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    Chapter One




    “YOU’VE DONE WHAT?” Penny asked, choking on her pinot grigio.




    “I’ve left, walked out, told her to stick it,” repeated Layla, biting down hard on her lip.




    “Told who to stick it?”




    “Hazel, of course. I told her to stick her job where the sun don’t shine.” Layla leaned forward in an almost conspiratorial manner. “Honestly, you should have seen her face—what a picture!”




    “Oh, God!” said Penny, her jaw dropping. “I don’t believe it.”




    And, in truth, Layla could hardly believe it either.




    At precisely 6:05 p.m., she had marched up to Hazel Smith, marketing manager of Easy Travel Holiday Company and all-round dragon of the department, and told her in no uncertain terms what she had decided only five minutes earlier: she was relinquishing her role as marketing executive. Why? She couldn’t bear the thought of Alex, her boss and former lover, returning in the morning from his so-called “work” trip to Florida with office assistant Sarah-Jane Johnson. Layla had rent due at the end of the month, numerous bills outstanding, and now, due to her self-imposed unemployment, barely any money to pay them.




    “Look, Layla, I know you’ve been through a lot lately, but a job’s a job. There aren’t many of them around at the moment. Go back. Hazel might still be there. Tell her you didn’t mean what you said; you were having an off day. Blame it on hormones. No one ever questions hormones.”




    “But I do mean it,” said Layla, the cozy confines of their favorite after-work pub beginning to feel really quite stifling. “I can’t be there when he gets back. I just can’t. Anyway, you know what Hazel’s like; I’ve told you often enough. She’d never let me waltz back in as though nothing’s happened. Not after what I said to her.”




    Penny was stumped. Layla could almost see her brain whirring away, searching frantically but failing to find the words that would inspire her to stay and stand her ground, to face up to Mr. Big Boss Man and demand his explanation for dumping her so callously.




    Watching her friend struggle and feeling increasingly guilty at being the cause, Layla placed a hand on Penny’s arm. “Don’t worry, Pen, I’ll be fine. Whatever happens, I’ll be okay.”




    “Really?” asked Penny, clearly not taken in at all.




    “Really,” said Layla, avoiding Penny’s eyes entirely.




    She had last seen Alex in late December, a little over two weeks ago. They’d spent Christmas together at his swanky bachelor pad in Sussex Square, just off Brighton’s seafront. It had been pure heaven—him, her, and one of those realistic gas-flamed log fires, in front of which they had drunk champagne, made love, and talked about their plans for the future. Okay, his plans had been mostly work-related and not once had the subject of love been mentioned, but deep down she knew this was it: the real thing. That he felt the same way was confirmed when he presented her with a diamond-studded bracelet on Christmas morning. Everyone knew diamonds were forever; it was obvious he was hinting at something.




    Drowning in romance, she had been certain an engagement ring would follow and then, of course, the wedding itself. A lavish affair held in some ultra-posh country hotel. She would lower her eyes demurely as she whispered, “I do,” transforming in that magical moment from Miss Layla Lewis, twenty-eight-year-old girl-about-town, to Mrs. Alex Kline, wife of the managing director of Easy Travel.




    The dreams hadn’t stopped there. As a bona fide member of the upper echelons, she imagined swanning down the aisles of Waitrose instead of hunting for BOGOF bargains in Asda, swapping her Topshop clothes for Stella McCartney, and riding her newly acquired horse (a magnificent chestnut with a white flash on its nose) across the sunny Sussex Downs, freed from the need to work for a living.




    Intending to laugh at how carried away she’d become with dazzling dreams of a brilliant future, her vision blurred instead, and try as she might to stem their flow, rebellious tears dampened her lashes anyway.




    “Hey,” said Penny, “don’t cry. Not over a rat like him.”




    “A diamond bracelet!” Layla burst out, startling herself as well as a group of four sitting at a nearby table. “Who gives a diamond bracelet to someone they’re going to chuck in a few days?”




    Alex, that’s who. He was so rich, an expensive trinket was hardly going to make a dent in his fortune. In fact, he probably thought it would serve as some sort of consolation prize. Something to buck her spirits through the long, lonely nights she would spend without him. Maybe even a thank-you for services rendered?




    “Where is it, the bracelet?” asked Penny, tucking a few strands of hair behind Layla’s ear in an almost motherly fashion.




    “I chucked it in the bin this morning before I left for work.” Layla sniffled and dabbed at her nose with a tissue one of the four had kindly handed over.




    “The bin?” shrieked Penny, withdrawing her hand in horror.




    “It was mocking me, I swear,” said Layla, rushing to her own defense. “Glittering away like some shiny little demon, laughing at my downfall.”




    “It’s a bloody bracelet,” Penny replied in exasperation, “and an expensive one at that! You could sell it on eBay, make a bit of money. You’re going to need every penny you can get now you’re jobless, you know.”




    “I don’t want the money from that bracelet,” said Layla emphatically. “It’s his money. It would make me feel…I don’t know, used somehow, unclean. I don’t want anything from him anymore.”




    At a temporary deadlock, both girls went back to their drinks, as did the crowd around them. Despite not wanting to go over and over it again, Layla couldn’t stop herself. It was all she could think of. He was all she could think of.




    They’d parted the day after Boxing Day. He had dropped her back at her flat, explaining he had business to attend to over the next few days and promising to call her on New Year’s Eve to make arrangements to spend the evening together. That had been okay, situation normal. Alex was a busy man; he often had to disappear at short notice. And usually he was as good as his word. But not this time. This time it was radio silence. Unable to bear it any longer, she had left messages on his landline and iPhone. Still nothing. Hurrying round to his flat, she found the door stubbornly shut.




