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Jill lives with her family in Bristol, and is now a full-time writer, having previously worked in the field of Clinical Neurophysiology.
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The trouble with secrets is that you can’t guess what the consequences will be . . .

Lainey has just lost everything. Luckily one little fib (OK, quite a big fib) helps nail her dream job. Soon she’s living in a stunning house by the sea, fending off obsessed fans for a retired – if far-from-retiring – actor and organising his charming but chaotic family. Yes, everyone thinks she’s part of a couple and it’s tricky keeping this secret. But at least she’s not looking for love: with her disastrous relationship history, men are definitely off the agenda.

Except Seth, the actor’s grandson, really is very attractive. There’s growing chemistry and a definite connection between them. What would happen if he knew the truth?

But Lainey’s not the only one with a secret – it seems everyone has them! And they’re all about to start unravelling . . .




This book is dedicated to the Romantic Novelists’ Association, which celebrates its Diamond Jubilee in 2020. I’m proud to belong to such a welcoming, supportive and friendly organisation. Here’s to all members past, present and future, and to the next sixty years of romantic fiction. Love is love!
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Chapter 1

Lainey could hear the helicopter before it came into view over the tops of the trees, the powerful thud-thud-thud of the rotor blades quite thrilling out here in the depths of the French countryside. She wondered what it would be like to actually take a trip in a helicopter.

Blinking, she shielded her eyes from the bright afternoon sun. ‘Here they are then, right on time.’

Bill, standing next to her on the ancient stone steps of the chateau, said, ‘Remember, anything they want, they get. Before they even know they want it.’

The faint tremor in her boss’s voice signalled just how vital it was that this stay was a success. Lainey passed him a tissue so he could mop his brow. ‘Everything’s going to be fine.’ They’d worked so hard; every eventuality had been covered. What could possibly go wrong?

Well, apart from water pipes bursting, ceilings falling in or the electrics blowing up, but now wasn’t the time to think about things like that.

Together they followed the grey and silver helicopter’s trajectory as it drew nearer, descending from a cloudless cobalt-blue sky and aiming for the landing pad in the centre of the front lawn.

Bill puffed out a lungful of air and wiped his palms with an already damp and mangled tissue. ‘Everything has to be better than fine. It needs to be perfect.’

Lainey felt his pain. Behind them, Bill’s wife was shrilly calling out to everyone to gather on the steps in order to greet their all-important guests, Downton style. Bill and Biddy, in their late fifties, were lifelong Francophiles who had made the decision two years ago to take the plunge and exchange their immaculate semi in Hounslow for a dilapidated twelve-bedroom chateau in the Loire valley, with the aim of living the good life, enjoying the warmer weather and spectacular scenery, and socialising with like-minded expats and friendly locals alike. In order to finance the dream, the plan had been to host guests at the chateau, and hold weddings and special events there too.

In theory it had sounded like everyone’s idea of an idyllic existence, but it hadn’t turned out to be nearly as easy or as much fun as they’d envisaged. A centuries-old chateau was an always-ravenous money pit, and the small bequest left to them by Biddy’s parents had soon been swallowed up. The moment the fences were repaired, the drains collapsed. Once the leaking roof was fixed, fifty huge window frames needed replacing. No sooner were the chimneys unblocked than the ancient plumbing system disintegrated and the floorboards developed dry rot.

But Bill and Biddy had valiantly ploughed on, addressing the locals in loud mangled Franglais and getting frustrated when they were unable to make themselves understood. A year ago they’d taken on several members of staff, Lainey amongst them, and finally opened their expensively refurbished doors to paying guests.

Today’s were the most VIP visitors by far. Wyatt Hilstanton, a member of a hugely wealthy Boston banking dynasty, had relocated to London several years ago, and was arriving here with his British girlfriend, Penny, with the intention of proposing to her. It was to be the ultimate romantic surprise, and every last detail had been planned for weeks. The chateau was full of Hilstantons, who had arrived earlier and were currently hiding upstairs until it was time to celebrate.

