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Love, friendship and secrets revealed as the sun beats down on dazzling blue Cornish seas . . .


It’s set to be the perfect wedding – till the chauffeur is asked to keep driving the bride round the church. This wedding is not going as planned.


Lottie is a guest at the wedding when she sees Max for the first time in fifteen years. No kiss since has matched their last kiss together. They were on the brink of a beautiful love story. Then something shocking happened that tore them apart. Now here he is, handsome as ever, teasing Lottie in the old way – and that tingling electric attraction is back. But Max is out of bounds.


Ruby has been the perfect vicar’s wife. But when she finds out the truth about her husband Peter, outrage and disbelief drive her to act impulsively, without a thought for the consequences. And nothing will ever be the same again.


There will be a wedding of the year – but maybe not yet. When love is in the air, anything can happen . . .
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Chapter 1


Oh my God, it was him. It was actually him.


One minute Lottie was seated at the end of a pew halfway down the church, idly admiring the way bright sunlight streamed through the technicoloured stained-glass windows and breathing in the mingled scents of warm stone, old bibles and beeswax polish. The next moment she heard a laugh that caused all the tiny hairs on her arms to leap to attention.


It couldn’t be, surely not. It just wasn’t possible. But at the same time she knew who that laugh belonged to. All these years later, she’d still recognise it anywhere.


Straightening up, stretching her neck like a meerkat, she scanned the rows of pews on the other side of the church, tilting this way and that to see past the sea of decorative hats until she caught a glimpse of the back of his head. Again, instant recognition.


Max Farrell. How bizarre. The last time she’d seen him, they’d both been living in Oxford . . . until the thing had happened and his father had whisked him away to Ireland. And now here they were, thirteen years on, both attending a wedding over two hundred miles from Oxford.


Whoa, though, it definitely felt weird to be seeing him again.


‘Who are you looking at?’ Next to her, Hannah had noticed. ‘Seen someone you like the look of?’


‘Someone I haven’t seen for years.’ Lottie couldn’t tear her eyes away. Max was chatting to a couple of the ushers, whom he clearly knew. ‘Where did Cameron go to uni, any idea?’


‘Um . . . hang on, I think he mentioned it once. Was it somewhere up in Scotland? The place where Prince William met Kate?’


‘St Andrews.’ Lottie nodded; that made sense. She’d heard on the grapevine that this was where Max had taken his degree. Cameron, about to marry Freya, had evidently invited several of his old university friends along to the wedding. And Max, it appeared, had been one of them.


She couldn’t see that much of him from this angle – there was an elaborate arrangement of pink and cream roses and stargazer lilies in the way – but he was still Max, dark-haired and tanned, with that wide grin and those high cheekbones . . . well, of course they were still high, he could hardly have had them lowered. And he was wearing a navy suit over a white shirt, but that was as much as she could tell from here.


Though as soon as the service was over, she’d be able to make herself known . . .


‘Which one is it? The bald one?’ Hannah gave her a nudge. ‘Or that one in the purple tie?’


‘He’s to the left of them.’


‘Ooh, I say, nice. Is he an ex? Always fun, bumping into an old boyfriend at a wedding, especially when he’s that fit.’ Indicating Lottie’s scarlet silk dress, she went on cheerfully, ‘And good that you’re looking pretty hot yourself.’


This was true. In Lottie’s experience, bumping into exes generally only happened when you were wearing a baggy old T-shirt with ice cream dripped down the front, or when you really should have washed your hair and shaved your legs but hadn’t had time. Except . . . ‘He isn’t an ex. We just knew each other at school.’


Which was true, but also not completely true. There’d been a whole world of possibilities on the brink of becoming something more . . . until the thing had caused life as they’d both known it to change out of all recognition.


But she wasn’t about to launch into that whole tumultuous story now.


‘All the better. Maybe it’s time to see what you’ve been missing out on. I tell you what, if I was single, I’d give him a go. He’s gorgeous.’


‘Ahem,’ said Jerry. ‘I’m sitting right next to you, in case you’d forgotten.’


‘As if I could, my angel.’ Hannah gave her fiancé’s hand a reassuring squeeze, then leaned back to the left and stage-whispered to Lottie, ‘I’m just saying, your one over there looks as if he’d really know how to kiss.’


‘I’m still here,’ Jerry reminded her good-naturedly.


‘You should go over,’ Hannah urged. ‘Say hello!’


Lottie shifted her position on the wooden pew worn smooth with age and checked her watch. It was five to three and the wedding was due to start any minute now. Plus, she didn’t want to do it with this much of an audience; she wouldn’t put it past Max to pretend not to recognise her. ‘It’s OK, I’ll wait until we’re out of here.’


‘Your eyes are all sparkly.’ Hannah was annoyingly perceptive. ‘OK, so maybe he’s not an ex, but you aren’t telling me everything.’ She raised her eyebrows at Lottie. ‘I reckon there was something going on between you two. When did you first meet him?’


‘When did you get so nosy?’ said Jerry, on her other side.


‘I was born nosy. Come on,’ Hannah urged. ‘Out with it.’


‘Fine.’ Lottie shrugged; it wasn’t easy to appear calm when your insides were jittering. ‘When we first met, I was six years old.’


‘Oh, that’s so sweet.’


‘It might sound sweet. Trust me, it wasn’t.’


Her memories of that first meeting had never faded; rather, the occasion had crystallised in her mind and she could remember every detail as clearly as if it had happened yesterday. She’d been a couple of weeks away from her seventh birthday, and Max was more confident than he had any right to be, seeing as it was his first day at Ashley Road Primary School and she’d been there for, like, ages.