    Concerned but not yet panicked, she had instead spent New Year’s Eve with Penny and her husband, Richard, trying in vain to ignore the cutthroat atmosphere between the pair of them. When she heard nothing from Alex on New Year’s Day either, she was unusually eager to get back to work, positive he would be there with a perfectly reasonable explanation as to why he’d vanished into the ether. He wasn’t. Hazel, however, was.




    As soon as Layla had stepped over the office threshold, Hazel had rushed up to her as if facing a particularly aggravating opponent on the rugby field. In that screechy voice of hers, she had yelled, “Have you heard? Alex is away on business. There’s a note for you on your desk.”




    Of course she hadn’t heard, something she suspected Hazel well knew. Desperate to escape her manic gloating, Layla had tottered over to her desk in killer black heels—Alex’s favorite—and scoured the mess she’d left pre-Christmas for his note. There it was. Not a proper note, written on decent company headed paper and tucked away discreetly in an envelope with her name on it, but a bloody Post-It note stuck on a pile of random papers.




    Called away on business. Will be gone two weeks.


    Keep you-know-who at FarScapes sweet until


    I return. Alex




    And that was it, nothing more, nothing less, not even a kiss for old times’ sake.




    The note barely had time to register before Hazel was at her side again, itching to fill her in on the gory details.




    “Oh, yes,” she said. “I popped in just after Christmas to help Alex with a few last-minute details, and there he was with Sarah-Jane in his office. Both of them in rather a state of, well, how can I put it? Undress, I suppose. They were so embarrassed, they didn’t know where to look!”




    Cackling with laughter, Hazel had wandered blithely off, leaving Layla feeling as though someone had reached inside her chest, located her beating heart, and squashed it into one big, red, pulpy mess.




    The next few days had passed in a blur. Quickly she had found out (Hazel again) that Alex had taken Sarah-Jane to Florida with him. Quite a coup, considering she’d only been with the company for two months. Layla had chatted to her by the photocopier a few times, and she’d seemed sweet enough, around twenty-four, with poker-straight blond hair, gray eyes, and slender limbs. Layla had noticed, however, that during their conversations, Sarah-Jane’s eyes would flicker toward Alex whenever he happened to pass by, slight color flushing her pale features. At the time, she’d dismissed this as nothing out of turn—most of the girls at Easy Travel had a crush on Alex. And no wonder. He was good-looking with an easy charm. But as far as she’d been aware, Alex hadn’t even known Sarah-Jane existed. Certainly, he had never mentioned her.




    Since the news had broken she’d been dumped for the new girl on the block, Layla had had to endure sympathetic stares and sighs of condolence from most of her colleagues. Even Rob in Accounts had emailed her with, “Heard the romance with God is over. How about giving me a chance?”




    For others, though, she had become a laughingstock. Hazel and several of her sycophantic sidekicks clearly thought she had overstepped the mark and was back where she belonged: on the shop floor.




    Still, if the last two weeks had been hell, it would be worse than hell once Alex and Sarah-Jane got back and continued their romance right under her nose. She’d rather be broke and on the streets than suffer that—which, of course, she would be if she didn’t find another job, and soon.




    “Have the bin men been?” asked Penny at last.




    “No,” said Layla sulkily, “not till Friday.”




    “Have you still got your keys to the office?”




    “I think so. Why?”




    “Check,” Penny insisted.




    Although perplexed at this line of questioning, Layla did as she was told. Rummaging in her handbag for a few moments, she pulled out her purse, her makeup bag, a dog-eared paperback, a chewed pencil, and a couple of as yet unopened but official looking letters before she found them.




    “Right,” Penny said, setting her glass down on the table, “this is the plan. We’re going to pop back to your flat, retrieve the bracelet, and go back to the office. You can leave it on his desk with a note of your own.”




    “What’s the point?” Layla began.




    “There’s every point. Come on, drink up. We’re going.”




    Sighing, Layla grabbed her bag and coat and rose from the table. As they left, she saw disappointment cross not just all four of her neighbor’s faces but several others too and wondered why. But then again, in between Penny’s shouts of disbelief and her own heartfelt sobs, she supposed they had put on quite a floorshow.




    It took five minutes to reach her flat, one half of a tiny terraced house optimistically billed as two-bedroomed. She’d been renting it for a couple of years now, and it was okay. Partly furnished when she moved in, a few trips to Ikea in Croydon had taken care of everything else she’d needed. It was in a nice, handy location too. The neighbors were friendly, and the town center was only a short walk away. But it did feel crowded, and trying to park her car, an old but much loved Mazda MX-5 MK 1 (red, of course), was a nightmare. The streets were crammed.




    Opening the front door, they stepped into a long and narrow dimly-lit hallway. There was a door immediately in front and another to the right, the one that led to her ground floor flat. Taking the key from Layla, Penny let herself in and headed straight for the kitchen. Swiftly removing the bin lid, she poked around for a bit, grimacing as she did so, before emerging triumphantly with the brutally discarded object.




    Turning it over and over in her hands, she asked, “Are you sure you want to part with this? It’s actually very tasteful considering who bought it.”




    “I’m sure,” Layla replied. “It either goes back in the bin or we return it to Alex. I don’t care which.”




    “Okay, okay, fair enough. Let’s go.”




    The headquarters of Easy Travel Holiday Company was only a few streets away, in Brighton’s Old Steine area. As they neared the large, double-fronted white building, Layla hung back.




    “What if Hazel’s still there?” she said, looking nervously ahead.