Best of all, Wyatt’s father had booked the chateau for an entire week in August for the wedding itself.

As Lainey straightened her shoulders, footsteps sounded behind her and a hand came to rest lightly on her bottom. Turning, she glimpsed the flash of a grin before Anton raised his eyebrows in a Who, me? protestation of innocence. But his hand stayed where it was, and now it was her turn to smile. Maybe when they were off duty later tonight, they could celebrate Wyatt and Penny’s engagement in their own way.

The helicopter settled at the very centre of the landing pad. When the rotor blades had stopped turning, the guests alighted and made their way across the grass. ‘Just remember, everyone,’ Biddy murmured. ‘Be nice.’

‘Welcome, welcome to Chateau de Rafale!’ Bill pumped Wyatt’s hand in greeting and bowed, then shook Penny’s hand even more energetically and did a kind of manly curtsey. Biddy followed his lead, whilst the rest of them stood there and beamed until their cheeks ached.

Lainey studied Penny Carter, Wyatt’s girlfriend, and was relieved to see she wasn’t an obvious gold-digger type. Unless this was the nifty double bluff employed by all the most successful gold-diggers. But no, she was pretty certain that wasn’t the case here. While Wyatt was encased head to toe in Ralph Lauren, possibly a size too small for him, Penny was dressed in a white sleeveless cotton top, a plain knee-length pink skirt and sensible low-heeled espadrilles. Her hair and nails were short and unadorned. She had a pretty, heart-shaped face and a sweet smile.

‘I can’t believe how beautiful this place is,’ she marvelled. ‘I’ve never stayed in a chateau before!’

‘Everything’s ready for you,’ said Bill. ‘Let me show you upstairs to your rooms.’

‘My favourite stepson,’ Majella exclaimed with delight when she heard Seth’s voice on the phone. ‘Hello, darling! How are you?’

‘Good, thanks. I’ve just taken a look at the ad on the website.’ As always, Seth came straight to the point. ‘Did you write it?’

‘No.’ Majella was frantically searching the kitchen for her car keys. ‘I called the agency and explained what we needed, and they told me to leave it with them. Oh dear, is there a problem?’ She hadn’t spotted any errors, but that didn’t mean there weren’t any.

‘Right, let me read it out to you: “Live-in domestic couple, full-time permanent position, cleaning and organisation. Competitive salary. Cornwall.”’ Seth paused. ‘And that’s it.’

‘Oh. Is it wrong?’

‘It’s so . . . bland.’

Majella sighed. ‘I know. But that’s what those kinds of adverts are like.’

‘Remind me what you said about the couple you interviewed on Monday.’

‘They were boring.’ She pulled a face at the thought of them; they’d actually been the king and queen of boring. The prospect of having to spend her days in their company was just too awful to contemplate.

‘And have there been any more applicants since then?’

‘None.’ For goodness’ sake, where were her car keys?

‘Well that’s probably because they fell asleep reading the advert. What’s that noise?’ said Seth.

‘Sorry, just dropped the biscuit tin. I’m looking for my keys. Oh Glenda, no, that’s naughty . . .’ But she was too late: the little dog had already snaffled up two digestives and was racing out of the kitchen, her tail helicoptering with joy at the unexpected gift.

‘You need to rewrite the ad,’ Seth advised. ‘In your own words. Say what you’re really looking for and let the applicants know what they’d be getting themselves into.’

‘Ha, they’d run a mile.’

‘Just be chatty and informal and honest, like the way you used to write to me when I was at school, remember?’

‘Of course I remember.’ Warmed by the memory, Majella nodded. ‘Yes, you’re right. Thank you, darling, I’ll do it tonight. Now, d’you have any idea where I might have left my car keys?’

‘No, but the last time you couldn’t find them, you’d put them in your bra for safe keeping.’

