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  About the Book
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    Chapter 1

  




  

    Running away from her boring old fiance had seemed such a brilliant idea at the time. It was just a shame, Maxine decided, that running out of boring old petrol four hours later should be turning out to be so much less fun.

  




  

    ‘Oh please, don’t be mean,’ she begged, but the middle-aged petrol-pump attendant remained unmoved.

  




  

    ‘Look,’ he repeated heavily, ‘you’ve filled your car up with twenty pounds’ worth o’ petrol. Now you tell me you’ve only got seventy-three pence on you. You ain’t got no credit cards, no cheque book, nor no identification. So I don’t have no choice but to call the police.’

  




  

    Maxine’s credit cards, house keys and cheque book were back in London, lurking somewhere at the bottom of the Thames. Exasperated beyond belief by the man’s uncharitable attitude, she wondered how and when the inhabitants of Cornwall had ever managed to acquire their reputation for friendliness. As far as she was concerned, it was a filthy lie.

  




  

    ‘But I’ll pay you back, I promise I will,’ she said in wheedling tones. ‘This is just silly. I don’t know why you won’t trust me . . .’

  




  

    The attendant had a glass eye which glinted alarmingly in the sunlight. Fixing her with the bloodshot good one and evidently immune to the charms of hapless blondes with beguiling smiles, he exhaled heavily and reached for the phone.

  




  

    ‘Because it’s seven o’clock in the morning,‘he replied, as if she were being deliberately stupid. ‘Because you can’t pay for your petrol. And because you’re wearing a wedding dress.’

  




  

    Janey Sinclair, peering out of her bedroom window overlooking Trezale’s picturesque high street, was embarrassed. She’d had twenty-six years in which to get used to being shown up by her younger sister but it still happened. What was really unfair, she thought sleepily, was the fact that none of it ever seemed to faze Maxine.

  




  

    ‘Sshh,’ she hissed, praying that none of her neighbours were yet awake. ‘Wait there, I’m coming down.’

  




  

    ‘Bring your purse!’ yelled Maxine, who didn’t care about the neighbours. ‘I need twenty pounds.’

  




  

    What Maxine really needed, Janey decided, was strangling.

  




  

    ‘OK,’ she said, opening the front door and wearily surveying the scene. ‘Don’t tell me. You’re eloping with our local policeman and you need the money for the marriage licence. Tom, are you sure you’re doing the right thing here? Your wife’s going to be furious when she finds out, and my sister’s a lousy cook.’

  




  

    Tom Lacey, Trezale’s local policeman, had been married for ten months and his wife was due to give birth at any moment, yet he was blushing with pleasure like a  schoolboy. Janey heaved an inward sigh and wished she’d kept her mouth shut.

  




  

    Maxine, however, simply grinned. ‘I did offer. He turned me down.’

  




  

    Janey pulled her creased yellow-and-white dressing gown more tightly around her waist. That was something else about Maxine, she always managed to upstage everyone around her. And although it was still relatively early on a Sunday morning, it was also mid-July, practically the height of the holiday season. Tourists, unwilling to waste a moment of their precious time in Cornwall, were making their way along the high street, heading for the beach but pausing to watch the diversion outside the florist’s shop. They couldn’t quite figure out what was going on, but it looked interesting. One small boy, deeply tanned and wearing only white shorts, deck shoes and a camera slung around his neck, was even taking surreptitious photographs.

  




  

    ‘So why                         are























 you wearing a wedding dress?’ she demanded, then flapped her arms in a gesture of dismissal. Maxine’s explanations tended to be both dramatic and long-winded. ‘No, don’t bother. Here’s the twenty pounds. Can we go inside now or are you really under arrest?’

  




  

    But Maxine, having whisked the money from her sister’s grasp and popped the rolled-up notes into her cleavage, was already sliding back into the passenger seat of the panda. ‘My car’s being held hostage,’ she said cheerfully. ‘Tom just has to take me to pay the ransom first, but we’ll be back in forty minutes. Tom, are you as hungry as I am?’

  




  

    ‘Well . . .’ Tom, who was always hungry, managed a sheepish grin.

  




  

    ‘There, you see. We’re both absolutely starving,’ declared Maxine, gazing with longing at the array of switches studding the dashboard and wondering which of them controlled the siren. Then, fastening her seatbelt and flashing her sister a dazzling grin, she added, ‘But you mustn’t go to too much trouble, darling. Just bacon and eggs will be fine.’

  




  

    Tom, to his chagrin, was called away instead to investigate the case of the stolen parasol outside the Trezale Bay Hotel.

  




  

    ‘Toast and Marmite?’ Maxine looked disappointed but bit into a slice anyway. Rearranging her voluminous white skirts and plonking herself down on one of the wrought-iron chairs on the tiny, sunlit patio, she kicked off her satin shoes and wriggled her toes pleasurably against the warm flagstones.

  




  

    ‘Why don’t you change into something less . . . formal?’ Janey, who was wearing white shorts and a primrose-yellow camisole top, poured the coffee. ‘Where’s your suitcase, in the car?’

  




  

    Maxine, having demolished the first slice of thickly buttered toast, leaned across and helped herself to a second.

  




  

    ‘No money, no suitcase,’ she said with a shrug. ‘No nothing! You’ll just have to lend me something of yours.’

  




  

    Janey had looked forward all week to this Sunday, when nothing was precisely what she had planned on doing. A really good lie-in, she thought dryly, followed by hours  of blissful, uninterrupted                         nothing























. And instead, she had this.

  




  

    ‘Go on then,’ she said as Maxine stirred three heaped spoonfuls of sugar into her coffee cup and shooed away an interested wasp. ‘Tell me what’s happened. And remember, you woke me up for this so it had better be good.’

  




  

    She had to concede, ten minutes later, that it was pretty good. Three years at drama school might not have resulted in the dreamed-of glittering acting career, but Maxine certainly knew how to make the most of telling a story. In the course of describing the events of the previous night her hands, eyebrows – even her bare feet – became involved.

  




  

    ‘. . . So there we were, expected to arrive at this fancy-dress party in less than an hour, and bloody Maurice hadn’t even remembered to tell me it was on. Well, being Maurice, he phoned his mother and she was round in a flash with her old wedding dress tucked under her skinny arm. It’s a Schiaparelli, can you believe? So we ended up at this chronic company party as a bride-and-sodding-groom and everyone was sniggering like mad because the thought of us ever actually tying the knot was evidently too funny for words. And I realized then that they were right – I didn’t want to spend the rest of my life pretending to be a dutiful banker’s wife and having to socialize with a bunch of boring stuffed shirts. So I told Maurice it was over, and then I told the stuffed shirts and their smirking wives exactly what I thought of them too. Poor Maurice; as far as he was concerned, that really was the last straw. It didn’t matter that I’d humiliated him, but insulting all  the directors was too much. Janey, I’ve never seen him so mad! He dragged me backwards out of the hotel and told me I wasn’t worth his mother’s old slippers, let alone her precious wedding dress. I screamed back that as he was such an old woman                         he























 should be wearing the bloody dress! Then I kicked him because he wouldn’t let go of me, so he called me a spoilt, spiteful, money-grabbing delinquent and chucked my evening bag into the Thames.’ She paused, then concluded mournfully, ‘It had everything in it. My favourite Estée Lauder eye-shadow palette . . .                         everything.’

  




  

    All the toast had gone. Janey, reminding herself that it didn’t matter, she was supposed to be on a diet anyway, cradled her lukewarm coffee in both hands and remarked, ‘Bit daring, for Maurice. So then what did you do?’

  




  

    ‘Well, luckily we’d taken my car. All my keys were in the river, of course, but I’ve always kept a spare in the glove compartment and the driver’s door is a doddle – you can open it with a hair slide. I just jumped in, drove off and left Maurice standing in the middle of the road with his mouth going like a guppy. But I knew I couldn’t break into the flat – he’s got that place alarmed to the eyeballs – so I headed for the M4 instead. And because the one thing I did have was a full tank of petrol, I thought I’d come and visit my big sister.’

  




  

    With a grin, Maxine ran her fingers through her tumbling, gold-blond hair and shook it back over her shoulders. ‘I’m seeking sanctuary, darling. Just call me Quasimodo.’

