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Love is in the air in St Carys, but you’d never know it – the people of this seaside town are very good at keeping secrets  … 


The man Clemency loves belongs to someone else. She has to hide her true feelings – but when she ropes in an unsuspecting friend to help, wires start to get crossed.


For the first time in Ronan’s life his charm has failed him in winning over the woman he wants. Loving her from afar appears to be his only option.


Belle seems to have the perfect boyfriend, but something isn’t quite right. And now a long-buried secret is slowly rising to the surface.


The truth has a funny way of revealing itself, and when it does St Carys will be a very different place indeed  … 




For Tina, with all my love.
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Chapter 1


Sometimes it only takes a split second for a state of absolute calm to turn to one of horror and panic.


‘Oh dear, poor thing.’ Clemency turned to watch as a purple-faced businessman in a too-tight suit hurtled across the concourse at Malaga airport in the direction of the departure gates, panting and grunting as he ran and scattering small children in his wake.


The British girl who was working on the Chanel stand in duty-free said, ‘Honestly, it’s amazing how many people don’t bother to pay attention to the boards. Yesterday there was a party of fifteen Spanish guys in one of the bars and they were so busy watching a football match on TV that they ended up missing their flight. Imagine!’


‘That’s crazy,’ Clemency marvelled, trying a purple eyeshadow shot with gold sparkly bits on the back of her hand. Nice.


‘Oh, we see everything here. So many people don’t even turn up at the airport until their flight’s about to close.’


‘I couldn’t do that. I always like to give myself loads of time. Then I know I can really relax,’ Clemency said happily, ‘and spend ages in duty-free trying out all the make-up.’


Which was why another forty minutes had passed before she finally arrived at the checkout to pay for the new lipstick she’d chosen, because these things took time, and choosing the perfect lipstick was important.


The bored-looking cashier said, ‘May I check your boarding pass, please?’


Clemency glanced down at her left hand, the one that should have been clutching her passport. The passport with the boarding pass neatly tucked inside it.


She looked down at the hand and saw that it was clutching instead a handful of perfume card samplers, each one sprayed with a different scent.


And that was the moment absolute calm turned to horror and panic.


‘Just in time,’ said the female attendant as Clemency hurtled towards the departures desk. ‘We were about to close the gate!’


Clemency couldn’t speak. She wanted to fall to her knees and gulp air into her burning lungs, but there was no time; she was already being ushered out through the sliding doors and across the tarmac towards the waiting plane. Her drag-along case was banging against her ankles, perspiration was trickling down her spine and her mouth was dry as she struggled up the clanky metal steps, still hyperventilating. Oh God, she could only imagine the colour of her face. She must be puce.


The male flight attendant greeted her with a wink. ‘Nice of you to decide to join us. Welcome on board.’


You know that little inner surge of triumph you get when you’re on a packed-to-the-gills plane and everyone’s boarded and the seat next to yours is magically still empty … until at the very last minute someone else gets on and you realise you won’t be enjoying the luxury of having an empty seat beside you after all?


This, Clemency knew, was the feeling currently being experienced by the passenger occupying seat number 45A. As she made her way towards 45B, she could almost hear the thud of disappointment and his accompanying sigh of resignation.


Oh well. His hopes might have been cruelly dashed, but on the upside he had excellent cheekbones and a beautiful mouth. During her flight over here, the guy in the seat next to hers had weighed almost as much as the plane itself and had been eating tuna sandwiches, so this one was already a marked improvement.


Still getting her breath back, Clemency smiled broadly at him. ‘I know, I’m sorry, I’d be disappointed too.’


This was the man’s cue to relax, to notice that as far as seat-neighbours were concerned he could do an awful lot worse, and to gallantly offer to lift her heavy case into the overhead locker.


Except this didn’t happen. Instead he acknowledged her with the briefest of nods before returning his attention to the phone in his hand.


Then again, she had looked better. Maybe a red-faced, perspiring twenty-five-year-old gasping for breath wasn’t his cup of tea.


Case stowed and locker closed, Clemency collapsed into her seat, wiped her face and hands with a tissue and examined her left foot where the wheels of her carry-on case had repeatedly bashed against her ankle. She exhaled noisily. ‘I can’t believe I almost missed my flight! I always make sure I leave loads of time so nothing can go wrong. All these years and it’s never happened before … but I suppose the thing is, something always can go wrong. Like today. You can’t imagine how I felt when … umm …’


She trailed to a humiliated halt when she realised the man was determined to ignore her. Nothing, not a flicker; he clearly wasn’t interested at all.


He might have a beautiful mouth and excellent cheekbones, but he had no intention of engaging in conversation with the stranger at his side.


Fine. Clemency ostentatiously took out her own phone and began to check her emails. Because look at me, I’m really busy and important too.


Half an hour later, once they were flying at 36,000 feet over the Pyrenees, two cabin crew brought the drinks trolley down the aisle, and her travelling companion removed his earbuds in order to speak to them.


‘I don’t believe it.’ Clemency laughed at her own stupidity. ‘I’m such an idiot!’


The man turned to look at her. ‘Sorry?’


‘You! Those things!’ She gestured to the earbuds in his right hand. ‘I was chatting away to you earlier and you completely ignored me, so I stopped talking because I thought you didn’t want to be disturbed. I couldn’t see the wires from here because of the way you were sitting and your collar covered them up. But I can’t believe I didn’t realise the reason you were ignoring me was because you had headphones in.’ Giddy with relief, she added, ‘Well, I suppose I was in a bit of a state, what with almost missing the flight … my brain felt as if it’d been whizzed up in a blender … Ooh dear, sorry, that sounds a bit—’


‘Red wine, please,’ the man said to the blonde flight attendant.


‘Certainly, sir. And you, madam? Would you like something from the trolley?’


It was free. Free wine! Why would anyone say no? Except Clemency had observed on plenty of occasions that some people, for mystifying reasons of their own, did sometimes say no.