It was ten to six. The plan was that at six o’clock, Wyatt would suggest to Penny that they go for a stroll around the grounds of the chateau before dinner. Along the way, they would ‘accidentally’ discover a tiny stone crypt tucked in amongst the trees with its old wooden door standing slightly open. Wyatt would wonder aloud what might be inside, and they would venture towards the building to find out. Then, as they entered and closed the door behind them, Penny would be greeted by the sight of dozens of candles burning like tiny stars inside glass holders, silver heart-shaped helium balloons bobbing from the ceiling and hundreds of crimson rose petals strewn on the ground.

Lainey hadn’t been so sure about the heart-shaped helium balloons, but Wyatt had insisted. Nor had she been entirely convinced by the music he’d chosen to start playing as soon as the door was closed, because in all honesty he didn’t have the best singing voice and ‘My Heart Will Go On’ was a demanding song at the best of times. But apparently it was ‘their’ song and he’d made the recording specially. And as Bill had stressed several hundred times, Wyatt’s every wish was their command.

At six on the dot, showered and changed into smart evening clothes, the couple arrived downstairs and headed outside for their pre-dinner stroll in the grounds. As soon as they’d made their way out through the front entrance, Lainey and her friend and fellow employee Kit collected together the silver ice bucket, the chilled vintage Bollinger, a silver tray and two crystal champagne flutes. Having filled the bucket with ice, they slid out through the side door of the kitchen and raced over to the crypt.

‘This bottle cost eight hundred euros,’ Kit murmured as he positioned it at an angle in the ice bucket. ‘I didn’t believe Bill when he told me. But then I googled it.’

Lainey had spent the last hour pulling petals off roses, which had made her feel like a murderer. Now she took them out of their bag and scattered them across the flagstoned floor. Above them, the helium balloons swayed in the faint breeze coming through the open door. She made sure the phone was set up on the docking station and slipped the remote control into her pocket. Right, all done. Time to escape and silently lurk behind the handily positioned stone wall to the left of the crypt.

They were joined there by Bill and Biddy. A few minutes later, they heard Penny and Wyatt making their approach. Biddy beamed excitedly at Lainey.

‘Oh hey, look at this place,’ Wyatt exclaimed. ‘Wonder what’s inside?’

‘We shouldn’t go in there.’ Penny sounded concerned. ‘It might be someone’s home or something.’

‘Honey, it’s fine, we’re not going to get into trouble. Come on, let’s take a look. Give me your hand . . .’

The group hiding behind the wall heard the door close with a heavy clunk, and Lainey pressed play on the remote control. The walls of the crypt were thick, so they couldn’t hear the music nor whatever else might be happening inside.

‘It’s so romantic,’ Biddy whispered gleefully. ‘She’s such a lucky girl! When Bill and I got engaged, we’d missed the last bus back to Swindon and were walking home in the rain. Bill said, “Oh, by the way, my mum wants to know if we’re getting hitched. What d’you reckon I should tell her?” And that was it! That was my proposal!’

Bill was laughing quietly. ‘Did the trick, though, didn’t it? You said yes. And we haven’t done too badly, have we?’

Seven minutes later, Kit said, ‘They’re taking their time. I thought they’d be out by now.’ His task was to take lots of photos when the couple emerged into the sunshine in a daze of just-engaged happiness, whilst Bill, Biddy and Lainey provided the enthusiastic applause and congratulations.

Another few minutes went by, then they heard the unmistakable sound of a champagne cork being popped.

‘At last!’ Lainey exhaled with relief, because the relatives were all assembled in the main hall back at the chateau for the next stage of the surprise.

The heavy wooden door creaked open and they launched into a frenzy of clapping and cheering, until the look of absolute horror on Penny’s face and the fact that Wyatt wasn’t with her made them realise there might not be much call for congratulations after all.

‘Oh God,’ Kit muttered. ‘Don’t say she’s shot him.’ They’d all heard the pop.

Penny’s pallor was startling. ‘Have you been waiting here the whole time?’

