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  As this book has the fortune to be officially launched on Yorkshire Day, I just have to dedicate it to all the wonderful lovely kind friends I have in God’s Own County.
  Too many to name, but I hope you know who are you (blows kiss).




  Into each life some rain must fall.

  HENRY WADSWORTH LONGFELLOW




  May




  Chapter 1

  Lara Rickman took a large gulp of coffee and then swallowed hard and fast before she could spit it out. It was as cold as a tub of ice cream in a polar bear’s freezer.
  How had it cooled so quickly? Surely her PA had only just brought it in for her and the first sip had been piping hot. She checked the clock in the corner of her monitor to find that, in fact, an
  hour had gone by – sped by at warp speed, as the hours seemed to these days. And not just hours, but days and weeks and months. Had she really been seeing her darling James for three whole
  months? Had it really been five months since she’d been up to Yorkshire to see her parents, arriving late Christmas Eve, driving back to London early Boxing Day morning on what could only be
  described as a whistle-stop trip? Had it been nearly two months since she’d last spent proper face-to-face time with her work friends May and Clare? Even then it had been only for a rushed
  sandwich in the staff restaurant when their three schedules made a rare crossover, like planets happening to align. They’d eaten so fast it was a wonder that the Benny Hill theme tune
  hadn’t been playing in the background.

  Even though they had all worked for the same company for years, Lara, May and Clare had not met before they gravitated towards each other at a conference a year and a half ago, after ending up
  in the same discussion group. But then again, Cole and Craw Finance was a massive organization which employed over three thousand people and operated from four adjacent buildings in the City; still
  in the process of being united into one. The three women were amazed to find that they were all from Yorkshire – Clare from York, May from Leeds and Lara from Barnsley – had all been
  involved with setting up or trying to rescue businesses, and were all born within six months of each other. Enough common ground to kick-start a fledgling friendship between them. They arranged to
  meet for lunch occasionally when their busy diaries allowed it. All three of them were hard-working and driven career women, who hadn’t had close female friendships for years. In each other
  they found a little of what they had been missing.

  Lara was in charge of rescuing ailing businesses or sending them to the brokers’ yard. May was a business advisor who helped set up new companies from scratch and Clare was an accountant
  for the subsidiary firm Blackwoods and Margoyles, which benefited from being part of the Cole and Craw group yet had an independent set of ruling partners. Blackwoods and Margoyles were renowned
  experts at trying to turn around businesses teetering on the edge of bankruptcy – the last-chance saloon.

  At their last sandwich-sharing, the topic of holidays had arisen and all of them confessed they hadn’t had a proper break for years. So they made a mad and impulsive decision to book time
  off together and escape to a spa. And there and then, they’d whipped out their diaries, blocked in the time and Lara had volunteered to find them somewhere wonderful, luxurious, relaxing and
  indulgently expensive. To her shame, she still hadn’t booked it. She had been too busy with either work or her new mad passionate relationship, which was also speeding along at a rate of
  knots. She was moving in with James that coming weekend. She realized that was fast, but he had been so seductively keen to rush things to the next stage that she hadn’t resisted.

  She clapped her hands together. She had ten minutes until she went into her next meeting with a trio of ancient accountants; it promised to be an afternoon of total and utter boredom. Lara had
  lost her work mojo. She was very good at what she did, in fact too good, and promotion after promotion had elevated her into a career of meetings, conferences and supervising other people doing the
  nitty-gritty parts of the job that she loved to do herself. Lara was fabulously well-paid for what she did, but she was extremely fed up and overworked.

  She checked her make-up in the small magnified mirror she kept in her drawer and wished she hadn’t. Her make-up was fine but the face underneath it looked tired, her once bright hazel eyes
  were dull with no hint of a sparkle. Oh boy, did she need a holiday. She gave her short blonde wavy hair a primp with her fingers – it didn’t obey combs, never had – and put the
  mirror away.

  She pulled up Google on her screen, whilst taking her Visa card out of her purse, then in the search bar she typed Superior Cottages, praying that they still had vacancies. She knew the
  exact place she wanted to book – she’d seen it recommended in the Escape From It All section of a glossy mag she’d read on the train weeks ago. Before the meeting with
  the Three Stooges she would book the holiday.

  First hurdle: the site was down. But at least there was a message informing any would-be customers that one of their operators would be happy to handle their query over the phone. Lara rang the
  booking line. As luck would have it, a Miss Becky Whiteley answered.

  ‘Superior Cottages,’ Becky drawled in her automaton greeting. ‘Becky Whiteley speaking. How may I help you?’

  ‘I want to book a cottage but your website appears to be down,’ said Lara.

  ‘Yeah, we’re having problems at the moment,’ said Becky. ‘Sorry about that. Can I take your name, please?’

  ‘Lara. Lara Rickman.’

  ‘And which of our cottages were you interested in booking and when?’

  ‘Wren Cottage in Wellem, from August the tenth to August the twentieth.’ A beautiful olde worlde log cabin in the grounds of a manor house which had been converted into a spa and
  advertised every sort of massage under the sun – foot, neck, elbow, Swedish, Thai, Turkish, Bognor Regian, bamboo, hot stone, salt scrubs, hopi candles, being slapped on the back with a cold
  salmon . . . This place did everything. It had an inside swimming pool the size of Wales, bubbling Jacuzzis, a Michelin-starred restaurant. It was heaven on earth if the hype was to be
  believed.

  It was going to cost them a bomb but they’d all done well for themselves and had earned nice impressive job titles and financial packages to match. They deserved a bit of pamper time. Ten
  glorious wonderful days of it, to be exact.

  ‘And please include the luxury welcome hamper,’ requested Lara. ‘It’s one hundred and fifty pounds, I do believe.’

  Becky’s concentration levels were middling at the best of times but today – her very last day in this shitty Watford-based holiday agency – they were at rock bottom. She
  pressed the wrong key and lost the screen. She frantically stabbed at a few more keys, which only made the situation worse and so she reached for a pen and her reporter’s notepad to take down
  details which she would type up after the call had finished. Visa number, email, address, contact telephone number, holiday dates.

  ‘Yep, I’ll get this confirmed for you and email you the details,’ she said after Lara had supplied her with all the info. ‘Thank you for calling Superior Cottages,’
  she added and cut off the call.

  Becky pulled up the booking screen again. Bugger – what was the name of the bloody cottage? She hadn’t written it down but merely committed it to memory, which was a bad mistake as
  all her thought space was taken up with things Greek. Ren something? She typed the three letters into the search box, and bingo. Well Cottage, Ren Dullem. That was it – she remembered the
  ‘well’ bit now too. Thank God for that. She processed the payment whilst thinking how blinking expensive it was. Some people really did have more money than sense. She couldn’t
  find anything about any luxury hamper so she typed the request into the box labelled ‘Message for cottage owner’: Luxury £150 hamper needed on arrival. Job done. She
  rewarded herself with a drawn-out coffee break and a Twix from the machine.

  She would have been flattered to realize that Miss Rickman, who was pressed for time, trusted her efficiency enough to assume the booking was all correct and didn’t bother to give the
  confirmation email more than a passing glance at the dates before saving it to a folder on her smartphone.




  Chapter 2

  As Clare sat drinking coffee in a French café in St Pancras, she subtly eavesdropped on the conversation taking place beside her between a pretty young blonde woman, and
  her boyfriend, a man in the mould of Russell Brand – wild hair, trendy facial hair growth, tight skinny trousers, long tapered leather shoes and black leather waistcoat – oozing
  cockiness and charm in equal measures.

  ‘Mum’s at home all weekend,’ the girl was saying. ‘So that rules out you coming to mine.’

  The boy shrugged. ‘Looks like my back seat is going to see some action again, then.’

  ‘Ooh, yeah. I’m liking the sound of that.’

  ‘I’ll drive you somewhere dark and isolated and then make you scream your head off.’