Ha, not her, though. She said, ‘I’d like white wine, please. Oh … is it cold?’ Because sometimes it wasn’t.


The flight attendant wrinkled her nose conspiratorially and said, ‘Not very, I’m afraid.’


‘I’ll have red, then.’ Clemency smiled. ‘Nothing worse than lukewarm white wine.’ The next moment, seeing that her travelling companion was about to put the buds back into his ears, she added, ‘I think I deserve a drink, to celebrate not missing this plane!’


‘There you go.’ The attendant passed them their mini bottles and plastic glasses, along with two airline-sized packets of cheese biscuits.


‘Lovely. Thank you.’ Clemency filled her glass, raised it towards the man next to her and said, ‘Cheers!’


‘Cheers,’ murmured the man, before glancing back at his phone.


Sometimes persuading someone to make conversation when they didn’t want to became a kind of personal challenge. Before he could plug himself back into his music, Clemency said brightly, ‘Doesn’t it always feel brilliant, having a glass of wine on a plane?’


‘It does.’ He looked pointedly out of the window.


‘I wasn’t late getting to the airport, you know,’ Clemency told him. ‘I had tons of time, which was why I spent ages in duty-free, and it wasn’t until I reached the checkout that I discovered I’d put my passport down somewhere and for the life of me I couldn’t think where I’d left it. Oh God, that feeling, though.’ She clenched her free hand and clutched it to her chest at the awful memory. ‘My heart was going like a train, I was trying to ask where it might have been handed in, and everyone in the queue behind me was getting annoyed because all they wanted to do was pay for their duty-free …’


For the second time Clemency’s voice trailed off, giving him the chance to join in and say, ‘So what happened next?’


Instead, after an awkward silence that seemed to last longer than Wagner’s Ring cycle, he replied, ‘But you found it.’


‘Yes. Yes I did.’ Clemency nodded and looked at the buds he was clearly longing to plug back into his ears. Carefully raising the tray in order to get out of her seat before lowering it again and resting her glass of wine on it, she said, ‘Excuse me,’ and escaped down the aisle.


How embarrassing to realise that whilst you’ve been merrily going through life thinking you were a perfectly nice travelling companion, the kind of person anyone might enjoy sitting next to, you might have been wrong. That you might, in fact, be the kind of irritating person other people dread being trapped with.


Chastened, Clemency stared at her reflection in the mirror above the tiny sink in the toilet cubicle. Oh dear, what a mortifying discovery to make. And that poor man, who had presumably been willing her to shut up and leave him alone instead of wittering on about her stupid passport … OK, she wouldn’t utter another word from now on, wouldn’t even glance at him.


Lesson learnt.


She left the cubicle and made her way back along the aisle. The man in the seat next to hers was gazing out of the window at the great swathes of cloud surrounding them. As Clemency lifted her glass of wine in order to raise the tray and sit back down, he turned and said, ‘Want me to hold that for you?’


Hold the front page. He speaks!


But she had no intention of breaking her vow. With a little I’m-fine shake of her head, she put her handbag on the floor in front of her, then went to raise the tray in order to—


Oof …


The jolt of the plane was both sudden and dramatic, eliciting shrieks of alarm from several nervous passengers. Having lurched to one side and bounced off the seat in front of her, Clemency ricocheted back and felt rather than saw the contents of the glass hit her chest.


The plane righted itself, the screams and panic subsided and order was restored. From the cockpit, the pilot genially announced over the tannoy, ‘Apologies for that spot of turbulence, ladies and gentlemen. If everyone could stay seated for the next couple of minutes and keep their seat belts fastened, we’ll just make sure there aren’t any more surprises to come.’


Clemency looked down at her pale yellow lacy cotton top, liberally splattered with red wine. The splashes were spreading, joining up into one vast purple splodge across her front. It was, of course, one of her all-time favourite items of clothing, because that was sod’s law, wasn’t it? You never got a drink thrown over you when you were wearing some ancient falling-to-pieces T-shirt.


‘Whoops, poor you,’ said one of the air stewards, hurrying down the aisle to check that everyone’s seat belt was fastened. ‘Sit down.’


‘Oh dear,’ said the man next to her as she sat.


Clemency glanced at him; he didn’t have his earbuds in. She did a tiny shrug and felt the wet material cold against her skin. Urgh.


‘I bet you wish you’d stuck with the lukewarm white wine now.’


This was like being in a silent movie. Clemency raised her hand briefly in a doesn’t-matter gesture and reached for the riveting airline magazine in the seat pocket in front of her. Time to read about the dazzling tourist attractions of Malaga.


‘Are you … not speaking to me?’


Ah, so he’d noticed. She turned to look at him, one eyebrow lifted quizzically. ‘Sorry?’


‘Are you deliberately ignoring me because you thought I was deliberately ignoring you?’ There was a hint of amusement in his voice.


‘Not at all,’ said Clemency. ‘I just thought you preferred not to be disturbed. I was respecting your wishes.’


Except it didn’t come out like that; it came out as wishies. Like fishies.


Oh God …


‘You were respecting my what?’ The corners of his mouth were twitching now. ‘My wishies?’


‘Wishes.’


‘You said wishies.’


‘I was going to say I respected your personal boundaries,’ said Clemency, ‘but seeing as we were sitting next to each other, I decided at the last minute to change it to wishes.’


‘But a bit of it got left behind.’ He nodded. ‘I like the sound of wishies.’


In an ideal world, she would have produced her own pair of earbuds at this point and fitted them into her ears. But her earbuds were in her big suitcase in the hold of the plane. Instead she said, ‘Good,’ and returned her attention to the magazine.


‘Does this mean you’re ignoring me again now?’


And when she looked across once more, he was smiling. With his beautiful mouth.


‘What are you saying? That it’s fine for you not to speak to me, but I’m not allowed to not-speak to you?’


