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  For I and I.

  This one had to be yours.

  


  A Letter To My Readers

  Dear Reader,

Thank you very much for buying this book. I hope you enjoy reading it as much as I enjoyed writing it.

The Last Piece of My Heart is Bridget’s story. This is a brand new, standalone book, but Bridget herself is not a new character. You may already be familiar with
  the Prologue because I wrote it as a short story for my club, The Hidden Paige. And I didn’t want to stop there, as you can see. . .

I can honestly say that I’ve never enjoyed being inside a character’s head quite as much as I did Bridget’s. In fact, I still don’t want to let her go,
  so stay tuned to The Hidden Paige for a spin-off story later in the year. You can sign up at www.paigetoon.com if you haven’t already – it’s completely free.

I love hearing from my readers, so if you’d like to drop me a line, please get in touch via the social media details below.

I hope Bridget captures a little piece of your heart, too.

Lots of love,

  [image: ]

  www.paigetoon.com

  #TheHiddenPaige

  Twitter @PaigeToonAuthor

  Facebook.com/PaigeToonAuthor

  Instagram.com/PaigeToonAuthor

  


  Prologue

  The problem with giving your heart away to someone is that you never fully get it back. Long after you’ve fallen out of love with them, they still own a little piece of
  you. That’s why first love is always the strongest: it’s the only time you ever love wholeheartedly. And I do mean that literally.

  I came up with this theory a few years ago when I was belatedly reflecting on why on earth I had ever broken up with David, my boyfriend at university. He was great, but something was
  missing, so I called it off and started a new search for the complete package. Over a decade later, I’m still looking.

  It’s not that I haven’t been around the houses. I have. And the caravans, apartment blocks and skyscrapers, to boot. At the end of the day, it all comes down to Elliot Green.
  He’s entirely to blame. He was my first love and he took a piece of my heart – and my virginity, while he was at it – and then emigrated to Australia with his parents at the age
  of sixteen, never to be seen or heard from again, once his initial frenzy of letter writing had died out. I figured he’d found a fit Aussie bird and had forgotten all about me, so I tried to
  forget about him, too. Many moons later, I’m still trying.

  It doesn’t help that I’m currently in Sydney, where he moved all those years ago. I’ve been daydreaming about bumping into him here and melodramatically declaring,
  ‘You’ve got something that belongs to me,’ before demanding that he give me the piece of my heart back.

  Never in my wildest dreams did I think I actually would see him again, yet there he is, completely oblivious to me gawping as he has a beer with some mates at a harbourside bar.

  Despite his changed appearance, I recognised him instantly. His long, lean body has broadened out and his arms are tanned and muscular. His brown hair is the same unruly length, but he now has
  sexy stubble that’s bordering on beardy. From where I’m standing, Elliot Green is hotter than ever. And now he’s looking at me.

  He’s looking at me!

  And now he’s not looking at me.

  Before I can register disappointment, he does a comedy double take and his blue eyes widen. His face breaks into a grin and then he’s on his feet and my heart is threatening to beat out
  through my eardrums.

  ‘Bridget?’ he asks with disbelief, opening up his arms.

  ‘Hello, Elliot,’ I reply warmly, as he crushes me to his hard chest. Oh, my God, he smells amazing. What was it that I was supposed to say to him again?

  ‘You’ve hardly changed at all!’ he exclaims, withdrawing and holding me at arm’s length as he takes me in.

  My figure hasn’t altered a lot since he last saw me. I’m tall and fairly slim and my eyes are, obviously, still blue – more of a navy, compared to his lighter swimming-pool
  shade.

  He fingers a lock of my dark hair. ‘Even your hair’s the same,’ he comments.

  It comes to the midway point between my chin and shoulders, which is more or less how I wore it as a teenager.

  ‘I’ve been growing it out, actually,’ I say with a shrug. Turns out blunt-cut bobs are high-maintenance. ‘Was that an Aussie accent I heard?’

  ‘Maybe,’ he replies with a grin.

  ‘It is! That’s so weird.’

  He laughs and shakes his head at me. ‘What are you doing here?’

  ‘I’m on my way home.’ I nod towards the ferries chugging in and out of Circular Quay.

  ‘You live in Sydney?’ he asks with amazement.

  ‘Sort of. I’m here for a year.’

  ‘Seriously?’ His eyes dart searchingly between mine. ‘Do you have to rush off? Can I buy you a drink?’

  ‘No, I don’t have to rush off, and, yes, I’d love a drink.’

  He smiles at me and the words pop into my mind from out of nowhere: You’ve got something that belongs to me.

  Of course, it’s immediately apparent that I’ll sound like a right idiot if I say them out loud, so I follow him mutely to his table instead.

  Over the next couple of hours, I sit with Elliot and his mates, drinking and laughing and establishing that he is excellently single. When his friends call it a night, Elliot and I stay, and, as
  the white sails of the nearby Sydney Opera House glint gold in the setting sun, and bats swarm out of the nearby Botanic Gardens, I’m ready.

  ‘So,’ I say, swirling the ice around in my glass of vodka tonic, ‘I have a theory.’

  Elliot cocks one eyebrow and listens with amusement as I enlighten him.

  ‘And that’s why I haven’t found The One,’ I conclude.

  He looks confused. ‘But you’ve been in love since we went out, right?’

  ‘Yeah,’ I scoff. ‘Loads of times.’

  ‘Well, if that’s true, you’d better hunt down all of those guys and demand that they give you their pieces back, too.’ He takes a gulp of his beer and plonks the
  glass down on the table, looking a little too pleased with himself.

  Is he right? Have I whittled my heart down to such a small chunk that I’m never going to be able to fall hook, line and sinker for anyone? Damn.

  ‘Your theory is flawed,’ he adds annoyingly.

  ‘No, no, no.’ I shake my head with renewed determination. ‘You were my first love. You’ve got the biggest piece. The most important piece. And I want it back.’

  ‘What if I don’t want to give it back?’ he asks.

  I force my brow into a frown, while secretly thinking it’s adorable that he’s indulging this silliness. ‘Why would you want to keep it?’

