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About the Book


It’s been a while, but Lara Carson’s back in Bath and lives are set to change as a result. Because Lara left her family and boyfriend Flynn eighteen years ago without a word to anyone. Why has no one heard from her since?


Her childhood best friend Evie is thrilled Lara’s back and able to share her happiness. Evie’s about to walk down the aisle with her dream man, Joel. Or so she thinks . . .


Then there’s Flynn Erskine, even more attractive now and stunned to see Lara again. The spark between them is as strong as ever, but how’s Flynn going to react when he discovers the secret she’s been keeping from him?


Oh yes, there’s a lot of catching up to be done . . .
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‘OK, we can see it from here.’ Lara Carson pulled up at the side of the road, buzzed down the window and pointed into the valley below. ‘See the L-shaped house with the white gates and the green car outside? That’s the one.’


Home sweet home. Or maybe not. Eighteen years had passed since she’d last set foot over the threshold. Who knew what it was like inside now?


Gigi was leaning across from the passenger seat, breathing minty chewing-gum fumes over her as she peered down at the house. ‘Does it feel funny, seeing it again?’


‘No.’ That wasn’t true. ‘A bit.’ Lara gave her daughter’s hand a squeeze.


‘Are you going to cry?’


‘What am I, some sort of girl? I’m definitely not going to cry.’


They sat in silence for a few seconds, looking at the old house with its ivy-strewn walls, blue-painted window frames and neatly tended garden.


‘OK, come on then,’ Gigi said at last. ‘It’s nearly time. You don’t want to be late for your own father’s funeral.’


Lara was one of the last into the church. It felt like being in a film. Her high heels click-clacked across the grey flagstones and people swivelled round to see who was making all the racket. Of the seventy or eighty mourners, most were strangers and didn’t recognise her, which suited Lara just fine. But there were a few who clearly did. Eyebrows were raised and elbows nudged. She made a point of steadily meeting their gaze before looking away and slipping into an empty pew at the back.


What a weird situation to be in. People were spreading the word about her now; she could practically feel the mini Mexican wave of whispers rolling forwards. Finally it reached Janice in the front pew, flanked by her sisters and wearing an extraordinary feathered black hat. Together the three of them stiffened then turned their frosty glares upon her. With the feathers waving around her head, Janice resembled an angry crow with an acute case of bed hair.


Was it very wrong to think ill of the grieving widow during her husband’s funeral? Obviously it was, but where Janice was concerned, it wasn’t easy to think of anything nice.


The organ music started, everyone rose to their feet and the coffin was brought in.


Lara watched it being carried past her pew. The weirdness intensified. Charles Carson, her actual father, was inside that coffin.


He was dead.


And she genuinely didn’t feel a thing.


Outside the church, Evie waited for the service to end. It was a long shot, but she hadn’t been able to help herself. The moment she’d seen the notice in the local paper announcing the death of Charles Carson and the date of his funeral, she’d booked the time off work. The chances of Lara turning up at the funeral might be slim, but it could just happen. And if it did, Evie wasn’t going to miss her.


They’d been best friends once. There were so many unanswered questions. Coming here today was an opportunity she simply couldn’t pass up.


Not long now before the service was over. From this distance Evie heard the organ cranking up again, launching ponderously into ‘Guide Me O Thou Great Redeemer’. It was hot out here; the sun was blazing down and her hair was sticking to the back of her neck. Pushing open the car door for extra ventilation, she swivelled sideways and swung her legs out, then tipped her left hand from side to side to admire the way the emeralds and diamonds flashed in the sunlight. Was Lara inside the church? Would she be seeing her again for the first time in eighteen years?


Oh well, soon find out.


The funeral ended. The genial vicar made the announcement that refreshments were available at Charles and Janice’s home, and that everyone would be welcome back there, but Lara guessed she probably wasn’t included in the invitation.


Luckily she didn’t want to go anyway.


From her pew at the back, she watched Janice and her sisters lead the exit from the church. As they came down the aisle, the looks they gave her pretty much confirmed her suspicions. The black feathers shuddered with outrage and three sets of pale eyes ringed with black make-up bored through her. Since now wasn’t the time for a confrontation, Lara averted her gaze and waited for the malevolent trio to pass.


The church emptied. She sat and waited a few minutes longer for the mourners to disperse. Soon came the sound of cars being started up and driven off. Finally, when all was quiet again, Lara rose and headed outside into the welcome heat and sunlight of a glorious summer’s day.


Everyone had left, apart from a lone figure at the bottom of the driveway. Someone was sitting on the wall next to the open gates; someone with red hair, wearing a cobalt blue shirt and a white skirt. Which in turn meant she was likely to have moss and lichen stains on the back of it.


Lara attempted to focus but the distance was too great and her superpowers weren’t that strong. She hadn’t thought to bring her binoculars with her.


But . . . there was something familiar about the figure that was causing prickles of recognition down her spine. It couldn’t be, could it . . . ?


Her pace quickened and the distance between them was reduced. The redhead slid down from the dry stone wall and began to move towards her. Moments later they both stretched their arms wide and broke into a run. It was like one of those slow motion Hollywood sequences that more traditionally featured two members of the opposite sex.


‘It is you,’ shouted Lara.


‘I know.’ Evie beamed as they collided and hugged each other until they were both panting for breath. ‘Oh my God, I can’t believe it, you’re really here.’ She pulled back to study Lara’s face. ‘Your dad . . . I’m sorry . . . are you upset?’


‘No, no.’ Vigorously Lara shook her head. ‘Don’t worry, you don’t have to be polite. I only came back because of the solicitor. He phoned and said I needed to get myself down here. Anyway, let’s not talk about that now.’ She was so thrilled to see Evie she was burbling uncontrollably. ‘How are you? You look fantastic! Oh, I’ve missed you so much. You have to tell me everything!’


It was true, she had missed her oldest friend more than words could say. But at the time she’d known it was the only way. And look at Evie now, eighteen years older and obviously looking older . . . but at the same time miraculously unchanged. Teasingly, she turned Evie sideways and peered at the back of her white skirt. Thirty-four years old and she still hadn’t learned how to keep herself stain-free. ‘You’ve got dirt on your skirt.’


‘Have I? Oh no! How did that happen?’ As she always had, Evie seemed genuinely surprised. For a couple of seconds she slapped ineffectually in the general area of her rounded bottom before giving up. ‘Oh well, never mind, you’re here. This is so brilliant! I’d almost given up hope, then I heard someone say on their way out, “Was that her? Was that the daughter who ran away?” So I knew you were in there. Everyone’s gone back to the house for drinks. Is that where you’re going now?’