Miss Philpott had seated him next to Lottie and told her to look after him, show him around and answer any questions he might have, which had made her feel special and important. Except the first thing he’d said to her when Miss Philpott had left them to it was, ‘My friend used to have a pet mouse called Lottie. You look a bit like a mouse.’ And he’d actually pulled a mousy kind of face that had taken her aback then filled her with outrage, causing her to retort, ‘Well, my friend had a pig called Max and he was ugly like you.’


Whereupon he’d given her a pitying look and replied, ‘But that’s not true, is it? You just made it up.’


And as it had started, so it had continued from that day forward. Max had delighted in teasing and tormenting her at every opportunity, and she’d retaliated because . . . well, because how could she not? That was just the way it worked. When Max had dipped the ends of her plaits in PVA glue, she’d bided her time then got her own back by tipping glitter into the hood of his green anorak. Whenever she found insects inside her school bag, she didn’t have to wonder who was to blame. Similarly, when they went on a school trip to the Cotswold Water Park, Max knew at once who’d thrown his socks into the lake.


As the years went by, at least she’d had plenty of opportunities to up her repartee game after the shame of that very first and most feeble of retorts. Like flicking through the pages of a magazine, she was able to conjure up so many memories: in school, out of school, endlessly teasing each other and somehow never falling out over the pranks and the jibes. They might never have regarded each other as friends, but spending time together had always been good fun and entertaining in a love-to-hate-you kind of way.


Until the thing had happened to change everything.


‘Look at you, you’re miles away.’ Hannah wasn’t giving up. ‘Seeing him again has really got to you. What aren’t you telling me? OK, maybe nothing happened when you were that young, but how about later?’


What was Hannah, some kind of witch? Lottie exhaled; this was why she was glad to have had some warning before coming face to face with Max again, so she could give herself a good talking-to and have time to act all cool, calm and—


‘Here we go.’ Hannah raised an index finger as they heard the sound of the wedding car pulling up outside the church. ‘Bang on time. You’ll have to tell me later.’


But the next moment, just as the vicar signalled to the organist and everyone readied themselves for the imminent arrival of the bride, they heard a voice outside shout, ‘No, don’t stop, don’t get out of the car! Sorry, but could you drive off and go round again? We just need five minutes. Then you can come back and get married, I promise.’









Chapter 2


Seventeen minutes earlier


What Ruby Vale had been really looking forward to upon arriving home from a busy three-day work trip to London was a cool shower followed by a couple of hours out in the garden, relaxing on a sunlounger with a glass of wine and a great book.


What she was getting instead was horrible news piled on top of more horrible news, topped with the most horrible news of all.


She thought she might be in a state of shock, but when you found yourself on the receiving end of this amount of information in under two minutes, it was hard to tell for sure.


‘Oh God, don’t faint. Sit down. Here, chair.’ Iris guided her into one before her legs could give way. ‘Men, what are they? Total bastards, the lot of them. I mean, I already knew that, I’ve always known it, but I honestly thought yours’d be different. I couldn’t believe it when I saw them. And if I’d had the vacuum cleaner going, we’d have been none the wiser. But I was still unwinding the lead all ready to plug it in when I heard him coming into the house. And I was about to call out to let him know I was here, but that was when I heard laughing and realised he had someone else with him.’ She pulled an eurgh face. ‘By then it was too late; they were all over each other. I could hear them coming up the stairs and there was no way I could say anything. They thought they were on their own. So I stayed where I was in the spare bedroom and they went into . . . well, yours.’


Ruby closed her eyes; she felt sick.


‘They didn’t take long. But it was pretty noisy.’ Another grimace. ‘And you definitely need to get that headboard fixed. Anyway, I waited until they’d finished and gone back downstairs, and they were still laughing and . . . you know, saying the kind of stuff you wouldn’t want to hear. Then they left, and that’s when I went to the window and saw who it was. My God, I nearly passed out with the shock. So I videoed them.’ She held up her phone, like an actress brandishing a BAFTA. ‘I thought I’d better film it; you never know when it might come in handy. This way they can’t accuse me of making it up.’


She had a point. Iris, who cleaned for them twice a week, was feisty and opinionated, with some dodgy ex-boyfriends and impressively spidery false lashes. Her tops were low-cut, her shorts were high-cut and she had LOOK UP tattooed just above her chest. She was also a lovely person, and highly moral, but Ruby knew that some people who only knew her by sight were unaware of this and might judge her accordingly.


‘Get this down you.’ She thrust a tumbler of brandy into Ruby’s trembling hand. ‘OK, do you wish I’d kept my mouth shut?’


‘No.’ Ruby shook her head. ‘No!’


‘Good. I’d have felt bad if you’d said yes. I told you because I like you a lot more than I like him. Want to watch the video?’


‘No, thanks.’ Except she knew she had to; it needed to be done. Taking a hefty glug of brandy, she braced herself and said, ‘OK.’


With Iris’s warm hand resting supportively on her shoulder, she watched as her husband and the woman emerged from the front door together following their not-so-secret-any-more tryst. It had happened yesterday, while she’d been up in London. And there was no mistaking the body language between them as they made their way back to Peter’s blue Volvo; her arm was around his waist and his hand was on her bottom as they leaned together, exchanging words Ruby couldn’t hear but could probably guess at.


It was the identity of the woman she couldn’t get over, not to mention the fact that Peter evidently preferred her and wanted to sleep with her rather than his own wife.


As if reading her thoughts, Iris blurted out, ‘I mean, what man in his right mind would choose her over you? You’re gorgeous!’


Exactly. Ruby nodded, the unfairness of it all rising like bile in her throat.


‘She’s older than you! And look at her clothes.’


Ruby looked. She’d always tried to wear nice things and make the best of herself, but maybe that wasn’t what counted. The woman in the video was wearing a plain grey cardigan over a cream blouse, and a below-the-knee brown skirt with beige loafers. Maybe that was the kind of outfit her husband preferred.


