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Chapter 1

‘Ooooohh . . . eeee . . .’ To her horror Nadia realised she was having a Bambi moment. A scary, drawn-out, Bambi-on-ice moment in fact. Except unlike Bambi she couldn’t make it stop simply by landing with a bump on her bottom.

The car carried on sliding in slow motion across the perilously snow-packed road. Despite knowing - in theory - that what you were meant to do was keep your foot off the brake and steer into  the skid, Nadia’s hands and feet were frantically doing all the wrong things because steering into a skid was like trying to write while you were looking in a mirror and - oh God, wall--

Cccrunchh.

Silence.

Phew, still alive, hooray for that.

Opening her eyes, Nadia unpeeled her trembling gloved hands from the steering wheel and mentally congratulated herself on not being dead. The car was tilted at a bit of an odd angle, thanks to the ditch directly in front of the wall, but despite the best efforts of the snow she hadn’t actually been going fast enough to do spectacular amounts of damage to either it or herself.

Then again, what to do now?

Pulling her hat down over her eyebrows and bracing herself against the cold, Nadia clambered out of the grubby black Renault and inspected the crumpled front wing. Just as well she hadn’t borrowed her grandmother’s pride and joy for the journey - the teeniest scratch on Miriam’s Maserati would have meant  being beaten with a big stick and sent to stand in the naughty corner for weeks.

Her face screwed up against the stinging onslaught of low-flying - and actually quite ferocious - snowflakes, Nadia hopped back into the car. At least she had her mobile. She could dial 999 and ask the police to come and rescue her . . . except if she did that, chances were they might want to know where she was.

Hmm.

Maybe phone home then, and at least let the family know she was in a ditch, in a blizzard, somewhere in deepest darkest Gloucestershire. Or, more accurately, deepest whitest  Gloucestershire.

Although it would be dark soon enough.

This dilemma was solved neatly enough by the discovery that her phone was dead, which narrowed the options down to two. Should she leave the car and trudge off through the ever-deepening snow in search of civilisation?

Or stay here and hope that somebody else - preferably in a Sherman tank or a helicopter - might come along and rescue her?

Since civilisation could be miles away and her feet still ached like mad from dancing last night, Nadia reached over to the back seat for her sleeping bag, wriggled into it like a giant worm and settled down to wait.

Poor old Laurie, he’d missed a brilliant party. Nadia smiled to herself, thinking back to yesterday morning’s phone call. She wondered how hot it was right now in Egypt, if Laurie was remembering to drink only bottled water and if he’d managed to squeeze in a visit to Tutankhamun’s tomb before flying on to Milan.

Gosh, she was hungry. Easing a hand from the cocoon of her sleeping bag, she flicked open the glove compartment. A packet of Rolos and a half-empty bag of wine gums. Should she ration herself, like people trapped on mountains, to one  Rolo a day? Or give in to temptation and guzzle the whole lot at once?

But she wasn’t trapped on a mountain and she wasn’t going to starve. Compromising, Nadia ate three Rolos and half a dozen wine gums, then switched on the car radio for company, just in time to hear a DJ cheerfully announcing that there was plenty more snow on the way.

That was the thing about Sherman tanks, they were never around when you needed them.

Less than half an hour later - though it seemed like more - Nadia let out a shriek and abruptly stopped singing along with Sting to ‘Don’t Stand So Close To Me’. Actually, it was an appropriate song. The person who had tapped on her window  was pretty close.

Male or female? Hard to tell with that hat pulled down over their face. Wrapped up in a Barbour, thick sweater and jeans, it was either a man or a hulking great six-foot-plus woman.

Hoping it wasn’t Janet Street-Porter, Nadia opened the window and promptly wished she could have been wearing something more alluring than a green nylon sleeping bag strewn with bits of gold foil Rolo wrapper.

She also hoped she’d been singing more or less in tune.

Not that this was terribly likely.

‘Are you OK?’

He had dark hair, light brown eyes and snowflakes decorating his black, spiky eyelashes.

‘I’m fine. Really warm. Skidded off the road,’ Nadia explained, fairly idiotically given the novel angle at which she was sitting.

He inclined his head. ‘I noticed.’

Nadia peered at the empty road behind him. ‘Did you crash too?’

‘No, I did the sensible thing.’ He looked amused. ‘Abandoned the car before that happened. It’s at the bottom of the last hill.’

‘Rolo?’ She offered him one through the open window. Not her last Rolo, obviously.

‘No thanks. Look, there’s a village half a mile ahead. Do you want to walk with me?’

‘You live around here?’ Nadia brightened, then hesitated. Hang on, a complete stranger offering her shelter in the middle of nowhere, seemingly perfectly normal and friendly right up until the moment he reappeared from the woodshed with madness in his eyes and a sharp axe?

How many times had she seen that film?

He shook his head, scattering snowflakes. ‘No, I live in Oxford.’

‘So how do you know there’s a village?’ She didn’t want to struggle through the blizzard on a whim.

The mad axe-murderer seemed entertained by the wary look in her eyes.

‘I’m very psychic.’

Oh God, he really was a nutter.

‘That’s great.’ Nadia took a deep breath. ‘Look, have you ever been to this part of Gloucestershire before?’

‘No.’ Smiling, he patted the pocket of his waxed Barbour. ‘But, unlike you, I do have a map.’

 



‘I feel like a refugee,’ Nadia muttered as they trudged along the narrow lane, the snow squeaking underfoot. Since hopping along like a ten-year-old in a sack race wasn’t practical, she was carrying her rolled-up sleeping bag under one arm and her overnight case in the other.

‘You look like a refugee.’ Glancing across at her, he broke into a grin and held out an arm. ‘Here, let me carry those.’

She knew his name now. Jay Tiernan. He’d introduced himself while she’d been struggling to extricate herself from the sleeping bag. In return she’d asked, ‘What does J stand for?’

‘Nothing. It’s just Jay.’

Hmm, a likely story. It was probably short for something embarrassing like Jethro or Jasper. Or Josephine.

Then again, Nadia could sympathise. School sports days had always been a mortifying experience, with dozens of sniggering boys lined up roaring, ‘Go, Nad . . . GONAD . . . GO, GO, GO!’

But Jay Tiernan didn’t need to know that. Thankfully, Nadia handed him her overnight bag. Her nose was a fetching shade of pink, her eyes were watering and her toes numb. Ranulph Fiennes needn’t worry about competition - she’d be hopeless at trekking across the Antarctic.

‘You lied,’ Nadia panted forty minutes later. ‘That wasn’t half a mile.’

‘Never mind, we’re here now.’

‘And this isn’t a village.’

‘It is,’ said Jay. ‘It’s just . . . small.’

Nadia peered through the tumbling snowflakes at the deserted single street. There were no lights on in any of the cottages. Nor were there any shops. Just a postbox, a bus shelter and a phone box.

And a pub.

‘The Willow Inn,’ Jay announced, squinting at the dilapidated sign. ‘We’ll try there.’

The front door was locked. After several minutes of hammering on the wood, they heard the sound of keys rattling and bolts being drawn back.

‘Blimey,’ slurred the landlord, enveloping them in a cloud of whisky breath. ‘Mary and Joseph and the little baby Jesus. Fancy bumping into you in a place like this.’

Nadia, clutching her rolled-up sleeping bag in her arms, realised he thought she had a baby in there. Then again, he was so drunk she could probably get away with it.

‘Hi,’ Jay began. ‘We wondered if--’

‘Shut, mate. Closed. Six o’clock we open.’ The middle-aged  man jabbed vaguely at his watch. ‘You could try coming back then. No kids mind, this isn’t a family pub. Kids? Can’t stand ’em.’

