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    Laura anticipates two quiet weeks when she swaps London for a stint running her aunt’s kitchen shop in a sleepy Welsh village. Disillusioned by a broken romance, she doesn’t expect to fall for Alex Conway, local-born singer performing in the golf club fund-raiser. He takes her number but dashes back to audition for the lead part in Devilish Delights, leaving Laura fearful he’ll forget her. So why not enjoy the attention of Jarratt Morley, well-known author and older man with a beguiling luxury life style? She knows what she risks by agreeing to model exotic lingerie so Jarratt can photograph her but why hasn’t Alex been in touch again? Complications arise as the singer rings with an exciting invitation clashing with Laura’s commitment to courier a manuscript to London for Jarratt. Laura’s fascination for two very different men turns to love for West End musical star Alex but her emotions are blitzed by enigmatic Jarratt’s shocking disclosure. How easily might her dream turn into a nightmare?
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    Chapter One




    ‘Laura,’ he said.




    I led him to the bedroom where we removed all our clothes. I hadn’t known him long but our bodies couldn’t have cared less. Fingers and tongues entwined. Touched. Entered. Tantalised.




    From then on I had in my life a guy who cooked at weekends and took me to all the new movies. But when I’d suggested we go to see a play or a musical for a change, Marcus had declared he’d rather watch paint dry. He had other ideas for our evening’s entertainment.




    I didn’t make a thing of it. I knew we were in lust, if not in love and much as I appreciated my vibrator – diamonds were not necessarily a girl’s best friend – it nestled at the bottom of my underwear drawer.




    Just as the weather invited me to discard my tights and attend to my pale legs, I noticed Marcus inhabiting some other planet. Then came the evening he arrived during a crackling electrical storm. I buzzed him in through the main entrance and opened my door to a movie-star bouquet of irises and lilies, with a pair of long legs sticking out from under it. I needed no crystal ball.




    ‘Hi Laura,’ he said, handing over the flowers. ‘We need to talk.’ He didn’t meet my eyes.




    I’d seen this coming but the realisation struck as vividly as the sheet lightning silhouetting him in front of the window. And it hurt. I prolonged the agony by going into the kitchen to ram the fragrant blooms into a cracked vase. The spectacular crashes and rumbles outside could have doubled as sound effects for a horror movie. And the damaged vase matched my self-esteem.




    I imagine he’d rehearsed his lines because on my return he jumped to his feet. ‘You’re much too wonderful a person to deceive,’ he whined as I glared into those treacherous blue eyes. ‘The fact is, lovely …’




    Cheating bastard. ‘Go on, lovely,’ I said, digging the nails of one hand into the palm of the other.




    ‘God, I’m sorry.’




    ‘Maybe you should try apologising to me instead.’




    ‘Rowena’s decided we should try and make a go of it again.’ He gabbled the words. ‘The truth is, she and I go back a long way.’




    ‘The truth is your ex never really was. Isn’t that right, Marcus? I’ve been just a substitute. The bunny boiler went to Seattle on some kind of secondment and your cock was scarcely cool when good old Laura wandered into your life. Sooo convenient.’




    I couldn’t believe how I was shaking. Even though I’d had my suspicions about this guy, I was taken aback at my cold fury. Sussing his cunning little plan was no consolation. Truth was I knew someone who played squash with someone who worked with rich- bitch Rowena.




    I left Marcus contemplating his duplicity. Oh, if only I’d used that word to his face. In the kitchen I made tea. With a bit of luck he’d go quietly and, for all I cared, drown in the Niagara Falls whooshing past my window.




    But anger always turns me on. I convinced myself not to coax him to shuck off his boxers to help while away the storm. Thank goodness I managed to preserve my dignity because the rain switched off as suddenly as it started. And the door closed with a clunk, leaving me peeping between the slats of my blind as the love-rat vanished like a phantom into the now pearly twilight.




    Too furious for tears, I slipped out to visit the nearby 24-hour supermarket in search of something sweet and cool. On my return, I reunited with my therapists, Ben and Jerry. Maybe Marcus had done me a favour because, deep down, I knew he wasn’t the right man for me.