    “We’ll just tell her you’ve come to return your keys or something. That’s perfectly believable. Anyway, she won’t be. It’s after eight. Surely even Hazel has a home to go to.”




    “Shall we ring the doorbell though, just in case?” Layla asked, still uncertain.




    “There’s no need. Look, there aren’t any lights on. Everyone’s gone home. Come on, don’t be such a wuss. Open up.”




    It was indeed empty inside: computer monitors eerily blank and desks left in various states of abandon. As usual, everyone had downed tools as soon as decently possible and sprinted for the exit, glad Monday was done and dusted at least.




    “Where’s Alex’s office?” asked Penny.




    “Over here,” Layla replied. “Follow me.”




    When he wasn’t casually sauntering between floors, Alex sat tucked away in an office divided from the marketing crew by glass and white vertical blinds. The door was locked, but she had the key to that too. Steeling herself, she walked in. Sarah-Jane hadn’t been the only one in a “state of undress” within such hallowed confines. Memories of their own love-ins came flooding back—as soon as the last person had gone, he would call her in, clear his desk with one fell swoop, lay her down on it, and “do the business” as he laughingly called it. She’d never found that quite as funny as he had, but had laughed along nonetheless.




    “Didn’t you say something about Easy Travel merging with FarScapes?” asked Penny, one eyebrow raised in thought.




    “Yeah. I’ve been in charge of overseeing that whilst Alex has been away.” Then a horrifying thought hit her. “Oh, God, I forgot to email them with possible dates for the next meeting. I was supposed to do that today.”




    “Were you, indeed?” said Penny. “Can you log on to his computer?”




    “Yeah, of course I can. His password is ‘SexBeast.’” Then sensing Penny’s distaste, she countered, “It’s just a joke.”




    “Hilarious,” said Penny, rolling her eyes. “Come on then, do it.”




    “Good idea. I should let FarScapes know about those dates, at least.”




    “Whatever. Just get me in, get a blank email to the managing director of FarScapes up, and I’ll take care of the rest.”




    “Penny,” said Layla, really worried now, “what are you up to?”




    “Revenge, that’s what I’m up to. Alex gets off with another woman, disappears to sunny climes with her, and leaves you nothing but a Post-It note by way of explanation. All that and still you’re worried about him and his company! I don’t think so. He needs to be taught a lesson.”




    Three glasses of wine had made Layla’s head buzz. She was tired. All she wanted to do was write a Post-It note of her own, leave the bracelet, and scram. Still, if it were just a tiny lesson, maybe it would be okay. It might make him think twice about cheating on his girlfriends in future.




    “Okay, then,” she conceded, “but go easy, Pen, please. I’ve been dealing with Jack Thomas. He’s nice, actually. We get on well. The first meeting’s supposed to be this Friday. Wangle it so that they turn up at different locations or something­, something that will embarrass Alex.”




    “Yeah, yeah.” Penny nodded dutifully. “Something like that.”




    Leaving Penny to it, Layla turned away to search for the Post-It pad in the top right drawer of Alex’s desk. In the past fortnight, she’d come to hate their neon handiness. They were an all-too-pertinent reminder of how little Alex respected her—how dare he leave nothing but a sticky square of paper to say goodbye!




    Pressing down hard with his favorite Mont Blanc fountain pen, she wrote her reply.




    Thanks for the bracelet, but no thanks. Give it to


    your next victim. Good luck with FarScapes.


    You’ll need it. Layla




    She looked up just as Penny pressed the send button.




    “What did you say?” she asked, her eyes widening at Penny’s daring.




    “You don’t want to know.” Penny smiled enigmatically. “But one thing’s for certain: Alex will have a bit of groveling to do when he gets back.”




    “Serves him right,” said Layla, surprised at how hollow that sentiment sounded.




    Digging out the diamond bracelet from her coat pocket, she looked at it one last time, turning it over and over in her hands as Penny had done, before placing it beside the Post-It note.




    “Another drink before we call it a night?” Penny’s voice was suddenly gentle, understanding.




    “May as well,” replied Layla, shrugging her shoulders dejectedly. “After all, it is the end of an era.”




    Taking one last look around at the place she’d spent the last eight years of her life—practically all of them fawning over Alex Kline until he had finally deigned to notice her—Layla switched off the lights, locked the door behind her, and headed into an uncertain future.


  




  

    Chapter Two




    LATER THAT NIGHT, as Penny lay in bed beside Richard, who was absorbed in the latest John Grisham novel, she began to wonder if the email she’d written to the director of FarScapes had actually been a bit over-the-top.




    “Jack, how are you?” she had typed. “Just got back from a trip to Florida. Really loved it and can see plenty of ways to expand our business over there. That’s the good news. The bad news is we don’t want to take it any further with FarScapes. Although you’re a solid company, I think Easy Travel is strong enough to grow bigger and better on its own. I hate to say it, Jack, but my gut feeling is that FarScapes could become a burden that drags us down instead of taking us to the top. It’s the survival of the fittest in business, Jack, as I’m sure you understand. It’s nothing personal. Good luck with your proposals elsewhere. Alex.”




    She knew from Layla that Easy Travel was, in fact, relying on the merger with FarScapes for continued success. Joining together would make Alex’s company one of the most formidable in the South East, boosting his already over-inflated ego to unbearable proportions.




    What did Layla see in him anyway? He was nothing more than a glorified hustler, and he lied about his age too, she was sure of it. Forty-three? And the rest. Okay, she couldn’t deny he looked after himself. He was gym-trim with a thick head of dark hair and nice, even teeth, but she wouldn’t put it past him to shave a few years off for the sake of the ladies. He lied about everything else, why not that too?