‘Urgh, no way.’ Lara checked her watch; almost two o’clock. ‘I’m meeting the solicitor in his office at three thirty. But I’m free till then. Do you have to be somewhere or can I buy you lunch?’


Fifteen minutes later they were sitting at a pavement café by the abbey, drinking Prosecco and catching up. Having spotted the emerald engagement ring, Lara now heard all about Joel and the imminent wedding. Less than six weeks from now, Evie was set to become Mrs Barber. Joel was the one she’d waited so long for, and she’d never been happier in her life.


By unspoken mutual consent they’d covered Evie’s story first, getting it out of the way. Then it was Lara’s turn. Evie said, ‘Tell me what happened,’ and Lara took a deep swallow of fizzy, ice-cold wine.


‘The people at the church, you said they called me the one who ran away. Is that what everyone thought?’ She placed the glass carefully in the centre of the table. ‘I didn’t run away. They kicked me out.’


‘I called round to your house to see where you were,’ said Evie. ‘Your dad answered the door. He just said you’d gone and wouldn’t be coming back. Then Janice appeared next to him and you should have seen the look on her face. Like she’d finally got what she’d always wanted. Which I suppose she had. But I’m telling you, it gave me the shivers. I was so worried . . . you could have been murdered.’


‘I was late home,’ said Lara. ‘I had to be back by eleven o’clock and I missed the last bus. By the time I got home it was almost half past. That was when it all kicked off.’ She didn’t go into detail; this wasn’t the time or the place. ‘It was the biggest row we’d ever had. Janice called me some vile names and told me she wished I’d never been born. Dad said I was ruining his life and he’d had enough, he wasn’t going to put up with it any more. He gave me an hour to pack my things. Then he told me to get out.’


Evie was appalled. ‘How could he do that? You were sixteen!’


‘Didn’t matter.’ Lara shrugged and emptied her glass. ‘He wasn’t going to change his mind. On the bright side, looking back on it now, I’m glad it happened. Mind you, at the time it wasn’t so great. I’d never been so scared in my life.’


‘You should have come to our house!’


‘I couldn’t. It was three o’clock in the morning. And I was just desperate to get away. So that’s what I did. I sat outside the train station for the rest of the night, then caught the first train out of Bath.’


‘Where did you go?’


‘I called my Aunt Nettie and asked if I could stay with her for a couple of days.’ Lara broke into a smile at the thought. ‘That was it, basically. I turned up on her doorstep in Keswick and that’s where I’ve been ever since.’


‘Keswick? In Cumbria? We had no idea,’ said Evie. ‘None of us knew where you were. I kept waiting for you to call or write . . .’


‘I know. I’m so sorry.’ The guilt had haunted her all these years, but even now she wasn’t able to tell Evie the rest of the story. ‘I just knew I’d never come back to Bath as long as my father was alive. It was easier to make a clean break.’


The food arrived, they talked and drank some more, then it was time for Lara to head off for her appointment with the solicitor in nearby Harington Place.


‘And I have to get back to work.’ Before they left, Evie took out her diary and said, ‘But we’re not going to lose touch again. Give me everything you’ve got . . . address, email, phone numbers, I want the lot. And you have to have mine too.’


Once that was done, Lara walked back to Evie’s car with her. They hugged each other again hard.


‘You must come to the wedding,’ Evie begged. ‘It’ll be fantastic. You will, won’t you? On the twelfth of August.’ She squeezed Lara’s hands. ‘Please say you’ll be there!’




[image: image]


The offices smelled exactly like solicitors’ offices always did: dry, serious and papery with undertones of dust and Pledge. Arriving with five minutes to spare, Lara was directed to a seat in the waiting room and offered a selection of magazines only a solicitor could love.


Her mind was occupied anyway. So much had already happened. Seeing Evie again and retelling the story had stirred it all up again.


Well, retelling half the story. Lara closed her eyes, her stomach clenching as the old feelings came crashing back. In the days leading up to that fateful night, her life might not have been perfect but it had been manageable. On the downside, her mother’s death from cancer three years earlier had been horrendous, leaving her with a father who’d never been much of a father in the traditional sense. Less than six months after the funeral, allegedly, he had met Janice. In no time at all she’d been installed in the house, filling it with the cloying scent of her perfume and a vast collection of china ornaments. In no time at all, Lara had become the gooseberry, the third wheel, the unwanted extra. When she overheard Janice talking on the phone, saying, ‘She’s just in the way, why can’t she just join the army or something?’ it hadn’t come as a surprise. It wasn’t as if Janice was pleasant to her face and moaned about her behind her back. From the word go, she hadn’t bothered to pretend to be nice.


So life at home had been pretty grim, basically, but it hadn’t mattered as much as it might have done, because at least she’d had Flynn. And when you were sixteen years old, with the best boyfriend in the world . . . well, that made up for a lot. At the time, it had meant pretty much everything. Having Flynn in her life had made the awful stuff bearable. As a couple they could get through anything; together they could cope.


Until the day of the argument.


Lara could recall every last second of that day, from the moment she’d been gripped with fear at the realisation that her period was late, all the way through to the following morning when she’d finally fallen into an exhausted sleep on the train.


It had been a Friday afternoon and she’d been in double maths, wrestling with trigonometry, when the date had nudged her with its significance. Normally as regular as clockwork, she was five days overdue. Oh God, please no, they’d been so careful . . .


After school, numb with terror, she had stood in Boots the Chemist, gazing at the pregnancy testing kits and discovering she couldn’t afford to buy one.


Then meeting up with Flynn, actually voicing her fears aloud was easier said than done. The words twisted themselves into knots inside her chest and refused to come out. Flynn would be appalled. He was seventeen years old. This wasn’t part of the plan.


By ten o’clock that evening she still hadn’t been able to pluck up the courage to tell him. Maybe she’d wake up tomorrow and everything would be all right, the problem would be resolved. Leaving it for another twenty-four hours wouldn’t hurt.


That was when the phone had rung and Flynn had taken the call inviting him to spend the next few days at a skiing tournament in Austria. It was also the moment Lara realised she was on her own. Thrilled by the opportunity to take part in the tournament, Flynn said yes without even checking first that she was fine with it.


He put the phone down, and that was when the argument had begun. At first he thought she was joking. Amazed by her reaction, he assumed she was upset because his parents could afford to pay for him to fly over to Austria and her father would never do that. The fight went on and on, spiralling beyond all reason because Lara now knew she couldn’t tell him what might be wrong. He was Flynn Erskine, the boy all the other girls fancied, the gilded sports star with his life ahead of him and a genuine talent that was already getting him noticed in the world of downhill skiing.