‘Um, yes. But we weren’t listening. We couldn’t hear anything,’ Lainey added hastily.

‘Now I know why he didn’t want me to come outside.’ She shook her head. ‘Wyatt asked me to marry him. I said no.’

‘But why?’ Biddy’s voice rose as she spread her hands. ‘He loves you!’

‘And I like him.’ Penny squeezed her eyes shut for a moment. ‘He’s a really nice guy. But I don’t love him and I can’t marry someone just because I don’t want to hurt their feelings.’ She shook her head. ‘If I’d known he was going to do this, I’d never have agreed to come here. I should leave.’

‘His family’s here too,’ Bill blurted out. ‘All waiting to celebrate.’

‘Oh God, please no! Are you serious?’ Aghast, Penny began to back away. ‘They’re going to hate me. I need to get out of here right now.’

Lainey’s heart went out to her, and to Wyatt too. All that careful planning and no expense spared. It just went to show, sometimes a perfect proposal turned out not to be so perfect after all.




Chapter 2

At midnight, Lainey climbed out of bed and went over to the window. From her tiny room high up in the south-facing turret, she had a view over the wooded border of the grounds on that side of the chateau and she could definitely hear noises. Something was happening out there.

Penny had left; she would be back in the UK by now. Biddy had instructed Kit to drive her to Charles de Gaulle airport outside Paris. The young woman had been shaken and upset by the unexpected turn the day had taken. Escaping the wrath of Wyatt’s furious relatives had been her number one priority.

When Bill and Lainey had finally ventured into the crypt, they’d found Wyatt swigging from the bottle of vintage Bollinger. The soundtrack he’d recorded, of himself singing that his heart would go on, had still been playing. The dozens of tea lights were still flickering, the helium balloons still bobbing in the cool air.

‘Well that went well.’ He had wiped his mouth with the back of his hand. ‘Lucky I didn’t make a complete idiot of myself, eh?’

That had been six hours ago. They’d taken him back to his family and tried to reassure him that it really wasn’t the end of the world. Lainey had assumed that from that point on, he would be consoled and taken care of by his parents and brothers, but it was definitely Wyatt she could see down there, weaving his way across the lawn. And he was on his own, heading for the trees.

It was a moonlit night, otherwise she might not have been able to identify him. She watched as he paused, swaying visibly, and gazed up at one of the largest trees. What was he doing? Searching for squirrels? Or seeking out a branch sturdy enough to take his weight should he decide to—

No, don’t even think it; of course he wouldn’t do something so drastic.

But once the possibility had occurred to her, how could she ignore it? Pulling on a pair of shorts and her pink denim jacket to cover her thin night-time T-shirt, Lainey hurried down the many flights of stone steps and let herself out through the side door.

Wyatt was sitting on the grass by the time she reached him. He wasn’t looking his best.

‘Hi.’ She touched his shoulder. ‘How are you doing?’

‘Never better. Really, best day of my life.’ He shook his head, pulled a balled-up handkerchief from his trouser pocket and roughly wiped the pouches beneath his eyes. ‘I’m not crying, OK? It’s hay fever. Oh man, what a nightmare.’

It wasn’t hay fever. Lainey lowered herself to the ground next to him. ‘I’m so sorry. It’s a rotten thing to happen.’

‘You know what, though? I’m a nice guy. A really nice guy. And loaded, too. I mean, I’d have given that girl everything she wanted. She’d have had a great life with me. Why would she turn down an offer like that?’

‘I don’t know, but isn’t it a good thing she did?’

‘And you expect me to say yes to that?’ Wyatt stared at her. ‘Are you out of your mind?’

‘I mean, in the long term. Because you’re right,’ Lainey told him. ‘You are a catch. Lots of girls would be only too delighted to go ahead and marry you, because they’d know they could bail out six months later and walk away with more money than they could ever earn. And Penny could have done that too, but she didn’t. She did the decent thing. So at least you know she wasn’t a gold-digger.’