    It’s then that everything fell into place and I knew exactly what I had to do. I didn’t feel like talking to anyone about this – not even my best friend, Viv. And no way did I want to go someplace where I might risk bumping into Marcus – especially if his lanky lover was draped round him like a pashmina. But that restless feeling was turning to a craving. At least if I went with my instincts, I’d feel I was taking charge of my own destiny.




    It was high time I saw my aunt again. Months before, she and my uncle had moved to Wales to run a kitchen shop. She picked up on the third ring.




    ‘Hi, Jan. How are you both? Missing the bright lights yet?’




    I didn’t call her “Auntie” because she was only five years older than me. Jan and I were accustomed to explaining we were aunt and niece though she adored it if people, especially guys, assumed we were two friends out together. I should explain that she was very much in love with her husband, Nigel, a total sweetie, albeit a long-suffering one.




    ‘Right,’ she said after we’d caught up. ‘It’s fantastic to hear from you but what’s on your mind?’




    ‘I’m trying to forget a man.’




    ‘He can’t have been right for you.’




    She knew better than to try to prise the intimate details out of me.




    ‘I really wish I knew someone single and exciting to introduce you to,’ she said. ‘Most unattached males round here are either geriatric or public schoolboys oozing testosterone.’




    ‘I could do with a break from men, to be honest.’




    ‘So come for a weekend and let us spoil you. You haven’t been here since the shop opening. And we love having you. The only snag’s the timing.’




    ‘I wouldn’t want to put you out.’




    Jan sighed. ‘It’s just that we’re hoping to take a buying trip soon but only if we can sort out cover for the shop. My assistant’s knee-deep in preparations for her daughter’s wedding. And we’ll be knee-deep in Japanese tourists before you can say “kamikaze”.’




    I nodded. Stupid, as she couldn’t see me. ‘If you and Nigel need to get away, what if I come and shop-sit?’




    ‘You’d give up precious holiday to mind the shop?’




    ‘Certainly would. If you don’t mind letting me loose in your place?’




    Jan and Nigel’s beautiful longhouse sat on the edge of a time-warp small town in Monmouthshire. The place was a big favourite on the tourist trail as it was a whisper away from the site of Roman remains. Or maybe it was the gastropub that was the attraction. There was also a very famous and exclusive boarding school nearby. Rubbing shoulders with dark-eyed sheikhs’ sons and diplomats’ ditzy daughters was the norm around there. Naughty Nigel referred to it as jailbait territory.




    ‘When do you want to leave?’




    ‘Monday fortnight would be good,’ said Jan.




    ‘So where are you going?’




    ‘Stockholm. What about your job?’




    ‘I can sort things.’ I tried to sound confident.




    ‘Fantastic. Soon as you let me know, I’ll get Nigel to fix our flights.’




    I decided to have an early night. A fortnight in the healing Welsh countryside should soothe my jagged edges. And, who knew what my long-suffering guardian angel might have in store on my return? 


  




  

    Chapter Two




    ‘Good job your train was late.’ Jan’s creamy complexion was pink from hurrying.




    We hugged and she grabbed my Gladstone bag. ‘Come on. Nigel’s put a bottle of Pol Roger on ice.’




    I trundled my wheelie case beside her. ‘What’s the celebration?’




    ‘Hello? You know what Nige is like. Any excuse, plus he’s so thrilled that we can get away together. Talk about a little boy waiting to hang up his stocking.’




    ‘That sounds like Nigel.’




    ‘And the goodies,’ she said. ‘You won’t believe what he’s stashed away for your stay. Think designer cheeses. Cherries in brandy. Belgian chocs popping from every kitchen cupboard!’




    ‘What about my waistline? Oh, but he’s a babe. Can’t you get him cloned, so I can have a Nige too?’




    ‘That bad, is it?’




    ‘They come and they go. I’m looking forward to a man-free zone.’ If I said it often enough, maybe I’d start to believe it.




    Jan zapped her keypad and opened the car boot. ‘Come on. He’s making risotto.’




    A Land Rover driver stood on his brakes as she pulled out of the parking bay. Her devastating smile as she drove off stopped him in mid-obscenity.