‘Look, the roads are blocked, we’ve had to abandon our cars, we’ve been walking for hours,’ Nadia blurted out, ‘and we need somewhere to stay.’ Hastily she unravelled the sleeping bag to show him how empty it was. ‘And we definitely don’t have a baby.’

As a rule, batting her eyelashes and widening her big brown eyes had the desired effect, but the landlord of the Willow Inn was clearly too far gone for that.

‘Don’t do board and lodging neither.’ Wheezing with laughter he flapped his arm and said, ‘There’s a stable down the road, you could try there.’

Nadia briefly wondered if bursting into tears would help. Failing that, hitting the landlord over the head before tying him up and locking him in his own cellar.

Jay, his method thankfully more law-abiding, said, ‘We need somewhere to stay and something to eat. We’d pay you, of course.’

The landlord’s bloodshot eyes promptly lit up. ‘Hundred quid.’

‘Fine.’

‘Cash, mind. Up front.’

Solemnly, Jay nodded. ‘It’s a deal.’

The power cut that had left every house in the street in darkness was still going strong at nine o’clock that evening. The pub, illuminated with flickering candles, had gradually filled up with locals driven out of their homes by the lack of TV, as well as half a dozen other stranded drivers in need of a roof over their heads.

By some miracle the landlord, Pete, was still drinking and still conscious. Well, just about. Cindy, the barmaid, confided to Nadia that Pete’s latest girlfriend had walked out on him three  weeks ago, precipitating this mammoth binge. Now, evidently cheered by the amount of money he was extorting from stranded travellers, he was wavering precariously on a bar stool, leaving Cindy to do all the work.

Dinner, also thanks to the power cut, was thick chunks of bread toasted over an open fire, tinned ravioli, doorsteps of cheese, pickled onions the size of satsumas and stale digestive biscuits.

Nadia, who had given the onions a miss, said, ‘Yum.’

‘A candlelit meal, what could be more romantic?’ Jay indicated their rickety wooden table. ‘Never let it be said I don’t know how to give a woman a good time. Pickled egg?’

Nadia smiled; he had a nice voice. She’d always been a sucker for a nice voice.

‘No thanks. We need to sort the room thing out. You can’t sleep down here.’

Pete’s insistence on cash in advance for the only spare bedroom had left Nadia with a dilemma. With only fifteen pounds in her purse, it had been left to Jay to come up with the rest of the money. When Pete had shown them the chilly room, cluttered with junk and taken up almost entirely by a lumpy, unmade double bed (A hundred pounds? Bargain!), Jay had murmured, ‘It’s OK, I’ll sleep downstairs.’

But that had been before the others had arrived, turning the small bar into a makeshift refugee camp. Two of them had nasty hacking coughs. It wasn’t fair to take the room Jay had largely paid for.

‘You should have the bed,’ Nadia told him. ‘Honestly, I’ll be fine down here.’

‘You might be fine, but you won’t get any sleep.’

‘I’d feel guilty otherwise.’ She watched him refill their glasses with red wine.

‘We could both sleep in the bed,’ said Jay.

Nadia hesitated. It was the most practical solution, of course.  It was just a shame he couldn’t have been nice-but-comfortingly-ugly, rather than nice-and-definitely-attractive.


Dangerously attractive, in fact.

Not that she’d be tempted to do anything naughty, but she didn’t want Jay thinking she might be tempted. In her experience, attractive men seemed to take this for granted.

‘Just sleep.’ Nadia met his gaze. ‘No funny business. We’d have all our clothes on. And I’d be in my sleeping bag,’ she added for good measure.

‘Absolutely.’ Jay’s mouth had begun to twitch. Oh Lord, did he still think she fancied him?

‘I have a boyfriend,’ Nadia explained firmly, ‘and we really love each other.’

Jay nodded, to show he understood. ‘Me too.’




Chapter 2

Gosh, weren’t gay men lovely? There was just something about them, Nadia thought delightedly as they lay in bed together two hours later. You could relax and chat away about anything at all, secure in the knowledge that there was no underlying agenda. She’d told Jay about her job at the garden centre, her family in Bristol and last night’s party in Oxford.

Now he was asking her about Laurie. Only too happy to oblige, Nadia propped herself on one elbow and said, ‘Oh, he’s just brilliant, the best boyfriend in the world. If you saw him, you’d fancy him yourself. He’s a model.’ She added with pride, ‘Last month he was on the cover of GQ.’

‘I’m impressed.’ Jay smiled at the look on her face. ‘So how did you two meet? At some fantastically glitzy party? Did Madonna and Guy invite you to dinner and there he was? Or were you working at the garden centre and he just turned up one day in desperate need of a clematis?’

‘Ho ho.’ From inside her sleeping bag, Nadia aimed a playful kick at his leg. ‘Actually, we’ve known each other since we were kids, we practically grew up together. Laurie’s the original boy-next-door. Well, not exactly next door,’ she amended, ‘but he lived over the road from us. We used to go tadpoling together. Laurie taught me how to ride a bike with no hands, I taught him how to shoplift Pick ’n’ Mix from Woolworth’s . . .’

‘Cider With Rosie meets Bonnie and Clyde.’ Jay raised an eyebrow. ‘So you’ve been together how long? Since you were seven?’

‘Oh no, we were just friends then. I went away to college at eighteen then Laurie was off the following year. When he came back two years ago we took one look at each other and it hit us both like a brick.’ Nadia clapped her hands together. ‘Bam, just like that. We couldn’t believe how fast it happened. And we’ve been together ever since.’

Jay shook his head. ‘I’m confused. So when did the modelling thing start?’

He certainly seemed interested. Nadia wondered if he was entertaining hopes of moving into the same field himself - not that he could, at twenty-nine. Oh dear, should she gently warn him that he was way past his sell-by date?

‘I entered him for a competition,’ she explained. ‘One of those daytime TV programmes was offering a prize of a contract with a top modelling agency. They interviewed last year’s winner and he wasn’t a patch on Laurie, so I just stuck a photo in an envelope and posted it off without telling him. A month later they phoned and told him he’d been shortlisted for the final.’

‘Was he shocked?’

‘Shocked? He went mental! He thought modelling was for poofs - ooh, sorry, but he did.’

‘That’s OK.’ Jay inclined his head.

‘Anyway, we managed to persuade him that it wasn’t,’ Nadia hastily emphasised, ‘and Laurie finally agreed to go up for the final. Mainly to shut me up, I think. But when he met the organisers and found out how much money he could make, he realised it might be worth making the effort after all. So then he won the competition and that was it, the agency put him on their books and the whole thing took off like a rocket. Before, he’d been training as a stockbroker and hating every minute. Now he’s travelling all over the world doing magazine shoots and ad campaigns. It’s just brilliant, a whole new career.’

‘Thanks to you,’ Jay said mildly. He paused. ‘Ever regret it?’

Nadia had heard this question before. About a thousand times.

‘Why would I regret it? We’re still together, Laurie hasn’t changed. We might not see as much of each other as before, but he comes back whenever he can. We still love each other. And it’s not going to last for ever, we both know that. By the time you hit thirty, you’re well and truly over the hill.’ There, slipped it in, just in case Jay was still hankering after a change of career. ‘If my phone was working, I could speak to him now,’ Nadia went on. ‘We talk to each other all the time. He’s been in Egypt for the last few days, shooting an ad campaign for Earl jeans.’

Jay looked mildly sceptical. ‘And you trust him?’

It wasn’t the first time she’d been asked this one either.

‘Of course I do. One hundred per cent.’

‘How about him? Does he trust you?’

‘Laurie knows I’d never cheat on him.’ Smiling to herself, Nadia plumped up her pillow and changed the subject. ‘Anyway, your turn now. Tell me all about your boyfriend.’

The candle on the bedside table flickered, sending an eddy of shadows across the wall.

‘Actually, I’m not gay,’ said Jay.