    And Layla was so pretty, although she’d deny it every time, annoyingly pointing out all the things that were wrong with her. Things you’d need a magnifying glass to see if you could see them at all. She had long, dark hair that was naturally shot through with gold, huge green eyes, and a figure that stayed slim despite an almost phobic aversion to exercise. She could have any man she wanted, but she always seemed to go for the older ones. Penny supposed Layla had a bit of a thing for father figures, having lost her dad when she was young. She’d be better off with somebody her own age, though, somebody she could have a laugh with. Somebody she wasn’t so bloody in awe of.




    Alex had never been right for her from the start. Always eyeing up other women—and never discreetly. And Layla still didn’t know that he’d made a pass at Penny one night when they’d all been out in town. While Layla was at the bar getting a round in, he’d leaned over and suggested they meet, just the two of them, later on that week, to “get to know each other properly.” After nearly biting his head off, Penny had resolved to tell Layla as soon as possible, but every time she tried, she failed. Layla was so over the moon that finally—after years and years of working for him—Alex had noticed her. Penny didn’t have the heart to burst her bubble. She had decided to sit tight instead, knowing he would show his true colors sooner or later, and he had, big time.




    “Good book?” she said to Richard at last.




    “Hmm.”




    Typical, thought Penny. More interested in his book than me.




    They had been married for three years now. When they had first tied the knot, after a whirlwind romance, they’d been smitten with each other. It had been perfect, like a fairy tale. At times she had thought she’d burst with love for him. And he felt the same way, she knew it; he couldn’t get enough of her. But now, they were more like strangers than lovers. He spent virtually every waking hour working, and Penny felt bereaved somehow, often having to remind herself she was married at all. No wonder she hadn’t been able to resist Dylan when he came along. She wanted to feel desired again, and he had certainly done that. He fancied her to distraction, telling her over and over again how much she looked like Scarlett Johansson, his favorite actress apparently.




    Extremely flattered, as anyone would be she supposed (especially someone feeling severely neglected by their other half), she had at last succumbed to his persistent charms—not fully, of course, just a few kisses and cuddles in the corner of a darkly lit club one night. But enough to feel horrendously guilty about it afterward. Enough to feel she’d have to come clean. Big mistake. Richard had been like a block of ice since. Nearly two months had passed, and there was still no sign of a thaw.




    “Layla left work today, just walked out. All because of Alex,” she said in an attempt to kick-start a conversation.




    “Really?” he said, one-word replies his specialty of late.




    “Yes,” answered Penny, working hard to keep the irritation out of her voice. “I don’t know what she’s going to do for money. Jobs aren’t exactly easy to come by at the moment.”




    “She’ll manage.”




    That was an improvement, two words at least.




    “How exactly will she manage?” Penny persevered. “I’m worried about her.”




    Closing his book shut, a little too pointedly she thought, he said, “It’s late. I’m tired. I’ve got a meeting early in the morning. Good night.”




    And with that he placed his book on the bedside table, switched off his light, and turned his back on her.




    For the second time that day, Penny was lost for words. She knew he cared about Layla, but such was his determination not to engage in any sort of meaningful conversation since “Dylangate,” he was able to resist asking any more about it.




    Looking at the mound beside her, she wanted to scream. Tell him for the hundredth time that her fling with Dylan, if you could call it that, had been a mistake. To drum it into his stubborn head that what had happened, had happened for a reason—because he worked too hard and because she missed him. She worked hard, too—as funds manager for Charity Now!—but not to the exclusion of everything and everyone else. He just worked and worked and worked. She wanted to grab him by the throat, stare manically into his eyes, and yell, Why do you do it? Because you don’t love me anymore? Because you can’t stand being with me? But she didn’t say a word. She knew it would end in tears. Hers.




    All she said was “Night,” before turning her own light off and falling into a troubled sleep.
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    When Richard left for work the next morning, Penny was only vaguely aware. He had slipped from the covers early, like a ghost, silent and fleeting. An hour later, the alarm clock rang, shaking her rudely out of the comfort of sleep. A few seconds passed whilst she collected her thoughts, groaning at the prospect of spending another day at Charity Now! She used to love her job, her enthusiasm for fund-raising unrivaled. Event after event she had tirelessly organized, exceeding target after target, passionate about making life easier for Brighton’s deprived families. Layla had often helped out during her spare time, the pair of them really enjoying themselves and meeting some inspiring people along the way, Dylan being one of them. A bit of a bad boy, he had been in trouble with the law in his youth, but he’d managed to turn his life around since then. He worked for a local charity too. “Atoning for my sins,” he had laughingly told her one night over a couple of drinks as he flicked his shaggy brown hair out of his eyes. At twenty-four, he was younger than her by five years, with one hell of a naughty smile. Since their “liaison” and her consequent bust-up with Richard, however, she seemed to have little enthusiasm for anything.




    Stop thinking about Dylan, she admonished herself as she flung her legs over the side of the bed and made her way to the bathroom.




    Dying to phone Layla, she thought she’d leave it until she was walking to work. If the girl had any sense, which was debatable considering she’d just made herself jobless in the middle of a double-dip recession, she’d be enjoying a lie-in.




    Grabbing her coat, Penny walked out the door. It was freezing. An icy cold wind blasted her awake as she headed from her modest Victorian terrace in the trendy Fiveways area to New Britain House, an eyesore of a building close to Brighton Station. It was popular with companies like the one she worked for because the rent was fair. And not without reason, the inside was just as grim as the exterior. Richard worked in plush offices on Queens Road; he had his own magnolia-painted office and a secretary who catered to his every whim. Well, not every whim—Dawn preferred the ladies and very obviously so.




