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Chapter One


Jojo was the first of the reading group to arrive on that rain-speckled March evening. She usually was, she thought, as she kissed Serena’s cheek.


‘Mmm, you smell nice. Go through to the snug,’ Serena told her. ‘I’ve just got to send an email for school before I forget. I don’t suppose you could open the bottle of red, could you? I don’t think I did it.’


‘Certainly, angel.’ Jojo did as she was bid. Serena’s snug was one of the most relaxing rooms on the planet. The wood-burner was aglow, picking out the muted reds and golds of the two chesterfields, which sat at right angles to it. There was a plate of little pastries on the side. Oh, my – they looked homemade and she hadn’t eaten. She wouldn’t be able to resist. She’d have to start the diet tomorrow.


She sat in her usual place in the seat furthest from the fire and gave a deep sigh of contentment.


‘That was a big sigh.’ Serena appeared in the doorway. ‘How are you, dear? Long day?’


Serena called everyone ‘dear’. A habit from school, which, she’d once confessed, saved her having to remember everyone’s name.


‘I’m good,’ Jojo told her. ‘In fact, I’m very good. That was a happy sigh, not a sad one.’


‘Oh, yes?’ Serena was on it immediately. ‘Tell me more – is there a man involved?’


‘A man?’ Is it that obvious? Jojo felt her cheeks flame scarlet. ‘What on earth makes you say that?’


‘You’ve got a glint in your eyes,’ Serena said thoughtfully. ‘An I’ve-just-met-a-man-I-like glint. Although it could also be an I’ve-just-finished-work-and-I’ve-got-a-nice-glass-of-wine glint.’ She frowned. ‘And now you’re blushing. I’m right, aren’t I? You haven’t been to one of Anne Marie’s speed-dating evenings, have you?’


To Jojo’s immense relief the doorbell rang and Serena didn’t wait for her reply.


Am I so transparent? Jojo thought. Yes, I probably am, she conceded. Haven’t I always worn my heart on my sleeve?


Moments later the hall was full of chattering voices. It seemed that everyone had arrived at the same time.


She poured wine for them all. They would worm it out of her by the end of the evening. Not that they had to. She’d been planning to tell them anyway, hadn’t she?


The level of noise rose and then there they all were.


Anne Marie, pink-cheeked English rose, looking very pleased with herself. Her romance with her father’s osteopath was clearly going well, then.


Beautiful Kate – she had a glow about her as well. Jojo smiled. There was some news there too, if she wasn’t mistaken . . .


She was right. It didn’t take Kate long to confess that she had become close to the handsome builder who’d installed her kitchen. ‘He’s lovely,’ she gushed. ‘But I’ve only just split up with Anton so it’s very early days . . .’


‘Very Lady Chatterley’s Lover,’ said Serena, with a smile, and Kate’s eyes sparkled, although she didn’t comment further and no one pushed her.


But the conversation led on to them chatting about how reality could echo fiction.


‘And in January we were reading Emma and young Anne Marie here went into the matchmaking business,’ Grace pointed out.


‘Although the project didn’t really get off the ground,’ Anne Marie replied, with a giggle.


‘Yes, but you did end up with a romance yourself, my dear,’ Serena told her. ‘Didn’t you? Just like Jane Austen’s Emma.’


Anne Marie looked surprised. ‘I suppose I did.’


‘Is it going well?’ Jojo asked.


‘Yes,’ Anne Marie said. ‘It’s going very well. We’re just planning a holiday together, actually.’ She stretched out her fingernails, which were a sparkly pink, then smiled around at them all. ‘We’re off to Ecuador in June.’


For a while they talked about Ecuador. Then Serena said, ‘How about you, Jojo? Any news?’


Jojo caught her breath. This is it. It’s now or never. And she said, ‘Yes, actually. I’ve got a date on Saturday night. He’s a doctor at the Royal. A paediatrician.’ She paused beneath the clamour of their reactions.


‘You kept that quiet.’


‘Jojo, you dark horse. Why didn’t you say something sooner?’


‘What’s his name?’


‘How old is he?’


‘His name’s Daniel Mannings,’ she said, ‘and he’s thirty-one. I’ve known him for years but just as a friend and colleague . . .’


‘A toyboy!’ Anne Marie clapped her hands. ‘How exciting.’


‘Only a bit of a toyboy,’ Jojo said. ‘Only six years.’ Because it was bothering her a little – the age difference. And here in the comfort of the snug she felt safe enough to let the fear out of its box. ‘Do you think that’s too much?’