She called him self-centred, he told her she was turning into a crazy person. She yelled that he only cared about himself, and Flynn, gazing at her as if she were a complete stranger, said, ‘My God, I can’t believe you actually think that.’ She bellowed that she couldn’t believe she’d wasted the last eight months with someone like him and he shouted back that if he’d known she was going to turn into a neurotic basket case he’d never have got involved in the first place.


The argument had culminated with her announcing that she never ever wanted to see him again and storming out of his parents’ house. But having lost track of time, she’d already missed the last bus. Being late home had been a bone of contention for months, filling her father with rage and bringing with it the threat of, ‘If you can’t abide by our rules, you can get out.’ She’d never imagined he’d actually see it through but it turned out she’d underestimated him. When she let herself into the house forty minutes later, her father and Janice had had plenty of time in which to plan their own line of attack.


Not to mention haul the suitcases down from the loft.


Lara jumped as her mobile phone rang, bringing her crashing back to the present.


‘Hi, it’s me. How’s it going?’


‘Everything’s fine.’ She relaxed at the sound of Gigi’s voice. ‘I’m just waiting to see the solicitor. Bought anything nice?’


‘A scarf with vampires on it in New Look and a leopard-print bra from La Senza!’


‘The perfect outfit for any job interview.’ As Lara said it, the door to the solicitor’s office opened and an elderly man came towards her. ‘Looks like I’m going in now.’ She picked up her bag and rose to her feet. ‘OK, sweetie, won’t be long. I’ll call you as soon as I’m finished.’


What must it have been like for Aunt Nettie? At the age of forty-seven, never married and having devoted her life to her animals, how must she have felt when Lara arrived on her doorstep with two large battered suitcases and a small embryo by way of baggage?


In all probability her heart must have sunk all the way down to her sturdy dog-walking boots.


‘I’m really sorry. I didn’t know where else to go. Don’t worry, I’ll think of something.’ Lara’s voice was muffled by the thick scratchy wool of Nettie’s bright purple hand-knitted sweater. Clothes were about on a par, priority-wise, with eyelash extensions and the latest developments in pentapeptides. The sweater smelled of soap and dog. Nettie’s yellow corduroy trousers had probably been donated by an ancient farmer to the local charity shop. That she had been Lara’s mum’s older sister seemed impossible; Barbara had been as elegant as Audrey Hepburn, the delicate whippet to Nettie’s galumphing wolfhound.


But Nettie was a good soul with a heart of gold beneath the bluff exterior. Hugging Lara, she said gruffly, ‘You did the right thing, love. You’re staying here with me.’


OK, get it over and done with. Say it now. ‘And I think I might be going to have a baby.’


Nettie pulled away, held her at arm’s length and gazed down at her stomach. ‘What, right this minute?’


Lara heard herself make a strange half-sob, half-laugh. ‘No, but maybe in about eight months.’


‘Oh well. So we’ve got plenty of time to get used to the idea. Got a boyfriend?’


Her heart ached. ‘Not any more.’


But Nettie’s no-nonsense, can-do attitude was infectious. Over the course of the next day or two they walked the dogs and talked and talked about everything. Nettie went into the local chemist and bought a pregnancy testing kit: ‘Ha, that’ll get the locals excited!’ The test proved positive and they talked some more, coming to the conclusion that of course Lara was far too young to become a mother but between them they’d cope, and not having the child might make more sense but it simply wasn’t an option. Neither of them could bear to do that.


And that was it. From then on there was no going back. Lara shed her old life like a snake sloughing off its skin. Two days after leaving Bath, her father called. Nettie had answered the phone.


‘It’s Charles.’ His tone was abrupt; the pair of them had never liked each other. ‘Have you heard from Lara?’


‘Yes, I have.’ In turn, Nettie was cool. ‘She’s here. And this is where she’s staying. This is her home from now on.’


‘Fine by me.’ He sounded relieved. ‘You’d better let the police know she’s still alive then. That boyfriend of hers is threatening to report her missing.’


‘She doesn’t want anything to do with him either,’ said Nettie. ‘Don’t go telling him where she is.’


Charles replied curtly, ‘Why would I?’ and hung up.


‘There, all done.’ Nettie put down the phone. ‘You know what? We should have done this three years ago. I thought about it, you know. But I didn’t want to drag you away from your home and all your friends.’


Lara gazed around the messy, informal kitchen with the dog bowls lined up in a row and the latest batch of puppies curled up asleep in their basket in front of the Aga. Currently deep in self-preservation mode, she wasn’t allowing herself to even think about Evie and her other friends. She certainly wasn’t allowing herself to think about Flynn.


Aloud, she said with a crack in her voice, ‘I wish you had.’
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Lara waited on a bench in Victoria Park and watched a couple of teenagers heading her way along the path, arm in arm, heads bent together and hips touching. Just like she and Flynn used to do when they had come here all those years ago. The boy whispered something in the girl’s ear and she burst out laughing, responding with a playful dig in the ribs. Oh yes, they used to do that too.


As they passed by, the girl said, ‘. . . Dad was asking if you’d like to go to the football with him on Saturday, because he’s managed to get an extra ticket.’


The boy’s face lit up. ‘Cool!’


OK, that didn’t used to happen.


Then her phone rang again.


‘Mum, I’m in the park now, by the playground. Where are you?’


Lara spotted her and lifted her hand. ‘Look higher and over to the right. See me waving? Come on up.’


She sat back and watched as Gigi made her way up the hill. With her long legs, straight, swingy brown hair and merry silver-grey eyes, she was a head-turner with killer cheekbones and a refreshing lack of vanity. Her beautiful wilful daughter, the love of her life, the happiest accident she’d ever had. And by the looks of things she’d been on a spree; her arms were weighed down with bags.


What happened next would be all down to Gigi. Was their world about to change? Who knew?


‘Phew, I’m shattered!’ Gigi flung herself on to the bench and produced a can of Diet Coke from one of the carriers. She opened the ring-pull – tssssssttt – and drank thirstily. ‘Ah, that’s better. The shops here are great.’ She offered Lara the can. ‘I found this little boutiquey place having the most brilliant sale. Anyway, how was it? What did the solicitor say? Have you got the jewellery?’


This had been the reason for coming down to Bath. When the solicitor had called to inform her of her father’s death and had also suggested they meet to discuss his will, Lara had been mystified. She knew her father too well to expect him to leave her anything of value. The inevitable conclusion was that he was passing on the few items of jewellery that had belonged to her mum. Not much and nothing for Sotheby’s to get excited about, but unbelievably precious nonetheless. All these years on, she could still picture her mum wearing each piece . . . the tiny daisy ring, the thin bangles and the three narrow gold chains she’d always worn around her neck. There’d also been a long coral necklace, a jade pendant and a bracelet of sheeny black pearls.