    “Hi, you awake?” asked Penny, barely having reached the bottom of her road.




    “Yeah, have been most of the night actually,” replied Layla, her voice distinctly groggy.




    “Poor you, you must be feeling rotten. I’ve got to get to work, but I can meet for lunch if you feel up to it.”




    “I don’t think I do, actually, Pen, but thanks anyway. I’m just going to stay at home, work out my next move, that sort of thing. Probably ring round a few agencies, see if there’s any temp work going.”




    “Good idea. Give yourself the morning off and then get back into the swing of things. Show that idiot you don’t need him or his job.”




    “Yeah, yeah, that’s what I thought. Thanks, though. Speak later, yeah?”




    “You bet. I’ll call you on my way home.”




    Penny rang off, feelings of concern for her friend growing. Layla was definitely out-of-sorts and not just because of lack of sleep. If heartbreak had a sound, she supposed she’d just heard it. God, she was angry. If Alex were standing in front of her, right here, right now, she would slap him. Honestly, she would. If he didn’t want to continue his relationship with Layla, fine. People break up all the time. But why spend Christmas with her, buy her an expensive gift, and then run off to Florida with another woman? What was that all about? Men were crap sometimes when it came to matters of the heart. They just didn’t understand women at all. Richard certainly didn’t understand her.




    Thinking of Richard sent her thoughts spiraling in another direction. Surely he must love her still? He wouldn’t have reacted so badly when she told him about Dylan if he didn’t. And he was hurt, that’s why he could barely bring himself to talk to her. He probably thought she didn’t love him if she needed to kiss and cuddle someone else. Oh, the irony of it! If he kissed and cuddled her more, she wouldn’t need to look elsewhere. She’d be content.




    It was Tuesday. He’d be working late again, no doubt. Well, she’d get through the day, then go and surprise him. Grab a large pepperoni pizza with extra chilies from that place on the London Road and a bottle of merlot, take dinner to him. She’d never done that before. It would be fun. He would see she was trying to make an effort, trying to put the whole Dylan episode behind them, and hopefully melt a bit.




    Once things were back on a better footing, she would enforce a few ground rules to ensure their relationship never crashed and burned again. No more working after seven p.m., that sort of thing—and certainly not at weekends. The weekends would be their time to spend together, sacred time, spent lingering over breakfast in one of Brighton’s many bustling cafés or leisurely looking around antique shops in nearby Lewes. Just being together, rediscovering each other. He would see sense; she would make him. She had her ways.
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    Just after six p.m., Penny left her desk, hurried down several flights of stairs, and made her way to Get Your Pizzeria. She then popped into the Eight Till Late a few doors along for the wine before heading up Trafalgar Street to his office.




    Dylan might be sexy, but he couldn’t hold a candle to Richard. Richard was tall, just a smidge under six foot, and always impeccably turned out. His black hair, which had been longer when she first met him, was close cropped, and there was never a sign of stubble on his finely chiseled jaw. His favorite shop was Gresham Blake in the North Laines, a fine purveyor of hand-tailored suits, all with a bit of an edge to them. He had about three suits from them, maybe four now, and looked like a male model in all of them. She, on the other hand, liked to slob around in jeans; there was no need to look particularly smart in her job. In fact, her muesli-crunching colleagues would think she was mad if she turned up in a designer number. Still, she knew she scrubbed up well when she had too, channeling that Johansson look with her blond hair piled high, bright red lipstick, a figure-hugging dress, and heels. Richard had always appreciated her efforts at least. Well, Richard and Dylan.




    She knew Richard had his reasons for working the hours he did; perhaps she should be more understanding. He didn’t talk a lot about his childhood, and they rarely saw his surviving parent, Bill, who lived in Portsmouth—she’d gleaned early on that he hadn’t come from too comfortable a background. He and his two brothers had often gone without. But he was as bright as a button. He had made it to Sussex University, scored top marks in Law, and was taken on straightaway at solicitors Torrence and Higgins. It would be Torrence, Higgins, and Hughes one day, he had told her, and even the partners had hinted at such. Despite being held in high regard by both bosses, however, he still felt he had a lot to prove, she knew. And she understood, really she did, but he needed to understand something too: that working all possible hours wasn’t exactly doing wonders for their relationship.




    Deep in thought, she was taken aback to find herself coming to a standstill outside his office. Excited about seeing him, a smile spread over her face as she pushed open the double glass doors in front of her. Marianne, the receptionist, was just leaving, but stopped long enough to tell her Richard was still in the building and to go on up. Having run up and down the steps of New Britain House all day long, she treated herself to a ride in the lift. He worked on the fourth floor. As the doors slid open, she noticed straightaway that Dawn’s desk was empty. Good, she thought. It looks like everyone’s gone home. We’ve got the place to ourselves.




    She could see the door to his office was slightly ajar and made her way to it, treading lightly so as to keep the element of surprise. She stopped short when she heard voices. Damn, we’re not alone, after all. Oh well, the pizza was getting cold; she’d go in anyway. Praying she wasn’t disturbing him in the middle of something important, she was about to knock politely on the door when laughter from within stopped her. Not exactly laughter. No, if she had to describe it, she would say it was giggling. Giggling with a highly flirtatious edge to it.




    Her curiosity aroused, she lowered her hand and decided to peer though the crack of the door instead, feeling the need to get a handle on the situation before barging in. And there they were, the pair of them. Richard and some woman she had never seen before. Standing so close, their foreheads were practically touching, her well-manicured hand resting lightly on his arm, both of them giggling.




