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        For my sisters, Linda and Francesca

    
		
			Chapter one

			‘Sleigh bells ring …’ sang the handsome man in the Santa hat.

			‘Ding dong,’ crooned the equally attractive fellows standing either side of him. 

			‘Are you listening …?’ Handsome One sang, looking straight at Holly and giving her a slow wink and a grin. She smiled back uncertainly, and as she did, a large bead of sweat rolled from under the Santa hat and down his chiselled brow. 

			Holly knew how he felt. She shifted slightly in her sandals and flapped her flimsy cotton dress to let some air circulate. The air conditioning in the arrivals hall at O.R. Tambo International Airport seemed to be broken, or maybe it just wasn’t equal to the task of combatting the thirty-five degree heat from outside. The singing Santas, standing beside the arrivals gate and entertaining the crowd, were in full Father Christmas regalia from the waist up, but mercifully for them, wore board shorts and flip-flops from the waist down. Without those, Holly was sure, they’d be toppling over with heatstroke like a row of red and white skittles.

			It was three days before Christmas, and the arrivals hall was buzzing with excited holidaymakers and tearfully ecstatic family reunions. It seemed every expatriate South African in the world had flown home to Johannesburg for the festive season, and the singing Santas were doing a sterling job, adding to the festive buzz. But despite the jolly atmosphere, Holly couldn’t dispel the knot of nerves in her stomach. She’d been in Johannesburg for three months, and, for the most part, had had a wonderfully uncomplicated extended holiday. But today, Fraser was flying in. 

			Fraser. Her … what was he? Boyfriend? She wasn’t sure if that was a label she could use, or one he would want. They had met almost exactly a year ago … Christmas morning, to be exact. Holly had been out in the park in Oxford, walking her brother’s dog, when she was struck on the head by a boomerang. Fraser, who had hurled the offending article, had taken her to hospital to get stitches. Despite her concussion, Holly had felt a connection, and it seemed Fraser felt it too, as some time later, he had come to seek her out at the shop where she worked. It was a beginning so absurd, so unlikely and so ridiculous, Holly could still scarcely believe it. It wasn’t as if the course of their relationship had proceeded smoothly since then – everything that could possibly go wrong had gone wrong … Holly’s mum was diagnosed with cancer and passed away, Fraser’s estranged wife did her best to separate them, Holly had had a dalliance with a very, very young man she met through work. But somehow, heaven only knew how, the spark had not been extinguished between them. The day Holly flew to South Africa, Fraser told her he loved her. And here she was three months later, waiting for him to come through the gates at Arrivals, so they could spend Christmas together.

			They had been in contact pretty much every day. She was very excited to see him, and touch him and kiss him, but there was something hanging over her, the source of the knot in her stomach. On the bridge in Putney, three months ago, Fraser had said he loved her. He had kissed her and told her he wanted to be a part of her life, and then sent her on her way. She hadn’t replied. She hadn’t said she loved him too, and she hadn’t said it in countless Skype chats, WhatsApps, Facebook messages or texts either. She hadn’t said it because she just didn’t know for certain if she did, and because before Fraser, her heart had been so very badly broken, she wasn’t entirely sure it would ever love again. She wanted to love him. Despite the comedy obstacles they had encountered in their relationship so far, she knew that Fraser was a good man. He was reliable, steady, kind and funny. He was a paediatrician, and a good father to Finlay, his nine-year-old son. He was undeniably attractive, and gave her enormous pleasure in bed. But somehow, over the various long-distance methods of communication, Holly hadn’t been able to know how she felt. She had missed him, that was certain. She had been thrilled when he had suggested coming out to South Africa for Christmas. She had counted the days till his arrival, and had dressed with extreme care and got her hair done before coming to the airport to meet him. But she knew she wouldn’t know – really know – how she felt until she saw him face to face. 

			She hoped he was going to arrive soon. All the care she’d put into her appearance was being somewhat spoiled by the heat. Her abundant red hair was springing into its usual mad curls, and there was a bloom of sweat on her skin. The pounding heart didn’t really help either. The singing Santas had launched into a new song, and were now walking around the arrivals hall, through the crowds. They seemed to be singing ‘Frosty the snow cone …’, and Holly saw they were handing out ice creams. Ah, obviously some kind of promotion. Handsome One made a point of pushing through the crowds to put one into Holly’s hand and give her another meaningful wink. She took the ice cream, but smiled coolly and turned away immediately. 