‘And to think she had the nerve to look down her nose at me,’ Iris went on with a hint of relish. ‘The times she called me into her office and tried to make me feel like a useless mother. Fucking liberty! You know what you’ve got to do, don’t you?’


Ruby watched the last few seconds of the video, featuring Peter and the other woman now wrapped around each other, kissing like besotted teenagers. Finally, reluctantly, they pulled apart, then climbed into the car and drove off.


She twisted round to Iris. ‘Can you send me a copy of this?’


It only took a moment. ‘Done.’


The initial spark of shock and disbelief was being fanned into flames now, rapidly turning into a bonfire of outrage. Ruby said, ‘Go on then, tell me. What are you thinking I should do?’


Iris had had twenty-four hours to get her head around this. She checked the time on her phone. ‘Well, at three thirty she’s going to be standing up on stage opening the May Fair.’ She gave Ruby a look of challenge. ‘If it was me, I’d head down there and give her a piece of my mind.’


Ruby took a deep breath. An eye for an eye, a tooth for a tooth. Retaliation. Could she do it? Up until today, she hadn’t been the kind of person who would confront another woman. But out of the blue, all this had happened, and it was as if Peter had suddenly become a whole different person.


In which case, why couldn’t she become one too?


Adrenalin was rushing through her with nowhere to go. She’d been away for three days and her mind had gone blank. ‘Where is he, do you know?’


‘Up at the church,’ said Iris. ‘Along with everyone else.’


Of course. The wedding. Due to start just a few minutes from now.


‘And straight after that,’ she added, ‘he’s leaving for Liverpool.’


‘He’s what? Going where?’ Peter hadn’t said anything about Liverpool to Ruby.


‘He mentioned it when I was last here, just after you left on Wednesday. Said it was some kind of retreat.’


Oh right, the alleged silent retreat; she’d forgotten about that. ‘More like some kind of big lie.’ There really was way too much adrenalin in her body and there was absolutely no way this could wait until he came back from Liverpool. Her mind made up, Ruby jumped to her feet. ‘Right, they’re not getting away with this.’ There might not be an actual plan in her head, but she couldn’t just sit here. Something had to happen, or she’d physically combust. And most brides were late turning up for their weddings, weren’t they? It was a tradition Peter always found annoying, but if it gave her time to confront him . . . well, why not make the most of it?


‘Good on you, girl. Whoa, hang on, wait for me.’ Iris, her tone gleeful, raced out of the kitchen after her. ‘I’m coming too!’


St Mary’s Church, many centuries old and with a slightly crooked spire, was only a couple of hundred yards away. The sun was still beating down and Ruby’s spine was damp, her dry-clean-only dress sticking to her in the heat. As they hurried up the driveway, she saw the wedding car had just beaten them to it and was turning in a slow circle. Damn, there was no way they could interrupt the wedding ceremony once it had started, which meant she had to get in there before the bride.


‘Hey, over here.’ Iris waved, then stuck her thumb and index finger in her mouth and executed an ear-splitting whistle to attract the chauffeur’s attention.


When he looked around and lowered the window on the driver’s side, Ruby took a panicky gulp of air and called out, ‘No, don’t stop, don’t get out of the car! Sorry, but could you drive off and go round again? We just need five minutes. Then you can come back and get married, I promise.’


Freya Nicholson, the bride sitting in the back of the limo alongside her mother, Tess, looked surprised but not unduly alarmed. Leaning forward and giving Ruby a little wave, she said, ‘Are they not ready for us yet? OK, that’s fine, see you in five. You look lovely, by the way. Fab dress!’


It was a fab dress, glazed white cotton splashed with big pink roses. Ruby’s mouth might be dry and her brain in a spin, but she still knew how to respond to a compliment. Showing off the hip area in case Freya hadn’t spotted the best part of all, she called back, ‘Thanks. And it’s got pockets!’


‘Come on.’ Iris gave her a push in the direction of the propped-open church doors. ‘This is your moment. Let’s go.’


‘What’s going on?’ As heads swivelled to the back of the church to see who was sending the bride away, Hannah said excitedly, ‘Oh wow, what if it’s someone turning up to stop the wedding? Like in The Vicar of Dibley? I’ve always wanted to see that happen in real life!’


‘I can’t see it being that.’ Lottie shook her head, because it just wasn’t possible. ‘This is Cameron and Freya we’re talking about.’


‘Maybe Cameron’s already married. Or he’s a murderer . . . or a fugitive from justice . . .’


The next moment there came a clatter of high heels on flagstones and a swirl of pink-on-white flew in through the door. Lottie and Hannah exchanged a look of disappointment, because it wasn’t someone exciting after all, only the vicar’s wife, Ruby Vale.


‘Let me guess,’ Lottie murmured. ‘Either the Wi-Fi’s stopped working at home or she’s found a giant spider in the bath.’ Because Ruby didn’t mean to be overly dramatic, but sometimes she just couldn’t help herself. She was one of those arty types. Married to the Reverend Peter Vale for many years despite not being a great churchgoer herself, she was well liked by everyone in Lanrock and, as the glamorous writer and artist behind a hugely popular series of children’s books, counted as one of the town’s minor celebrities.


‘I need to speak to you,’ she blurted out, pointing at her husband. ‘In private.’


Peter Vale was standing beside the lectern, checking the order of service. He glanced up. ‘I’m quite busy at the moment. The ceremony’s about to start.’


‘Peter. Just a few words, in the vestry. Please.’


‘Darling, it’s hardly a convenient time. Why don’t you come back after we’ve finished?’ With the faintest trace of irritation, he made a discreet get-out-of-here gesture with the hand holding the order of service, shooing her away as if she were an annoying wasp.


Lottie watched, intrigued by the exchange. Ruby was taking deep breaths now, her eyes like saucers and a sheen of perspiration visible on her slender neck.


‘Later, darling.’ Peter pressed the point home with exaggerated patience.