    Richard was the jealous type; Penny was well aware of that. He often told her off for flirting, even when she wasn’t. But she had never considered herself a slave to the green-eyed monster. Not until now. Now it seemed to wake from some slumber deep within her and come crashing to the fore.




    “Richard!” she yelled, kicking open the door in fury. “What’s going on? Who is she?”




    “Penny,” spluttered Richard, his face coloring straightaway, “I wasn’t expecting you.”




    “You weren’t expecting anyone by the looks of it. You and this—” she struggled for words to describe the startled woman before her “—this…floozy,” she said at last, slightly dismayed she couldn’t come up with a more lurid description.




    “I’d better be going,” said the woman, who actually looked quite annoyed she’d been called a floozy. “Let you deal with this mad woman.”




    “Mad woman? Me? Damn right I am!” Penny was sure her own face was as red as Richard’s by now, but not with embarrassment, with anger. “And keep your hands off my husband in future. He’s out of bounds.”




    As the woman sidled nervously past her, Penny had to resist the urge to hit her over the head with the pizza box. She could just imagine it: tomato, pepperoni, and extra chilies flying everywhere.




    The split second the woman had left, Penny slammed the door and turned to do battle. Instead of squaring up to her, ready to put forward his case as was his line of expertise, she was surprised to find Richard slumped in his chair, head in hands.




    “Oh, God!” he was saying. “I don’t believe it.”




    It was the same sentiment she had uttered yesterday, when Layla broke the news to her that she had quit her job. That Richard was now saying it, and this time to her, served only to inflame her more.




    “I don’t bloody believe it either,” she screamed at him. “You’re a hypocrite, you are. Putting me through hell because of Dylan whilst you’re busy having an affair with some old bag at work.”




    “I am not having an affair,” Richard countered, anger at last pushing him to his feet. “And that ‘old bag’ happens to be Diane Tyrrell, a very important client of ours. Your behavior just now probably cost me any hope of a partnership.”




    “My behavior just now was perfectly justified,” Penny continued, undaunted. “Whoever the hell that woman is, you were flirting with her. Not only were you standing so close you were practically morphing into each other, she had her hand on your arm.”




    “Oh, right, and her hand on my arm means I’m having an affair, does it?” he replied, every word dripping with sarcasm. “Think about it, Penny. It’s hardly on a par with kissing and groping someone in a nightclub, is it?”




    “There was no groping involved,” Penny slammed back, indignant.




    “Maybe not, but a fair bit of tonsil tennis. I think that’s bad enough.”




    “At least I told you about it. I didn’t keep it secret.”




    “Yeah, thanks for that, Pen. Did me the world of good, hearing every last detail,” replied Richard, his voice still scathing. “Here I am, working like a dog, trying to raise our standard of living, and all you can do is whine that you’re lonely and then snog someone else.”




    “I do not whine!” Penny was furious at the insinuation. “And believe me, Richard Hughes, I’m capable of a whole lot more than snogging.”




    As soon as it was out, she knew she’d said the wrong thing, had pushed him too far. His face was filled with rage.




    She tried to claw back a bit of ground. “Richard, I didn’t mean that. I’m angry, that’s all. I’d never be unfaithful. I mean, not properly unfaithful.” But it was no use. He walked menacingly toward her and then straight past her without uttering another word.




    “Richard!” she yelled after him, but he was gone, the ting of the lift confirming his departure.




    Sinking down in his plush office chair, she mirrored his head-in-hands pose, the pizza box and the merlot pushed aside, forgotten. What on earth had possessed her to say such a thing? To goad him like that? Considering the circumstances, it was not a clever move.




    So much for her notions of a romantic impromptu dinner, a dinner which would miraculously smooth out the boulder-sized lumps in their relationship. All she’d done was make a dire situation ten times worse. It seemed her marriage was going down the pan faster than Layla could tell Hazel to stick her job where the sun don’t shine. And right now, it didn’t seem there was a damn thing she could do to stop it.


  




  

    Chapter Three




    HANNAH’S EYES WIDENED as she read Layla’s text. Quickly she texted back:




    I’m so sorry to hear that. What u going to do? ~H




    Layla was equally as swift.




    Don’t know. Go into hiding when the rents due, I suppose.


    Do a moonlight flit. I doubt work will pay me the money they owe me.


    Not after I walked out without notice. ~L




    U know where I am if u want me.


    If I can do anything to help I will. ~H




    I know, Hannah, thanks. I’ll be fine though, I’m sure.


    Hope all is well with you in sunny Cornwall. ~L




    Sunny Cornwall? If only. This part of the world hadn’t been sunny for what seemed like an age. Rather, the rain and wind reigned supreme and, with them, rapidly dipping temperatures. The mere thought of the weather they’d been suffering lately made Hannah shiver, despite being warm and toasty indoors. She would have to venture out in a while, though, to work her shift at the pub she ran in the village high street. She didn’t want to, not least because she’d be surprised if any of the locals bothered to put in an appearance (it was so filthy out there) but mainly because she wanted to stay at home and paint.




    “Hey, babe, what’s happening?” Jim came up behind her as she sat at her easel, putting his arms round her waist and snuggling into the nape of her neck.




    “I’m just about to attack this picture again,” she replied happily as he nuzzled away. “It’s missing something. I can’t quite figure out what, though.”




    “It looks great to me. And so do you. Sure you don’t want to attack me instead?”




    “No,” she laughed, batting away his hand. “You’ve had your quota for today.”




    “Spoilsport,” he murmured, but good-naturedly so. Flinging himself on the sofa next to her, he picked up his guitar and began to strum.