And it was just as well she could still picture the items of jewellery, seeing as there had been no mention of them this afternoon.


‘No. But we’re getting something else.’ Lara realised she was still in shock; her hands were trembling. ‘You’re not going to believe this. It’s the house.’


Gigi choked on her drink. ‘Are you joking?’


‘I wouldn’t.’


‘But why? My God, because he felt guilty about kicking you out? Oh wow, that’s so—’


‘No,’ Lara leapt in before Gigi could start thinking sentimental thoughts about the grandfather she’d never known. ‘It’s nothing to do with that. The house was never his in the first place.’


‘What? How can that happen?’ Gigi was stunned. ‘He’s lived in it for the last thirty years!’


Thirty-two years, actually. When Lara had been born, her parents had been living in a flat in Bradford on Avon, just a few miles outside Bath. Then, when she was three, they had moved into the house she’d grown up in. Her father had worked in a bank. She had always assumed they’d bought it with the help of a mortgage. This afternoon’s meeting with the solicitor had been a revelation in more ways than one.


‘The house was bought in my mum’s name. And it was paid for in cash. When she wrote her will she left it in trust for me. But if she died before my father, he was allowed to live there for as long as he needed to. And now he doesn’t need it any more.’ Lara sat back and puffed out her cheeks. ‘Which means it’s properly mine.’


‘We’ve got a house. We’ve actually got a house!’ Gigi kicked her legs in the air. ‘Woo-hoo! We can sell it!’


‘Yes.’ How much would it fetch? Bearing in mind that this was a super-pricey city. Guessing wildly, Lara estimated four to five hundred thousand pounds.


‘Or we could live in it!’


Lara’s heart went thuddity-thud. ‘You mean here in Bath?’


‘I was thinking we could maybe attach it to five million multicoloured helium balloons and float it to wherever takes our fancy.’ Gigi rolled her eyes. ‘Yes, Mum, of course here in Bath.’


‘Why?’ Did she already know the answer to that question?


‘Why not? Because we can!’ Her daughter’s sweeping arm indicated the park, the trees, the Georgian houses of honey-coloured Bath stone, the rolling hills in the distance. ‘You always said you’d never come back as long as your father was alive. But he’s dead now, so that’s that taken care of. Your mum’s just given you a house. And I really love this city,’ said Gigi. ‘I know this is going to sound mad, but being here for the first time just feels . . . right. I liked the shops. I like the people. You know when you get that squeeze in your chest, like falling a little bit in love?’ She pressed her clenched fist to her breastbone for emphasis. ‘That’s how I’ve been feeling all afternoon! It’s like coming home.’


‘But what about your friends? Wouldn’t you miss them?’


‘Mum, we’re eighteen, everyone’s heading off to different places now anyway. Unis . . . gap years . . . we’re all moving on. Besides, there’s phones and Facebook, and we can still meet up when we want to. It’s not as if we’d lose touch.’ She shrugged and said, ‘Plus, moving to a new place means making new friends.’


For a moment Lara couldn’t speak. Gigi’s instincts were a huge part of her personality; when she fell in love, whether with a piece of art, a new recipe, unicycling or kayaking or diving, it was never a passing whim. It became a passion.


And in all honesty how could she disagree with this one? She felt exactly the same way. Keswick and the Lake District had been wonderful but she had always loved her home town, had missed it desperately for so many years.


They could do it. There was nothing to stop them.


Other than Flynn Erskine.
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Evie was lying in bed watching shards of bright sunlight sneaking in around the curtains. It was eight o’clock in the morning and the weather forecaster had promised wall-to-wall sunshine today. Fingers crossed he’d got it right.


Because she was superstitious, Evie crossed her fingers and listened to the birds singing outside her window. Then she heard another door along the landing being opened. Floorboards creaked.


There was a tap at her door and she called out, ‘I’m awake.’


The door opened and Bonnie appeared; fair hair rumpled, she was wearing a white cotton dressing gown and looking puzzled.


‘Morning, darling. I’m sure there’s something we’re meant to be doing today. Any ideas?’


‘No.’ Evie shook her head. ‘I’m just going to have a lie-in. Maybe go shopping later. Any good films on at the cinema?’


Another door slammed, they heard footsteps in a hurry and Marina raced past her mother into the bedroom. Taking a flying leap on to the bed, she sang, ‘You’re getting married in the morning!’


‘That’s it.’ Bonnie heaved a sigh of relief. ‘I knew there was something.’ She broke into a grin and came over to envelop Evie in a hug. ‘Here we are, can you believe it? Happening at last. Now, you stay there and we’ll bring you breakfast in bed.’


‘Ooh yes, we’re going to spoil you rotten.’ Marina bounced off the bed in her pyjamas and flung back the curtains. ‘Don’t move a muscle! Well, unless you need to go for a wee.’


Evie lay back against her plumped-up pillows and listened to the two of them clattering downstairs.


Lucky, lucky me.


In just a few hours she would properly belong to the family she loved more than any other family in the world. Bonnie would become her mother-in-law, Marina her sister-in-law. Ray would become not only her father-in-law but the father she had never had.


And she would become Joel’s wife.


It was like a dream come true. Her life was about to become officially perfect. Gazing out of the window, Evie wondered how different things might have been if she hadn’t met the Barbers.


Her own family was about as small as it was possible to get. Growing up, it had just been herself and her mother, who couldn’t have been more different from Bonnie Barber if she’d tried. Evie had never known her father. Nor had she known much fun. In order to provide a decent standard of living, her mother had sacrificed her social life for financial security. Every spare hour had been spent working. Evie had learned not to make a nuisance of herself, or to expect much in the way of attention. Her childhood had been lonely, which was why getting to know Lara in her early teens had made such a difference. Because Lara’s home life was pretty miserable too. Their respective problems had cemented their friendship. In many ways, she’d had it easier; at least her mother was still alive. Nor did she have a father and stepmother who ganged up on her and appeared to resent her very existence. Evie knew her mother didn’t hate her; she just wasn’t her number one priority.


Like today. The wedding was due to start at twelve o’clock. And her mother, currently snowed under at the office, was driving down from Swindon for the ceremony. On the phone last night she’d explained that she could be a bit late getting there but that she’d definitely be at the church by twelve fifteen. ‘So I might miss a couple of hymns, but I’ll be there in time for the main bit.’


Evie hadn’t even attempted to protest. I mean, what more could any daughter expect? If her mother managed to stay for the first half of the reception it would be a bonus.


Was it any wonder she loved Bonnie and Ray?


From the foot of the stairs, Bonnie yelled up, ‘Toast and marmalade, darling? Or croissants and cherry jam?’