Out of the shadows stepped Iris Norton, known to most of the residents of Lanrock for her brash personality, excellent cleaning skills and outspoken remarks. Less traditionally dressed for a wedding than Ruby, in a fluorescent green crop top and frayed denim shorts, she was also less at a loss for words.


‘Fine.’ She addressed the Reverend from the lower end of the nave. ‘We’ll go. Your wife just wanted to let you know that she knows. But that’s OK, we’ll leave you to it, we have places to visit, people to see. One person in particular . . .’


‘I’m sorry, I’m afraid I have no idea what you’re talking about.’ Peter shook his head, apparently mystified.


‘No worries then, we’ll be off. Don’t want to miss our opportunity, do we?’ Iris tapped her wristwatch in a playful way. ‘Our big moment, if you know what I mean.’


Recovering herself, Ruby chipped in, ‘I’m looking forward to telling everyone what’s been going on. Can’t wait!’


Peter’s face turned the colour of fog. The entire congregation, having swivelled round in their seats, now turned back to view his reaction.


‘Look, I don’t know what you may have heard, but this is r-ridiculous.’ He stumbled over the word and hastened down the nave towards them. ‘I have a wedding to perform—’


‘Your wife wasn’t the one who heard it,’ Iris said brightly. ‘I did. And I recorded it all too.’


Everyone in the church was by this time agog. Next to Lottie, Hannah murmured, ‘Oh my God, this is amazing. Are they saying what I think they’re saying?’


‘Mind you,’ Iris continued, magicking her phone out of her bra, ‘I wouldn’t have guessed she’d be your type. Just goes to show, eh?’


‘OK, that’s enough,’ hissed Peter through gritted teeth. ‘Out.’


‘That’s where we’re going,’ said Ruby. ‘Heading over to see her now. I wonder what everyone’s going to think when they hear what I have to tell them?’


He turned paler still. ‘You can’t do that. No, you mustn’t.’


‘Or, looking at it another way,’ Ruby retorted, ‘maybe you shouldn’t have done what you did.’


The order of service crumpled in his tightening grip. ‘It’s not true, though.’


Iris mimicked his panicky tone. ‘But it is, though. You know it and we know it.’ She rested a hand on Ruby’s arm. ‘Come on, let’s go. Feeling a bit better now?’


Ruby turned to look at her. ‘Do you know what? I am. In fact, I’m actually starting to enjoy myself.’


‘Wait!’ howled Peter as they turned to leave. ‘You can’t do this.’


‘No?’ said Ruby. ‘Watch me.’


‘You’re amazing. I knew you would be.’ Applauding, Iris followed her out through the arched doorway.


Inside the church, everyone held their breath. A small child said, ‘Mummy, I need a wee.’ From one of the pews on the other side of the aisle, Lottie heard the familiar laughter of her childhood nemesis and felt her heart do a somersault.


After several seconds of being frozen to the spot, the Reverend Peter Vale suddenly said in a croaky voice quite unlike his own, ‘I’m so sorry, I’ll be back as soon as I can.’


And hitching up his black cassock, he legged it out of the church.









Chapter 3


Gasps of surprise, shock and poorly concealed delight rippled around the ancient church. Lottie saw Cameron Bancroft, on his feet at the front, absorbing this unforeseen hitch to his wedding but taking it in his stride.


‘This is wild,’ said the best man, next to him. ‘What do we do now?’


Cameron was a doctor; he wasn’t the panicking kind. With a shrug, he addressed the congregation in his customary good-natured, capable way. ‘Not a lot we can do, is there? No worries. Apologies for the delay, folks. I guess we just have to wait until he comes back.’


‘Shame we can’t follow them,’ Hannah whispered in Lottie’s ear. ‘I’m bursting to find out who the Rev’s been shagging.’


The small child who’d complained minutes earlier announced in a high-pitched voice, ‘Now I need a wee and a poo.’


While over on the other side of the church, where the ushers were clustered together, Lottie heard Max Farrell announce, ‘And I could definitely do with a drink.’


* * *


From this position, high on the hill, you could see the sea glittering in the sunlight, as dazzling blue as the sky. And on this perfect late-spring day, the first Saturday in May, the streets of Lanrock were busy with holidaymakers.


But it was still pretty easy, amongst all the visitors in their multicoloured shorts, T-shirts and dresses, to pick out a vicar in a billowing white surplice over a black cassock hurtling down the road like a panicking penguin.


‘There he is.’ Ruby pointed him out. Having earlier vaulted a stone wall to take the shortcut and beat them into town, he was now pausing in a shop doorway to make a phone call. ‘Trying to warn her, I expect.’


But as they carried on down the hill, they saw him give up without getting through and put his phone away, while visibly panting and catching his breath.


Moments later, he looked up and spotted them, and Ruby saw a mixture of emotions cross his features. She sensed his fear and felt a surge of power.


‘I’m sorry, I’m sorry for everything,’ he blurted out when they reached him, ‘but you can’t go and confront her. It’d destroy her career . . . both our careers . . .’


She nodded in agreement. ‘I imagine it would.’


He moved into a side alley so they wouldn’t be overheard. ‘Don’t do it. Please don’t do it.’


‘The thing is,’ said Iris, ‘I think you’re mistaking us for two people who give a toss.’


He stared at her in dismay before turning his attention back to Ruby. ‘You want me to beg? Fine, I’m begging you. Punish me all you like, but don’t punish Margaret.’


It was almost three thirty; they were minutes away now from Margaret Crane stepping onto the stage, welcoming adults and children alike to the school’s annual May Fair. Ruby marvelled at the fact that in under an hour, her entire world had imploded. There were beads of sweat running down her husband’s neck and darkening patches spreading across the material of his black cassock.


‘How long has it been going on?’ she asked. If he said that yesterday was the first time, if it had been a moment of madness, a meaningless one-off, could she forgive him?