			It was a lemony ice lolly, and she unwrapped it and licked it gratefully. It was tart and delicious and ice cold, although she was going to have to eat it quickly, otherwise it would melt all over her hands and clothes. She’d have loved to grab one for Fraser too, but there was no way of knowing how long he would take to come through. As soon as he arrived, she’d whisk him to the parking garage and into the car (her friend Pierre’s air-conditioned BMW), and they’d go back to the house. He’d want a shower, probably, or maybe a quick dip in the pool, and then they could …

			‘Dear heavens, woman,’ said a deep voice, right in front of her. ‘You can’t stand there, licking that lolly like that. You’re going to cause some kind of riot, or a bushfire.’ She looked up, straight into Fraser’s navy blue eyes, and then his warm, soft lips were pressed on her cold mouth, and she could taste a trace of his sweat through the sweetness of the lolly. She still didn’t know if she loved him, but she wanted him. Dear lord, she definitely did.

			*

			If Holly was feeling hot, Fraser looked as if he might spontaneously combust. He had flown from wintry London, and was wearing long trousers, a shirt and jumper and carrying his bulky overcoat over his arm. Once they got outside, he hung his coat over the trolley and stripped off his jumper, rolling up his sleeves. He was already sweating heavily. Holly felt unaccountably shy around him. Even though the kiss had been knee-wobbling, and she had talked to him freely and intimately on Skype not twenty-four hours before, he suddenly seemed to be a stranger. He seemed equally nervous and uncomfortable. They chatted haltingly on the way to the car. Yes, it was insanely hot. The flight was fine thank you. He hadn’t slept much, but he wasn’t too tired, thank you. He had eaten on the plane so wasn’t hungry. Once they were in the car, with the air conditioner blasting icy air, Fraser seemed to relax a little. He looked excitedly out of the window as they roared down the motorway back towards Johannesburg, and asked a million questions about everything he saw. By the time they had wound their way through the suburbs to Pierre’s house in leafy Parkview, the awkwardness was almost gone, and forty-five minutes later, as they lay in a tangle of sweaty, bare limbs in Holly’s bed, it was as if they had never been apart. 

			Despite his assertion that he wasn’t tired, Fraser fell asleep almost immediately. Holly lay for a while watching him and admiring his thick dark lashes resting on his pale cheek. Then she got up and put on her bikini. She slipped out of the French doors and walked across the patio to the pool. She swam a few lazy lengths and then stretched out on a lounger in the shade. It was very, very quiet. She could hear the hum of the washing machine in the kitchen, and a lawnmower bumbled next door. Birds chirruped in the trees and a small breeze eased the oppressive heat. She folded her hands over her stomach and closed her eyes. Paradise.

			*

			Except for the first week, the three months she had spent in Johannesburg had been a delight. She had stayed at Pierre’s spacious house and had free use of his car. She had plenty of money and infinite free time. She was a tourist in the country that for so long had been her home. She’d had endless long lunches with friends, and weekends away. She’d joined the gym and got fit again, sewed when she felt like it, found a weekly art class and learned to love drawing with charcoal and sculpting in clay. She had, quite simply, taken time out of her life. To an outsider, it might have seemed self-indulgent, but Holly, who had always been a hard worker and her own fiercest critic, had needed the time to recover and reassess, after the hardest two years of her life.

			*

			She had moved to Johannesburg twelve years before, when she was just twenty years old. She had started designing extravagantly gorgeous evening dresses and out of absolutely nothing, built her own fashion label, Doradolla. Life was good, and then she met Damon, a devastatingly handsome and successful property developer, who swept her off her feet and into his glamorous life. For a few years, she lived a dream existence in Damon’s magnificent house, accepted his dream proposal in Mauritius, and his dream-come-true investment in her company. But it had all turned into the most horrible nightmare when she came home one day to discover Damon gone, his assets a shell, and her own company bank accounts emptied. Left penniless and heartbroken, she had returned to London and her mother’s house to regroup. 

			But just when everything seemed to be coming together for her in London – a new home and a great job in a start-up children’s boutique – her mother was diagnosed with cancer, and Holly found her world rocked once more. 

			And finally, having seen her mother through the end of her life, she had learned that Damon had returned to South Africa and been arrested. This trip to South Africa had ostensibly been to testify at his trial, and indeed, in the first week that she was there, she had found herself standing in the courtroom, facing Damon in the dock. The evidence against him was overwhelming, and she wasn’t required to testify for long. She merely had to reiterate that she had known nothing of his financial problems and that he had stripped her bank accounts without her permission. She accepted she was unlikely to get any money back from him, and that he was likely to go to prison for some time. 