  The girl giggled. ‘I liked it when you did that thing with your . . .’ She turned to the side to check she wasn’t being overheard, spotted Clare looking in her direction and
  then, maddeningly, lowered her voice. Whatever ‘that thing’ he did to her was, it certainly must have hit the spot. Clare tried not to watch them as they started snogging but her eyes
  kept wandering over in their direction. The boy wasn’t her type at all but there was something dangerous and sexy about him. Clare had never had sex in a car, and had never had a boyfriend
  who suggested it, either. She had a sudden yearning to drag Ludwig off in his plush Audi and shag him on the moors. She grinned to herself thinking how horrified he would be if she did. They had
  never had sex out of bed. They had never had rip-your-clothes-off passion in bed either, come to think of it. Lud was a love-maker: slow and gentle, considerate and satisfying. But
  recently, she had been thinking that just once in a while, it might be nice to be grabbed and seduced on the staircase, or ravaged in the back seat of a car. It was the sort of thing she imagined
  her friend Lara got up to. Lara was spirited and curvy, like a short modern-day Marilyn Monroe, and she had the most drop-dead gorgeous partner who was an up-and-coming big noise in the City. And
  it was no secret that that type of man had a passionate sex-drive and a wild side.

  Clare had met Lara eighteen months ago at a work conference and had immediately liked the sassy, small blonde who’d been wearing the red shade of lipstick she wished she was brave enough
  to sport. They appeared to be the shortest people in the room, which was the initial ice-breaker. They then found themselves in the same discussion group, along with a tall, slim woman with
  beautiful long brown hair and large brown doe eyes who looked totally uncomfortable in the crowds of people forming themselves into huddles. She introduced herself to them as May Earnshaw

  ‘That’s a good Yorkshire surname,’ said Lara. ‘I’m from Barnsley.’

  ‘I’m from just outside Leeds,’ replied May.

  ‘I’m from York,’ Clare had added to the mix. And a friendship was born.

  Clare felt a kiss on her cheek from someone behind her.

  ‘Sorry I’m late,’ said Ludwig, squeezing her shoulder before taking the seat opposite. He stripped off his smart black Crombie to reveal a drop-dead gorgeous dark-grey suit. He
  was always so beautifully dressed. The first time she had ever seen him in a suit, three years ago at her birthday party, he had taken her breath away. They had kissed then and been together as a
  couple ever since.

  ‘Espresso, please,’ he said, waving at the approaching waiter. ‘Would you like another coffee, darling?’

  ‘Yes, please. Cappuccino.’

  ‘And a cappuccino, please,’ he added to his order, his German accent still thickly present although he had lived in England since he was ten years old.

  Clare looked over at her solid, reliable Ludwig and tried to imagine him bonking her in a car. She couldn’t. She wondered what he would say were she to suggest it. Knowing Ludwig, he would
  give it a go for her sake, whatever he thought about it.

  ‘You look happy,’ Clare said with a smile.

  ‘I am. I’ve just acquired a very important client,’ Ludwig replied, reaching over the table and taking her small hand in his large square one.

  ‘Ah.’ Clare wasn’t surprised to hear the thrill was work-related.

  ‘Yes, very exciting.’ He beamed, pushing his glasses in their thick black frames back up his nose. With those and the flop of hair over his eyes he looked just like Clark Kent when
  Christopher Reeve played him.

  ‘Lovely,’ said Clare and sighed as Lud’s phone went off and he picked it up and pressed it to his ear. She transferred her attention to the menu and wished that Lud would rip
  it out of her hands, seize her arm and pull her passionately towards him. Recently he hadn’t given her half as much attention as he had his bloody BlackBerry. Luckily, this time it was a
  short call.

  ‘Would you like to eat here, my love?’ he asked, putting the phone down on the table in front of him. Once upon a time he would have turned it off and put it out of sight.

  ‘Here is fine.’ Clare was too tired to go looking for anywhere else and it was convenient as Lud was catching the train to Brussels in two hours. He was an investment banker, a
  genius whizz-kid who had flown to the top of his career tree. He was constantly being head-hunted by firms aching to recruit him. He was addicted to work and his ear was constantly attached to his
  phone, but he was a dear man and she loved him. He was kind, funny, generous . . . but lately she had been wondering whether Ludwig Wolke was the one. Ever since going to see a stage
  production of Wuthering Heights two months ago she had been having racy dreams about bedding a wild man on some heather-cushioned moors. Heathcliff had stirred her all up inside and made
  her yearn for something outside her comfort zone – and someone who would make her the epicentre of his world. There were three of them in this relationship – him, her and his sodding
  mobile.

  ‘Oh, I bought you something,’ said Ludwig, suddenly remembering. He reached behind him into his coat pocket. ‘It’s to keep you company while I’m away.’

  He handed over a bag. Grinning, Clare peered inside.

  ‘Paul’s chocolate macaroons!’ she yelped with delight. He knew they were her favourites. ‘I promise not to eat them all at once.’

  Lud smiled. ‘If you want to eat them all at once, you go ahead and just do it.’

  ‘I’ll get fat and you’ll leave me.’

  ‘I would never leave you,’ said Lud, picking up the menu. ‘Not unless you wanted me to. Now, pick something to eat. I want to have enough time for dessert.’

  Lovely, kind Lud, thought Clare. Then his BlackBerry went off and she was forgotten as he was plunged, yet again, into his demanding world of high finance.




  Chapter 3

  May grated cheese on top of the bacon, which was on top of the barbecue sauce on top of the chicken breast. Hunter’s Chicken – Michael loved it and she so wanted to
  pamper him because he was very depressed at the moment.

  It was a recipe emailed over by her friend Clare. It was impossible to think of Clare without smiling: The Domestic Accountant. Clare was so clever with numbers but to look at her, one would
  never have put her in that profession. She was an earth goddess: petite with a large bust, a Cleopatra black bob and strangely coloured eyes that lit up when she started talking about Dyson’s
  latest innovation or her new vegetable steamer. She was so funny. May felt as if she had known her for much longer than the eighteen months they’d been friends. Same with Lara, whom she had
  met on the same day at a conference at work. Lara had messy short naturally golden hair, wore bright red lipstick and was ballsy with a presence far bigger than her height of five foot two. Really
  it should have been Lara who was five foot ten and May eight inches shorter. May hated being so tall and conspicuous. She would have been much more comfortable being small and easily hidden
  away.

  Michael was on his way to her from The Pines. She ached to throw her arms around him and let him rest his head on her shoulder. She would give him a long oily massage tonight and soothe away his
  worries, she decided as she lifted the tray into the oven and then started piping out some whirls of potatoes. Also a favourite.

  She wiped a tear from her eye before it rolled down her cheek. She wished she had someone to talk to about the situation, other than Michael of course. As nice as Lara and Clare were, she
  hadn’t quite told them the truth about her boyfriend of six months. Yes, they knew that she was seeing a man occasionally but she had intimated that it was only a casual affair and had
  underplayed her feelings for him. Her friends didn’t know that she was madly in love with him or that he stayed over much more often than she had said. Or that he was married. They surely
  wouldn’t have approved. They hadn’t talked at any length or depth about their lives but from the little that May did know, Lara’s ex-husband had been carrying on with his first
  wife behind her back and Clare’s sister’s first husband had been sleeping with every girl in Sheffield except the one he was married to. May didn’t approve of her behaviour
  herself, although it wasn’t exactly a straightforward case of wife versus scarlet woman.

  Michael arrived in record time. He strode in through the door and straight over to May, his arms open wide to enclose her. May was taller than him but had mastered ‘a bend’ when they
  hugged so that as they embraced his lips were on a level with her forehead, making her feel a little more girly and enfolded. She savoured his lovely manly smell and the warmth of his body and
  didn’t mind that his coat was sopping wet.

  ‘Hello, my love,’ he grinned. ‘God, am I happy to see you.’

  ‘Likewise,’ May said and smiled.