  




  

    ‘Don’t call me darling,’ grumbled Janey, who hated it. ‘And whatever you do, don’t call me big.’

  




  

    But it was no good. Maxine wasn’t going to go away. Neither – despite having driven all night from London to Cornwall – did she apparently have any intention of falling asleep.

  




  

    Janey, who loved but frequently despaired of her sister, followed her upstairs and sat on the edge of the bed whilst Maxine carried out a brisk raid on the wardrobe. She wondered what Maxine had ever done to deserve a twenty-two-inch waist.

  




  

    ‘These’ll be fine.’ Forcing another hole through the tan leather belt, she patted the size fourteen khaki shorts with approval and admired her reflection in the mirror. The white shirt, expertly knotted above the waist, showed off her flat brown midriff and her dark eyes sparkled. ‘There, ready to face the world again. Or dear old Trezale, anyway. Where shall we go for lunch?’

  




  

    ‘You don’t have any money,’ Janey reminded her with a sinking heart, but Maxine was already halfway to the bedroom door.

  




  

    ‘I’ll sort something out with the bank tomorrow,’ she replied airily. ‘They’ll understand when I tell them what that pig of an ex-boyfriend of mine did with my cheque book. Now come along, Janey, cheer up and tell me where we can meet all the most gorgeous men these days. Is the Dune Bar still good?’

  




  

    ‘He wasn’t your boyfriend,’ said Janey, wondering at the ease with which Maxine had apparently discarded him from her life. ‘He was your fiance.’

  




  

    Maxine looked momentarily surprised. Then, waving her left hand in the air so that the large, square-cut emerald caught the light, she said gleefully, ‘Of course  he was! How clever of you to think of it. If the bank gets stuffy I can flog the ring, instead.’

  




  

    ‘You think I’m a heartless bitch, don’t you?’

  




  

    They were sitting out on the crowded terrace of the Dune Bar. Janey tried not to notice the way practically every male was lusting after Maxine. Maxine, who genuinely appeared not to have noticed – it was a particular speciality of hers – sipped her lager and looked contrite.

  




  

    ‘I                         know























 you’re a heartless bitch,’ said Janey with a faint smile. ‘But at least you’re honest about it. That’s something, I suppose.’

  




  

    ‘Don’t try and make me feel guilty.’ Maxine glanced down at her engagement ring. ‘I didn’t love Maurice, you know.’

  




  

    ‘Surprise, surprise.’

  




  

    ‘I liked him, though.’ With a trace of defiance, she added, ‘And I adored the fact that he had money. I think I managed to convince myself that ours would turn out to be like one of those arranged marriages, where love eventually grows. He was generous and kind, and I did so hate being broke . . .’

  




  

    ‘But it didn’t work out like that,’ Janey observed, shielding her eyes with her forearm and gazing out over the sea. A pillarbox-red speedboat, skimming over the waves, was towing a water skier. Ridiculously, even after eighteen months, she still had to convince herself that it wasn’t Alan before she could bring herself to look away.

  




  

    ‘It might have worked, if Maurice hadn’t been so boring.’ Maxine shrugged, then grinned. ‘And if I weren’t so easily bored.’

  




  

    Not for the first time, Janey wondered what it was like to be Maxine. Maybe her cool, calculating attitude to life wasn’t such a bad thing after all. It might not be romantic, but at least it meant she spared herself the agonies of unrequited love and those endless, gut-wrenching months of despair.

  




  

    I married for love, thought Janey, the cold emptiness invading her stomach as readily as it ever had. And look where it got me.

  




  

    ‘Oh God,’ cried Maxine, intuitively reading her sister’s thoughts and grabbing her hand in consolation. ‘I am a callous bitch! Now I’ve made you think about Alan.’

  




  

    But Janey, managing a wry smile, shook her head. ‘I think about him anyway. It’s hardly something I’m likely to forget, after all.’

  




  

    ‘I’m still an insensitive, clod-hopping prat,’ insisted Maxine. Her expression contrite, she lowered her voice. ‘And I haven’t even asked how you’re coping. Does it get better, or is it as hideous as ever?’

  




  

    ‘Well, I’m not crying all over you.’ Finishing her drink, Janey met her sister’s concerned gaze and forced herself to sound cheerful. ‘So that has to be an improvement, don’t you think?’

  




  

    ‘But it’s still hard?’

  




  

    ‘It is getting better,’ she admitted. ‘But the not knowing is the worst part of all. The awful limbo of not knowing what I am.’ Pausing for a moment, she added bleakly, ‘A widow or a deserted wife.’

  




  




  

    Chapter 2

  




  

    They were married on the first of May, the happiest day of Janey’s life.

  




  

    ‘I’m sure there’s something I’m supposed to be doing today.’ Alan, emerging from beneath the navy blue duvet with his blond hair sticking up at angles, sounded puzzled. ‘What is it, the dentist . . .? Ouch!’

  




  

    But Janey didn’t let go of his big toe. ‘Much worse,’ she mocked. ‘Much,                         much























 worse.’

  




  

    ‘Aaargh, I remember now! The Registry Office. And you should be covering your eyes, you shameless female. You aren’t supposed to see the blushing groom on the morning of his wedding.’

  




  

    ‘Too late, I’ve already seen you.’ Whisking back the duvet, she surveyed him solemnly. ‘All of you.’

  




  

    Alan grinned and reached out for her, pulling her back into bed and unfastening the belt of her flimsy dressing gown. ‘In that case we may as well have a quickie. One last, glorious, pre-marital quickie. How many hours before we’re married, Miss Vaughan?’

  




  

    Janey glanced at her watch. ‘Three.’

  




  

    ‘Hmm,’ he murmured, rolling on top of her and kissing the frantically beating pulse at the base of her neck. ‘In  that case, we might even have time for two.’

  




  

    Once they’d torn themselves away from the bedroom to complete the formalities, Janey found she adored every moment and every aspect of being married. Each morning when she woke up she almost had to pinch herself to check that it was all real. But it always was, thank God, and the sheer joy of being Mrs Sinclair showed no signs of waning.

  




  

    She enjoyed looking after their tiny flat, experimenting with new recipes and socializing with his surf-crazy friends. And because she was only twenty-five years old she enjoyed above all else knowing that they had the rest of their lives to spend together. Nothing need ever change.

  




  

    No body was ever found.

  




  

    ‘But something must have happened to him.’ Janey, grief-stricken yet dry-eyed, simply couldn’t believe that it hadn’t. In an effort to convince the police, she uttered the words for what seemed like the hundredth time. ‘He’s my husband . . . I know him . . . he wouldn’t just disappear.’

  




  

    The police, however, whilst sympathetic, were less convinced. Every year, they explained, hundreds of people in Britain with no apparent problems or reasons to disappear, did precisely that, leaving behind them distraught families, endless unanswerable questions and countless shattered lives.

  




  

    Janey’s life was certainly shattered. On a sunny afternoon in July, after just fourteen months of marriage, her beloved husband had vanished without trace. Nothing had been taken from the flat and there were no clues as to the reason for his disappearance.

  




  

    During the first few frantic days she’d pinned all her hopes on an accident, not serious enough to be life-threatening, just a bang on the head resulting in temporary amnesia. At any moment, she had fantasized helplessly, the phone would ring and when she picked it up she would hear his dear, familiar voice.

  




  

    But although the discovery of Alan’s body was what she’d most dreaded, as the weeks dragged into months she found herself almost beginning to wish that it would happen. She felt like a murderer, even thinking such a thing, but at least it would be conclusive. The torture of not knowing would be over. And – most deeply shaming of all – she would be spared the humiliation of thinking that her husband had vanished because he could no longer tolerate his life with her.

  




  

    Nobody else had ever voiced this possibility aloud, of course, but whenever she was feeling particularly vulnerable Janey was only too easily able to imagine what was uppermost in their minds. As time passed she found herself, in turn, the object of macabre curiosity, whispered gossip and pity. And it was hard to decide which of these was worst.

  




  

    Maxine drifted into the shop at ten-thirty the following morning, yawning and clutching a mug of tea. ‘God your sofa’s uncomfortable,’ she grumbled, rubbing her back.