			What was most fascinating though, was to be in the same room as him, after all he had done to her, after the enormity of his betrayal, and everything that had happened since. She had been terrified to go to court, and had had nightmares for nights before. How could she face this man who had given her the world and then snatched it away? But when she saw him, when they brought him to the court and she actually saw him, he looked like nothing at all. He kept trying to make eye-contact with her, staring, pleading, as if he could get some message to her through his eyes, even though he couldn’t speak to her. She could hardly bear to look at him. His handsome face looked lined and slightly bloated, and he looked defeated and a bit desperate. She felt nothing but revulsion, and even a little pity. 

			She said as much to Pierre when he picked her up outside the court after the trial. ‘Nothing. I felt nothing. He may as well have been a total stranger. I’m so glad I came,’ she said. ‘I mean, I know I had to come, I was ordered to testify. But if I hadn’t come, he would still have power over me.’ 

			Pierre nodded. ‘That’s wonderful, skattie. Now listen we are going to meet Divesh in Rosebank for lunch. Is that okay?’

			‘Divesh was Pierre’s husband. After years of dating pretty, flighty boys, who broke his heart time after time, Pierre had met Divesh at work. While Divesh had a nice face, he was quite ordinary-looking, a little on the rotund side, and the same age as Pierre. Nevertheless, he made Pierre enormously happy, made him laugh and cooked wonderful meals for him. After two years together, they had got married and Divesh’s parents, who had both been prominent activists in South Africa’s struggle against apartheid, welcomed Pierre into their family. Pierre and Divesh lived in affluent domestic bliss in their lovely suburban home, both getting plumper from Divesh’s splendid cooking. They were considering beginning the process to adopt a baby. 

			Holly and Pierre parked the car and walked quickly across the road to the pedestrian mall where they were due to meet Divesh. Unexpectedly, Holly caught the heel of her shoe in a small hole in the road. She stumbled and fell, landing hard on one knee and leaving the shoe behind. A car, waiting at the pedestrian crossing hooted impatiently. Pierre quickly helped Holly to her feet, grabbing her shoe in one hand, then tucking it under his arm so he could give the petulant driver the finger. Holly leaned on Pierre and hobbled to the safety of the pavement. He led her to a nearby outside café table and got her to sit down. She lifted her skirt and saw her knee was bloody and grazed, with bits of gravel imbedded in it. ‘Wow, a proper roastie,’ said Pierre, wincing. ‘That’s what we called them when we were kids. I haven’t seen such a good one since primary school. I’ll get some stuff to clean you up, and phone Divesh and tell him to meet us here.’ He went into the café to ask for water and cotton wool, leaving Holly sitting at the table. She bent down to pick up her shoe, which Pierre had left on the ground beside her. They were midnight blue court-shoes, bought just before she had left London, specifically for the court appearance. They had been quite expensive, certainly more than she would usually have spent on shoes, and this was the first time she had worn them. The heel of the shoe had snapped clean in two, and if Holly squinted, she could see the other half of the heel, still imbedded in the road in front of her. As she watched, a minibus taxi came roaring along, exceeding the speed limit, and one of its wheels flattened and smashed the bit of heel. She would never wear those shoes again. 

			When Pierre came back outside with his makeshift first aid kit, he arrived at the same time as Divesh. They found Holly sitting doubled over, her face buried in her lap, sobbing uncontrollably, as if her heart would break. Divesh was desperately concerned that she was badly injured, but Pierre understood. He simply knelt beside her chair, gathered her in his arms and let her cry. 

			‘Shhh-shh, my love,’ he said soothingly, as the sobs finally died down and turned into snotty hiccups. ‘You’ve had one hell of a couple of years. You’ve been to hell and back. What you need is time.’

			Of course, Pierre was right. She had been much more broken and damaged after her Mum’s death and the end of the saga with Damon than she had realised. And time is what he and Divesh gave her. Time, and space, their lovely home, endless good meals and laughs. She couldn’t wish for better, kinder friends, and she was so grateful. And three months later, laying on the sun lounger in their garden, tanned, relaxed, and yes, a little rounder too from all the good living, she felt strong and at peace. 

			*

			She felt a weight settle on the lounger beside her. She opened her eyes lazily to see Fraser sitting there, smiling down at her. He ran his hand up her leg lightly, then paused, and very gently traced a finger around her kneecap. 