  ‘I don’t know.’ He shrugs. ‘Maybe I like having it around. And anyway, if you want your piece back, then it’s only fair that you give me mine back, too.’

  ‘I have a piece of your heart?’ I ask with surprise, hoping no one is eavesdropping on our bonkers conversation.

  ‘Of course you do,’ he replies, barely refraining from adding, ‘Duh!’

  I think about this, the alcohol muddling my brain. ‘I suppose we could do a straight swap,’ I mutter eventually.

  His lips tilt up at the corners as he stares across the table at me with those very blue eyes of his. Momentarily I’m back in the past with him and butterflies are going berserk inside
  me.

  ‘Shall we continue this discussion over dinner?’ He slides his hand towards mine and touches the tips of my fingers with his. A shiver runs down my spine and I can almost feel fresh
  perforation marks being punched into my body’s most vital organ.

  ‘All right, then, if you insist,’ I reply with a smile.

  If he wants to tear off another piece, I don’t think I’ll stop him.

  


  Chapter 1

  ‘Hello again!’ my literary agent, Sara, exclaims as we air kiss each other’s cheeks. Her smile is a hundred watts brighter than the last time I saw her back
  in February. ‘Thank you for coming in.’ She directs me to a seat. ‘How’s it all going? I see you’ve topped ten thousand followers on Twitter!’

  ‘Yes, last week,’ I reply. ‘And the comments on the last post were off the scale.’

  ‘That was the Gabriel reunion?’

  ‘That’s right.’

  ‘Oh, I loved that one!’

  ‘Good!’ I grin. ‘It cost me enough to get to Brazil.’

  She laughs. ‘You sounded like you had a lucky escape with him. What a chauvinistic pig! How many children did he have again?’

  ‘Nine.’ I grimace. ‘I felt so sorry for his poor wife.’

  ‘Whoa, did she have her work cut out for her! Were those kids really as badly behaved as they sounded?’

  ‘I’m sure they have their good days,’ I say benignly, wondering why I’m here.

  It’s been three months since our last meeting when I pitched Sara an idea for a book, but it wasn’t as well received as I had hoped it would be.

  ‘Forgive me, Bridget,’ I remember her saying, as she eyed me shrewdly. ‘But, when you asked for a meeting about a book, I assumed you’d be pitching an idea about your
  experiences of navigating the globe, not your experiences of navigating men.’

  It was a fair assumption. I was – am – a well-established travel writer.

  ‘I do plan to take the reader on a journey,’ I said with what I’d hoped was a winning smile, ‘and we will travel all around the world together, but our
  voyage will take us, yes, via all of the men I’ve ever been in love with. Travel writing will feature prominently, but, ultimately, this book will be about love.’

  She smirked. ‘Are we really talking about love, here? You’re thirty-four, and you say you’ve been head over heels in love with twelve different men? Some weren’t
  simply holiday romances or one-night stands?’

  I waved her away dismissively. ‘Oh, there were loads of those, too. But I could probably spin a couple out if I’m stuck for material,’ I added with a grin, as she
  blanched at me.

  It was Elliot who gave me the idea, when I bumped into him in Sydney, a year ago last December. That night was the start of something new and beautiful between us, and I’m delighted to
  announce that we’re still together.

  At least, we’re together as a couple. We’re not together literally, because I’m now back in the UK sans visa and he’s on the other side of the world in Australia. I could
  move over there if I married him. But that would mean one of us asking.

  I’m slightly scared of him asking.

  I love Elliot so much, but, when we were sixteen, my feelings for him were all-encompassing. He meant everything to me.

  The love I feel for him now is not as powerful, and I’m worried that it’s because I’ve become jaded over the years. Have I had too many relationships to believe in happy ever
  after?

  Maybe I’ve just grown up. Maybe love as an adult can never compare to that of a teenager.

  Or maybe something is missing. And maybe there’s a chance that I can get this something back. . .

  That night we met up again, Elliot put forward the tongue-in-cheek notion that perhaps I needed to hunt down all of the men I’ve ever loved to ask for their pieces of my heart back. Before
  I left Australia, he brought up the idea again, but this time he was serious. He knows that I’m struggling to commit to him wholeheartedly, but he believes that, if I use this time apart from
  him to revisit the past, I might be able to make more sense of the here and now. He suggested that I write about all of my encounters, and then he came up with another genius idea: if I could get a
  book deal, my time and travels would be funded in the form of an advance.

  I should point out here that my boyfriend is not the jealous type. This was one of the first questions Sara asked when I put the idea to her back in February.

  She also said that I needed to blog about my reunions and raise my profile before she’d consider approaching publishers, so that’s what I’ve been doing for the last three
  months.

  My readers have joined me on voyages to South Africa (David), Iceland (Olli), Spain (Jorge) and Brazil (Gabriel), and, of course, I’ve also written about how Elliot and I rekindled our
  relationship in Australia. I’m yet to meet up with Dillon in Ireland, Freddie in Norway, Seth in Canada and Beau, Felix, Liam and Vince here in the UK.

  My contacts in journalism have helped to spread the word about my blog, and, if you just ignore the trolls, I’d say it’s all going swimmingly.

  Elliot, meanwhile, has been hanging onto his piece of my heart. It’s still the biggest piece – the first and last piece – and, once I get the other bits back, my path
  will lead me back to him. A walk down the aisle really would be the happiest of happy endings.

  Late yesterday afternoon, Sara’s assistant called and asked me to come in for a meeting as soon as possible. Apparently, my agent had some news and she’d explain in person.

  I got a little bit excited.

  I know that Sara has started talking up my blog to publishers, but while the feedback so far has been good – they like my style, they like my wit – no one has wanted to commit to a
  relationship-blog-turned-book in the current market. Sara claims that publishers won’t be able to argue with the numbers if I keep growing my readership, so I intend to crack on. But has
  something changed in the last twenty-four hours?

  ‘You must be wondering why you’re here,’ Sara says to me now, reading my mind.

  ‘I’m pretty curious,’ I admit.

  ‘Yesterday, I had lunch with Fay Sanderson.’