    ‘Darling Nige, you haven’t forgotten this charity do tomorrow night?’ Jan passed me the salad.




    ‘I thought it was next weekend,’ said Nigel.




    ‘Hello? We’re away then. Surely you got an extra ticket?’ Her tone would fracture glass at ten paces.




    ‘Um …’ He looked hunted.




    I jumped in. ‘If you two want to go out, don’t worry about me.’




    Jan ignored me. ‘Nigel, what are you like? Can you ring up?’




    He consulted his watch. ‘I can certainly try.’




    ‘So what’s this all about?’ I looked from one to the other.




    ‘There’s a local boy making a name for himself in the West End,’ said Nige. ‘He’s singing in the golf club fundraiser.’




    ‘We bought two tickets a while back,’ Jan said. ‘And donated a raffle prize. So we really should show our faces.’ She gave Nige a hard stare. ‘You don’t want to go, do you?’




    He lowered his head like a naughty schoolboy.




    She turned to me. ‘Why don’t we go on our own? Have a girly night?’




    ‘Well,’ I said. ‘If you’re really sure.’




    He couldn’t hide his relief. ‘I’ll treat you to a taxi there and back. If we’re checking in at crack of dawn, Monday morning, I need my beauty sleep. And something I have remembered is to book a table for Sunday lunch.’




    Jan leant across and kissed his cheek. ‘All is forgiven. We’ve both had masses to do.’




    *               *               *




    Next day, after a quick trawl of the shop routines, we had lunch in a James Bond-themed restaurant. A blown-up monochrome image of Honor Blackman as Pussy Galore consumed most of the wall behind us. Of course Nigel insisted on sitting in pole position so he could stretch upwards between courses and pat the leather-clad thighs of “Dear Pussy”, as he insisted on calling her. It sounds tacky but if you’d met Nigel, you’d understand. Nigel is Nigel.




    I should mention that he’s 15 years Jan’s senior. She did tell me once that, as the darling daughter of a rather mature dad, she had a bit of a thing about older and more sophisticated men as she progressed into her 20s.




    I contemplated what to wear, as I hadn’t packed my spangles. Standing in the power shower, with needles of water splashing over me, I knew there was only one option. The weather was warm for May so I’d brought the va-va-voom version of a little black dress.




    Downstairs, Nigel was on the terrace with gin and tonic in hand. It was just as well those two were going away. My liver probably thought Christmas was early that year.




    ‘Hey.’ His face glowed as I walked towards him. ‘You’ll blow their minds at the golf club. Are the blokes in London blind, or merely bonkers?’




    ‘You’re so good for my morale.’ I kissed his cheek. An image of love-rat Marcus filtered into my mind but I zapped it like an irritating mosquito.




    Then Jan came downstairs. Nigel whistled. ‘Two gorgeous girls in cocktail frocks! Nobody will have eyes for the cabaret.’




    The taxi arrived as we finished our drinks so we left Nigel and went out into the kind of evening you only read about in lifestyle magazines if you’re a city dweller like me.




    ‘The club’s not far away,’ Jan said. ‘And you never know who might turn up at this sort of do.’




    ‘I’m sure I can survive a few hours, Jan. Did Nigel remember who’s performing?’




    ‘It’s someone called Alex Conway.’




    ‘You’re joking!’ I said, thinking she must be mistaken.




    ‘No. He’s the local boy. Have I missed something here?’




    ‘It’s just that I know someone who’s seen Devilish Delights,’ I said. In fact, I’d been desperate to see it myself, but of course Marcus hadn’t been up for it. ‘It’s the West End show that’s so hot at the moment. Alex Conway isn’t in the lead role but I’m told he’s top totty.’




    I gazed out of the window, enjoying all the shades of green. I hadn’t expected such an astonishing bonus but it would be good to have someone to spice up my bedtime fantasies now I was single. Again.




    A steward pointed out a table for two, with Nigel’s name on a card. We were seated halfway between the stage and the bar. When I returned with drinks, I found Jan people-watching.




    ‘I hardly know anyone,’ she said. ‘Seems a good turnout. I guess it’s because of this singer.’