  




  

    Janey, who had been up for over five hours, lifted an armful of yellow irises into a bucket and slid them into position between the gypsophila and the white roses. The shop had been busier than usual and she still had three wreaths to make up before midday.

  




  

    ‘Sorry,’ she replied wryly. It would never occur to  Maxine to bring her a cup of tea as well.

  




  

    But Maxine was still massaging her back and pulling faces. ‘I’ll be a cripple by the end of the week.’

  




  

    ‘Are you really planning to stay?’

  




  

    ‘Of course!’ She looked surprised. ‘I’m not going back to Maurice-the-Righteous, and there’s nothing to keep me in London. Besides,’ she added dreamily, ‘I’d forgotten how lovely it is down here. Much nicer than smelly old London. I think a summer by the sea would do me the world of good.’

  




  

    ‘Hmm.’

  




  

    ‘Oh come on, Janey. Don’t look at me like that! It’ll be fun, we can cheer each other up.’

  




  

    Having consulted the notes on her clipboard, Janey began sorting out the flowers for the wreaths. ‘You’ll be too busy complaining about your back to have any fun,’ she said brusquely. ‘And having to listen to your endless whingeing is hardly going to cheer me up.’

  




  

    ‘You don’t want me to stay?’ Maxine looked hurt and Janey experienced a twinge of guilt.

  




  

    ‘I do,’ she protested as the shop door swung open and Paula, having completed the morning’s deliveries, dropped the keys to the van on the counter. ‘Of course I’d like you to stay. It’s just that the flat’s so small, and I don’t have a spare bedroom.’

  




  

    ‘I see.’ Maxine shrugged ‘Well, that’s OK. I’ll go and see Mum.’

  




  

    Janey looked doubtful. Their mother would only complain that nothing cramped one’s style more effectively than a stray daughter hanging around the place. And Thea Vaughan’s highly individual lifestyle didn’t take  kindly to cramping. She wasn’t exactly the slippers-and-home-made-sponge-cake type.

  




  

    But Maxine knew that as well as she did, so Janey didn’t bother to voice these thoughts. Instead, she said, ‘And you’d need some kind of job.’

  




  

    ‘Oh God.’ Maxine was looking gloomier by the second. Working had never been one of her strong points. ‘I suppose I would. But what on earth can I do?’

  




  

    Paula, who was a lot more thoughtful than Maxine, returned from the kitchen with two mugs of tea.

  




  

    ‘Paula, this is my sister Maxine,’ said Janey, seizing one of the mugs with relief. ‘Now, take a good look at her and tell me what kind of work she might be able to cope with.’

  




  

    Maxine, perched on the stool next to the counter with her long brown legs stretched out before her, gave the young girl an encouraging smile. But nothing fazed Paula.

  




  

    ‘Here in Trezale, you mean?’ As requested, she studied Maxine for several seconds. ‘Well, selling your body’s out for a start. Too many giggling girlies on the beach at this time of year, giving it away for free.’

  




  

    Maxine burst out laughing. ‘That’s too bad.’

  




  

    ‘Seriously,’ protested Janey, weaving fronds of fern into the circular mesh base of the first wreath.

  




  

    ‘Bar work?’

  




  

    ‘Ugh.’ Maxine cringed, rejecting the idea at once. ‘Too hard on the feet.’

  




  

    ‘Hotel receptionist?’ suggested Paula, unperturbed. ‘The Abbey’s advertising in the paper this week.’

  




  

    But Maxine shook her head. ‘I’d have to be polite to ghastly tourists.’

  




  

    ‘Nannying.’ Paula looked pleased with herself. ‘The family my mother cleans for is losing theirs. You could be a nanny.’

  




  

    Maxine looked amused. ‘Oh no I couldn’t.’

  




  

    But Janey’s interest was aroused by this item of news. ‘That’s an idea!’ she exclaimed, temporarily abandoning the wreath. ‘You’d be able to live in. That way, you’d have a job and a place to stay. Max, it’d be great!’

  




  

    ‘Apart from one small problem,’ replied Maxine flatly. ‘If there’s one thing I hate more than tourists, it’s children. Children and babies and nappies. Yuk!’ she added with a shudder of revulsion. ‘Especially nappies.’

  




  

    ‘These two are a bit old for nappies,’ said Paula, ever practical. ‘Josh is nine and Ella’s seven. I’ve met them a few times. They’re nice kids.’

  




  

    ‘And they’d be at school during the day,’ put in Janey, her tone encouraging.

  




  

    But Maxine, sensing that she was being ganged up on, pulled a face. ‘I’m just not the nannyish type. I mean, for heaven’s sake, do I look like Julie Andrews?’

  




  

    Losing patience, Janey returned her attention to work. ‘OK, you’ve made your point. You probably wouldn’t have got the job anyway,’ she added, unable to resist the dig. ‘Most people prefer trained nannies and there’d be enough of those queuing up when they realize who they’ll be working for.’

  




  

    Needled by the insult, Maxine’s brown eyes glittered. ‘Why, who is it?’ she demanded, ready to find fault with any prospective employer who wouldn’t choose her.

  




  

    ‘Guy Cassidy.’ Janey shook droplets of water from the stems of a handful of yellow freesias. ‘He moved into  Trezale House just over a year ago. He’s a—’

  




  

    ‘Photographer!’ squealed Maxine, looking as if she was about to topple off her stool. ‘Guy Cassidy,’ she repeated faintly. ‘                        The























 Guy Cassidy? Janey, are you having me on?’

  




  

    Bingo, thought Janey, exchanging glances with Paula and hiding her smile.

  




  

    ‘Of course not.’ She looked affronted. ‘Why ever should I? And what difference does it make anyway? You hate kids. You just said so, yourself.’

  




  

    ‘What difference does it make?’ echoed Maxine, her eyebrows arching in disbelief. ‘Janey, are you quite mad? It makes all the difference in the world. That man is                          gorgeous























 . . .’

  




  




  

    Chapter 3

  




  

    ‘God, this is hard work,’ complained Guy, crumpling up yet another sheet of paper and lobbing it in the general direction of the wastepaper basket at the side of the bed. Fixing his son and daughter with a stern expression, he added, ‘And it’s too early in the day for this kind of thing. I don’t know why you two can’t write your own advert, anyway.’

  




  

    Ella, squirming at his side, nudged his arm. ‘Daddy, I can’t spell!’

  




  

    ‘And you hate those kind of adverts,’ chided Josh, who was sprawled across the foot of the bed. Running his finger down the ‘Help Wanted’ columns of the slim magazine in which the finished advertisement would be placed, he found a shining example and began to read aloud in an exaggerated baby voice.

  




  

    ‘Hello, my name is Bunty and I am two yearth old. I need thomebody to look after me whilst Mummy and Daddy are working. We live in a big houthe in Thurrey, with a thwimming pool. You muthn’t thmoke . . .’

  




  

    ‘OK, OK,’ said Guy with resignation. ‘So it wasn’t one of my better ideas. Maybe I’ll just put, “Two spoilt brats require stern battleaxe of a nanny to feed them cold  porridge and beat them daily.” How about that?’

  




  

    Ella giggled. ‘I don’t like cold porridge.’

  




  

    ‘You should say, “Widow with two children needs kind nanny”,’ suggested Josh, who had been giving the matter some thought.

  




  

    ‘Widower,’ Guy corrected him. ‘Widows are female. Men are called widowers.’

  




  

    ‘I know why you’re a man,’ Ella chimed in. Josh, at the foot of the bed, grinned.

  




  

    It was too early in the day for this, too. Guy, closing his eyes for a moment and mentally bracing himself, said, ‘Go on then. Why am I a man?’

  




  

    ‘Because you haven’t any bosoms on your chest,’ declared his daughter with an air of importance. ‘And you don’t wear a bra.’

  




  

    It was four-thirty when the doorbell rang. Berenice, the soon-to-be-married departing nanny, had taken Ella into St Ives for the afternoon on a shopping trip. Guy was busy in the darkroom, developing black and white prints, when Josh knocked on the door and informed him that he had a visitor.