  The name isn’t familiar to me, but Sara explains that she’s an editorial director at a top publishing house.

  ‘She’s been avidly reading your blog and was raving to me about how well you strike the balance between warm and likable, and feisty, funny and fresh. She loves your voice.
  She absolutely loves it,’ Sara stresses, and there’s something about her tone that has me sitting up straighter in my seat. Am I about to be offered a book deal?

  ‘She has a proposal,’ she continues. Yes! ‘Have you heard of Nicole Dupré?’

  ‘Er, that name sounds familiar,’ I reply.

  Sara swivels on her chair and takes a book down from the shelves behind her. ‘Nicole had a runaway bestseller with The Secret Life of Us, which was published last autumn. It took
  us all a little by surprise, to be honest.’

  ‘I remember hearing about it.’ I pick up the novel she’s placed in front of me. The cover has a photograph of a lone girl standing on a beach in Thailand. I turn over the book
  and scan the blurb. It’s about a travel writer who falls in love with two different men on two different continents.

  Where is Sara going with this?

  ‘Nicole passed away shortly after that was published,’ Sara explains, her tone growing sombre.

  I breathe in sharply and glance up at her. ‘Oh, God, that’s right, it was in the news. Was she one of your authors?’ I ask with surprise.

  She nods.

  ‘I’m so sorry. I had no idea you represented her.’

  ‘It’s okay. It was very sudden,’ she tells me. ‘She had a brain aneurysm. She was only thirty-one.’

  I shake my head, horrified. That’s three years younger than I am now. ‘That’s so tragic,’ I murmur sympathetically.

  ‘Nicole was writing a sequel,’ Sara continues, drawing my attention back to her. ‘Secret ended on a cliffhanger. The readers are crying out for more. And,
  Bridget. . .?’

  I haven’t been sure up until this point what any of this has to do with me, but, from her more upbeat tone, I sense I’m about to find out.

  ‘Fay thinks your voice is perfect!’ she concludes, triumphantly.

  There’s a long moment where neither of us says anything.

  ‘To write the sequel.’

  She thinks she’s clarifying it, but I’m even more confused.

  ‘I don’t understand,’ I say, shaking my head. ‘Fay loves my blog?’

  ‘Loves it!’ Sara repeats. ‘She thinks your voice is spot on!’

  ‘I thought you were about to tell me that she wants to sign me up.’

  Sara clears her throat. ‘She does. For the sequel to The Secret Life of Us.’ She points at the book I’m holding.

  What?

  ‘Nicole was about a quarter of the way in,’ she explains. ‘She left behind a stack of notes. Fay’s been trying to find the right person to complete it.’

  ‘She wants me to be a ghostwriter?’ I splutter. ‘But what about my book?’

  ‘You’ll still write it,’ Sara says evenly. ‘Think of this as a stopgap, your way in. This is your chance to get your foot through the door of a major publisher. You can
  write your own book alongside this one while you continue to build your profile, and the advance you’ll get will pay for your travels. It’s the perfect solution.’

  ‘But. . .’ I’m still reeling. ‘What makes anyone think I’m up to the job? Surely there are a million other more qualified authors who could do this?’

  ‘Oh, I’m sure there are, too,’ she says smoothly. ‘But Fay wants you. She’s even read the novel you wrote a few years ago. The plot wasn’t quite there,’
  she says hurriedly, quashing any hope of resurrecting my old romantic-fiction dream, ‘but the point is, Fay knows you have it in you to pull off fiction. She thinks your style is
  fabulous.’

  ‘She does?’ I allow myself to feel a little flattered, as well as incredibly daunted.

  ‘Have you read The Secret Life of Us?’ Sara asks.

  ‘No,’ I admit, studying the book in my hands.

  ‘Take that copy,’ she says. ‘You won’t be able to put it down. The protagonist is a travel writer just like you, so you should be able to identify with her brilliantly.
  It is the biggest compliment that Fay believes you can carry Nicole’s baton to the finishing line.’

  ‘I just. . . I’m not sure. . .’ I’m struggling to get my head around all of this. A young woman, dying so abruptly. . . A bestselling author leaving behind an
  unfinished sequel. . . Me – me! – being the one to complete her work. . .

  ‘Read the book,’ Sara urges, and I sense she wants to wrap up our meeting. ‘And keep in mind, Bridget, this is a great opportunity. Give me a call as soon as
  you’ve reached the end so we can discuss the finer details. I’m around all day tomorrow.’

  She seems very confident that I’m going to go along with this hare-brained scheme.

  Her conviction is founded, because I call her back first thing.

  


  Chapter 2

  It’s a beautiful sunny day in early June when I step off the bus in Padstow, Cornwall. The tide is out and the view stretches right over the Camel Estuary as I climb the
  hill, revealing a series of long, smooth sandbanks punctuating the clear, bluey-green water. The smell of fish and chips wafts through the air, making my tummy rumble. My appetite will have to
  wait. It’s already three thirty in the afternoon and Nicole’s husband, Charlie Laurence, is expecting me.

  When Sara explained that Charlie wanted to oversee the writing of his wife’s book, I was apprehensive. The job was already going to be challenging enough – would he make it even more
  difficult?

  I come to a stop outside a modest, terraced, redbrick house. A narrow, slate-topped veranda stretches across the front, sheltering a charcoal-grey door and a bay window. Apart from a lavender
  hedge bordering the wall adjacent to the street, the tiny paved area is devoid of plants.

  Movement catches my eye at the window, so I quickly walk up the path and knock on the door. There’s not even time to check my reflection in the glass before it opens to reveal who
  I’m assuming is Charlie.

  He looks to be in his early thirties, and is around six foot tall and slim, with green eyes and shaggy dark-blond hair held back from his forehead with a mustard-yellow bandana. He’s
  wearing a faded orange T-shirt and grey shorts, and his face and limbs are sun-kissed the colour of honey, all the way down to his bare feet.

  Wow.

  ‘Charlie?’ I check hopefully.

  ‘Hello,’ he replies with a small, reserved smile, holding back the door. ‘Come in.’