He inclined his head and replied gravely, ‘I’m sorry. I apologise. I didn’t mean to be rude earlier, but I clearly was. And now I feel doubly guilty. May I at least offer you half of my drink?’ He hadn’t poured his wine out; it was still in the mini bottle. When she hesitated, he indicated her ruined top and said, ‘May as well risk it. What’s the worst that can happen?’


Clemency held out her empty glass. ‘Well, the plane could crash.’


Sometimes, just sometimes, you decide you really don’t like someone, then they go on to confound you by turning out to be about a million times nicer than you ever suspected.


His name was Sam, he lived in London and he owned and ran an IT company that involved a lot of flying around Europe visiting clients. As soon as they were allowed to unfasten their seat belts, he indicated Clemency’s top and said, ‘If you give that a soak before the wine dries, there’s a chance of saving it, isn’t there? Do you have something you can change into?’


She shook her head. ‘All my clothes are in my big case. It’s OK.’


Sam leant down and unzipped the bag he’d stowed beneath the seat in front of him. He pulled out a navy V-necked sweater and handed it to her. ‘Here you go, you can wear this. Don’t worry, it’s clean. Give your top a rinse in the sink and you might be able to rescue it.’


The sweater was incredibly soft to the touch. It also smelt amazing, Clemency discovered shortly afterwards in the toilet cubicle as she pulled it over her head and pushed the sleeves up in order to rinse her yellow top in the sink.


‘Well?’ said Sam when she returned.


Clemency dropped the wrung-out top into the sick bag he was holding open for her and tucked it under her seat. ‘I think it’s beyond help, but we’ll see. Thanks for letting me borrow your sweater.’ The smell of the soft wool was intoxicating; seriously, she kept wanting to bury her nose in it. Except that would look weird.


Sam’s tone was genial. ‘Not a problem. It suits you.’


‘As soon as we get our cases back, I’ll be able to change into something else.’ Clemency stroked the wool fondly. ‘It’s lovely, though. You know, I once nearly died a horrible death because of a sweater like this.’


‘How so?’ Sam looked quizzical as she took a careful sip of the shared wine.


‘It belonged to my sister and I borrowed it without asking. She caught me wearing it and tried to wrestle it off me, and I ended up hanging backwards out of my bedroom window with the sleeves tangled round my neck.’


Sam laughed. ‘In that case, I promise I won’t try to wrestle mine off you.’


‘That’s a relief.’ The rogue thought that such a scenario might actually be quite exciting flitted through Clemency’s brain. Ooh-er.


‘And how old were you when this happened?’


‘It was just the other week.’ She waited, then broke into a grin. ‘No, our wrestling days are behind us now. This was back when we were sixteen.’


Sam’s eyebrows rose. ‘You were both sixteen? So you’re twins?’


Now that they’d turned towards each other and were having a proper conversation, she could see, up close, that his eyes were brown with flecks of gold radiating from their centres and a black outer ring around each iris. His lashes were black too. There were faint violet shadows beneath his eyes and a tiny mole on his right temple. And as for his mouth … well, it was still beautiful.


In fact, getting more beautiful by the minute.




Chapter 2


OK, concentrate. Sam had asked her a question and she couldn’t just sit here gazing slack-jawed in wonder at his face.


‘Not twins.’ Clemency gathered herself. ‘Well, not even sisters really. We’re stepsisters.’


‘Ah.’ Picking up on her rueful tone, Sam said, ‘And which of you is the elder?’


‘Belle is. By two months, which she never, ever lets me forget. Makes all the difference apparently.’


‘I can imagine. And how old were you when your parents got together?’


‘Fifteen. It probably sounds funny now, but you can’t imagine how traumatic it was at the time.’ Clemency shook her head. ‘We already knew each other, you see. Went to the same school. And we were just so completely different, we’d never got along together at all. Belle was perfect and organised, and quite show-offy because her dad was this multimillionaire and she’d grown up being given everything she ever wanted. Whereas me and my mum were living in a rented flat above a fish and chip shop where Mum worked sixty hours a week.’ She smiled as she said it, because just yesterday, while she’d been staying with her mum and stepfather at their glorious villa outside Malaga, they’d jokingly referred to ‘the chip shop years’.


Sam said drily, ‘I can see that it could be awkward.’


‘God, tell me about it. Belle had a huge swimming pool in her back garden. The nearest we had to a garden was our window box. Her dad drove a pale blue Bentley Continental. My mum had a rusty clapped-out Fiesta. Belle used to make fun of my clothes, and me and my friends used to make fun of her and her friends. Then one day my mum sat me down and told me she’d been secretly seeing someone for the last six months and things were getting serious. And I was so thrilled for her, because for years I’d been longing for her to meet someone nice. I couldn’t understand why she hadn’t said anything before.’ Clemency paused. ‘Until she told me who it was she’d been seeing. And then I couldn’t believe it. Nor could Belle, obviously, but for once in her life she wasn’t able to get her own way and make it stop. We both prayed they’d realise they’d made a horrible mistake and break up, so that everything could go back to normal. But it just didn’t happen, because they were properly in love. The next thing we knew, they’d announced that they were getting married. Is this boring?’


He looked startled. ‘What? No!’


‘OK, just needed to check.’ After last time, she was wary. ‘I bored you before. Don’t want to do it again.’


Sam shook his head. ‘Seriously, that wasn’t you, it was me. Now I’m enthralled. Gripped.’ He gestured with his left hand. ‘Please continue. You can’t stop now.’


His voice, beautifully modulated but not off-puttingly posh, was the kind you’d never tire of listening to. Better still, now that he’d stopped being completely dismissive, it was warm and confiding, with a dash of humour. Clemency felt herself falling under his spell; was he as interested in her as she was in him? It was too soon to tell, but the faint possibility that he might be was sending little zings of anticipation down her spine.