Oh, for heaven’s sake.

‘So why did you tell me you were?’

‘To relax you.’ His eyes were bright with amusement. ‘And it worked.’

‘That’s cheating,’ Nadia groaned. ‘I trusted you. You lied to me.’

‘What can I say? I’m a man, it’s what we do.’

Hang on, was he insinuating something about Laurie? Nadia bristled. ‘If that’s meant to be some kind of dig--’

‘OK, I’m sorry.’ Laughing, Jay held up his hands. ‘But it  did calm you down, didn’t it? You stopped panicking about spending the night in bed with a strange man who might try to seduce you.’

‘And now you tell me you aren’t gay after all. Wouldn’t it have made more sense to carry it on? You could at least have waited until the morning before telling me you were straight.’

‘I was going to. Until you asked me about my boyfriend. Anyway, you don’t have to worry,’ said Jay. ‘I’m still not going to even try to seduce you. So you’re perfectly safe.’

‘Right. Well, that’s good.’ Nadia wriggled down into her sleeping bag, affecting indifference but secretly wishing he could have invented a boyfriend. She preferred him gay. Just because she’d never be unfaithful to Laurie didn’t mean she couldn’t be attracted to a good-looking man.

‘You could ask me about my girlfriend if you like,’ Jay prompted.

‘Go on then, tell me about her.’

He winked. ‘We broke up a couple of months ago.’

Typical.

‘See?’ Nadia heaved a sigh. ‘You’re doing it already. You wouldn’t have said that if you’d still been gay.’

‘Wouldn’t have had a girlfriend to break up with,’ Jay reminded her. ‘Oh, come on, don’t get all defensive. I said I wouldn’t try to seduce you, didn’t I?’

‘But now you’re flirting with me,’ Nadia complained. ‘And don’t tell me you aren’t, because you are.’

‘So? I’m allowed to flirt. You were doing it earlier,’ he pointed out, ‘when you thought I was gay.’

‘I was not.’ Feeling herself blushing, she was glad of the dim light. ‘Why would I want to?’

‘Because you thought I was safe.’ Jay’s conker-brown eyes glinted with amusement.

Oh crikey, was he right? Had she been flirting with him?  Something in the pit of Nadia’s stomach went ting and tightened in alarm. She hadn’t even realised.

‘And now you aren’t doing it,’ he went on. ‘You’re back-pedalling like mad. Which has to mean you like me at least, ooh,’ he held out his hand, the thumb and forefinger half an inch apart, ‘this much.’

Not fair, not fair.

‘If I didn’t like you that much, I wouldn’t be here.’ Nadia tilted her head in the direction of the other bedroom, where Pete the landlord was snoring like an elephant seal. ‘I’d rather sleep in the snow than share a bed with him.’

Gravely, Jay nodded. ‘Well, thank you. I think.’

‘Then again, you might snore too.’

‘Not at all. I’m the perfect gentleman in bed.’ He flashed a wicked grin. ‘No one’s ever regretted spending the night with me.’

Nadia’s mouth was dry. She didn’t doubt it for one second. Anyone would be attracted to him. He was great company, confident and charismatic. If she weren’t involved with Laurie, let’s face it, she’d be tempted to go for it. Why not, after all? Here they were, cut off from the rest of the world, stranded in a snowbound pub. No one else need ever know . . .

Oh good grief, she was actually imagining it, picturing the scene in her mind, wondering how it would feel to reach out and slide her hand up beneath that thick dark blue sweater of his . . . What was the matter with her? She was just a shameless hussy, stop it, stop it, stop it.

Delete that fantasy.

She had Laurie. Who could ask for more?

Appalled with herself for even thinking it, Nadia abruptly leaned over and blew out the flickering candle. Passionately thankful that Jay wasn’t able to read her mind - and horribly afraid that he could - she said, ‘I’m going to sleep now. Goodnight.’

Pete, the landlord, was perplexed to wake up the following morning with a violent hangover - well, that was par for the course - and a pub full of bleary-eyed strangers. He promptly helped himself to a large Scotch and set about discovering what they were doing there.

Upstairs, Nadia brushed her teeth and sent up a passionate prayer of thanks that she’d managed not to give in to last night’s moment of weakness. Not many girls, she wouldn’t mind betting, shared a bed with Jay Tiernan and emerged with their morals intact. Then again, not many girls would go to bed with him dressed in jeans, socks, two heavy sweaters and a less than gorgeous vest.

Clomping downstairs in her boots, she discovered an arctic wind whistling through the empty pub and the front door gaping open. Everyone had gathered outside to cheer and applaud the snowplough that was shooting great plumes of snow up into the air as it made its stately way along the main street.

Nadia found Jay among the crowd. ‘We’re saved. We shan’t have to eat each other, that’s a relief. How am I going to get my car out of the ditch?’

‘The cavalry have arrived.’ Jay indicated the tractor, trundling along in the wake of the snowplough. It slowed to a halt outside the pub and a burly farmer type jumped down.

‘Passed some cars back there, in need of a tow.’ Spotting Nadia’s hopeful face he said, ‘One of them yours, love? Want some help, do you?’

She could have kissed him. Her fiftysomething knight in a filthy tractor! This was village life for you, Nadia thought gratefully. Everyone pulled together, helping each other out. There were so many kind people around, unsung heroes, prepared to do favours out of the sheer goodness of their hearts.

‘Oh, I do,’ she said with joyful relief. ‘Mine’s the black Renault, this is so ki--’

‘No problem, love. Any time. That’ll be fifty quid.’

For heaven’s sake, talk about highway robbery. Country people weren’t lovely at all.

‘Just don’t say cash,’ Nadia warned the greedy selfish mercenary farmer. ‘Don’t ask for cash up front, because I haven’t any left.’ Shooting a meaningful look in Pete the landlord’s direction, she added, ‘I can do a cheque.’

‘Got a guarantee card?’ The farmer was nothing if not blunt.

Nadia, who could be blunt too, said, ‘Who shall I make the cheque out to, Dick Turpin?’

‘Have you out of there in a jiffy, love.’ The farmer winked at her, unabashed. Business was business. Sudden blizzards might cause misery and hardship for many people, but they were always a nice little earner for him.

 



By the time the Renault had been hauled out of the ditch, dented but otherwise unharmed, Jay had arrived at the scene on his way back to his own car.

‘Drive carefully now,’ he told Nadia as she revved the engine.

‘We’re only three miles from the motorway. I’ll be home in an hour.’

‘It’s been nice meeting you.’ Jay’s eyes crinkled at the corners as he looked down at her. ‘Could have been nicer still, but never mind. We had fun.’

Nadia nodded. In the cold light of day, fun was infinitely preferable to sex. If she’d given in to temptation last night, she’d be feeling twisted with guilt by now. God, she’d be a disaster on a clubbing holiday in Ibiza.

‘Thanks for everything. Bye.’

The churned-up snow creaked beneath her tyres as she turned the car in the direction of home.

‘That boyfriend of yours is a lucky bloke.’ Jay rested his hand briefly on the roof of the car. ‘Tell him I said so.’

For a moment Nadia wondered if he was about to bend  down and give her a goodbye kiss on the cheek; he looked as if he might. She waited, giving him every opportunity to do it, and realised she was holding her breath. Just a sociable peck, not full-frontal snogging, a sociable peck on the cheek was absolutely fine . . .

Well, it would have been, if it had happened.

‘Do the window up,’ said Jay. ‘Keep warm. And don’t skid into any more ditches.’

‘Yes, boss. You too.’ As she buzzed the window shut, Nadia saluted then grinned and waggled her fingers at him. ‘See you around.’

Why did people always say that to each other, when they both knew they wouldn’t?




