‘OK.’ Closing the door behind them, she gasped as the first icy blast of rain hurled itself at her like gravel. ‘See the roof of the summerhouse over there? One, two, three . . . go.’

‘Th-this is the w-w-worst idea I ever h-had,’ Tara stammered through frantically chattering teeth, forty seconds later. The summerhouse might be a discreet place to talk but it was also concrete-floored and colder than being trapped in a deep-freeze.

‘Don’t worry, I’ll warm you up.’ Dominic’s arms were round her before she had a chance to protest, and Tara was unable to summon the willpower to move away. The heat of his body was gorgeous, better than any electric blanket. And he was rubbing her arms and back in a brisk, circulation-boosting kind of way.

‘Right,’ said Tara, when she was able to speak again without risking biting through her tongue. ‘So are you going to tell me what this is all about?’ Glancing at her watch she added, ‘Bearing in mind that your future wife is probably, at this very moment, climbing into her wedding dress.’

‘Look at you.’ Ignoring the question, Dominic slowly trailed a finger down one side of her face. ‘You haven’t changed a bit. Not on the outside, at least.’

‘I haven’t changed on the inside,’ Tara protested. ‘I’m exactly the same.’

‘Wrong. You only think that. But you have changed,’ he told her. ‘More than you know.’

A wooden bench ran along the back wall of the summerhouse. As they sat down together, Tara shivered and warned, ‘Say it quickly then, whatever it is. Five minutes and I’m going back inside.’ Despite pretending to be stern, she was bursting with  curiosity. It was such a thrill, discovering that you’d had more of an effect on someone than you’d ever imagined.

‘I loved you,’ Dominic said simply. ‘You were my dream girl. You were funny and beautiful and the best fun in the world.’

Not to mention fab in bed, thought Tara, don’t forget that bit.

Aloud she said, with just a hint of sarcasm, ‘If I was that much fun, seems a bit strange that you decided to chuck me.’

‘Can’t you guess why I did that? Can you really not work it out?’ Dominic shook his head sadly. ‘You were perfect in almost every way. But the one thing I couldn’t cope with was the one thing you cared about more than anything else in the world.’

Tara boggled. Good grief, was he seriously saying he couldn’t cope with her addiction to toffee pecan ice cream?

‘Your so-called career,’ Dominic went on. ‘You were obsessed with it. Nothing else mattered. Your whole life revolved around this crazy dream that you were going to make it big one day and you just couldn’t see what it was doing to you. Every Thursday you’d buy The Stage and read it from cover to cover. Then there were the endless auditions that never came to anything. So you started doing the tacky stuff, convinced that it didn’t matter, it was better than nothing and you might still get your big break. You actually managed to convince yourself that some hotshot producer might spot a topless photo of you and decide that you were the girl he needed to star in his next Hollywood blockbuster.’

Tara, her skin prickling with embarrassment, said indignantly, ‘But everyone has to go through that! The whole thing about acting is you do have to struggle before you get noticed. Madonna went through it. And Geri Halliwell. God, even Joanna Lumley did it.’ She knew he’d always had a soft spot for Joanna Lumley.

‘Maybe they did. But I couldn’t handle seeing you do that to yourself. It made me feel . . . well, a bit sick, to be honest. And then I heard through a friend of a friend that you’d gone along to audition for a job in a lap-dancing club and I knew I couldn’t handle it any more. I loved you, but I didn’t want a girlfriend who was a lap-dancer. And when I asked you about the work, you told me it was waitressing. That was the last straw. I had to end our relationship.’

Tara was astounded. OK, she’d lied to him and been caught out, but she hadn’t realised he’d felt this strongly about her whole career.

‘But you never even gave me a clue! If you hated me doing it so much, why didn’t you tell me? For crying out loud, Dominic, I didn’t have any idea!’

He shrugged. ‘I know you didn’t. That’s because you were obsessed. Acting was more important to you than anything or anyone else. It was the love of your life. There was no point asking you to give it up because, well, you just wouldn’t have done it. You were like an alcoholic refusing to believe you had a problem. I just decided to get out while I still could. It hurt like hell, but I realised I didn’t have any choice. It was a no-win situation. I couldn’t stop you doing what you wanted to do.’

Tara shivered, her sodden uniform cold and clammy against her skin. No doubt Dominic had envisaged her ending up as some bloated, silicone-pumped old hag starring in soft porn movies. The really shaming thing was, it could so nearly have happened. She’d been there, teetering right at the top of that scary slippery slope. All it would have taken was one tiny push.

She had, thank God, come to her senses in the nick of time. Realising what she was on the verge of doing, she’d stepped back.

‘That’s all in the past now,’ Tara said slowly. ‘I faced up to the  fact that I’d been kidding myself. I was never going to make it as an actress. So I gave it all up and moved down here. Does that make you feel better?’ she added with a wry smile. ‘Knowing you were right all along?’

Dominic roughly raked back his hair, his expression strained. ‘Tara, listen to me. Don’t you understand, don’t you see what this means? You were perfect in every other way. The only thing that came between us was your acting. And now you aren’t doing it any more. Which makes you . . .’