  ‘It feels like three weeks since I saw you, not three days.’ He traced the back of his finger down her left cheek, tenderly following the line of the scar that had faded to a dull
  silver over the years but, to May, was still as glaringly deep, garish and obvious as the day twenty-two years ago when the neighbour’s dog had clamped its teeth onto her cheek.

  ‘I know,’ said May. She wished she could see him every single night. She wished he would come from his stationery-salesman job straight to her house without having to do a detour to
  The Pines. But he could only do that when Susan had passed away – and May didn’t want to think about that, however much she wanted her lover to be hers and hers alone.

  ‘How is she?’ asked May, pulling off Michael’s damp coat and hanging it over the door near the radiator to dry off.

  ‘Same old, same old.’ He sighed. ‘Have you any wine, my love?’

  ‘Yes, yes, of course.’ May scurried over to the rack and pulled out a bottle of Shiraz, uncorking it as she crossed the kitchen to the cupboard where the glasses were stored. She
  poured out only one glass, for Michael. She thought that if she had any wine this evening, the floodgates might open in her eyes. She felt exhausted – physically and emotionally. She should
  have ordered a takeaway instead of attempting all this home-cooking after work.

  ‘It’s so bloody sad,’ said Michael, taking a long gulp and savouring the spicy hit on the back of his throat. ‘She’s just a shell of her former self. There’s
  nothing left of Susan any more. And yet, physically, she keeps going. She seems to get stronger in body as she gets weaker in her head. There’s the cruel irony of it all.’

  As May put her arms around him, she was weighed down with guilt that she could be feeling so sorry for herself when Michael was worn into the ground with the torture of having a wife struck down
  with dementia in her thirties. Michael carried a pre-wedding photograph of them in his wallet. His hair was thicker and longer then, without any grey streaks. He liked to keep it very short now.
  And he was plumper in the face, his cheeks round and pink as he smiled into the lens. Snuggled up under his arm Susan was pretty, with cropped red hair that suited her heart-shaped face, and a
  turned-up pixie nose. In that photo they had everything to look forward to; there was not a hint of what was to hit them.

  ‘Take a seat,’ said May, and after he did so she started to knead her thumbs into his shoulders. She heard him sigh and she smiled. Tonight was all about him. She would pull out all
  the stops to make sure that her house was a little taste of heaven for him after the hell of seeing his poor, deteriorating wife at The Pines.




  Chapter 4

  As Gladys Coffey showed the slim, dark-haired woman into the lounge, her calm and friendly smile belied all the activity going on in her brain. Gladys might have had the title
  ‘Housekeeper’ but she was so much more than that: protector, guard dog and, if it came to it, bouncer. Her brain was fast-screening the woman in the plain black suit for any signs of
  artifice, any hidden agenda. She could usually sniff out an interloper at one hundred paces, but, for once, her radar was circling smoothly without encountering the slightest blip.

  ‘Please sit down, Mrs Hawk,’ said Gladys. ‘Can I get you a cup of tea?’

  ‘Thank you, but don’t go to any trouble on my account. I’m fine.’

  Joan Hawk smiled and Gladys saw how generous and full her lips were. Coupled with those nice dark-brown eyes and sharp cheekbones, they meant Mrs Hawk would be a very attractive woman if she
  applied some make-up and unloosened her long hair from that tight, frumpy ponytail. Luckily Mrs Hawk seemed as far removed from her predatory namesake as could possibly be, if this introduction to
  her was any guide. She was as dull as a beige bungalow. Absolutely perfect. Lord Edwin Carlton was a very rich old man and was getting more doddery by the day. And he was lonely. Gladys
  didn’t want him falling prey to a flattering line of banter and a pretty face.

  ‘Lord Carlton will be with you shortly,’ said Gladys as she left the room. She could tell him to go in now that Mrs Hawk had passed the first stage of the interview – i.e. she
  had got past Gladys.

  As the door closed behind the housekeeper, Joan Hawk looked around her at the opulent lounge with its plush sofas and huge picture windows framing a view of the sea in the distance. It was
  beautiful here; she had a good feeling about the place. It was what just she, a poor impoverished young widow, needed: solitude, space and in such a splendid setting. She looked up at the portraits
  on the wall. Mostly they were of old men in powdered wigs, their faces preserved in oil. But taking centre stage, above the great fireplace, was a stunning depiction of a woman in a navy-blue
  dress. A woman with long dark hair, brown eyes and full red lips. A woman with shapely legs, full breasts and a tiny nipped-in waist. She was the woman Joan could so easily be with a little powder
  and paint and the right clothes.

  Joan had seen the advertisement for a clerical assistant in The Countess and couldn’t get on the Internet fast enough to look up more details. She could hardly believe her luck:
  Carlton Hall was huge and inhabited by one solitary old man with no heir. Joan could smell the rich pickings from a mile away. Not only would there be treasures around the house to palm but the
  possibility of becoming Lady Carlton was in the bag if she played her cards right – and play them right she would because lonely, rich, older men were her speciality.

  Joan did her homework thoroughly. There were hardly any details about the immediate area but the nearest towns, Wellem and Whitby, had lots of information about them. Joan decided that she would
  say she came from Wellem, presuming, quite rightly, that it might be advantageous to say she was a fairly local girl. These old village types were more likely to trust someone who came from the
  area.

  Her thoughts were interrupted by the door swinging open and in walked a slight, wiry man. Joan knew he was seventy but he looked much older, his back stooping with age, his ghost-white hair as
  thin as gossamer at the sides but much thicker on top, thanks to an obvious toupee. He was dressed immaculately in a brown suit, with a folded blue handkerchief in his top pocket and a matching
  cravat at his neck. Lord Edwin Carlton himself.

  ‘Good morning, good morning,’ he said with a surprisingly strong voice for someone who looked as if a breath of wind might be able to lift him off his feet. ‘Delighted to meet
  you, Mrs Hawk.’ He extended a small, soft hand.

  ‘Joan, please,’ she said, standing to shake it. Her firm grip echoed his.

  ‘Well, delighted to meet you, Joan,’ he said, and as he sat down he trilled a little laugh that told Joan Hawk he instantly felt at ease in her company. ‘Do sit down. Would you
  like some tea or coffee?’

  Joan saw his pupils dilate ever so slightly as his eyes rested fully on her. She was very good at spotting such things.

  ‘Your housekeeper very kindly asked me but I didn’t want to put her to any trouble.’ She gave a regretful little shrug which sent a clear message that she did want some
  refreshments really.

  Edwin rose dutifully from the ornate French sofa and skipped almost skittishly across the room and out of the door, returning a couple of minutes later.

  ‘Gladys is on the case. We shall have tea,’ he announced. ‘Now where were we?’

  Joan saw him glance quickly at the portrait above the fireplace. She knew he was thinking that there was much more than a passing similarity between them.

  ‘My last secretary, alas, left things in rather a mess,’ said Edwin, sitting down again. He sighed heavily. ‘Then again, she was seventy-nine and very forgetful.’

  Joan nodded sympathetically, hoping that the smirk of early victory which was threatening to lift up the corners of her mouth didn’t show. Did anyone say ‘secretary’ any more?
  She would have been forgiven for thinking she had just zipped back in time to the fifties.

  ‘I’m an expert at organization,’ said Joan, imbuing her voice with an equal balance of softness and self-confidence. ‘As you have no doubt ascertained from my C V, I come
  highly recommended.’

  ‘None better, none better.’ Edwin nodded. ‘This is the first time I’ve actually advertised for anyone. I’ve always used local ladies as secretaries before but . .
  .’

  The door opened and in came the burly figure of Gladys pushing a tea trolley with a very old and delicate china tea service on it. She must have either had it all ready or zoomed around like a
  Tasmanian devil getting it together, thought Joan. She saw Edwin’s face light up at the sight of the tiered plates of cakes. This man has a sweet tooth, she immediately deduced. He was almost
  clapping his hands together at the sight of the Victoria sponge. All the better for a heart attack.