‘Ooh, croissants please.’


‘Bucks Fizz?’ This from Marina. ‘Or orange juice and champagne in separate glasses?’


‘Separate glasses please.’


‘Moët et Chandon or vintage Bollinger?’ Marina paused. ‘Or lovely sparkly cava from the supermarket?’


Evie knew the proper stuff was being saved for the toasts at the reception. She grinned. ‘Cava.’


‘Good girl, cor-rect answer! OK, just give us a few minutes . . .’


Imagine it, in a few hours she wouldn’t be a Beresford any more. She’d become Evie Barber instead. One of the family. Oh my.


She’d first seen Joel in a nightclub in Bath, shortly after the Barbers had moved down from London. That had been fifteen years ago. She’d been nineteen, on the gawky side, never a member of the cool set. Whereas Joel, at twenty and without even trying, had been the epitome of cool. Handsome, charming, reckless and impulsive, everyone had fallen under his spell and Evie had been content to watch from the sidelines. She didn’t mind that he didn’t notice her; Joel Barber was way out of her league.


But as time went on, their paths had continued to cross. Bath wasn’t a huge city and there were only so many clubs and bars. Eighteen months after that initial sighting, Joel was leaving a pub just as Evie was on her way in and he accidentally swung the glass door shut in her face. He’d apologised profusely, made sure she was OK and insisted on taking the blame even though it had been as much her fault as his.


Which had been nice.


Then, a couple of years later, she had been jostled carrying a couple of drinks across a crowded bar and accidentally spilled one of them down the back of Joel’s shirt.


This time it had definitely been her fault and she had been the one to apologise but he’d been lovely about it, assuring her it didn’t matter a bit.


Another year or so after that, a friend of hers had started seeing a friend of Joel’s and their social circles had begun to intersect, then merge. He finally learned her name and treated her as a girl-who-was-a-friend. It felt fantastic, despite the fact that she’d far rather have been his girlfriend in the proper sense.


But Evie kept her true feelings hidden. That was her secret and hers alone. Joel was still out of her league. At least he wasn’t breaking her heart and leaving her in bits, like he was doing to the stream of pretty girls who passed through his life and did get involved with him.


And ended up regretting it.


Then an astonishing thing happened. At the age of twenty-nine Joel fell in love with an older woman who did the unthinkable and turned the tables on him in a spectacular fashion, losing interest and returning to her older richer lover.


Joel was devastated and hopelessly unprepared. For the first time in his entire charmed life he learned how it felt to be rejected. Many sniggered and revelled in his downfall but Evie’s heart went out to him. Joel repaid her sympathy by confiding in her and sharing his pain.


A fortnight later they ended up in bed together. It was a toss-up which of them was more surprised. But Joel told her he loved her, that he was turning over a new leaf, that she was the one for him. He was done with drama and high-maintenance females. It was time for a change.


Time for a change for him, a dream come true for Evie. They became a couple and miraculously turned out to be better suited than either of them had thought. Their different characters complemented each other. Evie wasn’t temperamental, attention-seeking and overly dramatic. In short, she wasn’t hard work and Joel truly appreciated that. Their affection for each other was genuine.


And when he introduced her to his family, her joy was complete.


Ray and Bonnie were the most fabulous parents anyone could wish for, warm and welcoming and wonderful in every way. Meeting them had felt like skulking outside in the cold for years, then finally being invited into a gorgeous house with a fire roaring in the grate. For Evie it had been love at first sight. What more could she want?


And then, unbelievably, it got better.


Having made his money in London’s square mile and worked his socks off for twenty-five years, Ray had decided life was too short not to enjoy the rest of it. Upon moving the family down to Bath, he had set up MadAboutParties, a company providing party goods and fancy dress items to buy or hire. With Ray and Bonnie at the helm, the business thrived and expanded. Then three years ago, a vacancy had arisen at just the right time. Evie, working as a secretary for a husband and wife team of relationship counsellors, discovered her bosses were about to divorce each other. The atmosphere in the office grew icier and more uncomfortable by the day. When Bonnie said, ‘Sweetheart, why don’t you come and work for us?’ Evie had jumped at the chance.


And thanked her lucky stars ever since. She truly loved her new job, helping in all aspects of running the business, both in the shop itself and on the internet. Working with Ray and Bonnie had been a joy from day one.


The bedroom door swung open and Bonnie came in, a tray in her hands and a red rose held between her teeth.


‘Right.’ She laid the tray across Evie’s lap, took a bottle of water out of her cardigan pocket, filled a narrow vase with the contents and placed the rose in it. ‘Ta dah! Now, you enjoy your breakfast while we run you a lovely bath. What time’s Kirsty getting here?’


‘Ten fifteen.’ Fabulously inept when it came to hair and make-up, Bonnie had hired a professional for the occasion; having Kirsty turn up to make the three of them look amazing was her treat.


For the next hour Evie relaxed, ate her breakfast, watched a bit of enjoyably trashy morning TV then had a long hot bath. This week she’d been staying here at the house, having given up her flatshare in Batheaston. Tonight she and Joel were booked into the Royal Crescent Hotel, then tomorrow she’d be moving into Joel’s super-smart flat in Bannerdown. But Bonnie had insisted she spend the last few days of singledom with them and she’d been happy to do so.


Another tap on the door. Marina, wrapped in a towelling robe after her own shower, said, ‘Do I put my bridesmaid’s dress on now, or is that supposed to happen after we’ve been tarted up?’


Evie hesitated; this wasn’t her field of expertise either. But the one thing she didn’t want happening was eye shadow or lipstick being spilled on their beautiful dresses. She said, ‘Let’s put them on afterwards. Keep them nice.’


‘You’re right.’ Marina grimaced at the cherry jam stain on the lapel of her robe. ‘We don’t want to mess anything up.’


By ten fifteen the three of them were gathered expectantly in the living room in their dressing gowns, waiting for Kirsty to arrive.


‘Ha, look at you.’ Having helped himself to a glass of cava, Ray eyed them cheerily from the doorway. ‘See no evil, hear no evil, speak no evil.’


‘Dad.’ Marina pulled a face at him. ‘Bugger off.’


He beamed. ‘Well, I must say, that make-up girl was worth every penny. You all look sensational, like a bunch of beauty queens.’


‘You should be a stand-up comedian.’ Bonnie beckoned him over and took a sip from his glass.


‘Kirsty’s late,’ said Evie. ‘She should be here by now.’


‘It’s the traffic. She’s just been a bit held up. Don’t you worry.’ Bonnie’s tone was unruffled. ‘She’ll be on her way.’
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By ten twenty they were still waiting.