Peter’s Adam’s apple bobbed frantically above his clerical collar. ‘Eight months.’


What?


‘Fuck.’ Iris shook her head, almost in admiration. She clearly hadn’t thought he had it in him.


Fuck indeed. Ruby looked into the eyes of the man she’d been married to for the last decade. ‘Do you love her?’


Out on the pavement, several yards away, a gull swooped down and made off with an ice cream cone, having knocked it out of a small child’s hand. The child let out a high-pitched shriek and the next moment a second gull landed on the pavement to grab a broken-off scrap of cone, causing the boy’s screams to double in volume and fury.


That was life for you. Full of unexpected incidents and nasty surprises.


‘Yes.’ Peter nodded. ‘Yes, I do. Sorry.’


Ruby felt as if she were having an out-of-body experience, rising up and watching the three of them from above. She said, ‘You need to get back. Everyone’s waiting for you at the church.’


He stared at her in disbelief. ‘I’m not leaving you down here. I don’t know what you’re going to do.’


‘It’s Freya and Cameron’s wedding. You have to marry them. It’s kind of your job.’


‘But I don’t trust you. I need to warn Margaret. I can’t get through to her . . .’ He took out his phone once more and jabbed at the call button to try again.


Ruby watched his hands shake, saw a muscle jumping in his jaw and felt the waves of panic radiating from him. He was her husband, had been her husband for the last ten years, but it was like looking at a stranger, at someone with Peter’s face and somebody else’s brain. Well, if nothing else, it explained why his libido had packed up and left all those months ago. So much for having felt sympathy for him, thinking it had been stress-induced impotence.


‘Why isn’t she answering her phone?’ Turning on his heel, still stabbing at the keys, he bolted back down the alley.


‘Looks like we’re off again.’ Iris followed him. ‘Are we having a race, seeing who can get to her first?’ she called. ‘Because I’m telling you now, I’m pretty speedy. Wouldn’t bet on you to win.’


He broke into a sprint, reaching the main road ahead of them. Turning sharp right, he collided with a tourist wearing a Manchester United shirt and ricocheted off his extensive stomach. The phone flew out of his hand, clattered onto the pavement and bounced into the road.


‘What the . . .?’ snarled the tourist as Peter let out a yelp of desperation and dived to retrieve it.


‘Nooooo!’ cried Ruby as a car, unable to stop in time, slammed on its brakes and sent Peter somersaulting down the road.


Oh God, don’t let him be dead. That would be too much instant karma.


Everyone in the vicinity stopped and turned, traffic and pedestrians alike. Pushing through the crowd rapidly gathering around him, Ruby shouted, ‘It’s my husband . . .’


There was blood trickling from a nasty-looking graze on his forehead. He gave a groan of pain, half opened his eyes, and murmured something unintelligible.


‘I’ll call an ambulance,’ said Iris.


Ruby knelt in the dusty road. ‘You’re going to be OK. Stay where you are, don’t move. What are you trying to say?’ She wasn’t a complete monster.


‘Ph-phone,’ he mumbled. ‘Where is it? I need to call Margaret.’


‘The car ran over your phone. It’s smashed to pieces,’ said Ruby. Like my heart.


‘Where’s Iris? Don’t let her go to the school, please.’


And to think she’d actually been feeling sorry for him. ‘Where does it hurt?’


‘Everywhere. Shoulder. Ribs. Head. Left knee.’ Shifting slightly, he winced and added, ‘Pelvis.’


‘Oh dear. Looks like it’s going to be a while before you have sex again.’


He closed his eyes. ‘No need to be sarcastic.’


‘I’m not. I’m just glad it’s not going to be with me.’


The ambulance arrived fifteen minutes later, having edged its way through the traffic, and the paramedics swiftly examined Peter before strapping him to a stretcher and lifting him into the back of the vehicle.


‘Are you coming with us?’ Having established that Ruby was his wife, the older paramedic gestured for her to hop up into the ambulance.


‘No, thanks.’ Ruby shook her head. ‘I think it’s time he learned to manage on his own.’


Everyone had stayed in the church at first, like small children waiting for their form teacher to come back and resume control of the situation. But as the minutes continued to tick by, still with no sign of the vicar returning, it wasn’t long before the guests started leaving their pews and wandering outside to greet Freya and her mum, now waiting in their limo at the top of the drive once more, and discuss what on earth could be going on. The situation between the Reverend Peter Vale and his wife was obviously riveting, but that aside, when was he going to come back and perform the wedding ceremony?


Surely he’d be here soon?


Then again, surely he shouldn’t have run off in the first place in such a panic. It was hardly professional.


Outside in the sunshine, Lottie lurked between a couple of well-tended graves and surreptitiously checked her face in the make-up mirror she happened – for once – to have in her bag. It was ridiculous, but a million butterflies were now taking flight in her stomach. Max was still in the church with the ushers and the groom. She patted her face with a clean tissue, applied a fresh coat of lipstick and squirted perfume from a tiny free sample vial onto her neck and wrists.


So this was how it felt to be the odd one out. Currently, everyone else here was agog at the revelation that the Rev had been having an affair and his wife had just publicly confronted him about it. Lottie glanced back at the entrance to the church; of course she was agog too, but right now the prospect of seeing Max again was having a more immediate effect on her.


And – her breath caught in her throat – here he came, emerging along with his friends, laughing at some joke or other and looking ridiculously handsome in his dark suit. He’d always been tall for his age, lithe and athletic. In the intervening years he hadn’t gone to seed. Even the way he walked put other men to shame.


The next moment, he turned away from his friends and took in the scene, his gaze making a slow, steady sweep that included the bride’s limo, the assorted guests avidly chattering away in groups, and the manicured churchyard beyond. Finally his eyes reached hers and Lottie held her breath, but there was no reaction, and now he was watching the other guests once more. Oh God, he had no idea who she was, he actually didn’t recognise her. How humiliating . . .