‘Well, everyone at school thought it was hilarious, but Belle and I were mortified. Belle was extra angry because she was convinced my mum was only marrying her dad for his money. Which drove me insane, because I knew my mum wasn’t like that. And once you’d seen the two of them together, it was obvious how happy they were.’ She shrugged. ‘So that was that; we ended up having to be bridesmaids in matching dresses, which was a laugh. And after the wedding, me and Mum gave up our flat and moved into their great big house with the swimming pool in the garden and the Bentley on the driveway. Not to mention the stroppy stepsister who went ballistic whenever I borrowed her clothes.’


‘Which, let me guess, just made it all the more fun to do.’


‘Well of course it did! Because it was such a thrill when I got away with it. Who could resist a challenge like that? And her clothes were so much more expensive than mine,’ added Clemency. ‘Which made it better still.’


‘So you were … what, sixteen by then? And both still at school? Weren’t the two of you given the same amount of money to buy clothes?’


‘Oh yes, we were. Her dad insisted on that. We got the same allowance, but at that age I was going through a surfing craze, so all my money went on wetsuits, traction pads and board wax. Out of the water, everything I wore came from charity shops.’ She grinned. ‘Which of course meant Belle would rather go out stark naked than wear any of my dreadful clothes. So that was a win-win situation for me.’


Sam said, ‘And did you both slightly enjoy having a go at each other?’


Ha, he knew.


‘A bit. Sometimes. Me more than her,’ Clemency admitted. ‘What with us being the interlopers who moved into the house she’d grown up in. You can understand that, I suppose. And it was only for a couple of years, until we both left for university. How about you? Do you live on your own?’


OK, maybe not the subtlest way of asking the question, which presumably accounted for the brief moment of hesitation before Sam said, ‘Yes, on my own.’ He took a sip of his wine before continuing. ‘But you should have seen the house I shared with six other students while I was at university. Actually, you can thank your lucky stars you didn’t. What a health hazard that place was. There were real live toadstools growing in the bathroom.’


Clemency felt herself perk up like a meerkat. ‘We had water dripping from a light fitting for months in our living room.’


‘We used to have competitions to see who could eat the most out-of-date food.’ Sam shook his head at the memory of just how gross it had all been.


‘We once found a dead mouse in our fridge.’


He smiled. ‘You’re very competitive, aren’t you?’


‘Rate yourself for competitiveness,’ Clemency said promptly. ‘Out of ten.’


‘Nine,’ said Sam.


‘Eleven.’ She grinned. ‘See? I win.’


They flew on, heading back to the UK, talking non-stop. Two more mini bottles of red wine were opened, and Clemency felt their connection deepen. There was an undeniable chemistry between them; at first she’d wondered if it was just on her side, but now she was pretty sure the feeling was mutual. When you found yourself on the receiving end of this much attention and the spark between you was almost palpable, it was kind of a giveaway.


And a very nice giveaway at that. The conversation had swooped and darted from one subject to the next, from teenage adventures to escapades on holiday in their twenties, from the various part-time jobs they’d undertaken over the years to all-time embarrassing moments.


‘Mine was pretty awful.’ Sam shuddered at the memory. ‘I asked a client when her baby was due. She said, “I’m not pregnant, I’m just fat.”’


‘OK, I can beat that. This guy brought his little daughter into the café where I was working, and I said, “Ooh, is Daddy going to buy you an ice cream?” And the little girl looked all confused and the person with her said, “Actually, I’m her mum.”’


Sam almost choked on his drink. ‘God.’


‘I know! But … short hair, no make-up, jeans and a fleece … and in my defence, there was a definite hint of moustache.’


‘What did you do?’


Clemency flapped her hand. ‘The obvious. Apologised like crazy and told them I was registered blind. Then I served them coffee and ice cream and pretended I was counting out the money by feeling the coins. They sat in the café for thirty minutes, and the whole time I had to make out I was doing everything by touch … OK, you can stop laughing now, it wasn’t funny at the time. I was eighteen and mortified.’


The captain’s voice came over the tannoy. ‘Ladies and gentlemen, can you make sure your seat belts are fastened … we’re now beginning our descent.’


And for the first time in her life Clemency wished a flight could have lasted longer. But hopefully this wouldn’t be the last she’d be seeing of this particular travelling companion. Once the plane landed, Sam would be heading into London and she’d be making her way back to Northampton, which wasn’t the most ideal of situations. But it wasn’t completely ridiculous either. When two people liked each other, a bit of commuting might sometimes need to be factored into the equation. And from Northampton to north London was only … what, sixty-odd miles? That was doable.


In her imagination, Clemency realised, she was already picturing them driving to meet each other, or catching trains, the excitement of seeing each other again more than making up for the slight inconvenience involved. And who knew, maybe if things progressed nicely, it might even make sense for her to leave Northampton and search for a job in London … unless Sam wanted to move out of the capital to be with her …


OK, this was like being a teenager, scribbling your first name and your new boyfriend’s surname all over your school exercise books just to see how they’d look together if you got married. Though she didn’t even know Sam’s surname and couldn’t ask him what it was in case he guessed why she wanted to know. Ah, but once they’d managed to retrieve their cases from the luggage carousel, she would give him one of her business cards and hopefully he’d return the compliment.


They landed safely – always a bonus – and made their way through passport control, then waited at baggage reclaim for their cases. Clemency’s was one of the first ones to appear on the carousel and she lifted it off with relief.


‘OK, don’t go anywhere. I’ll be two minutes.’ Having unzipped her case and rummaged through it, she pulled out a red stripy top and waved it at Sam. ‘There’s a loo down the corridor – I’ll go and change in there, then you can have your sweater back. Oh, and take this as well.’ As an apparently careless and casual afterthought, she handed him one of the business cards that had been tucked into a side pocket inside her case. ‘Right, I’ll be back in no time.’


Then, because Sam was gazing intently at her rather than at the luggage carousel, she added, ‘Mind you don’t miss your case!’


In the ladies’ loo there was a queue for the cubicles. At last it was her turn. Clemency changed out of Sam’s top into her own, then gave his sweater one last lingering sniff, committing the scent of it to memory. Although hopefully she would smell it again soon, maybe when they said goodbye to each other a few minutes from now and he gave her a kiss on the cheek.