  I don’t know what I was expecting, but it wasn’t this.

  ‘Tea?’ he offers.

  ‘Thank you, that’d be great.’ I jolt as the door closes with a clunk. I’m nervous.

  Charlie gestures down the hall, indicating that I should lead the way. The television is on in what I presume is the living room, but I don’t look in as I pass, and a moment later we spill
  out into a galley-style kitchen. It continues onto an extension containing a two-seater sofa backed up against the left wall and a round table at the end.

  He fills the kettle and gets out two mugs. ‘How was your journey? Did you drive?’

  ‘No. Tube from Wembley to Paddington, train to Bodmin, and bus to here.’

  ‘Sounds harrowing.’

  He’s polite and well spoken, but he hasn’t made eye contact with me once since I stepped over his threshold.

  A noise sounds out from the direction of the living room.

  ‘Excuse me,’ he says, exiting the kitchen.

  I take a deep breath and force myself to exhale slowly while taking in my surroundings.

  The internal walls are exposed and the bricks have been painted with thick, white masonry paint. The worktops are fashioned out of old railway sleepers, sanded and varnished to a dull shine.
  French doors at the end open up onto the back garden. It’s neat and tidy in here, but it looks like a right tip out there. My attention drifts to the table and the wooden chairs encircling
  it.

  Two chairs.

  And one highchair.

  That was another thing Sara neglected to mention at our meeting last week.

  When Nicole died, she left behind not only an unfinished manuscript and a grief-stricken husband, but a five-week-old baby daughter, as well.

  Life can seriously suck.

  Charlie is talking in low tones in the living room. Another wave of nerves washes through me.

  Babies freak me out. They don’t seem to like me, and I don’t particularly like them. What if I make them cry? What if I make this one cry? If she takes offence at me,
  Charlie probably will, too, and he may well pull the plug on this idea.

  Earlier this week, I met up with Nicole’s editor, Fay. She’s a lovely, warm woman in her late forties and she revealed that the decision to go ahead with the sequel came down to
  Charlie. He wasn’t at all sure, from what I gather, but he felt a responsibility towards Nicole’s readers and in the end, gave the go-ahead, as long as the job was done well by the
  right person. I’m still not convinced that I’m the right person, but, after reading Nicole’s book, I’m as keen as anyone to find out what happened next. Even if I have to
  write it myself.

  The prospect is admittedly terrifying, but I’ll cross that bridge when I come to it. If this meeting with Charlie doesn’t go well, there won’t be a bridge to cross.

  The kettle boils, so I distract myself by pouring hot water into the mugs. A moment later, Charlie returns.

  ‘CBeebies only distracts her for so long at her age,’ he says, knowing he doesn’t need to explain his circumstances because I’ve already been made well aware of them.
  ‘Milk?’

  ‘Yes, please.’ I move away from the worktop to give him some space. ‘How old is your daughter?’ I ask.

  ‘Eight and a half months. Sugar?’ He flicks his eyes up to meet mine.

  ‘No, thanks.’

  ‘My mum was supposed to be here, but she had an emergency at work,’ he reveals, stirring two teaspoons into his own cup.

  ‘What does she do?’ I ask.

  ‘She and my dad run a campsite. They had a burst water main or something.’

  ‘The campsite on the hill?’

  ‘No, they’re about an hour away. A couple of mates of mine run the one on the hill. Do you know it?’ Charlie picks up his cup and finally looks at me properly. I thought his
  eyes were green, but they’re getting on for hazel.

  ‘Only because my dad mentioned it. He’s stayed there a few times in his campervan,’ I explain.

  His daughter cries out again.

  ‘We’ll go through,’ Charlie says quietly, nodding at the door. I wait until he leads the way.

  I see her legs first, bare and chubby and kicking back and forth like nobody’s business. Then the rest of her comes into view – her pastel-coloured babygrow adorned with bunnies, and
  fine, slightly curly, light-blond hair. She’s strapped into a bouncy chair in front of the television, and Charlie drags the contraption across the wooden floor towards him as he takes a seat
  on the sofa nearest to the bay window. He pushes on the back of her bouncer to make it move and she giggles.

  ‘This is April,’ he says, sticking his tongue out at his daughter before nodding at me. ‘That’s Bridget,’ he says more civilly.

  ‘Hello, April!’ I reply, cringing because my voice sounds too loud and overeager.

  April looks over her shoulder at me, her expression vacant. Then her mouth breaks into a toothy grin and she says something unintelligible. Charlie pushes on the back of her bouncer again and
  she happily returns her attention to him.

  I’m tense as I sit down on the second sofa, hoping she’ll ignore me from here on in.

  ‘Where are you staying?’ Charlie asks, back to making courteous small talk. He picks up the remote control and turns the volume down on the TV, not quite muting the ludicrously
  enthusiastic and eccentrically dressed man doing something bizarre with an egg carton.

  ‘A B&B in Padstow. It’s cheap and cheerful. My bus leaves early in the morning.’

  ‘You’re only here for one day?’ He seems surprised.

  ‘Yes, but. . . Obviously I can come back if. . .’ He looks at me expectantly, waiting for me to complete my sentence. ‘If I get the job,’ I finish awkwardly.

  ‘Oh.’ He averts his gaze and takes a small sip of his tea. ‘Fay said you’re a travel writer.’

  ‘That’s right.’ I smile with relief. This territory I can talk about for hours. ‘My mum works on a cruise liner so I grew up seeing the world in my school
  holidays.’

  ‘Bet that was an interesting childhood.’

  ‘It was. I lived with my dad during the term, but we visited Mum pretty regularly.’ He nods, listening. He doesn’t ask any more questions, so I carry on pitching myself to him.
  ‘I used to write about the places that I saw, then I built my own website and eventually started to pester magazine and newspaper editors for work. I can pretty much get work writing about
  anywhere, these days.’

  ‘That would’ve been Nicki’s dream job,’ Charlie says with a fond smile. Nicki, not Nicole, I note. ‘Before she got a book deal,’ he adds.

  And before her life was cruelly stolen from her.

  He breaks the long, awkward silence. ‘So you liked her novel?’