  




  

    ‘She said it was important,’ he told Guy, his forehead creasing in a frown as he struggled to remember. ‘I don’t know who she is, but I’m sure I’ve seen her somewhere before.’

  




  

    Maxine was standing before the sitting-room window, admiring the stupendous view of clifftops and sea. When she turned and smiled at Guy, and came towards him with her hand outstretched, he realized at once why his son had thought her familiar yet been unable to place her.

  




  

    ‘Mr Cassidy?’ she said demurely. ‘My name is Vaughan. Maxine Vaughan. It’s kind of you to see me.’

  




  

    She was here in his house, thought Guy with inward amusement. He didn’t really have much choice. But he was, at the same time, intrigued. Maxine Vaughan was an undeniably attractive girl in her mid-twenties. Her long, corn-blond hair was pulled back from her face in a neat plait, her make-up carefully unobtrusive. The dark green jacket and skirt were a couple of sizes too big for her and she was wearing extremely sensible shoes. It was all very convincing, very plausible. Guy was impressed by the extent of the effort she had made.

  




  

    ‘My pleasure,’ he replied easily, taking her proffered hand and registering short fingernails, a clear nail polish and – oh dear, first sign of a slip-up – a genuine Cartier wristwatch. ‘How can I help you, Miss Vaughan?’

  




  

    Maxine took a deep, steadying breath and hoped her palms weren’t damp. She’d known, of course, that Guy Cassidy was gorgeous, but in the actual flesh he was even more devastatingly attractive than she’d imagined. With those thickly lashed, deep blue eyes, incredible cheekbones and white teeth offset by a dark tan, he was almost too perfect. But the threat of perfection was redeemed by a quirky smile, slightly crooked eyebrows and that famously tousled black hair.

  




  

    He exuded sex appeal without even trying, she realized. He possessed an indefinable charisma. Not to mention a body to die for.

  




  

    ‘I’m hoping we can help each other,’ said Maxine. Then, because her knees were on the verge of giving way, she added, ‘Would you mind if I sat down?’

  




  

    ‘Please do.’ Having concluded that she must be either a journalist or a model desperate for a break, Guy gently mimicked her formal style of speech. Either way, he would give her no more than ten minutes; he was all for a spot of personal enterprise but her unexpected arrival wasn’t exactly well timed. He had work to do, phone calls to make and a nine-year-old son demanding to be taken for a swim before dinner.

  




  

    He glanced at his watch. Maxine, sensing his veiled impatience, took another deep breath and plunged in. ‘Right, Mr Cassidy, I understand you’ll shortly be requiring a replacement nanny for your children. And since I myself am an experienced nanny, I’d like to offer my services.’

  




  

    It was a good start, but the rest of the interview wasn’t going according to plan, she realized several minutes later. And she hadn’t the faintest idea why not.

  




  

    On the surface, at least, Guy Cassidy was asking the appropriate questions and she was supplying faultless replies, but at the same time she had a horrible feeling he wasn’t taking her seriously. Worse, that he was inwardly laughing at her.

  




  

    ‘They’re in Buenos Aires now,’ she continued valiantly, as he studied the glowing references which she’d slaved for an entire hour to produce. ‘Otherwise I’d still be with them, of course. The children were adorable and Angelo and Marisa treated me more as a friend than an employee.’

  




  

    But her potential employer, instead of appearing suitably impressed, was glancing once more at his watch.

  




  

    ‘I’m sure they did,’ he replied. Rising to his feet, he  shot her a brief smile. ‘And it was thoughtful of you to consider us, Miss . . . er . . . Vaughan. But I don’t think you’re quite what we’re looking for.’

  




  

    Maxine’s guard slipped. ‘Why not?’ she wailed, remaining rooted to her chair. ‘I’ve shown you my references. They’re brilliant! What can possibly be wrong with me?’

  




  

    Guy, enjoying himself, maintained a serious expression. ‘You’re too dowdy.’

  




  

    ‘But I don’t have to be dowdy,’ said Maxine wildly. She knew she shouldn’t have worn Janey’s horrible suit. ‘I’m not usually dowdy at all!’

  




  

    ‘OK.’ Gesturing for her to calm down, he continued. ‘You’re too prim and proper.’

  




  

    ‘I am not prim!’ Maxine almost shrieked. ‘Please, you have to believe me. These aren’t my own clothes . . . I’m not the least bit proper either and I hate these shoes!’

  




  

    But Guy hadn’t finished. Fixing her with his deadpan gaze, he said remorselessly, ‘And you’re a liar, Miss Vaughan. Which wouldn’t set a particularly good example to my children. I’m afraid I can’t employ someone who is dishonest.’

  




  

    Maxine felt her cheeks burn. He was bluffing, he had to be. Stiffly, she replied, ‘I don’t know what you mean.’

  




  

    ‘Don’t you?’ This time he actually smiled. ‘In that case, wait here. I’ll just go and find my son.’

  




  

    He returned less than two minutes later with the boy in tow. Although nine-year-old Josh Cassidy had straight, white-blond hair in contrast to his father, Maxine was struck by the similarity of their extraordinary dark blue eyes.

  




  

    ‘Hello, Josh,’ she said, dredging up a brave smile and wondering why he was staring at her in that odd way.

  




  

    But Guy was handing his son a large brown envelope. ‘Here,’ he said casually. ‘I developed that film you gave me earlier. Take a look at these prints, Josh, and tell me how you think they’ve turned out.’

  




  

    Maxine spotted the offending item a fraction of a second before Josh. Having tipped the photographs out of the envelope and spread them across the coffee table, he was still studying them intently, one at a time, when she let out a strangled cry and made a grab for it.

  




  

    Guy, standing behind her, whisked the photograph from her grasp and handed it, in turn, to his son.

  




  

    ‘Golly,’ said Josh with a grin. Staring at Maxine, who was by this time redder than ever, he added, ‘I thought I knew you from somewhere!’

  




  

    ‘And the moral of this story,’ she muttered sulkily, ‘is never trust a member of the                         paparazzi.’

  




  

    ‘You look different today.’ Studying the glossy ten-by-eight at close quarters and looking pleased with himself, he said, ‘I think I prefer you in the white dress. It’s a good photograph, isn’t it?’

  




  

    It was a bit too good for Maxine’s liking. No wonder Guy Cassidy had been able to recognize her. There she was, captured for posterity in that stupid wedding gown, laughing as she clambered out of the panda car and not even realizing that her skirts had bunched up to reveal white stocking tops and a glimpse of suspender. And the expression on Tom-the-policeman’s face, she observed with resignation, didn’t help. He was positively leering.

  




  

    ‘Hang on a minute.’ Josh was looking puzzled again.  ‘If you got married yesterday, why aren’t you on a honeymoon?’

  




  

    ‘I wasn’t getting married,’ said Maxine impatiently. ‘Or arrested. It was a fancy-dress party, that’s all. Then I ran out of petrol on the way home and the policeman gave me a lift.’ Fixing Guy with a mutinous glare, she added, ‘It was nothing sinister, for heaven’s sake.’

  




  

    He shrugged. ‘Nevertheless, I’m sure you understand why I can’t consider you for the job. I’m sorry, Miss Vaughan, but I do have the moral welfare of my children to take into account.’

  




  

    ‘At least I’m not dowdy and prim,’ she muttered in retaliation.

  




  

    ‘Oh no.’ This time, as he drew a slim white envelope from his shirt pocket, he laughed. ‘I’ll grant you that. But I’m afraid I have work to do, so maybe I could ask my son to show you out. And Josh, I’ve written out the advert. If you run down with it now, you’ll just catch the last post.’

  




  

    ‘Well?’ said Guy, when his son returned twenty minutes later.

  




  

    ‘She gave me five pounds and a Cornetto.’ Josh looked momentarily worried. ‘Was that enough?’

  




  

    Amused by his son’s concern, Guy ruffled his blond hair. ‘Oh, I’d say so. Five pounds and a Cornetto in exchange for a first-class stamp and an empty envelope. It sounds like a fair enough swap to me.’