Belatedly it occurred to her that this just made it worse.

‘I already knew she wasn’t like that,’ Wyatt retorted. ‘It was why I wanted to marry her in the first place.’ He threw down the handkerchief and raked both hands through his hair, rocking back and forth with frustration. ‘And now I’ve been publicly dumped. I’m going to be a complete laughing stock. Just wait till everyone at work gets to hear about this.’

‘But they don’t have to know! You can ask your family not to say anything. They’re on your side,’ Lainey reminded him. ‘They love you. If they don’t breathe a word, how’s anyone else going to find out? You can just tell your friends at work that things didn’t work out between you and Penny, and the two of you broke up.’

‘How’s anyone else going to find out?’ Wyatt gave a snort of disbelief. ‘Are you kidding me? I have three brothers who can’t wait to tell the world what a total loser I am.’ He rose clumsily to his feet. ‘And they’d be right.’

‘You aren’t a loser.’

‘I am, I’m a joke.’ He was squeezing his eyes shut now, shaking his head. ‘I’ve never had any luck with girls. All I’ve ever wanted to do is fit in, find someone my mom would like, then get engaged and settle down.’

‘But loads of us are like that. I never have any luck with boys,’ Lainey exclaimed. ‘Honestly, I’m a walking disaster, always have been. Every single time, I fall for someone I think is amazing and then he turns out to be just as rubbish as the rest of them.’ She didn’t tell him about gorgeous Anton, who was on course to reverse the pattern and bring her some much-needed happiness at long last. Poor Wyatt, there was no need to rub his nose in it.

‘You’re a good person. You’re trying to make me feel better.’ He eyed her blearily. ‘And guess what? It isn’t working. But it’s nice of you to try.’

‘You should get to bed,’ Lainey said gently, and to her relief he nodded.

‘I guess I should.’

Whoops! He wasn’t too steady on his feet. Lainey grabbed the crumpled handkerchief he’d left on the grass and stuffed it into her jacket pocket, then held out both hands to keep him vaguely vertical.

‘I just wanted to get married.’ He mumbled the words brokenly. ‘Is that too much to ask?’

Poor Wyatt, what a terrible day he’d had. Still supporting his swaying body, Lainey said, ‘It’ll happen one day. You’ll get over this, I promise.’

A thousand kilometres away, in St Carys, Majella put down her pen and finished her glass of Rioja. There it was then. For better or worse, she’d done the rewrite.

This evening’s first attempt, on her laptop, had been a disaster. Then, remembering Seth’s advice, she’d found herself a felt-tip pen and writing pad and curled up on the violet sofa in the living room. Casting aside the stiff, official advertising language used by the agency, she had written as if she were chatting away to the kind of people she would love to employ.

The ad now said:

Hello! Amazing couple required – could it be you?

We live in a gorgeous beachfront home in north Cornwall. We’re a happy but untidy family who need taking in hand. Are you organised, energetic and delightful to have around? Would you like to restore order from chaos and look after us?

Must love cats, dogs, teenagers and the occasional tricky geriatric. You’ll have your own flat, use of a half-decent car and flexible hours.

So what do you think? Would you be our Mary Poppins . . . and Bert? Come on, give us a go. It’ll be hard work, but lots of fun too, we promise!

Having read through it again, Majella took a photo of what she’d written and emailed it to Seth.

He replied a minute later: So much better. Well done. X

Succinct and to the point, as always.

Majella sent a second message: Should I mention Richard, do you think?

This time the reply was almost instantaneous: God, definitely not.

The next morning, a drastically hung-over Wyatt and the rest of his family departed for the airport in a small fleet of limousines.

‘I feel so sorry for him,’ Lainey told Kit as they washed up after breakfast.

Seven hours later, she was feeling even sorrier, but this time it was for herself.

Bill and Biddy had gathered everyone in the office. The only other guests, a strapping German couple, were currently out on a day trip to La Rochelle.