‘Perfect?’ quipped Tara.

But Dominic wasn’t laughing. There was anguish in his eyes as he uttered, ‘God, yes, yes,’ and made his lunge.

Caught off guard by the unexpectedness of the onslaught, Tara toppled backwards along the wooden bench. Dominic’s arms were all over her like tentacles, his body pressing against hers as he groaned and kissed her passionately on the mouth. To stop herself falling off the bench, Tara was forced to hang on to him. She let out a muffled wmpphh of surprise and grabbed his shoulders, dimly aware that one of her knees was trapped between his legs. Dominic’s warm tongue had snaked its way into her mouth and he was kissing her so hard she could barely breathe. His wet hair was flopping into her eyes, she could feel his heart thump-thumping against her chest and the smell of his aftershave was--


‘Stop it, stop it, stop it!’ shrieked a female voice as the door of the summerhouse crashed open so hard it almost flew off its hinges. ‘For God’s sake, let him go!’





Chapter 6

Every nerve-ending in Tara’s body went zzinnggg with the need to leap six feet in the air, but Dominic was on top of her and she was unable to leap anywhere. His weight pinned her to the narrow slatted bench. He lay there, not moving a muscle either, rather like a two-year-old thinking that if he closes his eyes, keeps still and pretends hard enough not to be there, he won’t be spotted.

It didn’t work. Moments later, Dominic was seized none too gently by the shoulders and yanked off the bench. Tara, flushed and mortified, jack-knifed into a sitting position and pulled her rucked-up uniform back down over her thighs.

God, this was awful, just awful.

‘You filthy disgusting little tart!’ bellowed a furious-looking girl in a peach satin bridesmaid’s dress. ‘What the bloody hell do you think you’re doing to my sister’s fiancé? How  dare you!’

Horrified, Tara stammered, ‘B-but it’s not what you th-think . . . it wasn’t like that . . .’ and stared wildly at Dominic, waiting for him to leap to her defence.

But Dominic, pale and tight-lipped, was shaking his head in sorrowful fashion. ‘Jeannie, don’t blow your top. She didn’t mean to get carried away. I tried to stop her . . . the thing is, we knew each other years ago. She was just a bit overwhelmed to see me again.’

At this jaw-dropping, outright lie, Tara yelped, ‘Oh, excuse me, are you serious? You were the one who kissed me!’

‘You brought him out here,’ Jeannie blazed. ‘I looked out of our bathroom window and saw you leading the way. I thought it seemed a bit odd, that’s why I left it for a few minutes, but when you didn’t come back I came downstairs and followed the path from the back of the hotel. I couldn’t imagine where you’d gone, until I came round the corner and saw this place with all the windows steamed up. And surprise, surprise, here you were.’ She gestured in disgust at Tara, as if she were covered in sores. ‘My God, you are beyond belief, you really are. Trying to seduce a man who’s getting married in an hour and a half. I mean, do you have any idea what this is going to do to my sister?’

‘Jeannie, Jeannie, you can’t do that,’ Dominic said hurriedly. ‘You mustn’t tell Annabel, you just can’t.’

Tara, in deep shock, wailed, ‘I wasn’t trying to seduce him! I swear to you, I didn’t even want him to kiss me!’

‘Stop it, Tara.’ Dominic’s tone was pitying. ‘You’re only making things worse for yourself.’

‘But I wouldn’t do anything like that,’ she protested to Jeannie. ‘I’m not that sort of person.’

Jeannie’s upper lip curled with disdain and her gaze dropped from Tara’s anguished face to her cleavage. Tara suddenly realised that in addition to her ruffled-up hair and smudged lipstick, the top button of her navy uniform had popped undone. Again.

God, it certainly picked its moments.

With heavy sarcasm Jeannie said, ‘Oh no, of course you aren’t. Don’t tell me, you’re actually a nun.’

 



‘Oh please, you have to believe me, I swear to God I didn’t do anything wrong, it was him, not me!’

Daisy, perched on the edge of her desk, was so angry she could  barely speak. Tara was pacing agitatedly around the office, her eyes red-rimmed, her movements jerky and her hair sticking up like a parakeet’s. She may only have known Tara for three years but they had become close friends in that time and although she might be many things, Tara wasn’t dishonest. Daisy knew all about the less salubrious aspects of her past. If anything, Tara was too naive and too trusting for her own good. She certainly didn’t lie.

‘Look, sit down, of course I believe you.’ Tara’s frantic pacing was beginning to make Daisy feel dizzy. ‘But we have to figure out some way to sort this out. Annabel’s upstairs refusing to come out of her room. She’s insisting the wedding’s off. Bloody hell, why couldn’t that deranged sister of hers have kept her big mouth shut? If she’s so convinced you’re the one to blame for all this, why did she even have to tell Annabel what she’d seen? If Dominic’s innocent, why does Annabel want to cancel the wedding? God, who’s that?’ she sighed as a knock came at the door. ‘Please don’t let it be Jerry Springer.’
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If you're looking for a hotel
where anything can happen, try...

STAYING AT DAISY’S