  ‘I loved it!’

  He smiles properly now, a smile full of pride, but its light reaches his eyes only briefly.

  How bad do I feel? He shouldn’t have had to prompt me – I should’ve been raving about his lovely wife’s book from the moment I got here.

  ‘I really loved it.’ I’m trying to make up for my gaffe, and for the next few minutes it’s all I can talk about.

  In Nicole’s novel, the heroine, Kit, is a travel writer who falls in love with two men at the same time: Morris, a laidback surfer-turned-entrepreneur from right here in Cornwall, and
  Timo, a sexy Finnish rock climber who is based in Thailand. At the end of the first book, Kit goes to Thailand to break up with Timo because Morris – her first love – has proposed to
  her. But, before she can come clean, Timo asks her to marry him, too. And she says yes.

  I know! WTF, right?

  ‘I detest cheating with a passion, so I shouldn’t have liked this book on principle,’ I tell Charlie, arguably too honestly. ‘But somehow Nicole made it. . . I
  don’t know. It’s so believable. She wrote in such a heart-wrenching way that I couldn’t help but be swept up in the story. I felt like I was inside Kit’s mind, feeling every
  emotion she was feeling and somehow understanding the crazy decisions she was making. It was. . .’ I shake my head, finally, yes, finally lost for words.

  I think I’ve said all the right things from the look on his face.

  ‘Do you know what was going to happen in the sequel?’ I ask. ‘Do you know who Kit was going to end up with?’

  He shakes his head. ‘I’m not sure even Nicki knew.’

  I feel a surge of disappointment. Charlie leans back to put his empty mug down on the windowsill behind him. ‘But, if she did, the answer will be in her notes. She made lots of them. Let
  me show you her office.’

  April seems to be content sitting in her bouncer for the moment, so Charlie turns the sound back up on the television and leads me upstairs. He walks straight ahead, pushing open the door to a
  small room that looks out over the messy back garden. Any view of the estuary would be from the other side of the house. A large desk fills the area under the window, and there are bookshelves and
  filing cabinets lining the walls. A slick Apple computer takes pride of place in the centre of the desk. The room is tidy, but I can see from here that the computer screen is dusty from
  underuse.

  Charlie pulls open the top left desk drawer to reveal a series of notebook crammed inside.

  ‘Nicki was always writing in these,’ he says.

  He closes that drawer and opens the next to expose more notebooks.

  ‘I haven’t gone through them.’ From the tightening of his voice, I take it he hasn’t wanted to. ‘But all of her research is in here.’ He opens another drawer.
  ‘She also used to keep diaries when she was younger. Her dad moved to Thailand for work and she’d visit when she could. A lot of what she wrote about back then made it into
  Secret. I think you’ll find clues as to where she planned to go with the sequel.’

  I look up at the crowded bookshelves and notice several Post-it notes sticking out of the tops of some of the books. What pages did she mark? Were they significant?

  Nicole did a couple of interviews around the time Secret was published last October, so I already knew that her father is a French chef called Alain Dupré, and that she wrote
  under her maiden name. But, as she died just two weeks after her book was released, before the sales had taken off, her readers and I don’t know much more about her – it’s very
  surreal to be standing here in her office.

  ‘Did she leave notes on her computer, too?’ My mind boggles. Where would I start?

  Charlie hesitates almost imperceptibly before reaching behind the screen and feeling for the on button. The computer fires up with a loud dong.

  ‘I would’ve thought so,’ he says.

  His back is to me, his posture tense. I stare at his frame and out of the blue think of Elliot. It’s been almost six months since we’ve seen each other and, on the whole, I’m
  coping. But suddenly I miss him intensely.

  April lets out a cry downstairs, making Charlie start. ‘Take a seat and have a look,’ he mumbles, leaving me to it.

  Is he sure he doesn’t mind? Uncertainly, I pull out the chair and sit down. The screen in front of me lights up and then I’m looking at a small photograph of Nicole, under which is a
  request for her password.

  She’s laughing and her slim, oval face is basked in warmth from the sunshine. She has dark hair that brushes her shoulders and her eyes are sky-blue. Across her head is a familiar yellow
  bandana headband that doesn’t quite obscure her fringe, and a sprinkling of freckles dusts her nose. She looks happy. I find myself wishing that I had known her. The posed black-and-white
  publicity shot on the inside cover of her book doesn’t do her justice.

  ‘It’s Thailand.’

  I almost jump out of my skin at the sound of Charlie’s voice from behind me.

  ‘The password is Thailand. Uppercase T.’

  ‘Oh!’ I type it in. I press ENTER and Nicole’s desktop swings into view.

  I hear Charlie inhale sharply and know better than to turn around.

  An image of him holding a newborn baby has filled the screen. His hair is shorter and he’s gazing with love at the tiny bundle in his arms.

  ‘I’ve barely been in here since we lost her,’ he says softly.

  ‘We don’t have to do this now,’ I murmur. His wife died just over seven months ago. I’m not at all sure that he’s ready for this. I’m not sure that I am.

  ‘It’s fine,’ he says, leaning in and taking the mouse. I scoot my chair over to the left, watching as the arrow hovers over a blue folder on the dock at the bottom. The name
  comes up: ‘SECRET’. Charlie moves the mouse to the right and clicks on a folder called ‘CONFESSIONS’.

  ‘Is that the title of the sequel?’ I ask, alight with interest.

  ‘Confessions of Us,’ Charlie tells me. ‘Sara wasn’t sure about it.’

  Sara was Nicole’s agent, too, of course.

  ‘I like it,’ I tell him, peering more closely at the contents of the folder: Characters. . . Confessions. . . Research. . . Synopsis. . . Timeline. . .

  ‘You’ll have to check out her Secrets folder, as well. I’m not sure she moved everything across.’

  ‘Okay.’ I nod.

  ‘If you want the job, that is.’ He lets go of the mouse and straightens up.

  ‘Isn’t that up to you?’ I ask him carefully.