    I realised the function was going to be the extent of my social life for the next fortnight. As I’d be Laura no-mates among the gourmet soups and chocs, I figured I should plan some serious exercise. With that kind of diet plus no prospect of sex, I’d need lots of long walks.




    Jan mouthed, ‘Golf club captain,’ at me as a large man practised heavy-breathing skills with the microphone.




    He tapped the mouthpiece. ‘Ladies and gentlemen, it’s my pleasure to introduce the supporting act in our cabaret tonight. Multi-talented Didi and Maxine are also part of the West End ensemble of Devilish Delights.’




    The lights dimmed. A pool of gold spotlit the arrival on stage of two blondes. A quick glance round showed every male in our section had his tongue hanging out. And I have to say the girls looked glam in silver miniskirts and cropped tops. Those white boots with mirror heels were very 70s glam rock. The singers had cast-iron larynxes. They gave us a fantastic set and I clapped as hard as anyone.




    There was more applause for the duet from Wicked, Didi and Maxine’s final number before they bigged up the star of the evening.




    ‘Ladies and gentlemen, the moment you’ve been waiting for has arrived,’ said Elfin Blonde.




    ‘He scrubs up really well.’ Curly Blonde winked at a woman at a nearby table and both girls disappeared backstage. The lights dimmed again, adding to the feeling of expectancy. Some of the women glanced over their shoulders and nudged one another.




    A spotlight picked out Alex Conway as he sauntered towards the stage from the back of the room. He walked like a big cat. Slim-hipped in dark trousers, his shoulders filled out his white silk shirt, making me want to see him without it. Jacket slung casually over one shoulder, he passed so close to our table that a drift of something expensive flipped my heart up and away.




    Jan’s lecherous gaze was fixed upon the singer’s tight buns. The harlot. My throat felt taut and my heart hammered as though I was high on something. What was happening here? I hadn’t ever before experienced such a violent crush on a stranger. Not since I’d fancied a waiflike drummer in my girl-band phase. And me supposed to be a mature, professional woman, dedicated towards producing good design.




    ‘You OK, Laura?’




    I nodded. Jan couldn’t know how I was churning inside. With such an explosion of delight all round, it was hard not to be swept along in the tidal wave of welcome. Alex’s first number was Let Me Entertain You and his voice reached inside me, making me lose all sense of time. Totally spellbound would best describe my condition. Believe me, if he’d walked across the room and asked me to run away with him, I’d have grabbed my handbag and gone. This in itself was disturbing. So unlikely, I had to smile, in company with every other female in the place.




    His next number was a smoochy one. One glance at Jan saw her practically melting like butter in the sunshine. And she a respectable married lady. There was probably about to be one gigantic multiple orgasm in that place and all in the cause of charity. I couldn’t help wondering about the singer’s relationship with his backing duo, outside of working hours. I mean. I leant forward to see if he wore a wedding ring.




    Strobe lighting showered gold shards as Alex began a set of 60s hits. People were having trouble sitting still. He switched mood again, strolling among the tables as he crooned a smoochy number, stopping to serenade someone here and there, kissing a hand and moving on. You could power the lighting off the adulation he generated, not just with that caramel voice but by sheer stage presence.




    As he worked the crowd, I could hardly breathe, wondering if he’d head our way. At last he reached the neighbouring table. He glanced over at Jan and me. My tongue flicked across my lips as my eyes met his. His own lips twitched and he licked them before striding back to the stage to finish the set with an emotional showstopper. Then it was the interval and Alex disappeared backstage, leaving me with a bewildering feeling of loss.




    A dumpling of a man in a dark suit appeared at our table. ‘Jan, my dear,’ he said, making a fair attempt at eating her face. I thought she hardly knew anyone. When she introduced me and I shook his clammy hand, I subdued the urge to wipe my fingers on the napkin twined around the neck of our champagne bottle.




    ‘How are you enjoying our local talent?’ Mr Dumpling asked. ‘It’s good to have Alex down here again. He couldn’t make it last year and we didn’t raise anywhere near as much money as we’d have liked. Place is a sell-out. They didn’t even have to advertise it online.’