At ten twenty-five, Evie reached for her phone and called Kirsty’s number. ‘It’s gone straight to the answering service.’


Ray said helpfully, ‘That’s because she’s on a plane to Hong Kong.’


‘Will you stop it?’ Bonnie gave him a playful swipe with the Radio Times. ‘Darling, it’s all right.’ She turned to Evie. ‘It means she can’t answer because she’s in the car on the way here.’


Bonnie’s voice was so lovely and soothing. Evie forced herself to relax. But surely if Kirsty was held up in traffic she could make a quick call to let them know?


At ten thirty she tried again. Still no reply. Evie left a message asking her to call back at once.


OK, by ten forty there had still been no word and it no longer mattered why. In just over an hour they had to leave for the church.


‘Right then, no problem.’ A born non-panicker, Bonnie clapped her hands and said gaily, ‘It doesn’t matter a bit! We’ll just do it ourselves!’


Evie couldn’t help herself; she loved Bonnie dearly but her heart still sank. Bonnie’s idea of glamour was keeping her fine blond hair out of her eyes with a stretchy Alice band and treating her mouth to a good old crayoning with lipstick. For extra-special occasions she might even dab on some powder-blue eye shadow and spit on the block of mascara that Marina complained was older than she was.


But since they didn’t have any choice, they set to work with what little they had. Everyone pitched in. None of them knew how to create ringlets with hair-straighteners but Bonnie found a clip on YouTube showing how it was done.


Ray went next door and returned with the set of unused heated rollers eighty-year-old Elsie had been given last Christmas by her well-meaning but useless son.


Marina filled the plastic plant-sprayer from the kitchen tap and sprayed everyone’s hair with water. Between them they blow-dried each other’s hair and did their best to pin and spray the styles into place. It was safe to say they looked nothing like they had last week after the dress rehearsal, when Kirsty had woven her magic. When they were done, they looked like the before in a before-and-after makeover.


‘Girls, you look sensational!’ They didn’t, but Ray was doing his best to keep the mood upbeat.


‘Right, make-up now.’ Having raced upstairs, Bonnie was back with her ancient eye shadow and mascara. ‘If anyone wants to borrow mine, just help yourselves!’


It was eleven twenty; the hair had taken a while. Most of Evie’s toiletries were at Joel’s flat but she had a small cosmetics bag containing the basics. Hurriedly she attempted to reproduce the effect Kirsty had achieved last week. Where was the blusher stuff supposed to go anyway? She’d never got to grips with blusher. And now her hands were shaking, she was starting to really panic . . . this was her wedding day and she was supposed to be looking wonderful . . . what was everyone going to think when she turned up with—


‘Ow! OW!’ The mascara wand had jabbed into her eye, which promptly started streaming. Oh God, why had she tried to separate her eyelashes? She should have just left them in clumps.


‘OK, sweetheart, here you go.’ Ray came to the rescue with a sheet of waterlogged kitchen towel. ‘Don’t you worry, it’ll all be fine.’


‘You know what?’ Having made a brave but misguided attempt at eyeliner, Marina put down the mirror she’d been peering into. ‘I look like Lily Savage the morning after a party. I’m better off with no make-up at all.’


‘I’m starting to worry about Kirsty now.’ Bonnie was gamely squeezing lipgloss from a tube on to her mouth, flinching at the unfamiliar gloopy texture. ‘Do you think she’s had an accident?’


Evie had given up trying to imagine what might have happened to Kirsty. Her right eye was now bloodshot and painful, she was still in her dressing gown and they had to leave the house in ten minutes.


Avoiding the sticky lipgloss, Ray gave his wife an affectionate kiss on the cheek. ‘You all look so perfect already, she probably decided she didn’t need to turn up.’


Twelve minutes later they were dressed and ready to go. At least, as ready as they’d ever be. Despite her own panic, Evie found herself reassured by the Barbers’ refusal to get upset. A more image-conscious family might have had a nervous breakdown but they were still laughing and joking, making the best of a situation that really wasn’t the end of the world.


And now the limo was waiting on the driveway to deliver them to the church.


‘Come here.’ Ray, in his morning suit, held out his arms. ‘You all look absolutely beautiful. I’m so proud of you.’


He hugged each of them in turn then ushered them to the front door, breaking into song as they headed over to the sleek silver Bentley. ‘Off we go, mind your skirts, girls . . . Get us to the church on time . . .’


It no longer mattered but Evie still needed to know. Sliding her phone out of her white silk bag – she’d have to remember to turn it off for the service – she gave Kirsty’s number one last try.


Astonishingly, this time the call was answered.


‘Right. Hello.’ It was Kirsty’s voice, sounding oddly jerky. ‘Sorry I couldn’t make it.’


‘Oh my God, we thought you’d had an accident!’ The chatter in the back of the limo abruptly stopped so everyone else could listen. Evie said, ‘Are you all right? What happened? Your phone was switched off! Why didn’t you call?’


There was a strange buzzy silence. At last Kirsty said stiffly, ‘I’m all right. So who did your hair and make-up?’


Who did she think had done it, Vidal Sassoon? ‘We did it ourselves.’


‘But you said you were rubbish at all that sort of thing.’


‘We are rubbish.’


‘I’m sorry.’


‘So you keep saying.’ Evie’s voice rose in frustration. ‘But you still haven’t said why you didn’t turn up!’


‘Sshh,’ murmured Bonnie, taking her hand and giving it a reassuring pat. ‘It doesn’t matter now.’


Her words drowned out Kirsty’s reply but something, some sixth sense, told Evie it did matter.


‘Sorry, I missed that.’ She pressed the phone harder against her ear.


But all she could hear now was the sound of sobbing. At the other end of the line, Kirsty was crying and gulping for breath.


‘Say it again.’ Evie’s stomach clenched with fear and premonition. ‘Say it.’


‘I can’t tell you.’ Between sobs, Kirsty hiccupped, ‘You’ll have to ask your p-precious boyfriend, OK? Just ask Joel why I didn’t turn up. He can probably hazard a guess.’


The call ended. Kirsty had severed the connection. As if from a great distance, Evie heard Bonnie say, ‘Darling, what’s going on?’


‘Can we stop the car? I feel sick.’


The limousine purred to a halt and Evie stumbled out, waving the rest of them back. ‘Don’t come with me . . . please, just give me a minute.’


At the side of the road she turned away so they couldn’t see her face. She wasn’t going to be sick, she was just struggling to work out what to do next. Joel had first mentioned Kirsty’s name a couple of months ago; she was someone he’d come into contact with through the bar he drank in across the road from his offices. Upon hearing about his forthcoming wedding, she had told him she was a hair and make-up artist looking to expand her client base. Did Joel happen to know anyone who might be interested in a free session? Touched by her generous offer, Joel had suggested his mother, and Kirsty had duly come to the house the following week. The results had been impressive; she undoubtedly knew her stuff. She’d been helpful and friendly too. Delighted with her makeover, Bonnie had promptly booked Kirsty for this morning so they could all look dazzling on the big day.