Or on the mouth …


OK, doing it again, stop it. Expertly reversing her cases and manoeuvring them out of the cubicle, Clemency prepared to make her way back to the carousel. Oh, but what if Sam murmured, ‘I’m not ready to say goodbye yet. Can I buy you dinner?’


And after that: ‘Now I’m definitely not ready to say goodbye. Do you have to go back to Northampton tonight, or could I persuade you to stay?’


Could he? That was the question. Clemency felt herself quiver with anticipation; she was so clearly able to picture Sam’s face and hear his voice as he issued the invitation.


Oh, who was she trying to kid? Of course she would stay. Today, meeting him on the flight, had felt like one of those defining, life-altering events.


If Sam were to ask her to spend the night with him, there was no way in the world she’d say no.


But when she reached the carousel, there was no sign of him.


Which was unexpected, but presumably meant he’d decided to visit the men’s loo before making the journey home.


After loitering at a discreet distance for several minutes, Clemency headed over there, pushed open the door and called out, ‘Sam, are you in here?’


Silence. Until a man shouted back, ‘Yeah, darlin’, that’s me, I’m Sam. Couldn’t come over and give me a hand, could you? Ha ha ha …’


She let the door swing shut. All of a sudden the happy-fantasy-that-was-about-to-become-reality appeared to be veering wildly off course. How could Sam have vanished?


Her heart clattering, Clemency made her way through customs. Still no sign of him anywhere. Emerging into the arrivals hall, she searched the sea of faces without success. Hastily she checked her phone to see if he’d texted her, but no. Nothing.


What was going on? This made no sense at all.


Out through the revolving doors she went, because where else could she search for him in a huge airport? If he’d left a car here and had headed for one of the car parks, she’d never find him, but if he were getting a cab …


Except why was she even doing this? She’d given him her business card – if he wanted to be in touch, he had her number. It was just that it was so completely unexpected. Apart from anything else, she still had his navy sweater. And it wasn’t just any old sweater; this one was cashmere.


Seconds later, she spotted him. It was only the back of his head, but it was definitely him. Feeling as if she’d been hit in the stomach by a medicine ball, Clemency dragged her cases behind her until she was alongside him. He was waiting in the long queue for a cab, facing directly ahead, jaw visibly tense.


Why? Why?


One thing was for sure: she wasn’t going to ask.


‘Here you go.’ She held the sweater in front of him. ‘Thanks for letting me borrow it.’


For a split second she glimpsed a world of pain mingled with guilt in his eyes. Then he took the sweater from her and slowly shook his head. ‘I’m really sorry.’


Clearly this was the end of the line; the connection between them had been as fleeting as it had been fun. And now it was over, the shortest holiday romance in history.


Clemency said, ‘Me too,’ and turned away.


He caught up with her twenty seconds later, his hand reaching for her arm to stop her in her tracks.


‘OK, I need to explain.’ He looked … agonised. There was no other word for it.


‘You don’t have to. It’s not rocket science. I’m guessing you have a girlfriend or a fiancée.’ He wasn’t wearing a wedding ring, but she said it anyway. ‘Or a wife.’


‘I do.’ Sam nodded.


‘Girlfriend?’


He exhaled and said evenly, ‘Wife.’


Oh. Right. ‘And you just forgot to mention her before. Not that there’s any reason why you should,’ Clemency amended. What had they done, after all, other than sit next to each other and pass the time of day during what would otherwise have been a dull flight?


Except they both knew it had been more, so much more than that.


‘I didn’t forget.’ Sam hesitated, as if searching for the right words. ‘I … put it to the back of my mind.’


Like thousands of other married men the world over. And women too. It wasn’t as if he’d committed some heinous crime. If anything, Clemency envied his wife for having married a man with scruples and enough of a conscience to stay on the straight and narrow.


Lucky old her.


‘Oh well, it was nice to meet you anyway.’ Crushing disappointment was one thing, but she couldn’t be cross. She added on impulse, ‘Did you look at my business card?’


‘No.’ He shook his head and it was clear that he was telling the truth. ‘No I didn’t.’


Good. ‘OK, this is going to sound weird, but can I have it back?’ She felt herself flush. ‘It’s just that I’m … um, running a bit low.’


The real reason was so she wouldn’t have to spend the next few weeks wondering if he might, against all the odds, be in touch. It would be so much easier to simply remove the possibility that that could happen.


‘Sorry, I don’t have it. It’s in the bin next to the newspaper stand in Arrivals. If you want, I could go back and get it for you …’


Of course he’d thrown her card away; why would he even want to keep it? His wife might come across it and wonder what he’d been up to. God, just for a few seconds, she’d forgotten he had a wife.


‘No, it’s fine, doesn’t matter.’ Clemency looked at him, taking in every detail of his face for the last time. With a brief smile, because she really was leaving now, she said, ‘I’m not that desperate.’


‘I wish things could have been different.’ Sam put his hand out to clasp hers, before stopping himself as if she were radioactive.


Wishing she’d just kept the nice sweater now, Clemency said wryly, ‘But they aren’t.’




Chapter 3


Three years later


Really, was there anything better than arriving back at the office at the end of a long day and discovering an empty parking space waiting for you right outside?


Well, there probably wouldn’t be anything better, but right now Clemency couldn’t really say, because she’d just missed out on the prize parking space. Having beaten her by mere seconds, Ronan had expertly reversed into it and was now grinning at her as he climbed out of his Audi.


‘Too slow, Clem. You snooze, you lose.’


As if she had time for a snooze. Clemency shook her head sorrowfully at him and said, ‘If you were a real gentleman, you’d let me take that space.’


‘And if I offered it to you, you’d call me a sexist pig. Like the time you had a flat tyre and I offered to change the wheel for you, remember?’


‘That was because you assumed I couldn’t do it myself.’