  




  




  

    Chapter 4

  




  

    The response to the advertisement when it eventually appeared the following week wasn’t startling, but it was manageable. Guy preferred to do his own hunting as a result of the futile experiences he’d had three years earlier when he’d tried using an agency. Having also learned to expect applications from star-struck girls and would-be second wives, he had omitted his name from the advertisement.

  




  

    But last time he had struck lucky. Berenice, profoundly unimpressed by his celebrity status, had fitted the bill to perfection. Stolid, hard-working and not the least bit glamorous, what she lacked in sparkle she’d more than made up for in dependability. Guy, whose work required him to travel abroad at short notice, was able to do so without a qualm, safe in the knowledge that his children would be competently looked after by someone who cared for them and who would never let him down.

  




  

    It had come as something of a shock, therefore, when Berenice had shyly informed him that she was shortly to be married, and that since her future husband had been offered a job in Newcastle, she would be leaving Trezale.

  




  

    Guy hadn’t even been aware of the existence of a man in her life, but discretion had always been one of Berenice’s major attributes – as he had himself on numerous occasions had cause to be thankful for. The courtship, it appeared, had been conducted on her days off. And although she was sorry to be leaving, she now had her own life to pursue. She hoped he wouldn’t have too much trouble finding a replacement.

  




  

    Interviewing the half dozen or so applicants, however, was both tedious and time-consuming. What Guy wanted was a clone of Berenice with maybe a sense of humour thrown in for good measure.

  




  

    What he got, instead, was a succession of girls in whom it was only too easy to find fault. Josh and Ella, dutifully trotted out to meet each of them in turn, were equally critical.

  




  

    ‘She smelled,’ said Ella, wrinkling her nose in memory of Mary-from-Exeter.

  




  

    ‘She laughed like a sheep,’ Josh observed bluntly when Doreen from Doncaster had departed.

  




  

    Neither of them could make head nor tail of Gudren-from-Sweden’s singsong accent.

  




  

    ‘She’s all right, I suppose.’ Josh, referring to another contender, sounded doubtful. ‘But why did she have a bottle of vodka in her handbag?’

  




  

    They finally settled on Maureen-from-Wimbledon, a pale, eager-to-please twenty-five-year-old who was keen to move in and start work as soon as possible. Carefully highlighting her good points – she didn’t smell, possess an irritating laugh or an incomprehensible foreign accent – Guy prayed the  children wouldn’t make mincemeat of her before she had a chance to find her feet. She barely seemed capable of looking after herself, but maybe she’d just been too nervous to create a dazzling first impression.

  




  

    And at least, he thought dryly, recalling the very first candidate, she hadn’t fluttered inch-long eyelashes at him, surreptitiously edged up her short skirt and treated him to a flash of emerald-green knickers each time she’d crossed and re-crossed her legs.

  




  

    Janey was working in the shop when Guy Cassidy and his children walked in.

  




  

    ‘I need some flowers,’ he said without preamble, removing his dark glasses and surveying the myriad buckets lined up against the wall. ‘For a wedding reception next Saturday. If I place the order now, would you be able to bring them to my house on the Friday afternoon and arrange them?’

  




  

    ‘Of course I would.’ Janey was delighted. Men for whom money was no object were definitely her kind of customer. Reaching for her clipboard she said, ‘Tell me what type of arrangements you have in mind and which kind of flowers you think you’d like.’

  




  

    Flowers, however, evidently weren’t Guy Cassidy’s strong point. Looking momentarily helpless, he frowned and said, ‘Well, blue ones?’

  




  

    ‘Berenice likes daffodils,’ supplied Ella, tugging his white shirt sleeve. ‘Remember? We picked her some for her birthday and she said they were her favourite.’

  




  

    Janey had already guessed that the flowers were for  Berenice’s wedding but now that Guy’s daughter had given her the excuse she needed, she raised her eyebrows and said, ‘You mean Berenice Taylor? Oh, I’m doing her bridal bouquet.’

  




  

    ‘Put it on my bill,’ said Guy casually, producing his wallet and pulling out a wad of twenties. With a self-deprecating smile he added, ‘She’s been our nanny for the last three years. Holding the reception at our house is my present to her.’

  




  

    ‘How lovely.’ Janey returned his smile, then gave Ella an apologetic shrug. ‘I’m afraid daffodils are out of season now, but maybe we could see which flowers Berenice has chosen for her bouquet and work from there. I’ll have to check to be sure, but I think she decided on a yellow and white colour scheme. Yes, that’s it . . . white roses and sweet peas with mimosa.’

  




  

    Guy Cassidy didn’t even flinch when she eventually wrote down the estimated cost of the work involved.

  




  

    ‘As long as it looks good,’ he said good-humouredly, dealing the notes on to the counter. Then, as an apparent afterthought, he glanced down at his children and added, ‘Actually, whilst we’re here, why don’t you two pick out a bunch of something-or-other for your new nanny? She’s arriving tomorrow afternoon and some nice flowers will make her feel welcome.’

  




  

    Josh liked the green, earthy smell of the shop but he was bored sick with flowers.

  




  

    ‘They haven’t got dandelions or deadly nightshade,’ he said, his tone dismissive.

  




  

    ‘Or stinging nettles,’ put in Ella with a smirk.

  




  

    Poor new nanny, thought Janey. Without speaking, she  selected a generous bunch of baby-pink spray carnations, wrapped them in pink-and-silver paper and calmly handed them to Josh.

  




  

    Appalled, he said, ‘Boys don’t carry flowers,’ and shoved them into Ella’s unsuspecting arms.

  




  

    Janey, watching the expression on his face, burst out laughing.

  




  

    And Guy, who had in turn been watching her, said, ‘Of course. You’re MaxineVaughan’s sister.’

  




  

    ‘Oh help!’ said Janey. ‘Not necessarily. Not if it means you cancelling the order.’

  




  

    He looked amused. ‘Don’t panic, I don’t think I could face the prospect of going into another shop and starting all over again.’

  




  

    ‘But how did you know?’ She flushed. ‘We aren’t a bit alike.’

  




  

    Tilting his head to one side and studying her in greater detail, he disagreed. ‘Physically, there are similarities. She’s skinnier . . . blonder . . . wears more make-up than you do, but the resemblance is still there. And you have the same laugh.’

  




  

    This must all be part of the famous Cassidy charm, thought Janey. By cleverly reversing the usual comparisons he had actually managed to make her sound more attractive than Maxine. What a neat trick.

  




  

    ‘And at least you’ve managed to find a new nanny.’ Changing the subject, she nodded at the gift-wrapped carnations. With an encouraging smile at Josh and Ella, she said, ‘Is she nice?’

  




  

    ‘She’s a wimp,’ replied Josh flatly.

  




  

    ‘But honest,’ Guy interjected, shooting him a warning  look before returning his attention to Janey. ‘Unlike your sister.’

  




  

    ‘Look, Maxine isn’t as bad as you think,’ she bridled, springing instinctively to her defence. ‘She really wanted to work for you. And children adore her. If you ask me, you could have done a lot worse.’

  




  

    ‘Of course children adore her,’ drawled Guy. ‘She bribes them with money and ice cream.’

  




  

    Josh brightened. ‘I liked her. The lady in the wedding dress, you mean? She was good fun.’

  




  

    ‘She had good references too,’ Guy remarked tersely, ‘but that still doesn’t make her ideal nanny material. Has she found another job yet?’

  




  

    Janey shook her head. Maxine’s efforts in that department had been half-hearted to say the least. ‘Not yet.’

  




  

    ‘Hardly surprising,’ said Guy, his blue eyes narrowing with amused derision. ‘Tell her from me, the next time she writes out her own references not to use violet ink. At least, not if she’s planning to trot off to the interview with a smudge of it on the inside of her wrist.’

  




  




  

    Chapter 5

  




  

    Janey was leaning into the back of the van, stretching for the box of flowers which had slid up to the front and wedged itself behind the passenger seat, when Bruno gave her sticking-out bottom a friendly pat.

  




  

    ‘You’ll do that gorgeous body of yours an injury,’ he said, nudging her out of the way and taking over. ‘Come on, leave it to me.’