  As Gladys poured the tea, Joan could tell that her ear was cocked towards the conversation.

  ‘So you were saying you’ve always used local ladies before,’ said Joan. Edwin opened his mouth to speak, but Gladys butted in.

  ‘There’s no one suitable in the village,’ she said.

  ‘At least no one under seventy,’ added Edwin. ‘I was born not far from here,’ said Joan. ‘At the other side of Wellem.’

  Edwin smiled broadly. ‘Were you really?’ he said, as pleased as if she had just told him she was from Camelot and had a huge lottery-winner’s cheque for him. He turned to
  Gladys for approval. ‘Isn’t that encouraging, Gladys? A local girl.’

  Joan saw Gladys’s eyebrows lift. She only ‘hmm’ed’ but Joan could tell she was impressed. The old bag was clearly softening. It was another good call; they did prefer
  local folk working for them. She had been right. Gladys might have been an expert at reading people but Joan was a grand master.

  ‘Milk, sugar?’ asked Gladys.

  ‘Milk and one sugar, please,’ Joan answered. Women like Gladys trusted women who had sugar. They weren’t as self-obsessed, preoccupied by their weight. For the same reason,
  Joan leaned over and took a Victoria sponge slice. Women trusted women who ate cake. Especially women who complimented the women who had made the cake.

  ‘Oh, this is so light,’ flattered Joan. ‘Is the baker local?’

  ‘I made it myself, actually,’ said Gladys. Joan could see she was trying not to beam.

  ‘Oh.’ Joan showed the right amount of surprise. The sort of delighted shock that was tempered with admiration without sliding into sycophancy. ‘It’s lovely.’ And
  there was no better way to say that it was lovely than to wolf it down and reach for another slice. ‘I love home-baked stuff. It goes straight to my hips but I can’t resist
  it.’

  She saw Mrs Coffey smile a smile that reached up to her eyes and totally engulfed them. The woman was defrosted and it had taken only two little pieces of sponge and a cube of sugar to do it.
  There was no need for any more to be eaten now. Joan hated anything that could affect her perfect figure.

  ‘So,’ said Edwin, the word heralding that the interview was to be resumed and Mrs Coffey could go. He waited until she had. ‘There’s a cottage in the grounds that comes
  with the job. Gladys has had it cleaned and repainted. It’s small but comfortable.’

  I’ve got the job, said Joan to herself, but she contained her delight and nodded at his words as if hooked on every one of them.

  ‘To recap, then,’ continued Edwin. ‘You’re a local girl with a flair for organization. And my housekeeper likes you.’

  ‘Well,’ began Joan, making a girlishly extravagant gesture of wiping crumbs from her face with delicate dabbings of fingertips, ‘I like to think I’m as organized as
  anyone can be and if your housekeeper likes me then that’s great because I hate not getting on with anyone I work with.’

  Lord Edwin Carlton held his hand out. ‘Then that’s good enough for me. Welcome to Carlton Hall, Mrs Hawk. You’re hired.’




  Everyone wants happiness,

  no one wants pain,

  but you can’t make a rainbow

  without a little rain.

  ANON




  August




  Chapter 5

  Lara tried to chop the red pepper like Delia Smith – the knife tip never leaving the board and the heel doing the cutting, in an action apparently reminiscent of rowing a
  boat – but Keely’s laser gaze was putting her off any rhythm and the knife was going all over the place.

  Really, she didn’t know why she was bothering to make her speciality pasta dish. Keely and Garth would both sit at the table, poking at it with their forks as if it were a dead animal, and
  then, when it had gone completely cold, push their plates into the middle of the table and announce that they didn’t like it and were off to see what else was available.

  Lara prided herself on being quite a good cook – not as good as the domestic goddess that was her friend Clare, of course, but then Clare could have given Nigella a run for her money. She
  was always sending Lara recipes on email which she had tried and tested. Even so, in the three months that she had been living with James and his children, nothing she had put in front of his
  eleven-year–old son, Garth, the Olympic nose-picking champion, and his fourteen-going-on-forty-five-year-old daughter, Keely, had hit the button. Home-made fish and chips, pasta, rice,
  chicken, steak, lamb, fajitas – you name it, she’d tried it all. And yet everything had been greeted with pairs of curled-up Elvis lips.

  ‘What’s that supposed to be?’ said Keely at last, upping her silent staring treatment to something more active. She stood leaning against the worktop, arms folded, her whole
  body oozing teenage attitude.

  ‘Beef pasta,’ Lara answered, forcing a jolly Doris Day smile.

  ‘What sort of pasta?’

  ‘Cavatappi. The curly stuff.’

  ‘So it’s spag bol with curly pasta instead of the long thin variety?’

  Lara blew her cheeks out.

  ‘Well, it is and it isn’t. This one has got a few more ingredients in it than a spag bol,’ replied Lara, feeling her face begin to heat up and begging it not to. It would only
  give Keely the satisfaction that once again she had ‘got’ to her.

  ‘Like what?’

  ‘Courgettes.’

  ‘I hate courgettes.’

  ‘And mushrooms.’

  ‘I hate mushrooms.’

  Lara knew it wasn’t really the food, it was her – Lara – that was the problem. And not only because she was Lara, Keely’s father’s live-in lover, but because she
  wasn’t her: the one whose name haunted her. The one whose name was on the edge of Keely’s tongue, just waiting to run free into the air at every available opportunity. And sure
  enough, when Keely opened her mouth again that name sprang like To m Daly off the top diving board.

  ‘When Tianne used to stay over, she made the best spag bol in the world.’

  ‘Oh, did she?’ Lara tried to look and sound composed, but she didn’t quite bring it off. That bloody name. Tianne (a compound of Tina-Anne) Lee. Tianne used to make us
  laugh like drains. Tianne used to be an absolute riot. Tianne’s farts smelled of Chanel Number Five. Bloody Tianne. More and more Lara felt like the unnamed heroine in Rebecca,
  but in her case it wasn’t James’s ex-wife, Miriam, that was ruffling up the waves, but bloody Tianne Lee, James’s ex-girlfriend: the equivalent of the first Mrs de Winter. Except
  she wasn’t dead. She was alive and well and living in a trendy flat in Notting Hill with her swishy dark-brown hair, spray-tanned skin and incapable-of-being-closed legs.

  Lara glanced up at the clock to see it was ten past eight. She stirred the sauce with annoyance. Why was James getting back in from work later and later? Especially when she told him that
  tonight she was leaving the office early in order to make everyone a family meal. Even more especially because it was Friday night and who didn’t want to rush home at the weekend? She had
  never realized that children could cause such stress – especially ones who so obviously resented her. She badly needed James at home to smooth the way and support her because the situation
  wasn’t getting better however much she’d hoped it would. He was the bridge between them and without him around, the two sides would never unite in an arc of cordiality.

  Before she’d moved in she’d taken the time to try to get to know Keely and Garth, and even though they were quiet when she used to visit, she had presumed that they might grow to
  like her, because she was keen to like them. Lara had had a happy childhood, despite her family not having much money. She certainly didn’t have the privileges that James’s children
  had, but she was always loved and well fed and felt safe. The last thing she’d ever wanted to do was make the children feel threatened by her, and she’d been prepared to do anything to
  make them get on with her. She had tried everything and had even looked up on the Internet how to win over a partner’s offspring. None of it had worked. It was as if they knew she was pulling
  out all the stops to befriend them and the aim of their game was to block all attempts. Lara had cried to herself in the bath a few times but James merely said they would ‘come around
  eventually’. The twelfth of never would happen before ‘eventually’ did, she thought.