    Hannah continued to stare at her picture, full of swirling grays and blues, her trademark colors. After a few moments, she spoke again.




    “I’ve just heard from Layla. That boyfriend of hers has dumped her, you know the one I was telling you about, her boss or something, or ex-boss, I should say. She’s walked out of her job, too. I feel so sorry for her.”




    “Layla from Brighton? Ah, that’s a shame. What’s she gonna do?”




    “No idea. She doesn’t know yet. It’s only just happened.”




    “Invite her down; a change of scene might do her good. Be nice to see her again,” replied Jim, plucking at the strings and starting to sing softly to himself.




    What a lovely idea, thought Hannah. It would be nice to see her again. It had been so long. What was it now? Well over a year since they’d last hooked up, more like eighteen months. Just after she’d started going out with Jim, in fact. They had crashed at Layla’s flat whilst Jim and his band, 96 Tears, had played in the Brighton Fringe Festival. May, it had been. Prior to that, they hadn’t seen each other in years, not since their early twenties. Thanks to Facebook, she had managed to trace Layla again. The need for a place to stay during the festival had been the spur she’d needed to get back in touch.




    Despite not having seen each other for so long, not even talking on the phone, there had been no awkwardness when they’d come face-to-face once more. For the first few moments, they had simply stood and stared at each other, drinking each other in. She remembered thinking how little time had changed Layla: same old warmth in those green eyes of hers, same big grin. Then they had hugged—hugged, laughed, and cried, all at the same time.




    Instead of a few days, Hannah and Jim had stayed a week. Layla had taken obvious delight in showing them all her favorite haunts: pubs, clubs, cafés, and restaurants—Brighton was chockablock with them. Now they were in touch several times a week by phone, text, or via Facebook.




    Layla kept saying she wanted to come back to Trecastle, to revisit old haunts, but she hadn’t made it yet. Maybe, as Jim suggested, now would be a good time, especially after the boyfriend bust-up. Escape for a while.




    “I’ll call her later and ask,” resolved Hannah, “when I’m at the pub. At least talking to Layla will stop me jabbering away to myself; it’s going to be dead in there tonight.”




    “Hey, I’ll come and see you,” said Jim, a twinkle in his eye.




    “I know you will,” Hannah replied, grinning back at him.




    Such a small show of support, but it meant a lot. He was so loyal, showing how much he loved her in so many ways. And she loved him too, of course. She was lucky to have him. Quite why he put up with her, though, she didn’t know, all things considered. But he did.




    “Better get ready, I suppose,” said Hannah with a sigh.




    As much as she enjoyed working at the pub, she’d rather just paint for a living. The walls of their flat were a showcase for her artwork: modern interpretations of seascapes mainly and usually a riot of color. Jim was always telling her she was a genius. She scoffed at him, but actually her work was beginning to sell well, all up and down the Cornish coast. Not selling for thousands, of course, not even hundreds, but bringing in a bit extra. They rented the flat they were living in, just off the high street, but wanted to buy eventually. Perhaps in Trecastle, perhaps elsewhere. Maybe “elsewhere” would be kinder in the long run, and not just to herself. Jim had regular gigs and picked up local work in between, mainly from Joseph, his best friend, so they were doing okay. At this rate, fingers crossed, they’d have enough for a deposit by the end of the year.




    Grabbing her coat, Hannah checked herself in the mirror. Her shoulder-length hair was pulled back in a scruffy ponytail, and she had not a scrap of makeup on to brighten her features. Who cared? Like she’d said to Jim earlier, it would be dead in the pub tonight; no one to look at her. Jim preferred the natural look anyway. He told her all the time she was beautiful. It had taken a while to believe it again, though.




    “See you later,” she said, leaning over him and planting a kiss on his cheek.




    “You will,” he replied, and as ever, the love in those gorgeous eyes of his, green like the ocean on a stormy day, took her breath away.
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    “Hey, Lenny, you’re brave, aren’t you, coming out in this?” called Hannah as local botanist, Lenny Dryden, came through the door.




    “Ah, this is fine Cornish weather, this is. I’ll miss it when I’m gone.”




    Frowning at his words, Hannah watched as Lenny approached the bar, weaving his way round empty chairs and tables.




    “Miss it, Lenny? Why? You going somewhere?”




    “To Scotland, as soon as I can. I’ve been commissioned to study and paint the flora and fauna of the Hebrides. I’ve been to the islands before, in the dead of winter, and I can assure you, a couple of weeks up there and you’d never complain about the rain down here again. It’s brutal.”




    Pulling a pint of Tribute for him, Hannah said, “Wow, I’m sure it is! What are you going to do about your place, then? Sell up?”




    “No,” replied Lenny as though the thought appalled him. “I’m only going for a year. I need a home to come back to. Ideally, I’d like a house sitter. Someone to look after the place until I return. They’d pay the bills but no rent. It’s a pretty good deal. Trouble is, no one’s biting.”




    “Really? I’m surprised. Your cottage is lovely.”




    And indeed it was, right next door to Joe. I should move in there myself, she thought and then stopped. Amazed and disappointed in equal measures that she could think such a thing. Still…




    Taking the five-pound note he handed her, she was counting out his change when the idea hit her. Layla. Why not?




    Swinging back round, Hannah said, “When do you need to get going?”




    “As soon as possible, really. Everything’s ready and waiting. I’ll be staying in an old crofter’s cottage on the Isle of Harris first, but I’ll be moving around. There’s a lot of work to do. I really need to get cracking.”