  




  

    She flushed and smiled, and glanced quickly over her shoulder in case anyone was watching. Bruno, a notorious flirt, didn’t mean anything by the playful gesture, but she still wouldn’t like Nina to get the wrong idea.

  




  

    Intercepting her glance as he carried the box into the empty restaurant, he winked. ‘It’s OK, she’s still asleep.’

  




  

    ‘She























 might be,’ Janey protested. ‘But you know what people are like for gossip around here.’

  




  

    ‘Exactly. And they know what I’m like,’ Bruno countered with an unrepentant grin. ‘They’d be far more suspicious if I didn’t lay a finger on you. Then they’d really know they had something to gossip about.’

  




  

    He was pouring them both an espresso, as he invariably did when she arrived with the twice-weekly delivery of flowers for the restaurant.

  




  

    It was ridiculous, thought Janey; since nothing had ever happened between them, there was no reason at all why she should feel guilty. But she felt it just the same, because no matter how many times she told herself that circumstances made him the most wildly unsuitable choice, her muddled emotions had taken charge and made the decision for her.

  




  

    At the age of twenty-eight, she had developed a humiliating crush on Bruno Parry-Brent. And all she could do now was hope and pray that it would burn itself out before anything did happen.

  




  

    In the meantime, however, it was so nice to feel human again, after all the endless months of aching deep-frozen nothingness. And Bruno was undeniably good company. A ladies’ man in every sense of the word, he possessed that happy knack of being able to talk about anything under the sun. Even more miraculously he was a great listener as well, always genuinely interested in hearing other people’s views. He paid attention, asked questions, never appeared bored.

  




  

    It was, of course the great secret of his success with the opposite sex. Janey had watched him at work in the restaurant before now, weaving his magic in the simplest and most effective way possible. Real conversation with a real man was a powerful aphrodisiac and the women succumbed to it in droves, as Janey herself had done. But it was better this way, she felt, at least there was safety in numbers.

  




  

    ‘New earrings,’ he observed, bringing the tiny white cups of espresso to the table where she was sitting and leaning forward to examine them more closely. ‘Very  chic, Janey. Are those real pearls?’

  




  

    ‘They’re Maxine’s.’ Self-consciously, she fingered the slightly over-the-top earrings and prayed he wouldn’t guess that he was the reason she was wearing them. Even Maxine had raised her eyebrows when she’d caught Janey digging around in her jewellery box. ‘Earrings, lip gloss                          and























 mascara?’ she’d remarked in arch tones. ‘Darling, are you sure there isn’t something you’d like to tell me?’

  




  

    But diplomacy was another of Bruno’s assets and, if he’d noticed such additional details himself, he was too nice to comment on them. Instead, stretching out in his seat and pushing his fingers through his long, sun-streaked hair, he said, ‘I was going to ask you about Maxine. So you haven’t managed to get rid of her yet?’

  




  

    Janey pulled a face. ‘She won’t go, she won’t look for work and she’s so untidy: it’s like living with a huge, unmanageable wolfhound.’

  




  

    ‘But house-trained, presumably.’ Bruno grinned. ‘You haven’t told me yet, what does she look like?’

  




  

    ‘Maxine?’ As she sipped her coffee, Guy Cassidy’s words came back to her. ‘Skinnier, blonder and noisier than me.’ Then, because it sounded catty when she said it, she added shamefacedly, ‘And much prettier.’

  




  

    ‘Hmm. Well, we’re pretty busy here at the moment. Maybe I could offer her a couple of evenings a week behind the bar.’

  




  

    ‘She wouldn’t do it,’ said Janey hurriedly. ‘Her feet, they’d ache . . .’

  




  

    Bruno shrugged, dismissing the suggestion. ‘Just a thought. But you’ll have to bring her down here one evening, I’d like to meet her.’

  




  

    Of course he would. And she could only too easily imagine Maxine’s reaction when she, in turn, met Bruno Parry-Brent. They were two of a very particular kind.

  




  

    ‘I will.’ Janey tried not to sound unhappy, evasive. She had no intention of introducing them but Maxine had a talent for seeking out . . . well, talent, and Trezale wasn’t a large town. It would surely be only a matter of time before she discovered Bruno for herself.

  




  

    ‘Oh come on, cheer up.’ He took her hand and gave it a reassuring squeeze. ‘We all have our crosses to bear. Look at me, I have Nina!’

  




  

    Janey tried not to laugh. He really was disgraceful.

  




  

    ‘And where would you be without her?’ she countered. Bruno and Nina made an odd couple, certainly, but after ten years together they still seemed happy enough in their own way. It wasn’t something Bruno had ever discussed in detail but, as far as Janey could figure out, Nina didn’t ask any questions and in return he was discreet. Indeed, although he was such a notorious flirt, she didn’t even know whether he actually had affairs.

  




  

    ‘Where would I be without Nina?’ he repeated, teasing her. ‘Probably in big trouble, because she’d have a contract out on me.’

  




  

    Janey burst out laughing. Nina was the most placid woman she’d ever met. She doubted whether Nina could even summon the energy to read a contract, let alone organise taking one out.

  




  

    ‘You’d be lost without her,’ she told him in mock-severe tones. Rising to her feet, she smoothed her pink skirt over her hips. ‘I’d better be getting back to the shop. Thanks for the coffee.’

  




  

    Bruno grinned, unrepentant. ‘Thanks for the pep talk. If you bring your sister down here maybe I’ll be able to return the favour.’

  




  

    ‘Hmm,’ said Janey, renewing her vow to keep Maxine as far away from the restaurant as humanly possible. She could imagine what kind of favour he had in mind.

  




  

    Maureen-from-Wimbledon wasn’t on the four-o’clock train.

  




  

    Guy, who had cut short a session in the darkroom and driven hell for leather in order to reach the station in time, couldn’t believe it. If she’d missed the train at Paddington, she could have bloody well phoned and let him know, he thought furiously. And now what was he supposed to do, hang around on the platform and wait an hour for the next train to roll in?

  




  

    But he hadn’t waited and the would-be nanny hadn’t phoned. By eight-thirty, when there was still no sign of her, he dialled the London number she had given him.

  




  

    ‘Oh dear,’ said Berenice, thankful that at least Ella, whom she had put to bed half an hour earlier, wasn’t there to witness his language.

  




  

    Josh, who was used to it, wondered if this meant his prayers had actually been answered. ‘What is it, Dad?’

  




  

    ‘No wonder she was in such a hurry to come and live down here,’ Guy seethed, pouring himself a hefty Scotch and downing it in one go. ‘I’ve just spoken to her mother. The lying, conniving bitch was arrested this morning and charged with credit-card fraud! This is all I bloody need . . .’

  




  

    ‘Does that mean she isn’t going to be our nanny?’ said  Josh, just to make absolutely sure.

  




  

    Guy raised his eyes to heaven. ‘I knew that expensive private education of yours would come in useful one day. Yes Josh, it means she isn’t going to be your nanny.’

  




  

    Hooray, thought Josh. Aloud he said, ‘Oh. So what are we going to do?’

  




  

    ‘Only one thing for it.’ It was Wednesday night, Berenice was getting married on Saturday and he had to fly to Paris for a prestigious calendar shoot on Monday morning. ‘We cancel Berenice’s wedding.’

  




  

    ‘You’ll have to answer it,’ said Maxine, when the doorbell rang. She was wearing bright orange toe separators and the crimson nail polish on her splayed toes was still wet. ‘I look like a duck.’

  




  

    ‘You look like a duck,’ Guy Cassidy remarked when Janey showed him into the sitting room two minutes later.

  




  

    Maxine, sitting on the floor with her bare legs stretched out in front of her, carried on eating her Mars bar. ‘Just as well,’ she replied equably. ‘It means your insults roll off my back.’

  




  

    Mystified by his unexpected appearance on her doorstep, Janey said, ‘Would you like a cup of tea?’

  




  

    ‘Thanks.’ He smiled at her and lowered himself into an empty armchair. To Maxine, whose attention was fixed upon an old re-run of                         Inspector Morse,























 he said, ‘Haven’t you seen this one before? Lewis did it.’

  




  

    Her gaze didn’t waver from the television screen. With thinly veiled sarcasm she countered, ‘Who’s lying now?’