Then his head swivelled back and his attention zeroed in on her once more, as realisation belatedly dawned. A brief head-shake was followed by an index finger being pointed at her while a slow smile lit up his face, and Lottie experienced a rush of relief. One of the ushers was speaking to him, but Max placed an apologetic hand on the man’s arm and excused himself, leaving the group and making his way over to her with that loose-hipped, easy stride she remembered so well.


‘My God. Of all the churchyards in all the towns in all the world,’ he drawled, ‘she had to walk into this one. How about that? Lottie Palmer. And looking fantastic, too . . . apart from that bit of something in your hair. Is it bird poo?’









Chapter 4


Lottie’s hand was already halfway to her head before she realised he’d got her. Hastily pulling it back down, she said, ‘Well done.’


Max was evidently delighted by his success. ‘Just like old times. One up to me.’


‘It’s been a while. I’m out of practice.’


‘I’ll let you off, just this once. This is amazing,’ he marvelled. ‘I can’t believe you’re here. How are you?’


‘Great. And you?’


‘Also great. You must be a friend of the bride.’


‘I know both of them. I live here in Lanrock. How about you?’


‘London.’


‘Let me guess, you and your friends were at uni with Cameron?’ She indicated the group of ushers fifteen metres away.


‘That’s right, we were.’


‘He’s never mentioned you.’


‘Never mentioned you either.’


Lottie couldn’t help herself. ‘So how come the rest of them are ushers and you aren’t?’


‘Ah, well. Cameron didn’t trust me to behave myself.’ His eyes danced.


‘No change there, then.’ Back in the day, pretty much all the girls had found Max irresistible, and he’d wasted no time making the most of this situation.


‘Actually, I was asked to be an usher. But I was booked to be in New Zealand so I had to tell Cameron I wouldn’t be available.’ His mouth twitched. ‘He was devastated, of course.’


‘Goes without saying.’


‘But I was able to finish up over there earlier than expected and brought my flight home forward so I could make it after all. And here I am.’ He spread his hands. ‘Still jet-lagged, but glad to be here. Even more glad,’ he added, ‘now that I’ve seen you.’


There was so much unsaid, and so many questions to ask. Lottie discreetly checked out his left hand. ‘Are you here on your own?’


‘Is that code for am I single? Pretty much. Well, more or less. No wife, no live-in girlfriend, if that’s what you’re longing to know.’


How had they fallen so effortlessly back into their old teasing ways? ‘At least you know it means I haven’t been secretly stalking you on social media.’ She had been trying to, of course, on and off over the years. She just hadn’t been able to find him.


‘I’m not on social media.’ He flashed a grin. ‘But I expect you’ve already discovered that for yourself.’


‘I wonder why you keep a low profile? Maybe it’s easier, with all your countless live-out girlfriends. Less likely to get caught out.’


‘Exactly, got it in one. How about you?’ He glanced pointedly at her own left hand. ‘Not been snapped up yet?’ He looked over at the assorted wedding guests, milling around in the sunshine. ‘Is there an angry boyfriend watching us right now, silently seething and wondering who his girlfriend’s talking to? Oh Lord, is that him, the one over there?’


This time Lottie managed not to look. She waited until he knew she’d won this point, then followed the direction of his nod. ‘The guy in the flat cap and wellington boots? That’s Stan, one of the gravediggers. Apparently forty years ago he was quite a catch. And no, I’m very happy to be single right now. Concentrating on work instead.’ She hesitated, then took a breath and said, ‘How about your family? Are they . . . still around?’


There it was, she’d broached the subject. Well, it had to be done. Max’s gaze met hers and time stopped for a couple of seconds before he nodded briefly and said, ‘Still alive, thanks.’


‘And . . .?’


‘Still together.’ Another pause. ‘Yours?’


‘Same.’ She exhaled; so few words, with so much unspoken significance behind them. But even as she wondered whether to carry on, she became aware of heads swivelling in unison and conversation dying around them as the other guests turned to see who was coming up the drive.


There was no sign of Ruby Vale this time. Iris was making her way towards them on her own.


Maybe another bringer of news might have taken the groom or the bride-to-be to one side, but discretion had never been Iris Norton’s strong point. Reaching the assembled group, she simply shrugged and said, ‘Well, he’s still alive, but he got hit by a car and carted off in an ambulance, and I can’t see him being up for vicar duties any time soon. So if anyone’s done one of those mad online courses that means you’re allowed to perform weddings, stick your hand in the air. Because now’s your time to shine.’


‘I can’t believe this is happening.’ Tess Nicholson, her pink lipstick having almost entirely vanished as a result of her increasing stress, clutched her daughter’s hand. ‘And to you, of all people. Oh sweetheart, you don’t deserve this.’


‘I don’t know what else we can do.’ Cameron was staring at his phone as if it might miraculously come up with an answer. ‘I’ve phoned everyone I can think of, but no joy. It’s not like Les Misérables on the London stage; there aren’t any understudies ready to step in at a moment’s notice.’


The photographer, in his ill-fitting suit, said apologetically, ‘Look, I’m not being funny, but you booked me for four hours and Saturdays are my busy time. If you don’t need me after all, I’m still going to need paying.’


Freya Nicholson turned to her husband-to-almost-be, who apparently might not be able to become her husband after all. She knew him well enough to know he was concealing the extent of his dismay, because Cameron was a planner, who liked everything to run smoothly, and this clearly wasn’t on the cards today. Plus, he wasn’t remotely mean where money was concerned, but neither did he enjoy seeing it go to waste. Weddings were expensive and they’d been saving hard for this day for the last eighteen months.