    I made the right noises and left Jan to it. The main door, standing open, tempted me outside. A fingernail of moon rode in an indigo sky above a misty mountain backdrop so incredibly beautiful it could have been computer-generated. A few people clustered near the club entrance, chatting and having a quick smoke.




    I wondered if Alex would sign autographs at the end. Was I brave – or stupid – enough to slip him my phone number? My thoughts propelled me into a dream world where Alex gazed into my eyes … moved closer. Suddenly I sensed, rather than saw, a figure across the way. Whoever it was remained half-hidden by the shrubbery. I felt vulnerable, exposed by the foyer lighting, and headed back inside.




    The blondes, in slinky red gowns, were beginning their second set. I hovered outside the open door of the function room. They were belting out vintage Dusty Springfield, and when it ended, I planned to slip back to our table.




    I stood, watching the stage, when I sensed someone behind me. No mistaking that crisp, yet sensuous cologne. Only an alpha male could carry off such an androgynous scent. A wave of pure lust hit me. My nerve endings fizzled and I didn’t dare move for fear of destroying the moment.




    ‘Excuse me.’ Electric fingers walked down my spine and there was a buzzing between my thighs. Slowly, I turned around.




    ‘Hi,’ he said. ‘Sorry if I startled you, outside just now. I was taking a breather. I’ve just heard about the fabulous raffle prize your aunt and uncle have donated.’




    He was even more edible close up, as well as committed to fundraising.




    ‘I like to keep in touch with the village,’ he said. ‘Not that I’m around much these days. Um, I wonder, could the two of you stay on later? Have a glass of champagne with the committee?’




    Somehow I croaked a response.




    ‘Sorry?’ he said. ‘I didn’t catch your name. I’m Alex. Alex Conway.’




    No big ego to dismantle, then. Better and better. His fingers were warm against my hand. He checked his watch. What a dork I was. Why couldn’t I sparkle? All I seemed capable of was nodding like one of those dogs you see in cars’ rear windows.




    ‘Catch you later,’ he said, moving away.




    ‘I’m Laura,’ I whispered, too late. I promised never, ever, to set my smoke alarm off again, if only I could have a second chance with him.




    The blondes were about to begin another number as I tottered back to my seat.




    ‘You took a long time,’ whispered Jan. ‘Guess what? We’re invited to a party after the show. You might get to talk to the singer. How’s that then, Laura?’




    ‘Fine – I mean, brilliant. Thank you.’




    ‘It’s only a PR exercise. We needn’t stay long. I’ve called Nigel and he’s going to get our pick-up changed to midnight.’




    The witching hour.




    ‘He’s pleased we’re enjoying the show,’ said Jan. ‘That’ll teach him to jump to conclusions.’




    She turned her attention to the stage while I sat there with damp pants. The rest of the girls’ set was a blur until the main attraction returned. He’d changed into black T-shirt and silver trousers to give us a series of West End hits, with Didi, the elfin one, joining him for the perfect finale. The applause for their performance of the love duet from Miss Saigon sounded like an express train rumbling through a station.




    Didi left the stage. The crowd weren’t about to let Alex go and I wondered how he could follow that last number but both blondes bounced back on stage to join him.




    ‘Hey – it’s the girls again.’ He raised his hand. ‘We’d like to pay tribute to you know who.’




    I was puzzled until the raunchy first chords triggered a patter of applause. As he started singing a Tom Jones hit, the girls swayed and purred around him. Afterwards the whole place erupted again before the audience began drifting away, leaving just the committee and we hangers-on.




    Jan picked up her bag. ‘Will you be OK a minute? You could join the others at the buffet.’




    Food was far from my mind. I spotted the backing singers, dressed in blue jeans and white halter-tops. They headed for what remained of the supper and the club captain asked if he could get them a drink. While the guy was at the bar, Alex, dressed again in white shirt and dark trousers, walked in. He paused to shake hands with someone before joining the captain.




    They were still chatting as Jan drew level. The club captain grabbed her arm. ‘I don’t think you’ve met Jan, have you, Alex? This is the lady who runs the kitchen shop in the market place.’