Chapter 3

The flight from Barcelona to Bristol Airport had landed fifteen minutes ago and Nadia was hopping impatiently from one foot to the other at the arrivals gate. Any second now, the first passengers would begin to emerge through the sliding smoked-glass doors. There were butterflies in her stomach - huge, excitable tropical butterflies rather than the sedate English kind - and her knuckles were white as she gripped the chrome rail. Adrenalin was sloshing through her body like free beer at a student party. Were there paramedics around? Did lots of people waiting to greet returning loved ones feel like this? Did many of them keel over with heart attacks and - ooh, door!

Nadia gazed, transfixed, as an ultra-smart businesswoman tip-tapped out on ultra-high heels, followed by a gaggle of holidaymakers, then some studenty types, several businessmen and a frazzled-looking girl in her twenties with a screaming baby and a toddler in tow.

At the sound of a shout behind her, the girl turned and let out an exclamation of relief as Laurie raced through the doors clasping a battered toy giraffe.

‘I found it on the floor by the luggage trolleys.’ He waved the giraffe at the baby, who promptly snatched it back and glared at him with breathtaking lack of gratitude.

‘That’s why she was yelling. I didn’t even realise she’d dropped it. Thank you so much.’ The girl’s face was alight with gratitude.

‘No problem.’ Laurie flashed his trademark broad smile and Nadia, watching them from six feet away, realised that this was why she loved him. He was kind and thoughtful and would help anyone. Plenty of men might have picked up a toy giraffe and chased after a beautiful girl with a wailing baby, but how many would bother to do the same for a girl who was plain and scrawny, with bad teeth and dull, greasy hair?

It would never occur to Laurie not to. That was the kind of person he was.

And here he was now, coming towards her, holding out his arms.

‘Nad!’

Mushy with love, she threw her own arms round him then felt her feet leave the ground as he lifted her up and swung her round. For a millisecond, before Laurie’s mouth found hers, Nadia glimpsed the look of envy on the plain girl’s face. Then he was kissing her and she knew they were the centre of attention. Everyone was watching them, enjoying the sight of them together. You couldn’t beat a romantic airport reunion, it restored everyone’s faith in humanity. In fact, they were in danger of getting a round of applause.

‘I’ve missed you so much.’ Hugging her tightly, then taking a step back, Laurie surveyed her and said, ‘God, you look fantastic.’

‘So do you. Messy, but fantastic.’ Grinning, she put a hand up to his slept-on sunstreaked blond hair, then cupped the side of his gold-stubbled jaw. For a professional model, Laurie had no vanity whatsoever. Anyone else would never get away with it. He was wearing baggy black trousers that looked like jumble sale rejects but had undoubtedly cost a fortune. The pale grey sweater with holes in the elbows had once belonged to his father. His trainers were state-of-the-art and filthy. There was a huge purple bruise on his left forearm and what looked like a Ribena stain on the right sleeve of the sweater.

‘I know, I know. I’m a mess.’ Laurie’s green eyes widened with good-natured resignation; he was well used to being fussed over by his booker at the agency, by highly strung editors and frenetic casting agents. ‘That’s just blackcurrant juice,’ he excused the stain on his sweater. ‘I was playing scissors-paper-stone with a kid on the plane and he knocked his drink over me.’

‘And the bruise?’ Nadia gently touched it.

‘Oh, that’s nothing. Fell off a jet-ski and hit a rock.’ Laurie, who was both fearless and accident-prone, kissed her again. ‘Let’s go. How is everyone? Is that damn parrot still alive?’

Harpo, who belonged to Nadia’s grandmother Miriam, had a longstanding love-hate relationship with Laurie.

‘Of course he’s alive. You’re still going to be asking that question when we’re eighty.’ As Laurie expertly heaved his bags over one shoulder, Nadia said, ‘He’s missed you like mad.’

‘Did he get my card?’ Laurie had sent Harpo a postcard of a parrot in a mini deckchair with a tiny knotted hankie on his head.

‘We tied it to his cage. He pecked holes in it, said something about gross exploitation and cruelty to parrots.’

‘That’s because he has no sense of humour,’ Laurie said loftily. ‘When we get back I’m going to wrap his beak in Sellotape.’

They made their way out of the terminal and headed for the short-term car park, catching up on each other’s latest news. When they reached Nadia’s Renault, Laurie paused to admire the dented front wing she hadn’t yet got around to getting repaired.

‘Not bad.’ He bent to take a closer look. ‘So there you were, upside down in the ditch, when this complete stranger turns up out of the blue and persuades you to spend the night with him. Was it a hobby of his, d’you think? Another kind of birdwatching?’

Nadia, her arm still wrapped round Laurie’s waist under the frayed sweater, pinched him beneath the ribs.

‘The car skidded in the snow. It wasn’t my fault. He came and rescued me. I was so grateful, I thought the least I could do was sleep with him . . . ouch.’

‘Very funny.’ Grinning, Laurie pinched her in return. ‘Come on, let’s get out of here.’

‘Like them.’ Nadia tilted her head up to watch as another plane soared skywards.

Laurie’s eyes followed the plane as it disappeared through the gunmetal-grey clouds. ‘That’ll be me tomorrow. Off to Paris.’ He sounded resigned.

Nadia gave him a hug. ‘Not until tomorrow night. We’ve got a day and a half.’

Laurie looked down at her. With a half-smile he said, ‘I know.’

Nadia, who was driving, felt her insides begin to churn during the twenty-minute drive back to North Bristol. An ill-defined squiggle of unease was warning her that something was up. On the surface they were both chattering away, talking nonstop as usual, but beneath the surface lay an undercurrent that filled her with fear.

She kept waiting for the feeling to go away, but it didn’t. Finally they reached home and she pulled into the driveway of her family’s house, having by this time narrowed it down to two possibilities.

‘OK, let me just say this. Did you think I was serious when I told you I’d spent the night with that chap at the pub? I mean, d’you think I might actually have had sex with him? Because I didn’t, I swear. I just said it as a joke.’

‘I know that. Of course I didn’t think you were serious.’ Looking distinctly uncomfortable, Laurie raked his fingers through his streaky hair.

Nadia braced herself. OK, now she had to put the second question to him, the one she really didn’t want to ask.

‘So have you? Met someone else, I mean?’

‘No.’ Finally Laurie shook his head. ‘I haven’t. I’d never do that to you.’

Phew. Well, that was a relief. Realising that her fingers had gone tingly, Nadia slowly exhaled.

‘But something’s wrong,’ she persisted.

‘Nothing’s wrong. I’m fine.’

The words were great, just what she wanted to hear. Sadly, they were coming from the mouth of the world’s poorest liar. Laurie might not be seeing anyone else, but he certainly wasn’t fine.

‘Laurie, you can’t pretend there isn’t something wrong, just  tell me--’

‘Here he is, back at last! Darling boy, let me have a good look at you!’ Miriam flung open the passenger door and clasped Laurie’s face between her thin hands. Huge diamonds flashed on her fingers, there was mud caked beneath her lacquered nails and for a slender seventy-year-old woman she had a surprisingly firm grip.

But when it came to seventy-year-olds, Miriam Kinsella was hardly par for the course. She could wear couture clothes or ancient corduroy trousers and men’s shirts with equal panache. Her glossy black hair was fastened in a bun and, as ever, her dark eyes were heavily accentuated with kohl liner. As the inside of the car filled with Guérlain’s L’Heure Bleue, Nadia was reminded that Miriam might spend an entire day gardening, attacking hedges on a stepladder and vigorously demolishing overgrown shrubs, but she wouldn’t dream of doing it without first spraying on her favourite perfume.

How many seventy-year-olds had been stopped by the police for speeding at ninety-six miles an hour along the A38? More to the point, how many had batted their long eyelashes at the police and managed to persuade them to let her off?