  Lara had been so excited about bringing her belongings into James’s beautiful large house and becoming part of his family, but lovely Manor Gardens in Dorking had turned out to be anything
  but a sanctuary. James had dismissed his children’s inability to warm to his new lover as a mere teething problem. Yet although he knew that she wasn’t comfortable in the house without
  him, his getting-home time seemed to be delayed by a further twenty minutes with every passing week. At this rate, it wouldn’t be long before he would be arriving home at the time he should
  be setting back off for work.

  ‘Where are you, for God’s sake, James?’ she said under her breath. ‘Help.’

  ‘Dad’s late, isn’t he?’ said Keely, still doing her best staring, but this time she added an annoying sneer to her face. ‘Again.’

  ‘Yes, he is.’ Lara sighed.

  ‘He was never late home when he was going out with Tianne. He used to race in so he could get ready to pick her up early.’

  That damned name. Dropped like a tiny stone into a pond and yet it sent out three miles worth of ripples from its centre.

  Lara didn’t bite, however much she wanted to shout out that she didn’t give a toss about Tianne – even if she did. She reminded herself again that she was the first woman James
  had lived with since he had divorced Miriam. She alone had received the privilege, although with Keely’s eyes boring holes into her, it didn’t feel much like a privilege.

  As if Keely was reading her thoughts, she opened her mouth, gave a little sigh and said: ‘Funny how you moved in just after Kristina said she was working too many hours and threatened to
  leave.’

  Lara didn’t gratify that with a comment either. Don’t react, she told herself and tried not to sever an artery as she cleaned the knife.

  ‘Yep. I heard her telling Dad that she would walk out if he made her work more than two evenings a week. Obviously that would mean there was no one to feed Garth and me unless he got
  another doormat in.’

  Don’t bite. She knows just what to say to bug you, Lara.

  What if that were true, though? What if the au pair had put her foot down and James had grasped the opportunity to draft in some extra child cover from his lover?

  The first voice countered the second doubting one: Lara, not all men are total users. There’s no point being with James if you don’t trust him. So do you trust him or
  not?

  Of course she did. He worked too hard to be seeing someone else anyway. He was head of consultancy at Harrison IT, or HIT as it was more commonly known, and determined to reach even greater
  heights within the company. Plus, he loved her. He had told her he did, so it must be true.

  Lara had met James at the Ritz at the very prestigious celebrity launch of a book by Harrison Harris the self-made billionaire founder of HIT. Her immediate boss was a personal friend of
  Harrison Harris but couldn’t attend and asked if she would do so on his behalf. The first person she saw on walking into the foyer had been James Galsworthy and she had instantly been drawn
  to his confident stance, as well as his beautifully cut Savile Row suit. People were hovering around, keener to speak to him than to the author. She didn’t think she would have a cat in
  hell’s chance of catching his eye, but someone nudged her, the glasses perched on her nose fell onto the floor and James trod on them en route to catching up with one of his colleagues. He
  bent to pick them up, apologized and handed them back with a deftly produced business card and a promise that he would buy her some new specs. He took her out to dinner the next night and she
  cooked him breakfast the morning after in her Islington flat. It was the first time in Lara’s life that she had ever slept with someone on a first date, but it felt right. Plus, it helped
  blast out the memory of her recent rat of a boyfriend, who had dumped her the previous month for a blonde bimbo with knocker implants the size of barrage balloons. And her ex-husband, who had been
  carrying on with his ex-wife within a month of their wedding. Oh, Lara was so good at picking faithful men.

  Keely made a disgruntled sniff and then turned her biggest gun on Lara.

  ‘You do know, don’t you,’ she began, quietly enough, ‘that Dad saw Tianne behind Rachel’s back and Chloe’s back? He’ll see her behind yours. She’s
  like a drug to him.’

  Bull’s-eye.

  Lara stopped stirring and saw the twelve-inch-long sideways smirk on Keely’s face that recognized she had wounded her. But before Lara could say or do anything the back door opened and in
  came James, bringing a blast of showery air with him.

  ‘Hello, princesses,’ he said with his big smile. ‘My goodness, where is the summer? I thought this was supposed to be August.’

  Lara’s heart lifted to see him. Keely didn’t usually stand around pouting and grimacing when he was present. She would disappear up to her room to talk to her friends on Skype or
  listen to music or sit in the middle of a Pentagram.

  ‘Smells good. What’s for tea? I am absolutely starving.’

  ‘Pasta,’ said Lara. ‘And there’s plenty of it.’

  ‘Great. We all love pasta in this house. I’m just going up to get out of these things and I’ll be back quick as a flash.’ He put down his briefcase and stripped off his
  big overcoat. His short fair hair was shiny with raindrops. ‘God, I need a warm shower.’

  And he was gone, taking with him the warmth his presence had brought. Keely reached for a packet of gum on the worktop and popped a piece into her mouth.

  ‘What we were talking about?’ she said, with as much innocence as a serial killer caught by the police whilst holding a severed head dripping with blood.

  ‘I am Mrs de Winter now,’ said Lara, far louder than she intended.

  ‘What?’ said Keely.

  ‘Er . . . nothing,’ said Lara, transferring her wonderful-smelling dish to the oven. Not that she was that proud of it any more. She’d lost her appetite. James would wolf it
  down not even noticing what it tasted of, and Keely and Garth would look at it as if a stray dog had just climbed on the table and deposited it from its bum.

  Lara pulled a bottle of white wine from the fridge and screwed off the top. She poured out two big glasses and took a sip from one, trying not to throw her head back and drink the whole lot.

  ‘Tianne would never drink wine from a screw-top. She said it was common,’ said Keely, tossing her long brown and caramel extensions back over her shoulder. ‘Just
  saying.’

  Lara was about to take another sip of wine but she lifted the glass too high and the liquid cascaded all down her face. Keely burst into exaggerated laughter. Then – thank God – she
  moved forwards and out of the kitchen. Lara was left dabbing herself with some kitchen roll and trying not to explode with embarrassment. Keely had tortured the new family pet long enough for
  today.




  Chapter 6

  Clare looked at Ludwig across the dining table and thought, as always, how handsome he was by candlelight. He really didn’t know it either because inside he was still the
  class gawky kid with the funny German name and no confidence in himself. She understood this because inside she was still the class female odd-bod with one eye that was ice-blue and one that was
  bright green. No wonder they had been drawn together from the moment he was introduced as the new boy, aged ten, to the rest of an amused class at primary school. His parents had moved from the
  Black Forest to York for work reasons and she and Lud gravitated towards each other from the very first minute of meeting. They had been good friends for years, even though, at eleven, Lud went to
  the local boys’ school and Clare went to the local private girls’ school. After getting a degree from Cambridge he moved to London to take up a fabulous job on Threadneedle Street and
  they saw each other about once a month for a catch-up. Everything remained on a close but platonic level until her thirtieth birthday, when he had got a bit tiddly at her party and snogged her. And
  she had found herself snogging him back and rather enjoying it.

  She couldn’t wait to tell him her exciting news. The partners at her company moved as slowly as God’s millstone, but they’d got there in the end. She knew Lud would be
  delighted for her – nearly as pleased as her parents would be. He obviously had news of his own, though, because he was extra smiley tonight, as if he was trying to hold in a grin that was
  too big for his mouth. He was reading the menu and his blue, blue eyes were twinkling.

  After the waiter had taken their order they both began speaking at once. Ludwig, being the consummate gentleman, waved at her to go first.

  ‘Guess what happened to me today, finally,’ Clare said, beaming.

  ‘I don’t know. You found the secret of eternal life? You checked your lottery ticket and found you had won?’

  Oh, it was much better than that.

  ‘I was pulled into the boardroom . . .’

  ‘Yes?’ Lud leaned forward in his seat and reached for her hand.

  ‘And I was offered a partnership. The first woman in the history of the firm. Me!’ She squealed and Lud stood up and came to her side of the table to hug her, full of
  congratulations.

  ‘My darling, that is brilliant,’ he said, but she picked up something in his voice. For some reason it wasn’t as wonderful to him as she’d hoped it would be.