Freya made up her mind and waved her bouquet of pink roses and blue forget-me-nots in the air to attract everyone’s attention. Once the chatter had stopped, she announced, ‘Right, none of this can be helped, and we’re all here, so we’re going to have a great day regardless. The hotel isn’t expecting us for another forty minutes, so could we all head back into the church and get some photos taken? And if anyone wants to stand up at the front and say nice things about us, that’d be brilliant. Then we’ll make our way to the reception just like any normal married couple. How does that sound?’


Everyone cheered, because it sounded like an excellent plan, and once the organist had played her and her mum up the aisle, Freya turned to face Cameron and took his hands in hers.


‘Cameron, I couldn’t ask for a more wonderful husband than you. Thank you for everything you’ve done to make our lives so much better.’ She smiled across at her mother as she said it, and Tess smiled back. ‘I’m the luckiest girl in the world, marrying the nicest man in the world. And this is a day I’ll never forget.’


‘It’s a day none of us will ever forget,’ said Cameron with feeling. ‘And I’m the lucky one. I’ve loved you since the day we first met, and that’s never going to change.’ He hesitated. ‘I’ve got the ring here, obviously, but . . .’


Freya hastily shook her head. ‘No, don’t let’s do it now. We’ll wait until the proper wedding.’ She glanced at the photographer, who was busy snapping away in the aisle.


‘I can’t wait to marry you,’ Cameron went on. ‘Whenever that might be. In the meantime, let’s have an amazing day.’


The best man called out, ‘You may now kiss your fiancée,’ and everyone laughed. Freya leaned forward and so did Cameron, until their lips met. He was so lovely, he really was. And now everyone in the church was cheering and applauding while the organist, getting into the spirit of the occasion, broke into a jauntier-than-usual version of Mendelssohn’s wedding march. Then the congregation spilled out of the church so they could be there when Freya and Cameron emerged together, and dozens more photos were snapped as handfuls of multicoloured confetti were flung into the air like a million escaped butterflies.


‘You look bloody gorgeous.’ Rushing up to them, Iris gave Freya a hug. ‘And that was the best church service I’ve ever been to. Look, I know I wasn’t on the guest list, but can I come along to the reception?’


‘Of course you can.’ Freya returned the hug.


‘Sorry about messing up your wedding. I suppose it’s my fault really.’


‘From what I’ve heard, it sounds like it was the vicar’s fault. Poor Ruby, is she all right?’ For a split second, Freya wondered if Ruby could be persuaded to join them too. Well, probably not. She whispered, ‘Who’s he been having an affair with?’


Iris wavered, then pulled a face. ‘Ruby asked me not to tell anyone until she’s got her head around it.’


‘OK.’ Freya nodded; it was probably a sensible decision, for today at least. And they’d find out soon enough.


‘Anyway, sorry again.’ Iris was now vigorously brushing bits of confetti out of her fabulous cleavage. ‘If it wasn’t for me, you’d be properly married by now. I do feel bad about that.’


‘Hey, don’t worry. It’s fine.’ Freya sent up a prayer of thanks that nobody could read her mind right now. Whatever would they think if they knew that her uppermost emotion was relief? She gave Iris a magnanimous smile. ‘Come on, let’s head on down to the hotel. I think we could all do with a drink.’









Chapter 5


The plan, Ruby belatedly remembered, had been for her husband, the oh-so-saintly Reverend, to head off on his silent retreat as soon as the wedding was done and dusted. Since there was no sign of either his suitcase or the car keys here in the vicarage, she located the spare set of keys in the kitchen drawer and went outside to the car.


The suitcase was in the boot, and a cursory examination of its contents told her all she needed to know. God, how many more clues had she missed? It was almost embarrassing to think she’d had no idea about any of it. Had other people been aware for ages while she’d wandered around entirely oblivious? Had half the population of Lanrock been laughing and gossiping about it behind her back?


Although Iris was generally regarded as having her finger on the pulse when it came to local gossip, and she’d only discovered the subterfuge yesterday, so maybe not.


Ruby paced around the creaky old house until an hour had passed, then phoned the hospital to see what they had to say about Peter’s condition. Much as she wanted to ask, ‘Is he dead or alive? That’s all I need to know,’ she adopted her vicar’s-wife voice – the one she hated and seldom used – to make the enquiry.


Once she’d been assured he wasn’t dead, she headed upstairs and took an extra-long shower, enjoying the fact that, had he been here, Peter would have been fretting about the amount of electricity she was wasting.


Next, having dried herself and brushed her wet hair, she left the steamed-up bathroom awash with crumpled damp towels, happy in the knowledge that this would annoy him even more.


It was a shame, really, that he wasn’t here to see it.


She blasted her long hair with the hairdryer, changed into faded jeans and a blue and white striped Breton top, then slipped her feet into orange espadrilles. Perfume, why not? And make-up, the full works.


Once she was done, she stood back from the mirror in the bedroom and gave a nod of satisfaction. She didn’t look like a vicar’s wife, which was good, because from this day forward she no longer was a vicar’s wife. It was annoying that Peter was the one who’d get to stay in this house, seeing as it came with the job, but she’d never particularly liked it anyway.


Thank goodness she could afford to rent somewhere. At least money wasn’t an issue; she knew how lucky she was in that respect.


Although it still stung a bit when she reached the school gates twenty minutes later and was obliged to hand over two pounds in order to get into the fete. Two pounds? Talk about daylight robbery. But she had to pay if she wanted to confront the other woman in her husband’s life, and now that she’d been assured Peter’s condition wasn’t life-threatening, she was going to go ahead and do it. They both deserved that much, surely.


‘The entrance fee gets you a free string of raffle tickets,’ the annoyingly cheerful woman on gate duty explained. ‘First prize is a meal for two at McCarthy’s, isn’t that fantastic?’ She checked her watch. ‘Ooh, and you’re just in time for the dancing display, don’t want to miss that!’