  He stares down at me. ‘I’ve read a couple of your blog entries,’ he replies instead of giving me an answer. ‘Fay was right. Your tone of voice is very similar to
  Nicki’s.’ Charlie leans against one of the filing cabinets and folds his arms across his chest. ‘But are you sure you have the time to take this on?’

  ‘Absolutely,’ I state. ‘This will take precedence over all of my other work,’ I assure him. ‘I can blog in my spare time – I don’t have a deadline and
  there are no other pressures on me.’ I take a deep breath before announcing, ‘I think I’d do a good job.’

  He eyes me thoughtfully as the seconds tick past, and then he finally nods in what I hope is agreement. ‘I’ll speak to Fay.’

  


  Chapter 3

  ‘I don’t do camping, Dad!’

  ‘Campervanning is not camping, Bridget. There’s a fold-down bed, for Christ’s sake! You’d love it. Don’t you remember how much you once adored messing around in
  your little playhouse? It’s not so different to that.’

  ‘That was back when I used to make mud cakes.’

  ‘I’m not advocating you make mud cakes in Hermie. In fact, I’d rather you didn’t.’ He pauses before being sure to add, ‘I’d definitely
  rather you didn’t.’

  Hermie is the name he gave to his seventeen-year-old Mercedes Vito campervan. Originally Herman the German – chosen by his now ex-girlfriend when he brought it over from
  Germany a few years ago – the name swiftly morphed into the far cuter variation. And Hermie is kind of cute. I just don’t want to live in the bastard for two months.

  ‘Charlie really liked you,’ Sara effused after my recent trip to Cornwall. I suspect this was a bit of an overstatement. ‘He definitely wants you on board,’ she
  added.

  ‘Really?’

  ‘Yep! There’s just one little thing. . .’ she said.

  Apparently, Charlie panicked when Sara asked him if he could box up Nicki’s things for a courier to collect. She assumed it could all be delivered to me in London, but Charlie wasn’t
  ready for Nicki’s diaries and notebooks to leave the house. The solution? I go to Padstow and work from her office.

  It’s just as well I don’t have much of a life at the moment. I don’t even have an apartment. I’m staying with Dad in Wembley because my place in Chalk Farm is still being
  rented out to the people who took it over when I went to Australia. I say my apartment, but it’s technically Dad’s – he bought it as an investment, although he accepts
  only enough rent to cover the mortgage. The current tenants pay way more, so, when they asked if they could extend their lease until October, Dad suggested I move in with him to save money. He
  knows I struggled financially in Australia, but really he just likes my company. We’re very close. He raised me practically single-handedly from the age of six.

  I love hanging out with him, but there’s something a little bit creepy about living at home at my age. So I came around to the idea of Cornwall pretty quickly. After all, who
  wouldn’t want to spend their summer at the seaside? I only really started to stress this morning after calling around and discovering that all the B&Bs and hotels in Padstow are booked
  out, if not completely, at least for a good part of the summer.

  I gave up and came straight to the pub. Not to drown my sorrows, mind. Dad owns the place. It’s a medium-sized, definitely-not-a-gastro-pub that’s a fifteen-minute walk to Wembley
  Stadium in one direction and about the same distance to his house in the other. On game and gig days, it gets pretty hectic, but right now it’s quiet, save for a couple of regulars.

  ‘Honestly, darling, that campsite on the hill is really lovely,’ Dad says, coming back over to me after taking an order for two scampi and chips and a lasagne.

  As I say, not a gastro pub.

  ‘I can just see you climbing the hill and having a drink while watching the sunset.’ He pauses, cocking his head to one side. He still has a head of thick, bushy hair, but it’s
  dark in colour now, thanks to his regular Just For Men habit. ‘You’d be able to hook up some solar-powered fairy lights,’ he continues, ‘and fill up the fridge with
  mini-bottles of Prosecco.’

  Now he’s talking!

  ‘You could even take the attachable tent and portaloo,’ he adds.

  ‘Portaloo?’

  ‘So you wouldn’t have to walk to the toilet block in the night.’

  ‘You’ve got to be kidding. I can hardly get my head around sleeping in a car for two months, let alone emptying my own shit.’

  He laughs and shakes his head at me.

  I’m not the sort of travel writer who relishes slumming it. I didn’t mind so much in my early twenties, but these days I write more about top-notch honeymoon destinations and
  five-star hotels.

  It’s a hard job, but someone’s got to, and all that.

  ‘To be honest, Bridget, I’m jealous,’ he says, propping himself up at the bar. ‘I’d give anything to be able to jack in this job for the summer and join you at the
  seaside.’

  ‘Hold your horses, Dad. You know I love you, but your house is only just big enough for the two of us. Don’t go getting any ideas about squeezing into Hermie with
  me.’

  He reaches over and musses up my hair good-naturedly. I bat him away and rest my elbows on the bar top, rapidly taking them off again because it’s sticky. I should know better at my
  age.

  ‘It’ll be an adventure,’ he says. ‘And, if anyone loves an adventure, it’s you.’

  I’m counting on it.

  


  Chapter 4

  It’s early August by the time my contract is sorted and I’m able to get back down to Cornwall. In the next eight weeks I plan to do all of my local research for the
  scenes that are set in this part of the country, and I also need to go through every book on Nicki’s bookshelves, every notebook and diary in her drawers and every single document on her
  computer. The intention is that I’ll gather enough material to be getting on with so, by the time October rolls around, I should be able to move straight back into my flat and write the
  majority of the book from home.

  I set off from London at the ungodly time of four a.m. on a Sunday to avoid traffic, but it still takes me six hours with breaks. Hermie is a bugger to drive – the clutch is
  stiff, the steering is heavy and it’s also a left-hand drive – so, by the time I reach the campsite in Padstow, I’m exhausted.

  Charlie’s friends, two warm and boundlessly enthusiastic hippies called Julia and Justin, welcome me with open arms. I try to take in what they’re telling me about the amenities, but
  resolve to put most of my brainpower into working out where my pitch is.

  The campsite comprises three different levels: two flat, grassed paddocks separated by a tall hedge and a small, steep hill, and one huge open field on even higher ground. I’m in the first
  paddock, which doesn’t have a view, but is closest to the toilets. Despite Dad’s warning that I’d regret it, I did not bring his portable toilet. I could barely fit in my bags as
  it was.