Evie wrapped her arms tightly around herself and concentrated on taking deep breaths. A car shot past and she glimpsed smiling faces through the windows, strangers wondering why a bride in a full-length wedding dress would be standing on the grass verge behind a gleaming limo.


Why indeed? Kirsty was a pretty little thing in her mid-twenties. During their practice run she’d been chatty towards Bonnie and Marina, quieter with her. Evie hadn’t thought anything of it at the time, had simply assumed Kirsty was concentrating harder because she was the bride.


Then again, being gullible and not paying attention to small signs was something she’d grown good at. Turning the other cheek without even consciously realising this was what she was doing was practically her speciality.


But seriously, there were limits. Even for her.


God, look at me, I’m shaking . . .


‘Are you alright, darling? Do you want some more tissues?’


Poor Bonnie, poor Ray. Did they suspect what had happened?


And what might be about to happen?


‘I’m OK. No, I don’t need any tissues.’ Lifting the hem of her dress, Evie made her way over to the beribboned limo and climbed back in. ‘Let’s go.’


Everyone was waiting inside the church apart from Nick, who was Joel’s best man, and the photographer.


‘Actually, could you not do that?’ Evie raised a hand to shield her face, fending off the photographer as he tried to snap her emerging from the car. ‘Nick, where’s Joel?’


Nick was grinning. ‘He’s waiting for you! You’re late. He’ll be starting to panic and think you’ve done a bunk.’


‘I wouldn’t do that. But I need to talk to him. Look, could you please stop it?’ The photographer was having another go with his camera. ‘I don’t want any pictures taken.’ Evie turned her attention back to Nick. ‘Just get Joel out here, OK? Now.’


If she’d had any doubts before, they were decimated the moment Joel appeared on the steps of the church wearing his innocent face.


That handsome innocent face with the fractionally raised eyebrows, signalling utter bafflement, because what could possibly be wrong?


And that was the giveaway, because it was just that little bit overdone. And because she knew him well enough to be able to glimpse that faint shadow of panic in his beautiful eyes.


‘Evie? Are you OK? What’s going on?’


‘Why don’t you tell me?’ Evie watched and waited and saw the unmistakable flicker of guilt. Oh yes, he knew.


‘Sweetheart, come on. We’re getting married, everyone’s in there waiting for us . . .’ He tried to reach out to her and Evie took a step back.


‘Did she call you?’


‘Who?’


The fear was clearly visible now. This wasn’t fair on his family, out of the car now and lingering awkwardly a discreet distance away. But what else could she do? Go ahead with the wedding, simply because everyone was assembled here in their best clothes and the reception had been paid for? Should she ignore what had happened and marry Joel anyway, just because she loved his parents and sister so much?


‘You’ve been seeing Kirsty.’ Evie heard the words coming out of her mouth as if someone else were saying them. ‘Just be a man and admit it. She phoned me.’


Joel lifted his gaze heavenwards and for a moment she thought he was going to cry. He did love her, she knew that. In his own way. But Joel was a charmer, feckless and fun-loving; he fell into situations, couldn’t help himself. He found it almost impossible to say no, whether to the offer of another biscuit, another drink or another party.


Or another girl.


‘What did she say to you?’


Evie shrugged. ‘It wasn’t always easy to tell. She was crying so much. Enough to get the gist, though.’


He exhaled audibly, raking his fingers through his dark-blond hair. ‘OK, I’ll tell you. There was a bit of a thing. It was never meant to happen, and I swear to God it didn’t mean anything, OK? And it’s over. That’s why she was crying. I’m sorry, I’m sorry, I didn’t want this to happen . . .’


‘But it did.’ Evie’s disastrously blow-dried hair was wilting in the strong sunlight, sticking to the back of her neck. Perspiration was trickling down her spine. There were tissues in her bag but her bag was still in the car . . .


‘I finished with her. I told her last week. It was just a stupid fling. Bloody hell, she knew I was getting married! She promised she wouldn’t cause any trouble.’


‘Oh dear,’ said Evie. ‘She lied.’


‘I know.’ Joel nodded miserably. ‘I know. But we mustn’t let her win.’ He clutched her elbows. ‘That’s what she wants, isn’t it? We can’t let that happen! Evie, we have to do this. I love you so much. I want to marry you. Please,’ he begged in desperation. ‘This is our wedding. Everyone’s waiting . . .’
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The whispers had started up the minute Nick and Joel left the church. For Lara, it was weirdly reminiscent of the last time she’d sat in an uncomfortable wooden pew, only this time she wasn’t the focus of attention.


At first the remarks had been jokey, along the lines of, ‘That’s it, Evie’s stood him up, she’s found someone else and gone off with them instead.’


But as the minutes ticked by, laughter gave way to curiosity and puzzlement. Before long, a couple of Joel’s friends sneaked down the aisle and slipped outside to see what was causing the delay. Moments later they reappeared in the doorway, shaking their heads with barely disguised elation. ‘Something’s up. Don’t know what’s happened, but it looks serious.’


After that there was no holding the rest of them back. The prospect of drama was too big a temptation to keep everyone in their seats. What could possibly be going on? It was no good, they had to know.


Oh well, if everyone else was doing it, she wasn’t going to sit here like a lemon on her own. Following everyone else outside, Lara shielded her eyes from the dazzling sunlight and zoned in on Evie and the man she was presumably meant to be marrying. They were standing a short distance away from the church, among the Gothic headstones in the graveyard, and were locked in an intense discussion.


Oh dear. One thing was for sure, it didn’t look to be a cheerful one. There wasn’t a lot of laughter going on.


Things weren’t looking good.


Nor, for that matter, was Evie. Her hair was bizarre, not remotely bridal, and appeared to have been styled by an enthusiastic chimpanzee. Was that the reason for the delay? Surely Evie wasn’t so upset by the state of her hair that she was refusing to walk up the aisle?


The next moment a taxi came barrelling up the tree-lined drive. Like Wimbledon spectators, all eyes swivelled avidly from Evie and Joel to the black cab as it screeched to a halt. Had the taxi been ordered by Evie to whisk her away?


But no, it was here to deliver a late arrival rather than remove an unhappy bride. The back door of the cab was flung open and a tall figure emerged. Wouldn’t it be brilliant if it could be Nicky Clarke, appearing like a hairdressing knight in shining armour, turning up in the nick of time to pluck triumph from disaster?