    “I might be able to help you,” Hannah replied tentatively. “A very good friend of mine—my best friend, in fact—might be looking for somewhere to stay. Layla Lewis, she’s called. She’s lovely. I could ask her.”




    “Thanks, Hannah. Any friend of yours would be more than welcome.”




    “No worries. I’ll do it right away, whilst we’re quiet. Let you know.”




    And with that, Hannah took herself into the confines of the pub kitchen and dialed Layla’s mobile.
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    “Come to Trecastle? To live? Are you serious?”




    “Deadly serious,” said Hannah, disregarding the sound of sheer horror in Layla’s voice. “It sounds to me as if you’ve got yourself into a sticky situation, and as far as I can see, this is as good a way as any out of it.”




    “But I live here, in Brighton. I always have done.”




    “You’re no stranger to Trecastle, though. You know it well. For a long time it was almost like your second home. You used to say it was.”




    “Yeah, when I was a kid,” Layla scoffed.




    “It hasn’t changed much, believe me. A place like this never does. But think about it. You can work as many shifts as you want at the pub, and you’ve got a decent place to live for next to nothing.”




    “But I’ve never worked in a pub.”




    “Oh, Layla.” Hannah couldn’t help laughing. “There’s nothing to it. It’s easy. I know it isn’t what you’re used to, but is that such a bad thing? Look, you haven’t got a job, you’re worried about paying the rent, and you don’t want to see Alex ever again. Move down here, and it’s all fixed. And remember,” she reiterated, “it’s only for a year. An extended holiday, really.”




    “An extended holiday? Hmm,” said the voice on the other end of the phone, but Hannah knew she had swung it, that Layla was giving it serious consideration. Finally, after a bit more nudging, Layla agreed she would give it a go, that Hannah was right, she had nothing to lose. By the end of the phone call, both girls were squealing with delight.




    Lenny had been delighted too, especially when Hannah told him that Layla could be down by the weekend if he wanted her to. He had finished his pint and hurried off, insisting he needed to “spruce up the place a bit for the young lady” and start packing. Hannah had been in Lenny’s cottage once or twice. He wasn’t an overly neat man, but he didn’t exactly qualify for a stint on How Clean is Your House? Either. After a quick whip round with a duster, Layla would love it, she was sure.




    Polishing the top of the bar for the umpteenth time, Hannah started to reminisce about how she and Layla had met as children. Layla had come down on holiday with her mother, Angelica, and stayed in a cottage just outside the village. They had spent a lot of time on the beach, as did everyone for miles around when the sun decided to shine. Theirs was no ordinary beach; it was a gorgeous swathe of golden sand, framed by granite cliffs upon which stood the crumbling walls of an ancient castle. There were caves to explore too, hidden in the cliffs. Children and adults alike would venture deep into them, discovering a dark world that belonged predominantly to birds and sea creatures.




    It was at the beach that they had met, both of them taking part in a sandcastle competition, their earnest attempts failing to bag either of them a prize. Hannah remembered feeling quite disappointed. She’d put a lot of hard work into sculpting those turrets, scouring the beach for colorful shells to use as windows. Sensing her disappointment, Layla had leaned over, pointed to the winning castle and said, “I thought yours was much better than his. It’s prettier.” The kind words and a warm smile had made her feel instantly better. Hannah had asked the little girl her name, kick-starting what was to become an enduring friendship.




    Hannah had introduced Layla and her mother to her own mum, and the two women had also clicked. Hannah’s mum, Connie, had invited them to supper at her house in the village that very same evening. Whilst they sat downstairs, discussing life over a glass of wine, the two girls had raced upstairs to Hannah’s bedroom and chatted some more. Hannah couldn’t believe it; she had never met anyone she got on so well with, not like this, not straightaway, not even Molly Cardew, her best friend at school.




    At the end of their holiday, Angelica and Layla had promised to come down for a fortnight again the following year, which they did, as well as every year after that until Layla was seventeen. The two families spent nearly every day of those two weeks together. Hannah didn’t have a father either—he had left the family when she was a toddler—so it was just the four of them, laughing and letting their hair down. If there had been a boyfriend in either of their mothers’ lives at the time (and there would certainly have been in Angelica’s case), no invite was ever issued. This was their time, the four of them—an unwritten but strictly-adhered-to rule. Hannah knew Layla didn’t feel that close to her mum, certainly not as close as she had been to her dad once upon a time, but the pair of them always seemed to get on okay during their time in Trecastle.




    Between holidays, the girls would write to each other regularly until their early twenties when, for one reason or another, they’d drifted apart. It had been brilliant to be in touch again, and now Layla was coming to live here. Hannah could hardly believe it. This was something they’d dreamed of so often as children, living on each other’s doorstep, and finally that dream was coming true. It felt a little surreal.




    It was also just a teeny bit ironic she would be living next door to Joseph. Hannah wondered how the pair of them would get on. Both of them were single. What was to stop them from really getting on? But no, surely not. Layla had just split from her man. Getting involved with another one was probably the last thing on her mind.




    Uncomfortable at where her thoughts were leading, she was relieved when the pub door burst open for only the second time that night. In walked Jim, just at the right moment. A knack he had.




    As he walked toward her, she admired the fluid way he moved, his tall, broad-shouldered frame toned from surfing. Holding his body always felt good, his arms a cocoon of warmth and safety. She loved his hair too, almost as long as hers and slightly darker than her honeyed tones, although it lightened to an exact match in summer. He looked as though he didn’t have a care in the world. And lived like it too.




    “Pint?” she asked as he reached the bar, her eyes lowered in a purposefully coy manner.




    “And a kiss from the barmaid,” he replied with a wink.
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