  I pull up on Pitch 9, cut the ignition and reach for my phone, typing out a brief message to Dad. He worries about me.

  ‘Here at last and in one piece – both Hermie and me. Love you, call you later xxx’

  I press SEND before realising there’s no phone reception.

  And, oh no! That means there’s no data reception, either!

  It’s a veritable disaster.

  I get out of the van and look up at the field on the third, highest level, pinning all of my hopes on its big, steep hill. There’s a flight of steps just across the internal campsite road,
  so I lock up and set off in desperate search of a link to the outside world.

  Several tents have been erected around the perimeter of the field, and, as I trudge uphill through the long summer grass, I pity the poor sods who have to sleep on the sloping ground. I’m
  out of breath by the time I reach the halfway point and then I stop. Time for the big reveal – so far I’ve resisted looking over my shoulder.

  I spin around.

  Now that is a view.

  I can see right out to the open sea. In the nearby distance is the estuary, flanked by Padstow on one side and lush green coast and the town of Rock on the other. The tide is in at the moment
  and the water glints in the morning sunshine. Boats that, when I was last here in June, were marooned on the sand are now floating in the green-blue water, and flocks of white birds soar through
  the clear summer sky. I look at my phone screen and sigh with relief.

  4G. Thank Christ for that.

  I press SEND again on my text to Dad and then plonk my bum down on the grass. The time difference in Australia makes speaking to Elliot tricky, but now is good. I
  FaceTime his number.

  ‘Check out my view,’ I say upon his answering, turning the phone screen around to face the estuary.

  ‘Nice,’ he says.

  I turn him back to me. ‘Not bad, eh?’

  ‘This one’s even better.’

  ‘Soppy git,’ I tease.

  He’s sprawled out on his brown-leather sofa at home, with one arm folded behind his head.

  ‘Are you watching telly?’ I ask.

  ‘Nah, there’s crap all on,’ he replies, glancing to his right, where the TV is, before returning his attention to me.

  I know the layout of his living room like the back of my hand. I practically lived with him for the last half of my stay in Sydney; I was there for a year in total.

  ‘Are you wearing the jumper I bought you?’ Charcoal-grey wool is just coming into view below his neck.

  He holds the phone higher so I can see his outfit properly. ‘Yeah, it’s really cold here now.’

  We speak so often that we rarely have big news to share, but the boring, everyday stuff makes being away from each other strangely more bearable.

  ‘Wish I was there to warm you up.’ It’s winter in the southern hemisphere now.

  ‘I wish you were here, too,’ he says in a sleepy, deep voice. ‘I’ve been missing you today.’

  ‘Have you?’

  ‘Yeah. I went over to Bron and Lachie’s for lunch. He roasted a joint on the barbecue, flashy bastard. Wasn’t the same without you.’

  I feel a pang of longing as he talks about our friends. I miss them, too.

  ‘What have you got on?’ he asks me.

  I hold the phone over my head to show him.

  ‘Man, those shorts. . .’ His voice trails off longingly.

  He likes my legs – he says they’re sexy – so my cut-off denim shorts became my staple wardrobe item in Sydney. This is the first time I’ve worn them this year, though. It
  was cold and dark when I set off this morning, but I’m an optimist – the weather forecast in Padstow was predicted to be twenty-two degrees and sunny. I probably should’ve changed
  once I got here, judging by the dribbling looks I kept getting from truck drivers in petrol stations on my way here.

  ‘You’re as tanned as you were when you left,’ he notes.

  ‘Aw, and you’re all pale and pasty.’

  ‘I’m not, am I?’ He peers down the inside of his jumper.

  ‘Show me your abs,’ I prompt.

  ‘Bugger off,’ he replies.

  We grin at each other, but his smile fades away. ‘How much longer before you come back to me?’ he asks pensively.

  I sigh. I wish his eyes would look at me properly. It’s the thing that really bugs me – we can’t make actual eye contact because we’re staring at each other’s face
  on the screen, not at the tiny camera lens that catches our images.

  ‘I don’t know, El. Now that I’m writing this novel, it could be March or April by the time my edits are done.’ My deadline to deliver the manuscript is the end of
  January, but there will no doubt be a lot of work to follow. ‘Weren’t you going to try to come and see me this summer?’ I ask.

  Now he’s the one to sigh. ‘I’ve got so many projects on at the moment.’ If only I could reach through the screen and stroke his dark, stubbly jaw. ‘I just
  don’t think I’m going to be able to get the time off, however much I’d like to. You know what a ball breaker Darren is,’ he says.

  Darren is his boss and he’s a bit of an arse. Elliot is a senior civil engineer at a big firm and they work him incredibly hard, but it’s too good a job to quit.

  ‘Anyway, it sounds like you’ll be too busy to entertain me any time soon,’ he says. ‘Now you’ve got two books to write.’

  ‘True,’ I say. ‘But I’m never too busy to entertain you,’ I add with a wicked grin. His own smile widens.

  ‘You want to do something about that now?’ he asks meaningfully.

  I look over my shoulder. ‘Er. . . I’m in a field in full view of people in tents, so I don’t think that’s a very good idea at the moment.’

  ‘Go back to your campervan,’ he urges.

  My face falls. ‘I can’t. There’s no reception down there.’

  ‘Are you telling me we can’t do sexy stuff while you’re in Cornwall?’ he asks with disappointment.

  ‘Where there’s a will, there’s a way,’ I assure him cheekily, but I’m as gutted as he is.

  When Elliot and I have said our goodbyes, I head back down to the paddock to get set up. The wide side door of the van opens to reveal a grey and yellow Westfalia interior – which,
  according to Dad, means something impressive. In front of me is a small open space of about one metre squared. Let’s call it the living room. To my left is a grey bench seat that folds down
  to form part of the bed – a.k.a. the bedroom. And ahead is what I’d loosely refer to as the kitchen: two cupboards crammed with goodies, a small top-loading fridge under one yellow
  worktop, and double gas rings and a teeny tiny sink under the other. The layout takes the meaning of ‘open plan’ to a whole new level.