‘I did assume that, and I was wrong. You’re an excellent wheel-changer.’ Ronan’s smile broadened as he jangled his keys. ‘But I’m still not moving.’


‘In that case,’ said Clemency, ‘the ice creams are on you.’


She drove on up the steep winding hill to the crowded car park, squeezed her own car into a tight space between a purple camper van and a dusty black Volvo, then made her way on foot back down the hill to the office.


The Barton and Byrne estate agency had been set up by Gavin Barton over twenty years previously. Seven years ago he’d headhunted Ronan Byrne and taken him on as his whizz-kid sales negotiator, and three years ago they’d become business partners. Gavin was now in his late fifties and keen to reduce his golf handicap. Ronan, now thirty-one, was the energetic one who loved to sell properties and was prepared to put in the hours necessary to keep the company on track.


Two years ago, they’d waved goodbye to a junior sales negotiator who’d soon discovered the job wasn’t for him, and had been preparing to advertise for a replacement when Clemency had happened to come home to St Carys for a long weekend to see her mother.


‘Did you know Gavin and Ronan are looking to take someone on?’ Lizzie, her mum, had mentioned it in passing on her first evening back.


‘Hey, there’s a job going at Gav’s,’ said Baz, Clemency’s stepfather, when he joined them for dinner a couple of hours later. ‘I reckon you’d be good at that.’


‘But I’ve got a job,’ Clemency reminded him. ‘In Northampton. And I like selling cars.’


‘You like selling,’ Baz pointed out. ‘Houses are exactly the same as cars. They just don’t have wheels.’


The next afternoon she bumped into Ronan Byrne in the Mermaid Inn. When she’d finished giving him a hug – mmm, muscles – he said, ‘Have you heard we’re looking for someone to replace Hugo?’


‘I have heard that,’ said Clemency. ‘And before you ask me, I’m happy where I am.’


‘Well that’s good, because I wasn’t going to ask you.’ His eyes glittered with amusement. ‘I don’t think you’d be up to the job anyway.’


Clemency bridled. ‘I can do anything I put my mind to. If I can sell a car, I can sell a house. I sold a Lamborghini last week.’


‘No offence.’ Ronan’s tone was dismissive. ‘But selling property is harder than it looks.’


A week later, Gavin called to tell her she had the job. Overjoyed, Clemency said, ‘That’s fantastic! I didn’t think you’d take me on, what with Ronan saying I wasn’t up to it. Are you sure he’s going to be OK about working with me?’


And Gavin, chuckling into the phone, had replied, ‘Darling girl, it was Ronan’s idea in the first place. I said you probably wouldn’t be interested and he told me to leave it with him.’


A little playful goading was all it had taken. She’d fallen for it, been outwitted by a pro. Not that Clemency had been too bothered; when she’d first been offered the position in Northampton by a friend of her mother’s, she’d been flattered and delighted to accept, but after four years, the lure of Cornwall had been proving increasingly hard to resist. As the only saleswoman on the staff of a huge showroom selling high-end cars, she’d loved the job, but had been growing weary of the endless talk about sport, fantasy football teams, more sport and World of Warcraft. Furthermore, what with being between boyfriends at the time, there’d been nothing to keep her in Northampton, and working as an estate agent would be an interesting new challenge.


This was how, along with so many other people who’d grown up living beside the sea, Clemency had found herself realising she wanted to return to St Carys in Cornwall, one of the loveliest holiday destinations in the south-west. And it had turned out to be the best decision she could have made. Her mother and Baz had tried to persuade her to move back into her old bedroom at Polrennick House, but she’d chosen instead to take out a lease on a tiny one-bed flat above a newsagent’s. Too small to rent out to holidaymakers, it was also noisy in the early mornings because Meryl, who ran the shop downstairs, liked to clatter around and sing at the top of her voice as she sorted the newspapers and readied the place for the day. But the flat was quirky and cosy, and if you leant right out of the sitting room window, you could just about catch a glimpse of the sea.


‘It’s OK, here she is now,’ Ronan announced as Clemency pushed open the door to the estate agency. ‘Panic over.’


He was addressing his mother, Josephine, who rolled her eyes. ‘I wasn’t panicking, I just didn’t want you to eat all the buns before Clem turned up. Hello, my lovely girl, how are you?’ Josephine gave Clemency a warm hug. ‘Because we both know what he’s like, don’t we? I wouldn’t put it past him. He’s eaten five already.’


‘You need to guard them with your life. Can you hear that noise?’ Clemency patted her rumbling stomach. ‘That’s because I’m so hungry. I swear I could smell them as I was coming down the hill. Josephine, what would we do without you? You’re an angel. Thank you so much.’


When she’d first come to work here, Clemency had thought the best thing about Ronan Byrne was his utter lack of interest in both football and World of Warcraft. It had taken only a couple of weeks to discover that the very best thing about him was actually his mother. Well, his mother and her habit of turning up with baskets of home-cooked food. Born in Barbados, Josephine had come to the UK as a teenager and now ran a small but popular Caribbean restaurant in Newquay. She was both a wonderful cook and a doting mother to her only child. Her belief that he would fade away if she didn’t regularly bring essential supplies was shamelessly fostered by Ronan, who adored his mother’s food and also knew how much she loved to feed him. Today it was Josephine’s famous jerk chicken buns served with spicy lime mayonnaise.


Clemency took a mouthful and feigned a swoon, because the light-as-air bun with its filling of chicken and BBQ jerk sauce was just sublime. She spooned mayo over the rest of the bun and shook her head. ‘Best ever.’


Josephine beamed with pride and patted her arm. ‘You always say that.’


‘Because it’s always true.’


‘Has he been behaving himself?’ Josephine indicated her son with a tilt of her head.


‘Always,’ said Ronan, before Clemency could reply.


Still addressing Clemency, Josephine said, ‘And has he met anyone yet?’


‘Mum, I promise you. When it happens, you’ll be the first to know.’