Biddy closed the door behind them and Lainey saw that her eyes were red-rimmed. In that moment, she knew what was about to happen.

‘We’ve run out of money.’ Bill didn’t beat around the bush. ‘I mean, we’ve spent everything we had, and everything we borrowed on top of that. I’m afraid we’ve reached the end of the line, folks. We’re going to have to let you go.’

The bookings had thinned right out, he went on to explain, although they’d already guessed as much. At midday, a hen party of twenty had cancelled their imminent stay, and of course Wyatt’s extremely lucrative summer wedding was now off the cards too. As an absolute final straw, another section of floor had collapsed in the north tower and an ominous crack had appeared in the ceiling in the cavernous drawing room.

There was nothing more they could do, Bill continued with resignation. Their long-held dream had failed and the chateau was going on the market; hopefully someone with deeper pockets would take it off their hands and enable them to pay off the considerable amount of money they owed the bank.

‘We can pay you up until today, but that’s it. I’m so sorry.’ His shoulders were slumped and he looked exhausted; after months of desperately trying to keep all the plates spinning, the time had come to let go and give up.

But it wasn’t as if each of them hadn’t been expecting it to happen sooner or later. Lainey’s heart went out to the couple. She stepped forward and hugged first Biddy, then Bill. It wasn’t their fault, after all. They’d spent the last two years working their socks off.

‘Thanks, love.’ Biddy wiped her eyes. ‘Oh dear, I feel like we’ve let you all down. I just hope you manage to find yourselves new jobs.’

‘Don’t worry about us. We’ll be fine.’

Biddy glanced across at Anton on the other side of the room. ‘Will you two find something together, d’you think?’

Lainey had already asked herself this same question and decided that they would. It made sense. They were pretty much the perfect match, and they were crazy about each other. Why wouldn’t they continue what they’d started so promisingly two months ago?

She gave Biddy a reassuring squeeze. ‘Of course we will.’

Heading upstairs ten minutes later, Lainey found Anton packing his belongings into the two suitcases he’d arrived with. As she let herself into the room, he was wrapping up his beloved Victorinox kitchen knives; they had been his parents’ gift to him on his twenty-first birthday and were his absolute pride and joy.

‘Hey.’ She slipped her arms around his waist. ‘Are you OK?’

‘Not so bad.’ He gave her a brief kiss.

‘What happens now? Any ideas, or is it too soon?’

‘No definite plan.’ He shrugged and carefully wrapped the final knife in soft white cotton. ‘I’m going to head south. Cannes, Antibes, maybe Saint-Tropez. See what turns up.’

‘Sounds good to me.’ Lainey nodded and inhaled the scent of his body. The soft white cotton, she realised, was one of the chateau’s pillowcases.

‘How about you?’ said Anton, and she smiled knowingly.

‘Well, I thought I might head south too. I know, what an incredible coincidence! We could go together, how about that?’

‘Actually . . .’ Anton hesitated. ‘I was going to call a friend, see if I could stay with her for a while.’

‘Oh.’ Her?

‘She’s based in Saint-Tropez and knows pretty much everyone, so she’ll be able to put the word out, find me work on one of the yachts, that kind of thing.’

‘Oh.’ Lainey felt the familiar sensation of her hopes for a happy ending slithering away, like an adder disappearing into undergrowth. ‘Right, of course. That sounds . . . brilliant.’

‘Hey, you and me, we’ve had fun.’ Anton surveyed her with a lopsided grin. ‘Haven’t we? But it was never going to turn into anything serious, we both knew that. It’s been great, but now it’s time to move on to the next adventure.’

Not to mention the next girlfriend. Ah well, this was the kind of thing you got used to when you had a fatal attraction for pretty boys and were gullible enough to get your hopes up.

Again.