			‘You’ve got a scar there. Did you get hurt?’

			‘I did,’ she said, taking his hand, ‘But I’m all better now.’

		

	
		
			Chapter two

			Christmas was a raucous affair, with twenty guests on Pierre and Divesh’s veranda. Holly was touched that Fraser had brought gifts for Pierre and Divesh, as well as an abundance of British chocolates and liqueurs to share with the other guests. He gave her a beautiful sapphire and white-gold pendant, and she had designed and made him a funky shirt from a bright African print. Divesh spatchcocked the turkey and cooked it on the barbecue (Fraser learned to call it a braai, in the South African way). The turkey was served with salads and bread, rather than potatoes and all the trimmings. They ate at sunset, and then sprawled on the sofas in the living room, drinking red wine and laughing. 

			That night, when Fraser and Holly went to bed, he bashfully handed her an envelope. Inside was a handmade card. He had drawn her, using bright orange highlighter pen for her hair, with a bandage around her forehead and cartoon birds tweeting above her head. Inside, he had written: 

			Still the hottest woman I’ve ever concussed.
Love, Fraser

			‘Happy “anniversary”,’ he said awkwardly, and kissed her.

			‘Happy “anniversary” to you too, random assailant,’ she said, and kissed him back hard. 

			*

			They had ten days to spend together after Christmas, and it was hot. Holly had lived in Johannesburg for ten years, but in all those years, she had never experienced a summer like this one. Day after day was sizzling and cloudless. It was generally well over twenty degrees by the time the sun came up, and easily thirty by ten in the morning. Johannesburg was famous for its afternoon thunderstorms that broke the heat, but for weeks these stubbornly refused to come. The air became heavy and electric and the heat even more oppressive, but no rain fell. Holly didn’t really mind – she had always been a sun worshipper and was happy to move from bed to swimming pool to sun lounger, and then from air-conditioned car to air-conditioned lunch venue. But Fraser suffered. His Celtic dark hair and blue eyes came with fair northern hemisphere skin. He also couldn’t swim and found the chlorine irritated his skin, so he couldn’t use the pool to cool down as Holly did, three or four times a day. 

			*

			‘Honestly,’ he said, getting into bed one night, ‘Look at me, I’ve got prickly heat, like a baby.’ He did – a rash of red dots on his sides and back.

			‘Is it sore?’

			‘No, just uncomfortable,’ said Fraser shortly. He got into bed, pulling the sheet up over him, then impatiently shoving it down. He seemed to be lying as far away from her as he could, making sure he wasn’t touching her with any part of his body. She hesitantly put out a hand to touch his arm. Even though he had just got out of the shower, he was already sweating and hot. He didn’t push her hand away, but he didn’t move towards her either. She tentatively sidled over and put her head on his shoulder. This time he did shrug. ‘I’m sorry,’ he said shortly. ‘I’m just so damned hot.’ But he didn’t sound terribly sorry at all.

			*

			Fraser had also heard far too many horror stories about crime in Johannesburg, and as a consequence, was on edge every time they went anywhere. At traffic lights, he constantly scanned the car mirrors, in case someone was approaching the car. He was jumpy as they pulled up to the house and waited for the electric gates to open, and he was often resistant to going out at night. Holly had the long-time-Johannesburg-dweller’s rather more pragmatic view.

			‘I know it’s a dangerous city,’ she said to him one evening. ‘Of course I know that. I take reasonable precautions, but beyond that, well, maybe it’s fatalistic to say this, but if the baddies were going to get you, they’re going to get you. That’s true anywhere in the world.’

			‘I know that makes sense,’ said Fraser. ‘But it’s hard not to be nervous, Every time we meet anyone for dinner, they have more horror stories of hijackings and burglaries and robberies … It’s hard not to feel like we’re staying in a war zone.’

			*

			The social aspect had added its own complications. Holly was finding it very strange having Fraser here in Johannesburg, so far from where they had met. It was as if two of her worlds had collided. She seemed forever to be introducing him to new people, and trying to explain to him how she knew them. Places that had hundreds of memories attached to them were new to him, and she found herself lamely trying to explain when she had been somewhere before and with whom. Obviously almost every person and every place had a connection to Damon. Not to put too fine a point on it, Fraser hated Damon and any mention of his name. She understood why, but it was impossible not to mention him. He had been integral to every aspect of her life for so many years. She didn’t love Damon anymore – she didn’t even hate him. But she couldn’t deny his existence. It made for a lot of uncomfortable moments between her and Fraser though.
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