Poor Josephine, she was longing for Ronan to settle down. ‘You need to try harder,’ she said now. ‘Find a nice girl, put a ring on her finger, have beautiful babies … Don’t laugh at me, Ronan, I’m serious.’ Her Barbadian accent grew more pronounced as she made her plea. ‘You’re a good-looking boy, you’ve got the personality, you could have any girl you want!’


‘I know.’ Ronan grinned. ‘Isn’t it great?’


‘But you’re not so young any more,’ Josephine pointed out. ‘You’re thirty-one. What if you start to lose your looks? Leave it too long and you could seriously regret it, I’m telling you. Like your uncle Maurice … Once he turned thirty, he lost it all! His hair dropped out, he grew extra chins and none of the pretty girls would look at him twice any more. You don’t want to end up like Uncle Maurice, do you?’


Ronan said, ‘Now I’m so depressed, I need to eat another bun.’


Josephine smiled and shook her head at Clemency. ‘Tell him he needs to listen to his mother. OK, I must head back. I’ll see you both soon. And just remember.’ She tapped her son’s chest with an admonishing finger. ‘I have seventeen nieces and nephews. It wouldn’t kill you to give me a grandson.’


She kissed them both goodbye and left the office in a swirl of fuchsia pink. Moments later they heard the toot of her car horn and a squeal of tyres as she drove off.


‘Listen to her,’ said Ronan. ‘She’s going to get another speeding ticket, and this time she’s not going to be able to charm her way out of it.’


Clemency ate another bun. ‘I love your mum.’


‘She’s not bad,’ said Ronan. ‘I chose well.’


‘Although technically, she chose you.’


Ronan gave Clemency his smouldering, knock-’em-dead look. ‘Ah, but only because I wanted her to.’


They worked companionably together at their separate desks, finishing up the paperwork for the day. At 5.30, they closed the office and made their way down to Paddy’s Café. This had long been a part of their routine; unless there were viewings or other unavoidable appointments, they called into the café for a drink and an ice cream before heading off to their respective homes. Run by brother-and-sister team Paddy and Dee, it was situated on the quayside, with a cordoned-off seating area at the front affording uninterrupted views of the beach, the boats and the turquoise sea glittering beyond the harbour walls.


Paddy’s Café did huge amounts of business during the day, but this was their quieter time, when holidaymakers started to leave the beaches and think about their evening meal. Bagging themselves one of the coveted tables in pole position outside, Clemency waved at Marina, who was busy with one of the artworks she sold from her own corner of the seating area.


‘OK,’ said Ronan, taking out his wallet. ‘My shout. What are you having?’


‘Raspberry pavlova ice cream and a cappuccino,’ said Clemency. ‘Please.’


He went up to the counter to be served by Dee. Clemency sat back to watch as Marina, over at her easel, deftly fitted a family of four into the painting of the stretch of beach beyond the harbour walls. The family were sitting together in front of her, smiling and sunburnt. Marina, who completed the various beach scenes in her own time, was able to add in the characters in just a few minutes, meaning that even small children didn’t have time to get wriggly and bored. She used a mixture of watercolour pencils and artist’s felt-tip pens, so there was hardly any drying time involved. In less than quarter of an hour, a family could commission and receive a finished piece of art featuring characters that were recognisably them, wearing their own clothes.


The family, Clemency could hear, were down here on holiday from Leeds. They were chattering away to Marina about their joy at having discovered St Carys, asking her if she’d always lived in Cornwall.


Marina shook her head. ‘No, I grew up in Oxford, but we always used to come down here on holiday when I was little. I loved it so much. Then a few years ago my husband decided it was time for a divorce. It seemed like a good idea to move away, and I decided the place I’d most like to live was St Carys.’ She smiled at the family. ‘It was absolutely the best decision I could have made. I’ve never been happier.’


‘So your husband did you a favour,’ said the woman with a laugh. ‘Getting that divorce turned out to be a good thing.’


‘Oh absolutely.’ Marina nodded in agreement.


‘You’d better watch out.’ The woman gave her husband a playful nudge. ‘This is giving me ideas.’


Spotting Clemency watching them, Marina winked at her and carried on working. She’d made light of the situation as always; the full story of her divorce was actually far from amusing and pretty traumatic. But that wasn’t what strangers wanted to hear while they were having their portraits painted. They were here on holiday, which meant that fun and escapism was the order of the day.


Clemency’s phone burst into life. When the name flashed up on the screen, she was tempted to let it go to voicemail.


Except Belle would know she’d done it on purpose.


OK, let’s be nice to each other, like proper grown-ups.


‘Hi, Belle! How are you?’


‘Good, thanks. Now, how are you fixed for tomorrow?’


‘Er … I’m working tomorrow. Why?’


‘I know you’re working. I’m asking how you’d be fixed for showing us around a few decent properties. We’re talking the luxury end of the market, high spec, sea views, something pretty special.’


‘Us?’ Clemency’s eyebrows rose. ‘Is this for you?’


‘For my boyfriend. He’s interested in buying a holiday home and we’re flying down tomorrow morning. If you’re busy, it’s fine, I can call Rossiter’s instead. I just thought, you know, it’d be nice to give you the chance to make a good sale. If you’ve got anything suitable, that is!’


‘I’m sure we can rustle up a few possibilities.’ You see? This is why it’s so hard to treat Belle like a normal grown-up. ‘Whereabouts is he wanting to buy?’


‘Anywhere in Cornwall. I tell you what, why don’t you email me the—’


‘I’ll email the details of everything that seems like a good fit, and you can let me know which ones he’d like to see. How long will you be down here for? Just tomorrow?’


‘Tomorrow and Saturday morning, flying back in the afternoon. He wants to find something and get it sorted in one go. That’s the kind of person he is,’ Belle explained, the pride evident in her voice. ‘Doesn’t like to hang around. Once he makes up his mind, that’s it.’


‘I get it. He’s decisive,’ said Clemency. ‘That’s fine, decisive is good. I like that in a client.’