    ‘Great to meet you, Jan. And thanks a lot for your support.’ Alex caught my eye. ‘Is that your companion?’




    ‘Oh, my manners, I’m so sorry,’ the captain gushed, coming over to me.




    ‘Tudor Myers, my dear.’ I felt as if I was being wrapped in marshmallow as he propelled me, arm around my shoulders. And I was standing beside Alex while Jan did the introductions.




    All I could see were those incredible, slumberous eyes, the shapely nose and a mouth that begged my finger to trace an outline around it, before teasing its way inside those lips.




    ‘Laura,’ said Alex. ‘Like in that lovely song.’




    I didn’t care about the song but I swear it was like a solo saxophone throbbed at my core. I knew I had to have him.




    I was vaguely aware of a couple of people coming up to talk to Tudor and that Jan was included in the conversation. Alex had paid me a compliment. Should I gush about how much I admired his singing? It was true but not what I really wanted to say. What I really wanted to tell him was how much I wished we could go some place and be all alone.




    ‘Aren’t you going to introduce us to your little friend, Al-babes?’




    Two mischievous fairies buzzed around my midsummer night’s dream. Two singing, dancing blondes, each one far too attractive for my liking. Please don’t let one of them be sharing his bed.




    ‘Hey, you two. I thought you were schmoozing the VIPs.’ Alex put an arm around each girl. ‘Yeah, this is Laura. Laura, meet Didi. And this one’s Maxine. Laura’s here tonight with her aunt, girls.’




    ‘Fancy,’ said elfin Didi.




    ‘Cool,’ said Maxine, the curly-haired one.




    Didi watched her watching me, through narrowed eyes. I got it. I’d no need to be jealous one or both of them might be sleeping with Alex. These two were an item, except that Maxine was currently sending me provocative signals, speedily intercepted by Didi.




    Dumpling Man whisked Jan away to meet someone else. Alex’s farewell kiss to her was lengthier than I considered necessary and Didi nudged me so forcefully, my champagne surged in my glass and trickled down my front. What a blessing I’d worn black.




    ‘He likes older women,’ she said.




    I moved closer. ‘How old is he, then?’ I asked, trying hard to look like I didn’t really care. Alex was holding hands with a wheelchair-bound octogenarian, giving me time to complete some consumer research.




    ‘Twenty-seven.’




    Didi leant towards Maxine, who responded by stroking her forearm. Their arms sneaked round one another’s waists. Alex was accosted by a woman who thrust an autograph book at him.




    ‘You want?’ Didi inclined her sleek head in his direction.




    ‘I want.’ That was the champagne-fuelled hussy in me talking.




    ‘He’s a sweet guy but he’s trouble.’




    ‘Like how?’




    ‘Like, he’s his own worst enemy.’




    What could she mean? ‘I’m not looking for long-term,’ I said, crossing my fingers.




    ‘In that case, go for it, babes,’ said Didi. ‘I hear he’s hung – if you like that sort of thing.’ She wrinkled her nose and I couldn’t help chuckling.




    ‘You’re so gorgeous,’ said Maxine, poking the tip of her pink tongue at me. ‘Such a sexy laugh – so wasted on a guy.’ She shot a sly glance at Didi, before placing her hand on my arm. ‘You sure you don’t fancy a threesome?’




    I shook my head, ‘I’m sorry. I did try it once and my heart just wasn’t in it.’




    Maxine was pretending to be hurt but I saw real relief in Didi’s eyes.




    ‘Sweetie,’ said Maxine. ‘It’s not your heart we’re interested in but, if you really do want Big Al, then we wish you all the best. You’re a definite improvement on the last star-fucker.’




    I winced.




    ‘But it seems to me like you actually have a brain.’ She smiled kindly at me.




    Then the captain arrived, desperate to whisk both girls away. He had the two of them, each clinging like a limpet to an arm. ‘Ladies,’ he said. ‘I wonder if I could have your phone numbers. I’m quite often in London on business.’