Ruby took the raffle tickets and imagined the woman’s face if she replied, ‘I’d rather pull all my teeth out with pliers than have to watch a dancing display.’ But she smiled instead and passed through the gate, entering the playground adorned with bunting and crowded with enthusiastic fete-goers, assorted stalls and dozens of small children hurtling around in a state of overexcitement.


And there in the centre of the playground, surrounded by hyped-up tiny dancers in matching sparkly outfits, was the head of Lanrock Infants School, Margaret Crane, who was addressing the proud parents and grandparents gathering around.


‘Now we have a real treat for you all,’ she announced. ‘Our wonderful dance troupe is going to perform . . . for you. Is everyone ready to be dazzled? Right, music, please!’


The moment of hesitation had occurred as she’d spotted Ruby in the crowd. Ruby perversely found herself enjoying the sense of one-upmanship. It was better this way, without Iris here at her side to goad her on. It felt good being in this position of power, aware of how alarming her presence must be for the woman who’d been having an affair with her husband.


The music began to play and the tiny dancers launched into their performance. Margaret Crane must know something significant had happened. Ruby was neither a parent nor a doting grandparent; what other reason could there be for her unexpected appearance here at the fete?


Was the head of the school inwardly quaking, maybe even feeling sick with concern? Oh, Ruby hoped so.


When the dance display was finally over – the children had been cute but clumsy – and the patchy applause had died down, Mrs Crane took to the microphone once more. ‘Children, that was absolutely wonderful. Well done! Now, the next activity will be the bell-ringing demonstration at four thirty. And I promise none of you will want to miss that!’


Ruby definitely wanted to miss it. As the head teacher attempted to slip away in the direction of the school, she caught her up. ‘Mrs Crane, I wonder if we could have a word? Maybe privately.’ The original plan had been to let the whole school know what had been going on, but that had been before the accident; she wasn’t completely heartless.


Although when the other woman hesitated, Ruby continued with a bland smile, ‘Or we can do it out here, if you’d prefer that. Up to you.’


A fine film of perspiration was visible on Margaret Crane’s thin upper lip. ‘Can it wait until the fete is over?’


‘Sorry, no. I’m afraid it can’t.’


Her husband’s mistress showed her into the office and closed the door firmly behind her.


‘I hope he was worth it,’ Ruby said pleasantly.


‘Sorry, I don’t know what you mean.’ Margaret Crane sat behind her desk and steepled her fingertips. She’d evidently decided to brazen it out and deny everything.


‘Oh, I think you do. Does sleeping with my husband ring a bell? Does your husband know?’


‘Mrs Vale, I don’t know what you may have heard, but I can assure you I have never—’


‘That’s not true, though, is it?’ Ruby interrupted her with a raised index finger for added emphasis. ‘The thing is, I have proof. On video. Which rather leaves you without a leg to stand on.’ As she saw the colour flood into Margaret Crane’s face, it crossed her mind to make a joke about the woman not doing much standing, but no, she wouldn’t go there.


‘Anyway, I just came to let you know that you won’t be heading off with my husband this afternoon after all. The silent retreat’ – she put the words inside air quotes – ‘has had to be cancelled, due to an unfortunate incident.’


‘What kind of incident?’ From the look of veiled horror on Mrs Crane’s face, she could have been wondering if Ruby had left Peter lying in a pool of blood on the vicarage’s kitchen floor.


‘Don’t worry, I haven’t murdered him. He was hit by a car on Beach Street and sustained a few injuries. Broken clavicle, smashed ankle, cracked pelvis . . . He’s about to go into theatre to be patched up, but he’ll definitely live. Oh, and I found these in his suitcase, but they’re not my size, so I think they were meant for you.’ Pulling a face, Ruby took the purple satin and lace camisole and matching knickers out of her bag and dropped them onto the desk.


Margaret Crane flinched and took an unsteady breath. ‘Look, I’m sorry.’


‘Don’t be. I’m pretty sure I’m better off without him. OK, I’ll head off now. Good luck with everything,’ said Ruby. ‘Especially that nasty underwear. It doesn’t look comfortable at all.’


The trouble with being the wife of the local vicar was that a lot of people knew you. It meant always having to be aware that you might be being watched. Leaving the fete – thankfully before the bell-ringing got under way – Ruby made her way down to East Beach and surveyed the mix of holidaymakers.


Too many locals. Within the space of three minutes she’d been greeted by five people who knew her, the last of whom had heard all about the Reverend Peter’s accident and was about to grill her for details. Word would spread and soon everyone would know. Plus, as well as asking endless questions, they’d start to wonder why she wasn’t at the hospital, holding her beloved husband’s hand.


Beloved, ha.


No, she didn’t want to be in the vicinity of people who knew her. Nor could she bear to go back and sit in the house that would no longer be her home.


Leaving the beach, she made her way to the tiny taxi rank at the bottom of Long Street. She had her own car, but right now she didn’t trust herself to drive. There were no taxis parked up, but one from a company she didn’t recognise was just unloading a family of five.


She approached the driver. ‘Are you free?’


‘Sorry, love. Just finishing up now. Heading home.’


‘Where’s home?’


‘St Ives.’


St Ives was good. It was also fifty miles away, on the north coast of Cornwall, and full of people she didn’t know, which basically made it perfect. ‘You know what? St Ives would do me just fine.’









Chapter 6


‘I love this! Who’d have thought it?’ Freya, pink-cheeked and tipsy after more champagne than she was used to, marvelled at what she was hearing. ‘I mean, I remember you telling me ages ago about your Max, and I knew one of Cameron’s friends from uni was called Max, but it never occurred to me that they could be the same person.’


‘Your Max?’ Laughing at Lottie, Max turned back to Freya. ‘I didn’t know I belonged to her. So now I’m intrigued. What’s she been telling you about me?’
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