His eyes were roaming over her face and body, probably so he’d be able to remind himself who she was should their paths happen to cross in years to come. The next moment, he hooked his index fingers through her belt and drew her towards the unmade bed, breaking into the kind of playful grin that had got her involved in the first place. ‘I’m not leaving for a couple of hours. No reason why we can’t take our time and say goodbye properly.’




Chapter 3

‘So did you?’ Kit raised an enquiring eyebrow. ‘Say goodbye properly?’

‘No I didn’t. I turned down his most generous offer.’ It was the truth, although Lainey was beginning to regret it now.

‘Let me guess. You said no so you could feel good about yourself, but you kind of wish you hadn’t.’

She tipped her head back until it was resting against the wall behind her. ‘I hate how you always know these things.’

He gave her a companionable nudge. ‘If it was me, I’d be exactly the same. Actually, I wouldn’t. I’d have wanted to say no, but I couldn’t have walked away. So I would’ve given in and gone for it, then felt even more rejected and miserable afterwards.’

‘I’ve been there too.’

‘So you were right to turn him down, even if you are feeling like rubbish right now.’

‘Thanks,’ said Lainey.

‘And you’ll find someone else sooner or later. You know you will,’ Kit said kindly.

That sounded familiar. Oh yes, it was pretty much what she’d told poor rejected Wyatt last night.

On the bright side, at least she wasn’t as miserable as Wyatt.

‘It isn’t going to happen.’ The decision came out of nowhere, like a comet, but as soon as it entered her head, Lainey knew this was what she needed to do. ‘Not for the rest of the year at any rate. I’m not going to let it.’

He frowned. ‘What does that mean?’

‘Men, boyfriends . . .’ She flapped her hand dismissively. ‘All that . . . sex stuff, it’s just so much more hassle than it’s worth. You see someone, you fancy them, you get to really like them so you think about them all the time, and then sooner or later it all goes tits up and you end up feeling completely rotten until the next one comes along and the whole stupid circle starts all over again. And if you aren’t upset, it means it was a waste of time anyway, but if you are upset, it’s just the most horrible empty feeling in the world. So that’s it.’ She rose from the bench and gathered together her mismatched cases, because the train was approaching the station. ‘I’m taking the rest of the year off. From now until Christmas, at the very least, I shall be a man-free zone. Me and the opposite sex are on a break.’

Ooh, that feels quite empowering. Go me!

Kit said mournfully, ‘Some of us have been on a break since the beginning of the year, even though we didn’t want to be.’

‘Ah well, by this time tomorrow you’ll be back home in London.’ Lainey gave his arm a reassuring squeeze. ‘More beautiful boys than you can shake a stick at.’

‘Actually, I wasn’t planning on shaking a stick at them,’ said Kit.

Biddy had driven them this morning to the Gare d’Orléans. She’d pressed a packed lunch on them to keep them going during the long and tedious journey home. Thirty minutes after boarding the train to Paris, Lainey had finished hers.

‘You’re an animal.’ Kit shook his head in disbelief.

‘I can’t help it. Travelling makes me hungry.’ She licked her fingers, brushed baguette crumbs off the front of her sleeveless black top, and neatly folded the paper bags that had contained her food. ‘I don’t understand how you can not eat yours.’

‘Easy. Because six hours from now, I’ll still have mine to look forward to. And you’ll be hungry again.’

‘I’m pretty sure in six hours’ time I’ll have bought some more food.’ Lainey’s phone beeped with a message. She read it and groaned.

‘Problem?’

‘It’s from my dad. He didn’t want to say anything yesterday, and of course I can still stay at his place for a while if I really want to, but his girlfriend’s kids are in the bedrooms, so I’d have to sleep on the sofa, and the boys like to come downstairs at six in the morning to play games on the Xbox before school. So if I’d rather find somewhere else, they’d completely understand.’

Kit grimaced. ‘Bummer.’

‘Pretty much.’ She’d only met the two boys once, last Christmas; they were friendly enough, but incredibly loud.

‘My mum wouldn’t mind you staying with us for a bit, if you’re desperate.’