‘No.’


‘Absolutely not.’


‘It’s just a number.’


The warmth of their responses washed over her. Jojo felt a little better. ‘I do like him,’ she said. ‘He’s lovely.’


‘Go for it,’ Grace said.


It was Serena who broke up the relationship chat. ‘Right, then, ladies. Time is pressing. We should get on to our book of the month. Over to you, Anne Marie. So, what are we reading?’


Anne Marie cleared her throat. ‘I hope you don’t mind but I’ve chosen one that’s not quite so ancient.’


She must have spotted that Serena was frowning, Jojo thought, because she went on quickly, ‘Don’t worry, it’s still a classic! But I thought it might be a bit easier to – well – you know . . . actually read!’ She rummaged in her bag and produced a paperback that she held up to show the group. They all leaned forward expectantly. ‘It’s Daphne du Maurier’s Rebecca,’ she said. ‘It’s her most famous one, isn’t it? Haven’t they made a film?’


She didn’t need to elaborate. Everyone knew what Rebecca was about: the age-gap romance; the shadow of the dead wife hanging over the new young bride; and, of course, Manderley – the ancestral home that overlooked the sea.


Jojo blinked a couple of times. There were some disturbing parallels already. Jojo and her toyboy. And she lived by the sea. No, that was crazy. Utter nonsense.


Into the little silence that followed Anne Marie’s announcement, Jojo said, in an over-bright voice, ‘Don’t worry, angels. My toyboy has never been married. There are no dead wives to come back and haunt us. And I’m pretty sure he doesn’t live in a stately home that’s been in his family for generations.’


Her friends looked back at her. Nodding. Smiling. Agreeing that it was completely different. Ridiculous to think that reality could echo fiction.


Okay, so it was a bit spooky that the last two novels had echoed the lives of two members of the Reading Group. But that had just been a coincidence. It definitely wasn’t going to happen again this month.


Definitely not.




Chapter Two


Jojo stood in front of her bedroom mirror at just after six thirty on Saturday evening and wished she was more pleased with what she saw. She really should do something about losing the extra couple of stone she was carrying. Okay, so she would never be sylph-like – she wasn’t built that way: she had always been curvy, but curvy was in danger of becoming overflowing.


No wonder you’re single, whispered a nasty little voice in her head. What man would want you?


Shut up, Mum. Jojo gave the mirror a steely glare.


A couple of years ago she’d taken a course in boosting one’s self-esteem, an evening class at Exeter College. One of the things the tutor had advised students to do was to stand in front of the mirror every morning – or evening, if they preferred – and list all their successes out loud, starting with ‘I am a success story,’ then going on to list everything they loved about their lives. The idea being that if you reinforced all the positive things in your life while looking yourself in the eye you would begin to believe it and your self-esteem would flourish.


For a few weeks Jojo had done it religiously. But then she’d got out of the habit. She decided to try it again now. She glanced at her reflection and cleared her throat. ‘I am a success story,’ she began. ‘I have a successful career, which I love. I love my home.’


Sinbad, who was curled up on the bed, opened sleepy green eyes and yawned at her in the mirror. He probably thought she was talking to him.


‘I love you,’ she told him, and he blinked, unimpressed.


‘I love myself.’


When she said the last sentence she felt a twinge of discomfort in her stomach and couldn’t quite meet her own eyes. Was that because it wasn’t true? She certainly didn’t love her body. Right now, it was covered up. She was wearing leggings and an oversized top, which had a flattering neckline that showed off her best asset, which was what Big Al, her second husband, had called her ‘magnificent cleavage’.


That had been a long time ago, though. Was it still magnificent? Was any part of her still magnificent?


Right now, it didn’t feel like it. ‘Get a grip, Jojo,’ she told the mirror, in her sternest voice. ‘Of course you’re magnificent . . .’ She tailed off. Well, Daniel must have seen something in her that was attractive. He was very keen.


She hadn’t told the girls that – some kind of false modesty, maybe. But he’d asked her out three times before she’d said yes and they had found a date they could both do. Tonight.


He wouldn’t have done that if he wasn’t keen.