  




  

    Janey fled to the safety of the kitchen.

  




  

    ‘Go on then,’ said Maxine eventually, when she had  finished the Mars bar and dropped the wrapper on to the coffee table. ‘Tell me why you’re here.’

  




  

    There wasn’t much point in beating around the bush. Guy said, ‘The job. If you still want it, it’s yours.’

  




  

    ‘You’ve been stood up, then.’

  




  

    He nodded.

  




  

    ‘Gosh,’ said Maxine, her expression innocent. ‘You must be desperate.’

  




  

    His mouth twitched as he allowed her her brief moment of triumph. ‘I am.’

  




  

    ‘And here am I, such an all-round bad influence . . .’

  




  

    ‘You might well be,’ he replied dryly, ‘but your sister put in a few good words on your behalf and for some bizarre reason my son has taken a liking to you.’

  




  

    ‘And you’re desperate,’ Maxine repeated for good measure, but this time he ignored the jibe.

  




  

    ‘So are you interested, or not?’

  




  

    ‘We-ll.’ Tilting her head to one side, she appeared to consider the offer. ‘We haven’t discussed terms, yet.’

  




  

    ‘We haven’t discussed your funny webbed feet either,’ he pointed out. ‘But live and let live is my motto.’

  




  

    Janey had been eavesdropping like mad from the kitchen. Unable to endure the suspense a moment longer, she seized the mugs of tea and erupted back into the sitting room.

  




  

    ‘She’s interested,’ she declared, ignoring Maxine’s frantic signals and thrusting one of the mugs into Guy Cassidy’s hand. ‘She’ll take the job. When would you like her to start?’

  




  




  

    Chapter 6

  




  

    Guy Cassidy was twenty-three years old when he met Véronique Charpentier. It was the wettest, windiest day of the year and he was making his way home after a gruelling fourteen-hour shift in the photographic studios where his brief had been to make a temperamental forty-four-year-old actress look thirty again.

  




  

    Now the traffic was almost at a standstill and his car was stuck behind a bus. All he could think of was getting back to his flat and sinking into a hot bath with a cold beer. In less than two hours he was supposed to be taking Amanda, his current girlfriend, to a party in Chelsea. It wasn’t a prospect that particularly appealed to him but she had insisted on going.

  




  

    There was no room to overtake when the bus came to a shuddering halt and began to spill out passengers. Guy amused himself by watching them scurry like wind-blown ants across the pavement towards the relative shelter of the shop canopies lining the high street.

  




  

    The last passenger to disembark, however, didn’t make it. As her long, white-blond hair whipped around her face she struggled to control her charcoal-grey umbrella. At the exact moment the umbrella flipped inside out, she  stumbled against the kerb and crashed to the ground. Her carrier bag of shopping spilled into the gutter. The inverted umbrella, carried by the wind, cartwheeled off into the distance and a wave of muddy water from the wheels of the now-departing bus cascaded over her crumpled body.

  




  

    By the time Guy reached her, she was dragging herself into a sitting position and muttering ‘Bloody Eenglish’ under her breath.

  




  

    ‘Are you hurt?’ he asked, helping her carefully to her feet. There was a lot of mud, but no sign of blood.

  




  

    Her expression wary, she shook her wet blond head, then cast a sorrowful glance in the direction of the spilled carrier bag lying in a puddle. ‘Not me. But my croissants, I theenk, are drowned. Bloody Eenglish!’

  




  

    ‘Come on.’ Smiling at her choice of words, he led her towards his car. When she was installed in the passenger seat inspecting the holes in the knees of her sheer, dark tights, he said, ‘Why bloody English?’

  




  

    ‘Eenglish weather. Stupid Eenglish umbrella,’ she explained, gesticulating at the torrential rain. ‘And how many kind Eenglish people stopped to ’elp when I fell over? Tssch!’

  




  

    ‘I stopped to help you, he remarked mildly, slipping the engine into gear as a cacophony of irritated hooting started up behind them.

  




  

    The girl, her face splashed with mud and rain, sighed. ‘Of course you did. And now I’m sitting in your car and I don’t even know you. It would be just my luck, I theenk, to get murdered by a crazy person. Maybe you should stop and let me out.’

  




  

    ‘I can’t stand the sight of blood,’ Guy assured her. ‘And I’m not crazy either. Why don’t you tell me where you live and let me drive you home? No strings, I promise.’

  




  

    She frowned, apparently considering the offer. Finally, turning to face him and looking puzzled, she said, ‘I don’t understand. What ees thees no strings? You mean like in string vests?’

  




  

    Her name was Véronique, she was eighteen years old and she lived in an attic which had been shabbily converted into a bedsitter but which had the advantage – in daylight at least – of overlooking Wandsworth Common.

  




  

    As a reward for not murdering her on the way home, Guy was invited up the five flights of stairs for coffee. By the time his cup was empty he had fallen in love with its maker and forgotten that Amanda even existed.

  




  

    ‘Let me take you out to dinner,’ he said, wondering what he would do if Véronique turned him down. To his eternal relief, however, she smiled.

  




  

    ‘All wet and muddy, like thees? Or may I take a bath first?’

  




  

    Grinning back at her, Guy said, ‘I really don’t mind.’

  




  

    ‘It is best if I take a bath, I theenk,’ Véronique replied gravely. Rising to her feet, she gestured towards a pile of magazines stacked against the battered, dark blue sofa. ‘I won’t be long. Please, can you amuse yourself for a while? They are French magazines, but maybe you could look at the pictures.’

  




  

    The tiny bathroom adjoined the living room. Guy smiled to himself as he heard her carefully locking the door which separated them. The magazines, he  discovered, were well-thumbed copies of French                         Vogue,























  one of which contained a series of photographs he himself had taken during last spring’s Paris collections. The thought of Véronique poring over pages which bore his own minuscule by-line cheered him immensely. It was, he felt, a good omen for their relationship.

  




  

    But the magazines were also evidently a luxury for her. The bedsitter, though charmingly adorned with touches of her own personality, was itself unprepossessing and sparsely furnished. The sofa, strewn with hand-embroidered cushions, doubled as a bed. Strategically situated lamps drew the attention away from peeling wallpaper and the posters on the wall, he guessed, were similarly positioned in order to conceal patches of damp. Neither the cinnamon-scented candles nor the bowls of pot pourri could eradicate the slight underlying mustiness which pervaded the air.

  




  

    And there was no television; a box of good quality writing paper and a small transistor radio seemed to comprise her only forms of entertainment. Guy, exploring the meticulously tidy room in detail, greedy to discover everything there was to know about Véronique Charpentier, felt an almost overwhelming urge to bundle her up and whisk her away from the chilly, depressing house, to tell her that she no longer needed to live like this, that he would take care of her . . .

  




  

    And when she emerged from the bathroom twenty-five minutes later, he actually had to bite his tongue in order not to say the words aloud. Mud-free, simply dressed in a thin black polo-necked sweater, pale grey wool skirt and black tights, she looked stunning. The  white-blond hair, freshly brushed, hung past her shoulders. Silver-grey eyes regarded him with amusement. She was wearing pastel pink lipstick and                         Je Reviens.

  




  

    ‘OK?’ she said cheerfully.

  




  

    ‘OK!’ Guy nodded in agreement.

  




  

    ‘Good.’ Véronique smiled at him. ‘I theenk we shall have a nice evening.’

  




  

    ‘I know we will.’

  




  

    She blew out the cinnamon-scented candles and picked up her bag. ‘Can I make a confession to you?’

  




  

    ‘What?’ Guy’s heart sank. He couldn’t imagine what she was about to say. He didn’t want to hear it.

  




  

    But Véronique went ahead anyway. ‘I theenk I begin to be glad,’ she confided, lowering her voice to a whisper, ‘that I fell off the bus in the rain. Maybe Eenglish weather isn’t so bloody after all.’

  




  

    Oliver Cassidy wasn’t amused when his son informed him, three weeks later, that he was going to marry Véronique Charpentier.

  




  

    ‘For God’s sake,’ he said sharply, lighting a King Edward cigar and not bothering to lower his voice. ‘This is ridiculous. She’s eighteen years old. She’s French. You don’t even know her.’