Then the late arrival finished paying the driver and turned to gaze at the congregation gathered around the entrance to the church.


And Lara felt as if a medicine ball had landed on her chest.


The thud was that unexpected, that intense.


It was Flynn. He was here.


It hadn’t been hard to keep track of him over the years. At first, his skiing skills had kept him in the sports section of the newspapers and she had followed his exploits through their pages. Then as time passed, the internet grew up and took over the world and she’d done it that way instead. Flynn’s looks and talent had gained him plenty of attention, companies fell over themselves to sponsor him and he was tipped for a medal at the next winter Olympics. He might have won one too, if it hadn’t been for an accident in training, causing him to fall and break an ankle.


The fracture turned out to be a complicated one requiring intricate surgery and signalling the end of Flynn’s skiing days. At the age of twenty-four he returned to Bath and took a job with Grey’s, the wine merchants. His new employers made no secret of the fact that they had selected him for his celebrity qualities; basically he was there to charm the socks off the buyers and raise the public profile of the company. Nobody, not even Flynn, could have guessed what an asset he would become. Three years later he became a partner. Grey and Erskine went from strength to strength, supplying new and old world wines to an expanding list of hotels, restaurants, festivals and private clubs. They sourced and imported direct from small family-run domains, and garnered attention from wine writers impressed by their selection skills. Internet sales, introduced by Flynn, caused profits to soar to the next level. Flynn’s genuine enthusiasm for wine and his ability to relay that to the customers was what made a big difference. Entering the world of wine may have come about almost by accident, but it had turned out to be an amazingly happy one.


Over the years Lara wouldn’t like to admit how many times she’d clicked on the Grey and Erskine Wine Merchants website.


It wasn’t stalking. She’d been hundreds of miles away. It was just . . . keeping an eye on Flynn and seeing what he looked like.


OK, call it stalking-from-a-distance.


Anyway, she no longer needed to switch on a computer in order to see him. He was here. Oh God.


She’d begun mentally preparing herself for the fact that at some stage in the near future she would be seeing him again.


But not here, now, today, without any advance warning at all.


This really wasn’t fair.


The thin, elderly man standing in front of her turned and gave her a quizzical look. Lara realised she’d been hyperventilating, panting like a dog at the back of his wrinkled tortoisey neck.


‘Sorry.’ Hastily she pretended she’d been using her hand to fan herself. ‘Hot.’


But . . . oh, oh, it was Flynn. Flynn Erskine, whom she hadn’t seen for almost nineteen years, and he was heading her way.


Not that he’d noticed her, skulking at the back of the group behind an old man with a corrugated neck. Lara ducked down further still and surreptitiously cupped a hand over her mouth to keep her rapid breathing to herself. Flynn had reached the foot of the steps now and was talking to some people he knew. Asking them what was going on, no doubt. God, he still had it. For some people starting off as a beautiful teenager meant it was all downhill from there on, whilst others improved with age. Flynn, needless to say, was one of those. He had the kind of face you could just gaze at for ever. His bone structure had sharpened, matured. Those dark brown eyes were still utterly mesmerising, that mouth as perfect as she remembered. His dark hair was less spiky, more grown up. And he was wearing a well-cut grey suit, which definitely wasn’t something she’d seen him in before. In the old days, T-shirts and jeans had been about as sophisticated as—


‘Oh my goodness, everyone out of the way, this lady’s GOING TO BE SICK!’


The woman next to Lara let out a shriek and leapt to the left. Startled, Lara looked round to see who was about to throw up. Embarrassingly, it appeared to be her. Everyone else was now shrinking back and gazing at her in horror. Honestly, a bit of hyperventilation and a hand clapped to your mouth and people jumped to all the wrong conclusions.


‘I’m all right—’ She began to protest, but not convincingly enough to prevent a matronly lady grabbing and manhandling her down the stone steps whilst simultaneously whisking a supermarket bag-for-life from her capacious handbag.


‘Don’t worry, dear. I’m a nurse, I’ll look after you. Just vomit into here and you’ll feel better. It’s the heat.’


‘Really, I’m fine.’ Lara was trying to make herself heard but the plastic carrier was crackling and the bossy woman was plunging her face-first into it, as if she were a horse being fitted with a nosebag. Someone else was holding her up in case she fainted. It took a while before she could twist her head free. ‘You can let go, I don’t need the bag, I’m not going to be sick!’


OK, she hadn’t meant that to come out quite so loud. This time the woman heard her. ‘Are you sure?’


‘I’m sure.’ Lifting her face, Lara saw that everyone had heard her. Instead of watching Evie and Joel over by the gravestones, they were now all fixated on her instead, in the wary manner of people who suspect there may still be a chance of being caught in the line of fire.


All of them, that is, except Flynn Erskine.


Who was staring at her in stunned disbelief.


The bossy nurse said, ‘Fine then, if you’re sure,’ and stuffed the crackly bag-for-life back into her sensible handbag.


Flynn moved closer. ‘Lara?’


Of all the situations she’d imagined in which they would meet again, having her head forcibly plunged into a plastic bag hadn’t featured high on the list.


And she certainly hadn’t expected to see him today. When Evie had emailed her shortly after their reunion, she had told her that Joel and Flynn were good friends, having got to know each other following Joel’s move to Bath. She had gone on to explain that Flynn would have been Joel’s best man today, had he not had an inescapable previous engagement in Australia preventing him from being here.


It had been startling news, but Australia was a long way away. Lara had digested the information and convinced herself there was no need to let it worry her. She could relax and enjoy the wedding.


Except now he was here . . .


‘Oh my GOD,’ squealed a girl in her twenties, ‘what’s happening now? Is the wedding off?’


Every head swivelled away from Lara. Having concluded the heated debate with Joel, Evie was now hurrying across the car park towards a middle-aged couple standing beside a sleek silver limousine with a girl in a pale green bridesmaid’s dress. Joel, remaining where he was, shook his head at his best man and signalled that things weren’t looking great by drawing an index finger across his own neck.


Lara jumped as Flynn materialised at her side. Oh good grief . . .


‘I can’t believe it’s you.’ He kept his voice low. ‘This is amazing. Did Evie track you down?’


‘Kind of.’ Having thought she could cope, Lara now realised she couldn’t. He was too close, it was too much and they were surrounded by too many people . . . overwhelmed by his proximity and by the faint but still familiar smell of his skin, she found herself unable to meet his gaze. She could feel it though. And the sight of his tanned hands gave her another jolt; Gigi’s were a smaller, girlier carbon copy of them. Their knuckles were eerily alike. OK, this was agonising; they had a million things to talk about. But how could they possibly do it now?
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