She picked up her bangles from the dresser, a selection of gold, silver and copper, and slid them onto her arms with a ting-ting-ting. She spent ages doing her face. Then she looked at the bottles of scent lined up on her dressing-table and frowned. Was this a Jimmy Choo night? Jimmy Choo was reserved for special occasions; there wasn’t much left. It was only a date. On the other hand it might lead on to something more important. It might be the date that broke the four-and-a-half-year sabbatical she’d had since she’d realized Big Al wasn’t coming back. It was definitely a Jimmy Choo occasion. She sprayed it on liberally. Then she glanced at her watch and panicked because she was going to be late. He had offered to pick her up but she’d said, no, she would meet him. It would be handy to have two cars – just in case she had a call.


Just in case she wanted to get away early. Just in case things didn’t work out. There was nothing worse Jojo thought, than being trapped on a date that wasn’t working out. Maybe he would be so bored with her company that conversation would be strained. Was her confidence really that low? Yes, it was. When it came to men she didn’t think she was worth it. She hadn’t thought she was worth it for a very long time.


She was tempted to pick up the phone and cancel. But it was too late. He would be en route. It would be unfair.


They were meeting in a fusion restaurant in Exeter. ‘It does Thai and Italian,’ he’d told her, ‘so we should find something we like.’


*


As it turned out, the traffic was lighter than Jojo had anticipated so she wasn’t late. She arrived at the restaurant just before seven. He was there already – she spotted him through the window, sitting at a table in the corner. They had that in common at least. They liked tables in corners. She wasn’t surprised. There was something unassuming about him that she was drawn to. He was an ‘observer’, not a ‘performer’. Completely different, she suspected, from Big Al.


The place was quite full – he must have booked. She took a deep breath, opened the door and was hit by the delicious scent of garlic and cinnamon. Date number one. Ground zero. She knew she shouldn’t have any expectations. She definitely shouldn’t be looking into the future – imagining them going to the theatre, having Sunday morning lie-ins, eating Danish pastries in her little patio garden by the sea – but it was hard not to.


Jojo’s hands felt clammy on her bag. This wasn’t supposed to be an ordeal. It was supposed to be fun. And it wasn’t as if they didn’t know each other – he’d been on the periphery of her world for a long time. They’d bumped into each other at hospital dos and occasionally on the ward. She had always liked him.


Threading her way through the other diners, she headed for the corner table and Daniel stood up to greet her. He kissed her on both cheeks, then pulled out her chair and she felt a frisson of pleasure. A gentleman, she thought. Or just plain old good manners. You didn’t get that often, these days. As much as Jojo loved people, she was appalled by how rude some of them were . . . although being a midwife definitely put you in the line of fire. You could forgive people a lot when they were scared and in pain, Jojo reasoned.


Daniel smelt of aftershave – something faintly musky – and he was wearing a pink shirt, with very fine stripes, which most men couldn’t have carried off but which accentuated his olive skin and dark hair perfectly.


‘How’s your day been?’ he asked. ‘Mother Nature been on your side – or has she been playing hardball?’


It was a standing joke between them that the biggest problem they ever had in their jobs was with Mother Nature – and that, where babies were concerned, she was a capricious ally.


‘Mother Nature has been behaving herself perfectly,’ she told him, glad to be on familiar ground. ‘This week’s been a roaring success. Although I did only have one delivery, it has to be said. Home birth this afternoon. Very peaceful.’


She passed him a breadstick. ‘How’s your day been?’


‘Not so good.’ His face sobered. ‘I had to give a parent some very bad news.’


‘Ah,’ she said. ‘I’m sorry to hear that.’


‘It never gets any easier, that part of my job.’ He gave a little sigh. ‘You’d think you’d become immune to it, but you don’t, do you?’


‘No,’ she said, with feeling.


‘The ups and downs of working in medicine,’ Daniel said. ‘But there’s always hope, I guess. Even with the bleakest prognosis. Sometimes we see miracles.’ He smiled at her. ‘We shouldn’t talk shop.’ He steepled his hands and rested his chin on them. ‘Tell me about you. Why has it taken me so long to get you to come out with me? Do you have a queue of suitors? That’s it, isn’t it?’


There was a spark of humour in his eyes as he spoke but she sensed the question was not entirely flippant. ‘I should be so lucky,’ she said.


‘Let me guess – a bad past relationship that’s left you wary?’


It was quite a direct question but his directness was one of the things she liked about him.


She nodded slowly. ‘Something like that,’ she said. To her relief, he didn’t push it. ‘Tell me about you,’ she continued. ‘Why aren’t you spoken for, an eligible bachelor such as yourself?’
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