    Maxine glanced back at me and mouthed, ‘Help,’ but her eyes were laughing. I tried hard to look like a sophisticated career girl but that divine cologne distracted me. Alex held out his hand. I offered my nervous paw in exchange. He raised it, brushed his lips against it, then his mouth touched the centre of my palm. Every pulse known to medical research was pounding. They could probably have hired me as the percussion section for the Last Night of the Proms.




    Alex took a swig of mineral water and we locked gazes again. ‘Sorry about that. Jan tells me you’re minding the shop while she and her husband go off on their travels,’ he said. His voice seems to wrap me around with silk and I loved the way he looked into my eyes rather than at my breasts as most males do on first acquaintance.




    ‘That’s right,’ I squeaked. I tried again. ‘I’m in charge for the next fortnight.’ This time I sounded almost normal.




    ‘I could call round tomorrow morning before I go back. See what I can find to tempt me among the kitchenware.’




    Those long, sooty lashes belonged on a sheikh. If he was 27, and, according to the blondes, liked older women, for once I could rejoice in being 30. Because the way the current crackled between us made it very possible I might never shift from that spot.




    He frowned. Pulled his mobile from his pocket. ‘Alex Conway. How’re you doing, Sam?’ He mimed an apology.




    I couldn’t believe it. The one-sided conversation sounded as if he planned to take off for London soon. Please, no. Don’t do this to me when I’ve only just found you. Not when your eyes have already stripped off my dress. Not now you’ve made my lacy pants stick to me. Don’t go, just when the smell of you and the look in your eyes is making me ache. I want to go with you. I don’t care about anything else – not even Celtic Crocks ’n’ Things.




    I didn’t dare let him see the devastating effect he had on me. Alex pushed his phone back in his pocket, smiling that smile he must have used countless times before, yet which at this moment seemed meant only for me.




    ‘Laura.’ His fingers felt warm as he squeezed my hand, leaving me tingling. ‘I’m going to have to make a move. I’m really sorry, but this one’s too good to pass up.’




    ‘I understand.’ My lips felt like water wings.




    He made a wry face. ‘That was my agent with some stunning news. A certain pop star’s gone into a clinic, just after agreeing to take the lead in Devilish Delights. The understudy can step in, but his contract’s not being renewed and they need to hire someone in a hurry.’




    He touched my cheek. Very gently. ‘I’m on the audition list for tomorrow. I daren’t risk oversleeping, or getting stuck in traffic. Will you give me your number? Please, Laura.’




    Would I? Did Richard Branson travel by air? Alex was punching in the first three digits when we heard the sound of crashing tableware. Tudor had fainted. Or worse. The barman rushed from behind his counter, shouting he was a first aider. Jan arrived, closely pursued by her groupie and enough others, without me rushing in.




    Then that bitch Fate put up two fingers. A large lady wearing a deluge of cerise rayon frills lunged between Alex and me. My bag fell to the floor and I bent to retrieve it so I didn’t see the woman sink to her knees beside the club captain. What I did hear was lots of screaming.




    Jan yelled, ‘Laura! We need iced water for Tudor’s wife.’




    I scanned the room for Alex but he’d vanished like Cinderella’s sequins at midnight. Surely he could have hung on just a bit longer? How could he do this to me? I’d finally got to meet the man of my dreams and he’d melted away without taking my phone number. What a bastard. Obviously a shallow, spoilt brat and not the nice guy he’d seemed. I should have known.




    I headed for the bar and reached for the ice tongs. At least I could make myself useful.




    In bed that night, I couldn’t stop replaying the way I’d felt when our eyes met and when Alex kissed the palm of my hand. Whatever that cologne of his might be, it stayed with me. When I could no longer bear it, I turned on my back, letting my fingers find my nipples. Eyes closed, I imagined his hands touching me. I imagined his tongue following where his fingers were, leaving them to explore between my thighs.




    Alex Conway was making confetti of my self-control. It was all happening inside my head. And I wanted him inside my body. A body demanding what it wasn’t going to get from him. I couldn’t help longing he was there beside me. And afterwards, waiting for my breathing to return to normal, I imagined him driving through the night. Pictured those hands gripping the wheel as they’d held me in my fantasy. I wondered if he might, just might, be thinking about me. Wondered if I’d misjudged him and somehow he’d find a way of getting in touch.