  ‘I’m so excited. It’s the stuff of dreams. I’ve wanted it for ever but I never thought they’d offer it to me.’

  ‘Is it what you want?’ asked Lud, returning to his seat.

  ‘Yes, yes, of course it is,’ said Clare, now slightly confused, her eyebrows dipping in the middle of her forehead. Why would he ask that?

  ‘So that is good,’ he said. ‘I’m very proud of you. You deserve it, Clare. You’ve worked very hard all your life for this moment.’ He paused. ‘I also
  have news.’

  ‘Well, come on, let’s have a news day. What have you got to tell me?’

  ‘I have been offered a promotion.’

  Nothing that Clare didn’t expect, then. She grinned.

  ‘There’s a shocker, smartypants.’

  ‘It’s in Dubai,’ he went on, subdued.

  ‘Dubai?’ Clare gulped. She didn’t expect that. ‘Why Dubai? You won’t take it though, will you, if it’s there, surely?’

  ‘It’s a new position.’

  He didn’t say that he wasn’t taking it.

  ‘You’ve accepted it?’ Clare felt slightly faint as if all the blood had been diverted from her head.

  ‘Not yet.’

  Not yet was the same as yes, wasn’t it?

  ‘You’re going to live in Dubai?’ Clare’s mouth formed the words but her brain was refusing to accept them. Lud wouldn’t have taken a position in Dubai without
  talking to her about it. At least her old, dear, familiar Lud wouldn’t have. The one who wasn’t ruled by his smartphone. ‘When . . . when . . .?’ Her lips felt as if they
  were losing their power to obey her.

  ‘Monday. I go on Monday.’

  ‘Monday?’ She sounded like a deranged echo.

  ‘Well, I am flying to Dubai on Monday to meet with people, to decide if I want to take the position but they want someone quickly and they’ve made me an offer I would be an idiot to
  refuse. If I say yes, there will be a little toing and froing for a couple of weeks then I start a two-year contract.’

  ‘I can’t believe you didn’t say anything until now.’ Clare bit her lip to combat the tears of hurt which were rising to her eyes.

  ‘I didn’t want to say anything until I had been offered the position for sure. Now I have and am here talking to you about it, but suddenly everything is rush rush rush.’ He
  coughed. ‘Clare, I was hoping you would come with me.’

  Oh no, this couldn’t be happening, thought Clare. There had to be a god of timing who was seriously pissed off with the world and had decided to wreak vengeance. Of all the places in the
  world where Clare would have loved to live, Dubai was right up there in the top three. The endless sandy beaches, those beautiful seas on her doorstep, the sun, the shopping. She pictured herself
  diving beneath warm water that was as blue as Ludwig’s eyes.

  Lud’s hand squeezing hers popped the bubble of her reverie.

  ‘It’s all right, I know how much the partnership means to you,’ he said. ‘I can’t believe we both have such great news, but . . .’ She knew what that
  ‘but’ meant: great news that wasn’t great news if you zoomed out and looked at the whole picture.

  Clare swallowed hard and tried to block out all images of going to Dubai with Lud.

  The wine waiter arrived at their side with a bottle of iced champagne.

  ‘I took the liberty of ordering some for us when I made the booking,’ said Lud. ‘To celebrate.’ He dropped her hand and her fingers seemed to grow cold in a second.

  The waiter twisted out the cork and poured the Cristal into two long flutes. Then Lud’s phone rang and he immediately he picked it up to answer it.

  Maybe if he had ignored it, things would have been different, but even now, in this most intimate of moments when he was asking her to give up everything that she had worked for to follow him
  thousands of miles around the other side of the world, she was less important than whoever was at the end of the phone. The significance of him taking the call was massive to her.

  Over dinner they talked more about Dubai and the partnership. The position in the land of blue skies and opulence sounded wonderful, although Lud said that he didn’t want to pressure Clare
  into making any rash decision. But Clare knew that however much she wanted to be seduced into going with him, when the time came for her to tell him her answer, it would be no. And all because he
  had picked up his phone just after the champagne had arrived.




  Chapter 7

  Lara laid her head on James’s chest and listened to his heartbeat: still racing after sex. He liked her to be on top, which she hated because she didn’t like all
  her flesh on show. He relished the sight of her generous breasts bouncing up and down. Lara worried about her stomach jumping up and down as well, banging on his and making slapping sounds,
  although he – in the throes of passion – never seemed to mention it. Tonight, he was too tired for much foreplay; he had just enough energy to conjure up an erection for her to work her
  magic on, with her on-top bouncy dance, then he came and whispered how much he had needed that. Lara, unsated, was glad to climb off at the end and snuggle up to his side. He lay, his arm around
  her, in such a post-orgasmic glow one would have been forgiven for thinking he had just eaten a huge portion of Ready-brek and acquired a neon orange aura.

  She knew she had tried extra hard just then, haunted by pictures of him in bed with Tianne. Had the sex with his ex been so good that he couldn’t stay away? Was she some sort of siren,
  luring him in to crash against her rocks?

  Lara didn’t like to acknowledge to herself that she was envious of Tianne’s and James’s history. Especially as she noticed that sex had become much more perfunctory since she
  had moved into his house. She hated to admit that it would slide very quickly into bored middle-aged, old-married-couple sex if they didn’t take care to address it. In the early days, at her
  old Islington flat, their lovemaking had been much more mutually satisfying. And when she moved into his gorgeous boudoir of a bedroom and they became a co-habiting couple, she’d hoped their
  sexual repertoire would only increase, but it had worked the other way. Okay, so they both worked long hours and were tired, but she was always ready to put her heart and soul into sex when things
  were heading that way. She couldn’t remember him giving her an orgasm since she moved in, though, and somehow doubted the hedonistic minx that was Tianne would have stood for that. Tianne
  Tianne Tianne – all roads seemed to lead back to bloody Tianne. Lara needed to know whether what Keely had said had been the truth. It was the elephant in Lara’s room. She started
  off by bringing up the subject casually.

  ‘Was that okay for you? That’s your favourite position, isn’t it?’ she said, stroking the few fine greying hairs on his chest.

  ‘Oh, boy, yes,’ he replied with breathy pleasure. ‘And you’re so good at it.’

  ‘Have . . . have all your exes done that for you?’

  ‘Erm,’ he said, thinking. ‘Yes, at one time or another. Some enjoyed it more than others.’

  ‘Like who?’

  ‘What do you want to know for?’

  ‘It’s interesting,’ she replied, still stroking, still trying to sound light.

  ‘Well, if you must know, Rachel didn’t like it – said it made her feel fat. Chloe liked it, but then she had a great figure.’

  Too much info, thought Lara. On top was bound to be okay if you had no wobbly bits and also the cocky confidence of the very pretty Chloe, who stripped off to her bra and very tiny pants to
  model for catalogues.

  ‘Not that you haven’t got a nice figure,’ added James quickly. ‘Chloe was actually a bit too skinny for my liking. And I don’t like fake breasts. Plus, she was the
  most boring woman I’ve ever met. She had a brain the size of an undergrown pea.’

  That cheered Lara a little. Even if she wasn’t exactly thrilled about such a grey word as ‘nice’ to describe her attributes.

  ‘What about . . . Tianne?’ pressed Lara. The name was like a sour sweet in her mouth and came out almost in a spit.

  ‘Oh, well, her, she . . . she loved it. Then again, the sex we had was always on the spicy side.’

  Spicy? What did that mean? Did he rub cayenne pepper over his willy? Did she shove a chilli up his arse at the crucial moment? She felt a green-eyed monster rear inside her at a sudden vision of
  Tianne and her long, flowing dark hair bouncing wantonly on top of James, both of them screaming in joint ecstasy. She swallowed hard.

  ‘Do you ever see her?’

  ‘Who?’

  ‘Tianne?’