‘Beautiful as ever,’ Miriam pronounced, having deposited a crimson lipstick mark on Laurie’s thin, tanned cheek. ‘Now  come along inside. Are you hungry? Your father’s still at the clinic but he’ll be back soon. Good grief, darling, aren’t they paying you for all that poncing about you do? Surely you can afford a better pair of trousers than that?’

Edward Welch, Laurie’s father, was a neuropsychiatrist. Now sixty-six and no longer employed by the NHS, he had been unable to face complete retirement and retained a consulting room at one of Bristol’s private clinics where he saw patients twice a week. It kept his own brain active, he maintained, staved off boredom and gave him something to do other than the Telegraph crossword.

And lust helplessly after Miriam, thought Nadia as her grandmother led the way into the house. Following the death of his wife, Josephine, five years earlier - and allowing for the obligatory period of mourning - Edward’s feelings for Miriam had rapidly become apparent to all of them. Blindingly obvious, in fact. And what handsome, successful intelligent older man wouldn’t be attracted to her?

The only fly in the ointment had been Miriam’s steadfast refusal to return Edward’s feelings. As far as she was concerned, he was a wonderful man, a dear friend and neighbour and that was as far as it went. They enjoyed each other’s company, played canasta like demons, visited the theatre, took endless country walks and were invited everywhere together, but Miriam had made it clear there could be no more to their relationship than that. And since Edward had no say in the matter, he had been forced to accept it. Being Miriam’s friend and a sizeable part of her life was infinitely preferable to not being her friend and being excluded from her life. When other, keener women periodically made a play for him, he simply wasn’t interested. Compared with Miriam, there was no contest.

‘Now, let’s feed you up. I can do steak and mushrooms with fried potatoes.’ Bustling into the kitchen, Miriam threw open the king-sized fridge. ‘Or there’s some chicken casserole left  over from last night, or one of those microwave prawn-and-sole things, but it’s only low-fat.’ The tone of Miriam’s voice indicated exactly what she thought of low-fat microwave meals. Not nearly good enough for Laurie. Checking out the freezer, she went on, ‘And there’s an apple crumble in here, made it myself last week--’

‘Miriam, chicken casserole’s fine.’ Laurie was trying not to laugh. ‘I ate on the plane.’

‘But you need--’

‘And I’m taking Nadia out to dinner, so I don’t want to be stuffed. Markwick’s,’ he added when Nadia raised her eyebrows. ‘Table’s already booked.’

Markwick’s was one of her favourite restaurants. Nadia wondered if it was the equivalent of the guilty husband buying his wife roses and chocolates. From a petrol station. Then again, maybe she wasn’t being fair; when he came home Laurie was always taking her out to gorgeous restaurants.

She just didn’t have a good feeling about it this time.

Still, whatever it was would have to wait a few hours. Miriam was here now, and Edward would be back soon, followed by Clare and Tilly - Laurie wasn’t just hers, he was a part of the whole family.




Chapter 4

When James Kinsella had married Leonie, it had been possibly the first truly impetuous action of his life. At the age of twenty-one, halfway through his accountancy training, it had been while he was driving home from work one evening that he’d first spotted her walking across the Downs in Clifton, casually thumbing a lift. Appalled, James had stopped his car and informed her in serious tones that hitchhiking was both foolhardy and an incredibly dangerous thing to do.

Laughing at his earnest expression, Leonie had thrown back her long blonde hair and said, ‘Are you dangerous?’

Realising that she was laughing at him, probably because he wore spectacles and drove a Morris Minor, James had replied, ‘Of course not, but the man in the next car to stop might be.’

Cheekily, she had yanked open the passenger door, climbed in and said, ‘Better give me a lift then, before he turns up.’

Three months later, Leonie had announced that she was pregnant. Two months after that, they’d been married. James had never met anyone like Leonie before. He’d never known there were people like her in the world. She was fearless, a true free spirit, with a breathtaking zest for life. And James was utterly enthralled. He was also happier than he’d ever been in his life.

It didn’t take long for James to discover that free spirits don’t necessarily make great mothers. Nor great wives, come to that. When Nadia was born, Leonie launched into her earth-mother  phase, but it didn’t last. Shortly before Nadia’s first birthday, James came home from work to be greeted by his wife thrusting their daughter into his arms, yelling, ‘Why did nobody ever tell me being a mother was going to be so bloody boring?’

It had taken all James’s energy to calm her down and persuade her not to walk out on them. Somehow they managed to stagger on for another year and a half. Then, just as their marriage reached its lowest ebb and separation seemed inevitable, Leonie discovered to her horror that she was pregnant again. Clare was born and the situation went from bad to worse. Leonie felt as if she was trapped in an airless Perspex cube. She loved her children but was unable to cope with their incessant demands. She was twenty-three, married to - of all things - an accountant, and a mother of two. Reality had fallen woefully short of her idyllic pre-pregnancy fantasies of parenthood.

It was while she was in Canford Park one late spring morning that she met Kieran Brown. Having taken Nadia and Clare along to commune with the tadpoles and baby frogs in the pond, she had made the unhappy discovery that Nadia’s only interest, at the age of three, was in trying to eat them. Then Kieran, who was there with his own four-year-old son, had engaged her in conversation. He was an out-of-work actor, and utterly charming. Bewitched by his attentions, Leonie promptly forgot all about the task in hand - that of persuading Nadia not to cram her mouth with tiny frogs - and arranged to meet Kieran that evening for a drink. When James asked her where she was going, as she flounced past him at the front door, she replied, ‘To talk to someone who understands me.’

A fortnight later she packed her bags and ran off to Crete with Kieran Brown, whose own girlfriend was, frankly, glad to be shot of him.

Witnessing the extent of James’s shock and desolation - and having inwardly predicted from the start that her son’s marriage would come to a sticky end - Miriam had promptly taken charge  and insisted that he and the children move in with her. Widowed but wealthy, her house was large enough and helping to look after Nadia and Clare would give her something to do. At forty-seven, Miriam had the energy of a twenty-year-old. And the children adored her. It was the obvious solution, Miriam had briskly informed her shell-shocked son, so he needn’t even bother thinking of other ways he might manage.

Since James couldn’t begin to imagine how else he might manage, he had accepted his mother’s typically generous offer. The children adapted to the changes in their young lives with gratifying ease. It had, he decided with heartfelt relief, been the right thing to do. In a couple of years, maybe, the difficulties would ease and they would find a place of their own.

Twenty-three years on, it hadn’t happened yet, and in the meantime, their unorthodox family set-up had expanded to include Tilly, when Leonie had arrived at the house with a fatherless one-year-old and departed shortly afterwards, without her.

 



Nadia felt like a suicide bomber with explosives strapped to her body and somebody else in charge of the detonator switch. She couldn’t bear the suspense a minute longer.

‘You’re not eating,’ said Laurie. ‘Come on, try the duck. It’s fantastic.’

‘I don’t want to try the duck.’ Nadia kept her voice low; this was Markwick’s after all. ‘I want you to try telling me the truth.’

Laurie reached across the table, his fingers closing around hers. ‘Can’t we just enjoy the meal?’

‘Obviously not, if I can’t even swallow a mouthful of it.’ The time had come, clearly, to detonate the bomb herself. ‘Laurie, either you tell me what’s wrong or I stand up on this chair, scream at the top of my voice and start throwing things.’

Laurie smiled. ‘Go on then.’

He didn’t believe her. Causing scenes and throwing things wasn’t what people did when they came to Markwick’s. Sliding her hand from his, Nadia grabbed the basket of bread rolls from the table, pushed back her chair and rose to her feet.

The look on her face told Laurie all he needed to know.

‘OK, stop it, sit down.’ He blurted the words out as Nadia’s left arm - the one clutching the bread basket - began to swing back. ‘I’ll tell you.’

The polar opposite of temperamental, Laurie abhorred public scenes.