  




  

    Chapter Three




    There was a discreet tap on my door. Jan probably thought I was hung-over. She must have forgotten my talent for drinking champagne.




    ‘I’m awake. Hang on.’ Fresh from the shower, my damp feet imprinted the pale blue carpet as I crossed it.




    ‘I’m sorry, my sweet. Nigel was worried you were still asleep. As if anyone could snooze through the noise we’ve been making. Anyway, we’re just off.’




    ‘I’ll make sure I open on time.’




    ‘I know.’ Jan smoothed my soggy fringe back from my eyes. ‘Now, there’s a fresh pot of coffee. I drank most of the first one.’ She winked. ‘You know all the rest. Oh, it’s silly, but I can’t help wishing you were coming with us.’




    ‘You’re making me feel all choked-up. It’s quite a responsibility, taking charge of your business – your baby.’




    ‘You’ll be fine. See you a week on Saturday.’ She gave me a hug then left me alone and I realised I couldn’t wait to get going. I’d be in sole charge and as Alex had slipped through my fingers, I could give the job my full concentration. Perhaps.




    When I got downstairs, the front door stood open as Nigel loaded what looked like the contents of a Boeing’s baggage hold into the boot of his BMW. He hugged me too. And then they were ready to leave.




    ‘You know where I keep my car key?’




    ‘Just go and have a wonderful time.’




    Nigel winked at me. ‘That’s right, you tell her,’ he said, looking on fondly as she rummaged in her bag to check their tickets and passports hadn’t jumped out. ‘Come on, darling. We need to get on the motorway.’




    The tyres crunched over the gravel drive then the car purred through the honeysuckle archway, leaving me with time to make toast before I got dressed. Jan and Nigel evidently listened to the local station and I was about to change to Radio One when crumbs caught in my throat.




    ‘Some of you may have seen local boy Alex Conway at the charity gig near Newport last night,’ said the presenter. ‘Alex is currently wowing West End audiences in a show called Devilish Delights. He can’t be with us in person but he called into the studio yesterday morning for a chat.’




    Desperate not to cough and miss the broadcast, I washed down the crumbs with coffee, almost scalding my throat. It was probably best not to torture myself by listening but when did I ever do what was best? There was a short Q and A session with Alex during which I practically crawled inside the radio. Then they played something from the CD of the show. By the time the celebrity slot finished, the hands of the clock were approaching nine. One hour till opening time.




    Upstairs, I heard the song the radio station had featured, this time sung in a quavering soprano, floating up the stairwell. I leant against the wall, knowing this must be Mrs Dixton: Jan’s cleaner, new since I last stayed. Was every female in the area, aged nine to ninety, in love with Alex Conway? Mrs Dixton was working in the hallway, vacuum cleaner hose draped round her neck like a feather boa. She started the machine.




    ‘The touch of your hand,’ she warbled over the din, then spotted me coming downstairs and cut the motor. Her smile made me feel she was genuinely pleased to see me.




    ‘You must be Flora,’ she said. ‘I’ve heard lots about you.’




    Nigel must have recruited her. She was Dolly Parton, curves wrapped in a stripy overall.




    ‘I’ve heard lots about you, too. And it’s Laura.’




    ‘Trust me to cock it up. I’m sorry, lovey.’ She threw back her head, letting loose a dirty laugh.




    ‘That song you were singing was on local radio this morning,’ I said. ‘Does Alex Conway live round here, Mrs Dixton?’ Sometimes it’s best to pretend to know nothing and that way hope you learn everything.




    ‘Call me Dixie,’ she said. ‘I remember Alex as a lad, singing so beautifully in church. He’s been based in London for years now. Pops back now and then for charity things if he can. Nice young man, considering.’




    Considering what? His career choice? His romantic track record? But curious as I might be, I needed to shift if the shop was to open on time. Hopefully there’d be an opportunity to interrogate Dixie on some other occasion. It wasn’t far to the market place and, considering last night’s events and the alcohol intake, I was good. I must have made some sort of impression on the sex god. But I still couldn’t believe how he’d run out on me like that. I supposed I could see whether it was possible to email him via his website.
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