  ‘No,’ said James. ‘Can’t remember the last time I saw her. Why all the questions?’ He pulled himself away from Lara and propped himself up on the pillow.
  ‘What’s the matter, darling?’

  It would be very bad form to quote his daughter, thought Lara. But then again – bugger it.

  ‘It was just something Keely said.’ She tried to make it sound as if she hadn’t been chewing it over in her mind for hours. ‘That you found Tianne
  irresistible.’

  She felt James tighten for a second, then his muscles suddenly relaxed and he laughed.

  ‘She’s winding you up,’ he said. ‘Tianne was a little tart. I was the older man with a wallet. That was my attraction to her. She even—’ He snapped his mouth
  shut.

  ‘What?’

  ‘Nothing.’

  ‘Go on.’

  ‘No, it’s nothing – really.’

  But Lara knew that was a big fat lie. He had been about to tell her something intimate, and she had to know what it was now. ‘You have to tell me. What? What did she do?’

  James groaned with equal measures of resignation and impatience. ‘Okay, okay, she used to pretend to be a prostitute in bed. She wanted me to tuck money into her knickers before we had
  sex. She was a mercenary little cow. I had to fight with her to get the notes back. Satisfied?’ His head fell back forcibly onto the pillow.

  Did that turn you on? Did you love her doing it? Do you want me to do that? Do I need to spice myself up? Rub my nipples with Tabasco sauce? Lara’s brain filled up with ludicrous
  questions. They were queuing at her mouth to jump out.

  ‘Did you like her doing that?’ Please say no.

  ‘I can’t remember,’ James replied, the impatience rising in his voice now. ‘I suppose at the time, in the moment, it was . . . exciting.’

  Lara felt him shrug. He was obviously lying and did remember. How could you forget that? She wished she could rip what she had just heard out of her head because now, in the dark, she saw an
  XXX-certificate sex scene that even Ron Jeremy would blush at. Not only was there the right amount of sweat and groaning, a couple lost in the throes of erotic sex resulting in a mutual orgasm of
  tsunamic proportions, but now there was the added element of a pair of knickers stuffed with twenty-pound notes.

  ‘Did you ever sleep with her again after you’d finished?’

  ‘Oh God.’ She heard James slap his head but she carried on relentlessly. She had to know.

  ‘Behind Rachel’s or Chloe’s back?’

  There was a telling pause before he answered, ‘No, of course not.’ And he must have known that she noticed because he amended that to: ‘I slept with her once. Behind
  Rachel’s back, okay?’

  ‘Why?’

  ‘I don’t know. We bumped into each other in a pub one night after work and, well, things weren’t going that well with Rachel. They were bloody awful, actually. I ended up going
  back to hers for a chat and a coffee . . .’

  He tailed off but he didn’t need to say any more, Lara could guess the rest. She was like a drug. Heroin. Once he’d had her, he was hooked.

  ‘Oh,’ she said again.

  ‘The evil cow went straight round to Rachel’s to tell her what I’d done. That’s what sort of person she was. I hope I never see her again,’ James went on, with such
  venom that Lara’s shoulders were instantly unburdened of half their tension and she felt the air escape from her lungs. Tianne Lee might have been a drug, but it appeared that James had
  managed to wean himself off her after realizing what destruction she left in her wake.

  ‘Did—’ she began to ask, but James patted her arm.

  ‘No more. Go to sleep, darling,’ he said. ‘I don’t want to talk about her. Suffice to say that I wouldn’t touch anyone like her ever again, not even with a ten-foot
  barge pole.’

  Lara bit down on the stream of questions lined up waiting to be asked, but she knew they wouldn’t go away. They’d infiltrate her dreams and torture her through the night – if
  she ever managed to get to sleep.

  James had no such problem. Within minutes he was snoring gently. He had the ability to drop off immediately after an orgasm. His tensions were relieved; Lara only wished hers were.

  She nestled close to James’s trim body and tried to force herself into sleep whilst wrestling dark-haired demons with money falling out of their pants. She wondered why women felt the need
  to know details about a man’s other lovers when all it did was torture them.




  Chapter 8

  Clare braced herself before ringing the number. It was ridiculous how nervous she became when phoning her own father. She was thirty-three, not three, for God’s sake.

  It rang four times before a woman’s firm voice recited her number down the phone and asked who was speaking please.

  ‘It’s me, Mum. How are you?’

  ‘Alice. How lovely to hear from you, darling. How’s Martin?’

  ‘No, Mum, it’s me – Clare.’

  ‘Oh, Clare, how are you?’ Was it Clare’s imagination or had the temperature dropped a degree in her mother’s voice?

  ‘Fine, Mum. Are you okay?’ Damn. Her parents hated the word ‘okay’. How could she forget? ‘Good, I mean. Both of you?’

  ‘Daddy’s in the garden. I presume you’re ringing to say “Happy Birthday” to him. Your card hasn’t arrived.’ Dorothy Salter’s voice had the merest
  nip of annoyance in it.

  ‘Oh, no.’ Clare’s heart sank. She had posted it days ago. ‘Has the postman been today?’

  ‘Not yet,’ said her mother. ‘Alice and Martin’s card arrived on Tuesday. Toby and Polly’s card arrived last weekend.’

  Great. She bet her clever-clogs IT genius sister Alice had had the card biked over at enormous expense. And perfect bloody Polly would have posted Toby’s card for him. Her brother was
  useless but her sister-in-law was an obsessive diary keeper. Mind you, she didn’t have much else to do except clean their eight-bedroomed mini manor in Harrogate and do a Zumba class when she
  got super bored waiting for her QC husband to come home in his swanky suit from an exhausting day counting his fees. Well, today was the day when Clare would make her parents’ eyebrows rise
  to the ceiling and beyond. She had wanted to tell them as soon as she found out, but had sat on this secret until now – an extra birthday present for Daddy.

  ‘I do hope the card comes today,’ said Clare. ‘I posted it ages ago so he would get it in time. Can I speak to Dad?’

  ‘Of course.’ She heard Dorothy turn away from the phone to call her husband. ‘Lionel.’ A rap on the window. ‘It’s Ali— Clare for you.’

  Clare bit down on her lip to offset the twinge of pain she felt at hearing her mother almost get her name wrong. In a moment she was going to deliver the line that might have her mother
  calling Alice by Clare’s name for once, the next time they spoke. It was her Shirley Valentine moment, the moment after golden-knickers Marjorie Majors gets the answer wrong and Shirley, who
  knows what man’s greatest invention was, is waiting to say the words that will revolutionize the way she is thought of: ‘The wheel, miss.’

  ‘Hello, Clare,’ came the brisk voice of her father, taking the phone from his wife’s hand.

  ‘Happy Birthday, Dad. I can’t believe my card hasn’t arrived.’

  ‘Yes, well, we haven’t had today’s post . . . Ah, apparently we just have . . . I think your card is here. Is it in a blue envelope?’

  ‘Yes,’ said Clare, with relief, because tucked inside the card was a voucher for them to go to Rockley Hall, a beautiful restaurant not far from where they lived and which they
  frequented at least once a month.

  ‘How’s work?’ asked Lionel Salter. He always asked that early in a conversation.

  This is it, Clare, your Shirley Valentine moment.

  ‘Well . . .’ Oh God, it was just too delicious to keep in her mouth any longer. She wanted to lead up to it slowly but her gob had other ideas. ‘I’ve been made a
  partner.’ In her head she raised two fingers to her supremely snobby cow of a sister and arrogant arse of a brother. Sit on that and swivel, Alice Salter-Frampton, and you as well,
  Toby.

  ‘A partner?’ said her father, gruffly. As if she had just told him a joke that wasn’t very funny.

  ‘Yes, Dad, I’ve been made a partner.’ Oh, those words felt like the best flavour in her mouth. Better even than her speciality peanut-butter cheesecake on an Oreo base.

  There was a momentary silence then Lionel Salter relayed the information to his wife in a voice that didn’t quite believe the words it was saying. ‘Dorothy, Clare has been made a
  partner.’