Nadia froze. Did she really want to hear this? But then, how could she stand not knowing? Jerkily, aware of curious eyes upon her, she sat down.

God, it couldn’t be normal for a heart to beat this fast.

‘Fire away.’

Laurie hesitated, pushing his fingers through his hair. But this time there was no Miriam around to fling open the car door and swoop, like Wonderwoman, to the rescue.

‘OK.’ Another pause. ‘I think we should call it a day. We hardly ever see each other. It’s not fair on you.’

It was like plunging into an ice-cold swimming pool that you’d expected to be warm. There was a high-pitched ringing in Nadia’s ears. Sadly, not quite loud enough to drown out the words Laurie had just uttered.

Then again, what had she expected? This was what happened when you pressed the detonator.

‘Not fair on me, or not fair on you?’ Nadia couldn’t believe she was managing to get the words out.

‘Neither of us.’ Laurie shrugged miserably. ‘I’m sorry, I’m so sorry. I really don’t want to do this.’

Don’t then.

Aloud, Nadia said, ‘But you’re going to do it anyway.’

‘It’s for the best. Everything’s different now. Our lives have changed . . . You haven’t done anything wrong,’ Laurie said  helplessly. ‘It’s just . . . oh Nad, you must know what I mean. This isn’t anything to do with you.’

Nadia was glad she hadn’t thrown the basket of bread rolls at him now. Bread rolls weren’t nearly vicious enough. Heavy china plates, that was what was called for. Plates that would crash with a satisfying amount of noise, preferably inflicting pain on Laurie and splattering meticulously-put-together sauces en route.

But would it help?

Struggling to get her bearings, she said, ‘Why didn’t you tell me this afternoon?’

Laurie heaved a sigh. ‘Basically, I wanted our last weekend to be a good one. What was I supposed to do, call you from Barcelona and tell you over the phone? Get off the plane and just announce it? God, I’m not that much of a shit.’

‘But you couldn’t seriously expect to pretend everything was fine!’

A muscle was twitching in Laurie’s jaw. ‘I wanted to try. I thought we could at least have this last couple of days together. Well, a day and a bit,’ he amended.

‘So when were you planning on actually breaking the news? Tomorrow afternoon, on the way back to the airport? My God, I can’t believe we’re here having this conversation. I thought we were happy and all this time you’ve been gearing yourself up to do this.’ Nadia shook her head in disbelief. ‘How long ago did you decide?’

‘Nad, please, I feel bad enough as it is. Over the last few weeks, I suppose.’ Laurie was looking thoroughly miserable.

‘A few weeks? Oh, great. So when I was stranded in the snow a fortnight ago telling that bloke how fantastically happy we were together, you were already planning the best way to dump me! Do you have any idea how stupid that makes me feel? Just think,’ Nadia rattled on, ‘if you’d told me in an e-mail, I could have shagged him after all. And I would have, you know, I would have.’

‘Look, I’m sorry, I thought this was the best way.’

‘Oh yes, it’s perfect, perfect! I’m ecstatic that you chose this way, I’m loving every minute! My boyfriend’s very thoughtfully dumping me in my favourite restaurant. I’m fairly sure he’s seeing someone else, although he doesn’t have the guts to admit it--’

‘No one else,’ said Laurie.

‘And best of all, he tells me I haven’t even done anything wrong! Which makes me feel so much better. Really.’ Nadia swallowed, she was trembling and her eyes were feeling dangerously hot. ‘It’s just fabulous.’

‘But we can’t carry on like this, never seeing each other. My booker at the agency’s got me working nonstop for the next eight months.’ Laurie struggled to explain. ‘All over Europe, Australia, Japan, the States . . .’

‘Fine. You don’t have to explain. I’m not going to beg, if that’s what you’re worried about.’ Nadia had had enough. She felt sick. Then a thought occurred to her that made her feel sicker still. ‘And you weren’t going to tell me until tomorrow.’ She marvelled at Laurie’s selfishness. ‘But we were going to spend the night together. We’d have made . . .’ no, not made love, ‘. . . we’d have had sex, and you’d have known it was for the last time, but I wouldn’t have known that, because you  wouldn’t have told me. Well, that’s a really thoughtful finishing touch. What a shame it isn’t going to happen now. We’re both going to miss out on The Last Time.’

It would have been nice, at this point, to have stalked out of the restaurant and disappeared into the black night. If she’d been in a film she would have done it.

But it wasn’t a film, this was real life and it was raining outside. Quite honestly, she didn’t see why she should be expected to fork out for a taxi.


Damn, she had a git of a boyfriend.

Ex-boyfriend.

Oh hell, this was going to be weird.

‘I want to leave. I need a taxi. Give me twenty pounds,’ Nadia demanded.

‘No.’

‘Bastard.’

Laurie shook his head. ‘I really want us to stay friends.’

‘Well, I don’t. Sod off.’

‘Nadia, this hasn’t been easy. I’m only doing it because it’s for the best.’

That old line again.

‘Oh, do me a favour,’ Nadia hissed across the table. ‘You’re dumping me because you want to spend the next eight months shagging your way around Paris and Milan and New York and Sydney and Tokyo, because you’re a jet-setter now and jet-setters only have sex with It-girls and supermodels.’

‘It’s not that,’ said Laurie.

‘Isn’t it? I don’t really care anyway.’ Of course, this was a massive lie, but it was still going to happen whether she cared or not. Her happy life was crumbling before her eyes like sugar lumps dropped in hot coffee and she had no one to blame but herself.

That stupid, stupid modelling competition.

Nadia dropped her head. She badly wanted to cry now. Noisily and nose-runningly. Furiously and violently. But she was buggered if she’d give Laurie the satisfaction.

He might look miserable, but he had absolutely no idea how truly awful she felt.

No more Laurie. It was just an unfathomable concept.

Raising her head, Nadia looked at him from beneath her eyelashes. All that mascara, what a waste.

‘OK, it’s over. But you were still going to sleep with me tonight.’ Nadia waited, holding his gaze. ‘For the last time.’ Another pause, followed by a tiny playful smile. ‘Well? Do you still want to?’

It was as easy as asking a five-year-old if he wanted to open his Christmas presents a week early. She saw the spark of relief in his eyes as he reached across the table and squeezed her hand.

‘Of course I still want to,’ said Laurie.

When in the history of the world had any man ever said no?

Feeling powerful for the first time that evening and deciding that sometimes it was worth forking out for a taxi, Nadia rose to her feet and said icily, ‘Well, that’s a real shame, because you can’t.’




Chapter 5

How people’s lives could change in the space of fifteen months. Well, some people’s lives certainly changed, thought Nadia as she queued up at the supermarket checkout with a basket containing a bottle of hair detangler - yes, it was still uncontrollably curly, no change there - a tube of Immac and a box of Tampax. This was her precious day off and how was she spending it? Detangling her hair, defuzzing her legs and watching the woman ahead of her in the queue idly leaf through a copy of this week’s OK! magazine.

Thanks to her caring sharing sister, Nadia already knew that there was a photograph on page twenty-seven of Laurie in a dinner jacket, arriving at the Oscars hand in hand with one of the nominees for Best Supporting Actress. Clare, who read every glossy magazine going, had spotted the picture yesterday and had thoughtfully rushed downstairs to show Nadia just how much Laurie’s life had changed.

‘Imagine! The Oscars! At the Oscars with a girl like that! Bet she didn’t get that dress in Top Shop. And they describe him as a model-turned-actor. Nadia, I’m trying to show you and you’re not even looking.’

Nadia had briefly been tempted to batter her sister to death with the iron in her hand. But Clare wasn’t being deliberately cruel, she just possessed all the natural sensitivity of a velociraptor. It wouldn’t occur to her that Nadia might not want to see her ex-boyfriend pictured in a magazine with some sensational-looking new girl.