So long as it was one of her properties they were buying.


‘Wait until you see him.’ Unable to help herself, Belle said, ‘Seriously, you’re going to be so jealous.’


Clemency doubted it. Belle had always had a tendency to go out with noisy, brash public-school types who loved to brag about how wealthy their families were. But to be diplomatic she said, ‘Anyone looking to spend plenty of money on a property sounds great to me.’


‘OK, send me whatever you have and I’ll be in touch. Actually, I’ll be seeing what Rossiter’s has to offer too. May as well.’


‘Silly not to,’ Clemency replied, because dissing rival estate agencies was something you never did, no matter how tempting it might be. ‘OK, let me get on to that now.’


‘How’s Ronan? Will he be around?’ Belle’s tone was elaborately casual.


‘Not sure. Possibly. He’s right here.’ Clemency grinned, because Ronan had returned to the table. ‘Do you want to say hello?’


‘No, it’s fine. We might see him tomorrow. Right, I must dash … loads to do … Bye-ee!’


And that was it, the phone had already gone dead. Belle always loved to be the first to end a call; it seemed to give her a feeling of one-upmanship.




Chapter 4


‘Wild guess,’ said Ronan. ‘That was Belle.’


‘She’s coming down tomorrow. Flying down tomorrow,’ Clemency amended, to let him know that they should both be suitably impressed. ‘With her fabulous new boyfriend. I expect she wants to make you jealous.’


When he’d first arrived in St Carys, Belle had developed quite the crush on Ronan; she’d been very keen to get to know him better. Her interest in him might not have been returned, but it had certainly provided Clemency with endless hours of entertainment.


‘Hmm. Well if she’s got herself a boyfriend, I should be safe.’ Ronan indicated the notes she’d scribbled on a paper napkin. ‘What’s he after?’


She told him, and between them they began drawing up a list of potential properties that might fit the bill for Belle’s rich new boyfriend. Clemency ate her pavlova ice cream and, when it was all gone, dunked the pointy end of the waffle cone into her cappuccino because she knew it drove Ronan mad when she did that.


He shook his head in disbelief. ‘You’re revolting.’


Clemency beamed as she bit the soggy end off the cone. ‘I know.’


The holidaying family of four left the café with their finished portrait, and Marina packed up her easel and art equipment for the day. She paused at Clemency and Ronan’s table and tut-tutted good-naturedly. ‘Are you two still working? Mind you don’t burn yourselves out.’


‘Says the woman who never stops,’ Clemency reminded her. ‘How many have you sold today?’


‘Nine. It’s been good.’ Marina shifted the large, unwieldy bag on her shoulder. ‘It doesn’t feel like work when you’re having fun, though, does it?’


Ronan indicated the family now heading away from them as they made their way along the beach. ‘They seemed really happy with their painting.’


‘I know. It’s still a thrill.’ Marina smiled at him. ‘They were lovely people too.’


‘And what are you doing tonight?’ said Clemency. ‘Anything nice?’


‘Oh, extremely nice. Poor Alf’s still getting over his chest infection, so I’m going to be taking Boo out for a walk. And after that I’m babysitting Ben and Amy.’ Marina spread her hands. ‘So basically, couldn’t be better!’


‘You’re like Superwoman,’ said Ronan. And Clemency smiled because it was true, she was. Alf was Marina’s eighty-six-year-old neighbour. Ben and Amy were the hyperactive three-year-old twins who lived with their exhausted parents across the road from Marina’s whitewashed cottage on Harris Street. Here at the café, whenever Paddy and Dee needed an extra pair of hands to help out, Marina was always the first to volunteer. Basically, if anyone was ever in need of a lift, a favour or a bit of assistance with an overgrown garden, she was more than happy to oblige. In the five years since she’d moved to St Carys, she’d forged a place for herself in the heart of the community, and her love for the little town and its inhabitants had been returned in full.


‘Ah well, how else would I keep myself occupied?’ Marina deftly retied the turquoise ribbon that held her auburn hennaed curls away from her face. ‘Sit and twiddle my thumbs? Anyway, I only do what I want to do. If someone needs a hand with something, it’s nice to be able to help out.’


‘There’s such a thing as too nice, though.’ Ronan shook his head at her. ‘Don’t go letting people take advantage.’


‘Don’t worry, I’m not a complete pushover.’ Her amber eyes sparkled. ‘I’m a better judge of character now than I used to be, thank God!’


She waved goodbye and left the café. Moments later, they watched as she greeted one of the local hoteliers before crouching down to ruffle the ears of his boisterous, waggy-tailed beagle.


‘She’s probably offering to knit the dog a coat,’ Ronan observed.


‘Seriously, though, why do bad things happen to good people? Whatever happened to karma?’


‘Maybe she’s not good. Maybe she’s actually a secret agent, a sinister assassin masquerading as a lovable artist.’


Clemency shook her head. ‘God, her husband must have been such a bastard to do what he did.’


The next morning, Clemency waited in her car outside the first of the three viewings she’d arranged for Belle and her new boyfriend.


Hopefully he wouldn’t be as pernickety as Belle, who had already texted to announce that she’d checked out one of the other shortlisted properties on Google Earth and there was no way they’d want to see it, because who in their right mind would want to live opposite a betting shop?


When in fact a lot of people would find it quite handy.


Oh well, maybe this chap of hers was addicted to gambling and she was just being protective.


Clemency checked her watch; it was now ten past eleven. When she’d called Belle earlier to explain that eleven was the earliest they could begin because she had a viewing with another client at ten, Belle had sighed and said, ‘Can’t you cancel them?’


Now, presumably, she was being punished for not having done so. Reaching across and flipping open the glove compartment, Clemency took out her secret stash of lemon sherbets and popped one into her mouth. That usually had the sod’s-law effect of making people turn up.


And yes, yet again it worked like a charm. Less than twenty seconds later, a black Lexus drew up in front of her and there was Belle, waving at her from her position in the passenger seat.
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