  




  

    ‘Of course I do!’ Guy retaliated. ‘I love her and she loves me. And I’m not here to ask your permission to marry her, because that’s going to happen anyway. I’ve already booked the Register Office.’

  




  

    ‘Then you’re a bloody fool!’ Oliver glared at him. ‘She’s in love with your money, your career; why on earth can’t you just live with her for a few months? That’ll get her  out of your system fast enough.’

  




  

    ‘There’s no need to shout,’ said Guy. Véronique was in the next room.

  




  

    ‘Why not? Why can’t I shout?’ His father’s eyebrows knitted ferociously together. ‘I want her to hear me! She should know that not everyone is as gullible as you obviously are. If you ask me, she’s nothing but a clever, scheming foreigner making the most of the opportunity of a lifetime.’

  




  

    ‘But I’m not asking you,’ Guy replied, his tone icy. ‘And Véronique isn’t someone I want to get out of my system. She’s going to be my wife, whether you like it or not.’

  




  

    Oliver Cassidy turned purple. ‘You’re making a damn fool of yourself.’

  




  

    ‘I’m not.’ His son, sickened by his inability even to try to understand, turned away. ‘You are.’

  




  

    They were married at Caxton Hall and Véronique accompanied Guy on a working trip to Switzerland in lieu of a honeymoon. Upon their return, she moved her few possessions into his apartment, gave up her job in a busy north London delicatessen and said, ‘So! What do we do next?’

  




  

    Joshua was born ten months later, a perfect composite of his parents with Guy’s dark blue eyes and Véronique’s white-blond hair. With no family of her own, Véronique said sadly, ‘It’s such a shame. Your father hates me, I know, but he should at least have the chance to love his grandson.’

  




  

    Guy, though not naturally vindictive, wasn’t interested  in a reconciliation. ‘He knows where we live,’ he replied in dismissive tones. ‘If he wanted to see Josh, he could. But he clearly doesn’t want to, so forget him.’

  




  

    The arrival of Ella two years later brought further happiness. Contrary to Véronique’s plans that this time the child should have silver-grey eyes and dark curly hair, she was a carbon copy of Josh. Guy, his career sky-rocketing, took so many photographs of his family that they had to be stored in suitcases rather than albums. It wasn’t until he received a large Manila envelope through the post, addressed to him in familiar handwriting and containing a selection of the choicest photographs, that he realized Véronique had sent them to his father. ‘Don’t ever do that again,’ he said furiously, hurling the envelope to the ground. ‘He doesn’t deserve anything. I’ve told you before . . . just forget him!’

  




  

    But Veronique could not forget. All children were supposed to have grandparents, and her enduring dream was that her own children should know and love the only living grandparent left to them. As the years passed and the rift remained as deep and unbridgeable as ever, she became quietly determined to do something about it. Both her husband and her father-in-law were clearly too proud to make the first move but for Josh and Ella’s sakes she was prepared to take the risk. If Oliver Cassidy were to come face to face with his grandchildren, she reasoned, the rift would instantly be healed. It would be a                         fait accompli,























 following which human nature would take its course and all would be well.

  




  

    Knowing that her fiercely protective husband would never allow her to make the initial move towards  reconciliation, however, she planned her campaign with secretive, military precision. Oliver Cassidy was at that time living in Bristol, so she waited until Guy was away on a two-week assignment in New York before booking herself and the children into an hotel less than a mile from her father-in-law’s address.

  




  

    By the time of their arrival at the station, Véronique’s head was pounding and she was feeling sick with apprehension, but there was no backing out now. For the sake of Josh and Ella she struggled to maintain a bright front. At their hotel, overlooking the Clifton Suspension Bridge, she treated them to ice-cream sundaes on the sweeping terrace and said gaily, ‘Eat them all up, and don’t spill any on your clothes. We’re going to see a very nice man and he might not be so impressed with chocolate ice-cream stains.’

  




  

    Josh, six years old and enjoying the adventure immensely, said, ‘Who is he?’

  




  

    But Véronique, whose headache was worsening by the minute, simply smiled and shook her head.

  




  

    ‘Just a very nice man, my darling, who lives not far from here. You’ll like him, I’m sure.’

  




  

    Josh wasn’t so sure he would. The big house to which his mother took them was owned by a man who didn’t look the least bit pleased to see them. In Josh’s experience, very-nice-people smiled a lot, hugged you and, perhaps, gave you sweets. This man, with fierce grey eyebrows like caterpillars, wasn’t even saying hello.

  




  

    ‘Mr Cassidy,’ said Véronique quickly. It was an unpromising start and her palms were sticky with perspiration: ‘I have brought Josh and Ella to see you  . . . I thought you would like to meet them . . . your family—’

  




  

    Oliver Cassidy didn’t like surprises. Neither did he appreciate emotional blackmail. A man who seldom admitted that he might be in the wrong, he saw no reason to revise his opinion of his only son’s French wife. In her flowered dress and with her straight blond hair hanging loose around her shoulders, she still looked like a teenager, which didn’t help. And as far as he was concerned, the fact that she thought she could simply turn up out of the blue and expect some kind of fairytale reunion proved beyond all doubt that she was either stupid or staggeringly naive.

  




  

    ‘What’s the matter?’ he said coldly, eyeing her white face with displeasure and ignoring the two children at her side. His gesture encompassed both the Georgian house and the sloping, sculptured lawns. ‘Afraid they’ll miss out on all this when I’m gone?’

  




  

    ‘No!’ Appalled by her father-in-law’s cruelty, Véronique took a faltering step backwards. ‘No,’ she cried again, pleading with him to understand. ‘They are your grandchildren, your family! This isn’t about any inheritance . . .’

  




  

    ‘Good!’ snapped Oliver Cassidy as Ella, clinging to her mother’s hand, began to cry. ‘Because they won’t be seeing any of it anyway.’

  




  

    ‘I feel sick,’ Ella sobbed. ‘Mummy, I feel—’

  




  

    ‘And now, I have an urgent appointment.’ He glanced at his watch in order to give credence to the lie. Then, with a look of absolute horror, he took an abrupt step sideways.

  




  

    But it was too late. Ella, who had eaten far too much chocolate ice-cream, had already thrown up all over her grandfather’s highly polished, handmade shoes.

  




  

    It wasn’t until they were back at the hotel that Véronique realized she was ill. The headache and nausea which she had earlier put down to nervousness had worsened dramatically and she was aching all over.

  




  

    By early evening a raging fever had taken its grip and she was barely able to haul herself out of bed in order to phone downstairs and ask for a doctor to be called. Summer flu, she thought, fighting tears of exhaustion and the shivers which racked her entire body like jolts of electricity. Just what she needed. A fitting end to a disastrous visit. Had she been superstitious she might almost have believed that Oliver Cassidy had cast a malevolent jinx in order to pay her back for her impudence.

  




  

    The doctor, however, took an altogether more serious view of the situation.

  




  

    ‘Mrs Cassidy, I’m afraid we’re going to have to get you into hospital,’ he said when he had completed his examination.

  




  

    ‘Mais c’est impossible!’























 Véronique cried, her fluent English deserting her in her weakened state.                         ‘Mes enfants























  . . .’

  




  

    But it wasn’t a suggestion, it was a statement. An ambulance was called and by midnight Véronique was being admitted to the neurological ward of one of Bristol’s largest hospitals. The hotel manager himself, she was repeatedly assured, was contacting her husband in New  York and had in the meantime assumed full responsibility for her children who would remain at the hotel and be well looked after for as long as necessary.

  




  

    By the time Guy arrived at the hospital twenty-seven hours later, Véronique had lapsed into a deep coma. As the doctors had suspected, tests confirmed that she was suffering from a particularly virulent strain of meningitis and although they were doing everything possible the outlook wasn’t good.

  




  

    ‘Mummy said we were going to see a nice man,’ said Josh, his dark eyes brimming with tears as Guy eased the truth from him ‘But he wasn’t nice at all, he was horrid. He shouted at Mummy, then Ella was sick on his shoes. And when we came back to the hotel Mummy wasn’t very well. Daddy, can we go home now?’
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