Some Oscar nominee, at that.

Oh yes, Laurie was living a whole new charmed life now. Thanks to his hectic schedule, he hadn’t been home for months. He had even fallen into acting as flukishly as he’d got involved with modelling, when his agency had sent him to appear in a pop video. At a party several weeks later, he’d met a director who recognised him from the video and promptly declared that he was casting Laurie in his new movie. Hollywood parties are stuffed to the gills with aspiring actors desperate for their big break. Laurie, who didn’t even want one, got his. The movie part had been small, but Laurie’s English charm and gift for comic timing meant he acquitted himself with honours. People had instantly sat up and begun to take notice. Knowing his luck, Nadia thought drily, by this time next year he’d be the one nominated for an Oscar.

‘She used to go out with Johnny Depp.’ Clare was drooling over the accompanying article. ‘Hey, how cool is that? You’ve slept with someone who slept with someone who slept with Johnny Depp.’

‘I could always singe your ears,’ Nadia offered, holding up the iron.

‘Ooh, touchy.’ Clare turned her attention to Harpo in his cage. ‘You’d think she’d be flattered, wouldn’t you, Harpo? What’s Nadia got, eh? What’s Nadia got?’

It had taken her hours to teach him this one.

‘Brrrkkk,’ Harpo squawked manically in return. ‘Nadia’s got a fat arse.’

 



Leaving the supermarket, Nadia made her way along Princess Victoria Street past the jewellers, the art gallery and the scarily expensive shoe shop whose gleaming windows she didn’t even dare to look in. Charlotte’s Patisserie loomed ahead, their white chocolate éclairs whispering to her, luring her towards them. Of course they were expensive too, but compared with Italian sandals they were a complete bargain.

‘Nadia!’

So wrapped up in the heavenly prospect of biting into a squishy, silky-smooth éclair that she barely registered her name being called behind her, Nadia yelped in alarm as a hand came to rest on her shoulder.

Oh God, had she accidentally shoplifted something from the supermarket? Had a burly store detective chased her down the street to inform her that she was about to be frogmarched back to the shop, arrested and charged with--

‘Oh, it’s you!’ Relief broke over her like a wave. Not that she’d ever actually shoplifted in her life (Pick ’n’ Mix didn’t count) but all it took was one moment of carelessness. And when you were as absent-minded as she was, it was always a worry.

Jay Tiernan was shaking his head with amusement. ‘I saw you walking past the art gallery. Well, I was almost sure it was you. This is amazing, I was just thinking about you the other day.’

‘Really? Why?’ Flattered, Nadia pulled her stomach muscles in.

‘My sister-in-law pranged her car. Smashed the front wing, just like you did. She was putting her lipstick on, looking in the mirror, when some wall spitefully jumped out and ran into her. Your face,’ he went on cheerfully, ‘when I put my hand on your shoulder. You jumped a mile.’

‘Yes, well. I thought you were a store detective.’ Apologetically, she held up her supermarket carrier.

Jay raised his eyebrows. ‘You’ve been stealing?’

‘No! I just--’

‘Something decent, I hope. Lobster and caviar at the very least, not economy baked beans and a couple of tins of cat food. If you’re going to shoplift you might as well go for the good stuff - oh.’ Having whisked the carrier from her grasp and briskly surveyed the less than glamorous contents, he shook his  head sorrowfully at Nadia. ‘You really don’t have any idea how to shoplift, do you? This is hopeless, hopeless. Why would you even want to steal stuff like this?’

‘Very funny.’ Taking the bag back from him - oh well, could’ve been worse, she could have bought haemorrhoid cream - Nadia said, ‘What are you doing here anyway?’

‘Here in Bristol, or here right-at-this-minute in Clifton?’

‘Both.’

‘OK. Living in Bristol now. Moved down from Oxford a few months ago. And right at this minute - well, up until thirty seconds ago, I was standing in front of two paintings like this,’ he struck a pose of chin-rubbing indecision, ‘trying to choose which one to buy.’

‘In the Harrington Gallery?’ Nadia realised that this was where he must have been when he’d spotted her going past the window. ‘Couldn’t you just have paid for the cheaper one and slipped the other one out under your jacket?’

His light brown eyes sparkled with approval. ‘Nice idea. You’re a fast learner. Sadly, the owner of the gallery was this  far away from me, making sure I wasn’t about to try anything rash. Then again, if I had an accomplice we might stand a chance. You could divert his attention, go into labour or something, and all I’d have to do is grab both paintings, stuff them under my jacket and leg it.’

‘Both paintings. Now you’re getting greedy. Besides,’ Nadia smugly patted her flat - well, flattish - stomach, ‘I’m not nearly pregnant enough to be going into labour.’

The expression on Jay’s face altered by just a fraction. ‘How pregnant are you?’

‘Not at all.’ She grinned. ‘Got you.’

Did he look relieved? Actually, it was hard to tell.

Jay took her arm. ‘Come on. I’ve bumped into you now, this has to be fate. It’s your job to help me decide.’ He paused. ‘Unless you’re in a desperate hurry to get home.’

All of a sudden he was sounding concerned. Nadia shrugged and shook her head in a free and easy manner.

‘No hurry.’

‘Quite sure about that? Promise me you’re not growing werewolf legs as we speak?’ Raising his eyebrows, Jay glanced at the carrier bag containing the offending tube of depilatory cream.

Nadia shot him a sunny smile. ‘Oh, that’s not for me. Whenever I meet a man who thinks he’s really hilarious, I like to sneak into his house at night and squeeze Immac into his bottle of shampoo.’

She could have told Jay just how well she knew the Harrington Gallery. Not well as in sleeping-with-the-owner, but she’d been dragged along to a fair few preview nights in her time.

Nadia chose not to mention this as he pulled her inside. Werewolf legs indeed.

‘This one,’ Jay announced, stepping in front of the first painting. Moments later she found herself being swivelled by the elbows to her left and planted before a second canvas. ‘Or this one?’

Nadia opened her mouth to speak, then shut it again.

It just had to be, didn’t it?

The painting on the right was the larger of the two, a towering dramatic mountainscape featuring a lot of grape-coloured sky with the occasional shaft of sunlight breaking through the clouds. Very moody. Almost biblical. That is, until your gaze was gradually drawn to the bottom left-hand corner of the picture, where a couple were kissing in an old-fashioned red telephone box.

Nadia smiled to herself. Nice touch. The painting, on sale for seven hundred and fifty pounds, was by an artist she hadn’t heard of.

The second one, priced at five hundred and twenty pounds, had been painted by Clare, her sister.

If these were the two Jay had been tempted by, he clearly  had a sense of humour. Clare’s style was quirky, offbeat and character-led, like Beryl Cook without the acres of fat. This particular work, executed in bold watercolours overlaid with ink, depicted a wedding reception complete with naughty pageboys, lecherous bridegroom, gossiping guests and the bride’s mother passed out with one hand clutching a bottle of Pomagne and her head on the table. The bride, meanwhile, was at the door legging it with one of the waiters.

The painting was titled ‘Happy Ever After’.

Typical Clare.

Not that Clare was especially cynical. She simply delighted in depicting the misfortunes of others.

‘Well?’ said Jay, at her side.

‘Hmm.’ Thoughtfully, Nadia studied her sister’s painting from all angles. Behind his desk at the far end of the gallery, Thomas Harrington put down the phone and spotted her. Catching his eye, Nadia indicated with a faint shake of her head that she’d prefer him not to come over and greet her like an old friend. Or, for that matter, like the sister of one of his exhibiting artists.