  The driver and passenger seats turn around 180 degrees to face the bench seat, so I decide to tackle them first. With quite a bit of jiggery-pokery, I manage the task, before straightening up
  and bashing my head on the ceiling. Ouch. The roof pops up – pop is a debatable word – but, with a bit more manhandling, I’ve enabled some standing space. Just need to
  put up the table and I’ll be sorted. It stows away in the side door and it’s a while before I can figure out how it clicks into place – Dad did talk me through all of this,
  honest.

  By the time I’m done, I’m even more knackered than I was before. Is ten thirty in the morning too early for a glass of Prosecco?

  I decide, regrettably, that it is and elect to make a cup of tea instead, filling up the kettle from bottled water stored under the bench seat, firing up the gas with matches I manage to find in
  one of the cupboards, and then repeating a similar search in my hunt for teabags and a mug.

  I’m sure I’ll get used to all of this eventually.

  As I don’t want to waste one minute of precious sunshine, I decide to sit outside on the grass, but have to unpack half of the boot to get to one of the two camping chairs that are buried
  under my bags. By then the kettle is whistling like a demented blackbird and I almost burn my hand trying to turn the gas off.

  Christ, how do people do this?

  Let me rephrase the question. Why do people do this?

  Finally – finally – I’m able to sit down and stretch my legs out in front of me, clasping a hard-won hot mug of tea in my hands.

  Behind the tall hedge in the next paddock, I can hear children playing badminton. A middle-aged couple in the campervan a few pitches away are making genial conversation to the young couple
  opposite them. A family of four cycle up the campsite road beside me, huffing and puffing and bickering among themselves. High on the field, a man and a small boy are trying to launch a kite into
  the air. Birds twitter and chirp in the hedge adjacent to Hermie and I just sit there and take it all in.

  The sunshine beats down on the top of my head as I sip at my tea and, I have to say, it’s the best cuppa I’ve ever had.

  


  Chapter 5

  Do you know what? This isn’t half bad. It was actually kinda cosy in Hermie last night with the curtains drawn. I lit the candles in the lantern and read in bed,
  and, when I went out for one last loo stop, I came back to find the solar-powered fairy lights I’d hooked up around the outside of the van had twinkled into life. I slept well –
  considering – and this morning I got ready at the refreshingly clean shower block and ate a bowl of fruit-and-nut granola at my little yellow table. Making up the bed was a bit of a faff, as
  was putting it away again, but, on the whole, I think I might be more cut out for this camping business than I thought.

  Of course, there’s always tomorrow.

  And the next day.

  And the next sixty after that.

  Hmm.

  I’m sure Charlie will have Internet connection, so I don’t bother going up the hill to check my emails. Padstow is just a short walk away from here on the Camel Trail – the
  one-time railway route that runs right alongside the Camel Estuary – and I smile as I make my way along the picturesque path, moving aside for the occasional cyclist, my rucksack slung over
  my shoulder. The sun is out and it’s another beautiful day. I can’t wait to get started.

  Unfortunately, it all goes pear-shaped from then on in.

  Behind Charlie’s front door, April is screaming her head off. I consider walking away again, but Charlie clocks me from the living-room window, where he’s pacing the floor with a
  phone to his ear.

  A moment later, the door whooshes open and the volume inside the house goes up a notch.

  ‘Hi. Sorry, I’ll just be a minute,’ he says to me, covering the mouthpiece. ‘Come in.’

  He steps back to let me pass. I do so, reluctantly.

  ‘I don’t know, Mum.’ He speaks again into the receiver, raising his voice over the din. He jerks his head towards the kitchen, so I lead the way, horribly aware that
  we’re heading towards the noise. ‘Yeah. Calpol and Nurofen,’ I hear him say.

  April is sitting in a square playpen that wasn’t there the last time I came, screaming at the top of her lungs. Her face is red and puffy and she has a river of snot trailing down from her
  nose. She looks up and sees me.

  I step away from the playpen.

  ‘I don’t have any. I don’t have any!’ Charlie shouts to make himself heard. He looks incredibly harassed as he grabs the kettle and fills it up, cradling the
  phone to his ear. ‘Tea?’ he mouths at me.

  ‘I’ll do it,’ I mouth in return. He lets me take over.

  I try not to look as alarmed as I feel. The kitchen is a tip, with plates piled in and by the sink, and food and drink spills over the worktops and on the floors. The sofa opposite the playpen
  is crammed with toys, clothes, babywipes and other baby paraphernalia. It is a far, far cry from the last time I was here.

  ‘She won’t go down!’ Charlie says loudly into the receiver, freezing in motion to listen to whatever it is his mum is saying in reply. ‘All right, I’ll
  try.’ Pause. ‘I said all right, I’ll try!’ He huffs and listens again. ‘Thank you,’ he says acerbically. He ends the call and mutters
  something under his breath, barely looking my way.

  I get a couple of mugs out from the cupboard. ‘Do you want one?’

  ‘I think I need a shot of tequila,’ he replies.

  ‘It’s a slippery slope,’ I tease, but he doesn’t find it funny.

  He goes to the playpen and I glance over to see April holding her arms up to him while she screams. He lifts her out of the pen and walks out of the room, taking some of the noise with him.

  I probably let the tea brew for a few minutes longer than necessary, but, by the time I tentatively appear at the living-room door, the screaming has quietened to hiccuppy breathing. Charlie has
  April over his shoulder and is jigging her around. She notices me and turns her face away to bury it in her dad’s neck. I place the tea on the coffee table.

  ‘Is she okay?’ I ask in a whisper.

OEBPS/html/docimages/tp.jpg
Paige Toon

SSSSS
SSSSSSSS
London - New York - Sydney - Toronto - New Delhi





OEBPS/html/font/EBGaramond-Regular.ttf


OEBPS/html/docimages/aletter.jpg
Fetise Tomn x





OEBPS/html/docimages/cover.jpg
.
The Sunday Times Bestselling Author

Palge Toon®