  There was some twittering in the background, probably her mother fainting and her dad banging his hearing aid against the wall in fear that it was broken.

  ‘Dad, Dad, are you still there?’

  ‘Yes, I’m still here.’ Her dad actually sounded as if he were smiling now. ‘That’s very well done, Clare. Very well done. We’re delighted. I suppose your chap
  must be thrilled too?’

  Clare raised her eyebrows in surprise. Her father rarely referred to Ludwig. Ironic, then, that he did so now when Lud would be going to Dubai in two days to possibly start the ball rolling on a
  new life without her.

  ‘Yes, he’s thrilled.’ It wasn’t a lie. Ludwig was thrilled for her. The chance of a lifetime that she couldn’t possibly pass up.

  Ludwig ticked all the boxes on her parents’ list of essential qualities for prospective partners: successful, grand job title, drove a top-of-the-range Audi. It was just a shame he
  ‘wasn’t British’, as her dad put it. Clare opened her mouth to tell her dad that they weren’t together any more and then shut it again. Today was not the day for any news
  that would take away the shine.

  ‘Wonderful news.’ She could hear the elation in her father’s voice and it made her spirits soar so high they needed oxygen to breathe. ‘We’ll tell Toby and Alice
  straightaway.’

  As Clare put the phone down after the conversation her eyes flooded with happy tears. Despite the fact that a hard weekend of working in the office loomed, she was ecstatic. She couldn’t
  remember the last time she had heard her father say he was going to brag about her to her siblings, instead of the other way round. Then she realized she couldn’t remember, because he never
  had before.




  Chapter 9

  Lara had a rotten weekend. James was in the office all day Saturday and ‘popped in’ on Sunday too, for an hour that turned out to be four. At least Keely was out
  shopping with her one and only friend Paris for most of Saturday and stayed over at hers that night. Garth was on his Xbox playing some game that involved a lot of shooting and shouting to his
  friends down his headphone mike. Lara felt more lonely rattling around in the house than she ever had when she was living alone in her cosy Islington flat.

  She also had too much time to think. What Keely said about Tianne played over and over again in her head. She knew she was being stupid and immature. Tianne was an ex for a reason and James was
  with Lara now. He couldn’t change the past any more than she could change the mistakes she had made with men. And, boy, had she picked some beauties. James had been honest with her and
  admitted to sleeping with Tianne behind Rachel’s back. What more did she want? Mrs de Winter was dead and gone, long live Mrs De Winter. Then came the counter argument: he’d kept it
  quiet about doing the dirty behind Rachel’s back until last night. She remembered him telling her in the past that he had never been unfaithful to anyone. However badly his relationship was
  going with Rachel, bonking Tianne behind her back was cheating – full stop.

  James was too tired for sex on Saturday night, and it was never even mentioned on Sunday. He kissed her, wished her goodnight and then turned over. He was snoring within minutes. They’d
  had sex every time he visited her old flat; he’d been mad for her, even when he’d come over from working very late. He was going off her. That was the obvious conclusion.

  Eventually Lara dropped off and the dream world continued to torture her. Tianne appeared as a tiny-waisted naked being with gravity-defying tits and an arse like two perfectly shaped apples.
  Sitting astride James, Tianne turned around to her without breaking her rhythm, her long curly hair bouncing. Lara didn’t sleep very well and awoke feeling drained and on edge. She got up and
  made a jug of coffee with the old-fashioned percolator she had brought with her. She loved its bad-tempered hissing and spitting and the homely aromas it produced that filled the kitchen. Even
  though it was a dark Monday morning, she perked up at the prospect of sharing breakfast alone with James. She longed for more of these wonderful early mornings with James and Colombian Roast and
  the comfortable quiet.

  Miriam had rung the previous night to say that she was picking up the children on Tuesday afternoon and taking them over to France for a week. Miriam didn’t ask, she dictated. It was no
  wonder the children had been brought up to think the world revolved around their family. But wonderful timing it wasn’t, as Lara would have had a whole week alone with James if she
  wasn’t going on holiday with her friends. She watched him sipping from his World’s Greatest Dad mug and looking through his emails on his iPhone and her heart leapt in her chest as if
  it were trying to break out of her body and pounce on him. She wished this holiday were at any other time, because right now she needed to stay here with him and recover what they had when they
  first met.

  James had a really powerful aura surrounding him, as men in high positions usually did, even the ones who had major belly paunches and jowls. But James was blessed by being sickeningly handsome
  with it. In fact, it was as if he had been created according to her own personal checklist: angel-fair hair, baby-blue eyes, soft kissable lips, strong jaw always showing just the right amount of
  designer stubble. Tall, but not too tall that she looked like a midget at the side of him when they walked anywhere together, because she was only five foot two. And he dressed exquisitely. His
  shirts were expensive, his suits handmade, his shoes shone. Sometimes she didn’t know what such a successful, handsome man as James Galsworthy saw in her. She wasn’t his usual type. She
  had sneaked a few looks on Facebook at his exes and they were very much from the same mould with their curtains of dark hair, dark soulful eyes, oval faces and long legs, whereas Lara kept her
  blonde hair short and she was much curvier than his past girlfriends. She might not have their attributes, but she had some special ones of her own: her eyes were a beautiful shade of hazel,
  fringed with long thick black lashes; she also had a magnificent chest and James was definitely a boob man. She puffed up after reminding herself that she had at least that advantage over his
  exes.

  ‘I’m going to be really late home tonight,’ James announced as he carried on checking his messages. Lara’s heart sank. This was their last evening together before her
  holiday and she’d planned a romantic dinner. Plus, Keely was having Paris over to stay the night so there would be not one but two teenaged females making evil eyes at her.

  ‘Oh,’ she said, unable to keep the disappointment from her voice. ‘Can’t you get out of it? Keely and Garth go away to France tomorrow and it’s our
  last—’

  ‘I only wish I could, darling,’ he interrupted her. ‘It’s going to be a very late, very boring meeting with bankers, who will probably drone on for hours because they
  love the sound of their own voices. Sorry.’

  ‘Oh, well, can’t be helped,’ said Lara. Unfortunately men working in lofty positions, men such as James, had to put in long unsociable hours. She thought about staying behind
  at the office herself but she remembered that she had promised Kristina an extra night off to go to the West End with her new boyfriend and someone needed to be at home with Keely and Garth,
  however uncomfortable they made her feel.

  James picked up his briefcase and leaned over her. She raised her lips to his but he kissed her on the forehead and she felt a little sting of rejection. They had been together for only six
  months and he was kissing her on the forehead. She felt as drained as if she had been living with him for years, having birthed and brought up his children.

  ‘Don’t wait up,’ said James.

  ‘Surely you’re not going to be that late, are you?’ gasped Lara with some horror.

  ‘I hope not, but you never know,’ replied James with a loaded sigh. ‘See you later, darling. I’ll grab something at Waterloo so don’t bother to make any dinner for
  me.’

  And with that he was off, with his rubbish kiss and his ‘Don’t wait up’. Did he really have a meeting with boring bankers? That was her first thought as the door closed.

  Oh God, Lara, a voice strangled with impatience said inside her head. Stop with this paranoia. You’re being ridiculous. James is living with YOU. He didn’t live with
  Chloe, he didn’t live with Rachel, he most certainly didn’t live with Tianne – but he HAS chosen to live with you. Get over yourself.

  Oi, you, said a countering rough Yorkshire voice. You can’t blame her for being a bit of a fruit loop. Not after the luck she’s had with blokes. Give her a
  break.

  Fair point, said the first voice. But let’s try to keep things in perspective, shall we? We don’t want to encourage any self-fulfilling prophecies now, do we?

  Lara heard Keely’s door creak open upstairs. Time to go to work, she decided, before she came face to face with the world’s biggest spoon and heard even more words to torture herself
  with.
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