Clare had spent her years at art college in typically riotous fashion; it had seemed almost unfair when she had emerged at the end of the course with a 2:1, when other students had worked far more diligently and come away with so much less. When Clare had begun selling her paintings - not many, but enough - it had seemed even more unfair. How many graduates from art school, after all, managed to attain such dizzy heights? Ten per cent, thought Nadia, if that. This was Clare all over; she had never done a proper day’s work in her life.

Still, mustn’t be bitter.

‘Which one?’ Jay prompted in her ear.

‘Honestly?’

‘Honestly.’

Nadia, who was great at being honest, said, ‘If I had that much money to spend, I’d be in the shoe shop three doors down, buying  Italian leather shoes with four-inch diamond-encrusted heels.’

Gravely Jay said, ‘But I’d look stupid in four-inch heels.’

‘And they can be tricky if you’re not used to them.’ Nadia glanced sympathetically at his feet. ‘Maybe you’re best sticking to paintings.’

‘I think so too.’ He paused. ‘And?’

‘It’s your money. You should be the one to decide.’ She recalled Clare’s remarks earlier as she’d ogled the photos of Laurie in the magazine. ‘But since you ask, I prefer the one with the phone box.’

‘Really?’

‘It’s unexpected. You don’t see it at first. The other one’s more all-over funny, a bit slapstick.’ As guilt belatedly kicked in, Nadia amended, ‘Then again, it’s still good. And cheaper.’

‘Oh well, that’s it then. If I choose it now I’d look like a lousy cheapskate.’ Turning to Thomas Harrington, Jay said cheerfully, ‘I’ll just have to take the one with the phone box.’

Leaving Nadia to wonder if he would have bought Clare’s painting if it had carried a price tag of nine hundred pounds.




Chapter 6

When Jay had done the credit card thing and Thomas Harrington had murmured in her ear, ‘It’s no skin off my nose, but your sister’s going to beat you to a pulp if she gets to hear about this,’ Nadia allowed herself to be led away to a pavement café for a drink to celebrate.

To celebrate the fact that she was still whole and unpulped, probably.

Oh well, it was as good a reason as any.

‘So tell me what you’ve been doing with yourself. Are we safe out here, by the way?’ Clearly amused, Jay indicated the magazine rack standing outside the newsagents across the narrow street. ‘Your boyfriend’s not likely to leap from the pages of GQ  and lay one on me?’

Inwardly Nadia squirmed. Oh God, how she had boasted about her wonderful relationship, about the deep love and trust she and Laurie had had for each other.

‘That was ages ago. We broke up. And if you say I told you so, I’ll pour salt in your coffee. Or if you smirk,’ she added as the corners of Jay’s mouth - predictably - began to twitch. ‘Smirking’s not allowed either. We just aren’t together any more and I’m absolutely fine about it. How about you?’

‘I’m fine about it too.’ Hastily he covered his coffee with his hand. ‘And I’m not smirking. It’s just really nice to see you again.’

The next time Nadia looked at her watch, a whole hour,  incredibly, had gone by. She had learned that Jay was now living here in Clifton, just around the corner in fact, in Canynge Road. Still in property development, he was buying up and renovating neglected houses in the area - well, employing a team of people to do the actual dirty work for him - then selling them on at a hopefully spectacular profit.

Although if he could afford to impulse-buy paintings like the one currently swathed in bubble-wrap and propped up against their table, he had to be doing something right.

‘And how’s your job going? Weren’t you working in a nursery or - no, hang on,’ Jay snapped his fingers, ‘a garden centre, wasn’t it?’

Faintly miffed that he’d had to struggle to recall her line of work, after she’d asked him if he was still in the property business, Nadia nodded and tried not to feel less memorable to him than he’d clearly been to her.

‘Out at Almondsbury. Yes, I’m still there. It’s great, I love it.’

This was a massive exaggeration. Her job was OK, verging on the tedious. The plants and flowers themselves were fine, but when customers came back complaining that the pot of fuchsias they’d bought three years earlier had just died - as if she’d personally doused them with cyanide - well, it was enough to make you wonder if some people should be allowed to buy plants in the first place. And as for the gnomes . . .

‘You love it,’ Jay echoed thoughtfully. He paused. ‘That’s a shame.’

‘Why? Why is it a shame?’ Nadia sat up a bit straighter, attempting to gauge the meaning of that regretful shake of his head. ‘I don’t love it that much.’

‘OK. On a scale of one to ten. How much do you love your job?’

‘Two,’ Nadia promptly replied.

Jay let out a low whistle. ‘Two. You’re right, you don’t love it that much.’

‘It’s the gnomes. We sell gnomes.’ Nadia pulled a face, willing him to understand. ‘Anyway, I didn’t want to sound like one of those people who whinge on about their boring job but can’t be bothered to get off their fat backside and find something better.’

Even though, basically, this described her situation to a T.

‘But you know a lot about gardening?’ said Jay.

‘I know everything.’ Nadia experienced a flicker of hope. ‘I’m Charlie Dimmock in a bra.’ How that woman ever managed to work without one was a mystery to her. ‘Why?’

‘Ever designed one yourself?’

‘A bra or a garden? Come on,’ Nadia pleaded, ‘tell me. What’s this all about?’

Jay shrugged. ‘Maybe nothing. I need a gardener, that’s all.’

He needed a gardener? Hey, say no more.

‘But that’s great, I can fit that in, no problem. In my spare time,’ Nadia explained eagerly. ‘I mean, how long would you want me for, a couple of hours a week?’

Jay shook his head. ‘Much more than that.’

Blimey, he must have a huge garden. Without thinking, Nadia said, ‘How big is it?’

Oops. As the actress said to the bishop.

Looking as if he were trying not to smile, Jay leaned back in his chair. ‘When I buy a wreck of a house and do it up, it generally has a wreck of a garden to go with it. I need someone to start from scratch, transform it into something superb. This isn’t just a matter of mowing the lawn and digging out a few weeds. I’m talking clearance, re-landscaping, planting, the lot.’

‘I could do that!’ Nadia sat up, her skin beginning to tingle. ‘I did landscaping at college. I’m a hard worker and I’m stronger than I look.’

Crikey, Jay had talked about fate earlier. This really was fate.

‘I was using a firm from Winterbourne, but they weren’t that reliable. Let me down a couple of times.’

‘I wouldn’t let you down.’ She was dimly aware of not playing it cool, of sounding disgustingly eager. Quite Yosser-ish in fact. Oh, well . . . ‘I’d never let you down, I promise!’

Jay hesitated, evidently reluctant to hand her the job on the spot. ‘I put an ad in the local paper last week. I’ve had quite a few responses.’

‘Maybe,’ Nadia said promptly, ‘but none of them have slept with you and I have. That has to count for something.’

Damn, damn, she knew she should have had sex with him.

From the look of amusement in Jay’s brown eyes she could tell he was thinking the same thing.

Nadia held her breath and silently cursed her faithfulness. If she didn’t get this job it would all be Laurie’s fault. Him and his lousy promises that they’d be together for ever. God, she wished she could hate him as ferociously as he deserved.

‘Please,’ said Nadia. ‘I’m a great gardener.’

Jay thought for a moment. ‘Do you have one you could show me?’

His third cup of coffee, half drunk, had grown cold in front of him. He clearly didn’t have any pressing appointments for the afternoon, and it wouldn’t take long anyway. Feeling quite masterful, Nadia gathered up her plastic carrier, rose to her feet and said, ‘Let’s go.’

Well, this was fate after all. May as well make the most of it.

 



It would have been nice if the house could have been empty, but Nadia’s home seldom was. Doing her best to sound businesslike, rather than like a girl bringing her boyfriend back for the first time and shyly introducing him to her family, she led Jay into the kitchen and announced, ‘Gran, this is Jay Tiernan, he needs a gardener so I’ve brought him here to show him what I can do. Jay, this is Miriam Kinsella, my grandmother. And Edward Welch, our neighbour.’
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