Lainey smiled at him. ‘I bet your mum’s as lovely as you are.’

‘Well, nearly. I mean it, though. You’d be welcome. She’ll try and feed you up too.’

‘That sounds wonderful.’

‘Not really,’ said Kit. ‘She’s a shocking cook.’

Lainey intermittently dozed and daydreamed for a while, her head resting against the cool glass of the window. She loved her dad and knew he loved her too, but their lives had diverged following the death of her mum from gastric cancer eight years ago. ‘I don’t want you wasting your life here, thinking you have to look after me,’ he’d said, knowing she wanted to travel and work abroad. ‘Get yourself out there and see something of the world, love.’ So she’d gone ahead and done exactly that. It had felt a bit strange to see her dad moving on, rebuilding his life with a series of girlfriends who were the opposite of her mum. He seemed happy, and of course she was glad about that, but her bedroom had long gone, and with her jobs providing live-in accommodation, it had meant fewer visits to see him and no longer any actual place of her own to call home.

Oh well, never mind, it would happen one day. The dream she’d harboured for years was to save as much money as she could, find a tumbledown property – close to the sea perhaps – and do it up herself, then open it as a bijou but perfect B&B.

Which might be a tad unrealistic, but everyone was allowed to have a dream, weren’t they? Her own business, something that could gradually be built up and expanded, making use of the knowledge she’d gained whilst working for other people in the hotel and leisure industries. Caring for her mum during those difficult teenage years might have decimated her school exams and put paid to any plans for university, but Lainey knew she had a good brain, her cooking skills were excellent and she certainly wasn’t afraid of hard work. She just needed to get enough money together first. And who was to say that twenty years from now, she wouldn’t be running her own boutique hotel?

Anyway, it was nice to be offered a temporary place to stay by Kit’s mum, and there was always her own Granny Ivy, who would be glad to put her up if she were really stuck. But her grandmother was hosting friends from Canada for the next month, which meant her cottage was full. Lainey knew that what she really needed was to find something more permanent for herself, and a job to go with it.

Reaching Paris at last, they carted their cases on the Métro to Bercy in the 12th arrondissement, then boarded the coach that would, nine hours from now, deposit them at Victoria coach station in central London.

Right, time to take another look at the jobs website she’d bookmarked earlier. Hooray for the magic of Wi-Fi.

For the next hour, Lainey pored over the many and varied vacancies advertised online. Next to her, Kit finally unwrapped his packed lunch and began to eat.

‘Look, there’s a parrot up there in that tree!’ She pointed out of the window.

Kit said equably, ‘There could be a pterodactyl out there and I still wouldn’t look if it meant taking my eyes off my food. Not while I’m sitting next to you, anyway.’

Lainey blew him a kiss – he knew her so well – and turned her attention back to the situations vacant, preferably with living accommodation included. There was a crisply worded ad for a housekeeping assistant required to join an existing team on a private Highland estate in Sutherland. A hard-working gardener was needed for a large country house in North Wales . . . hmm, gardening definitely wasn’t her forte. A companion was required for an elderly lady in Kensington; that might be promising . . . Oh, fluency in German essential. The only German she knew was ‘Sprechen Sie Englisch?’ Which probably wouldn’t get her the job.

‘You’re sighing,’ Kit remarked ten minutes later. ‘You sound like a walrus.’

Well, thanks!

‘They should add video clips to these adverts so you can see what kind of a situation you’d be getting yourself into. There’s one here for a mother’s help. It says you have to be calm and efficient, and look after four small boys who are rambunctious but adorable.’ Lainey pulled a face. ‘Does that mean they’re actually obnoxious monsters, completely out of control? A bit of secret camera work would come in handy.’

But when she emailed the agency, they replied within minutes to say the job was no longer available.

The next ad required someone to work as a cleaner and companion for an elderly ex-academic gentleman who lived in Durham. The successful candidate, it stated, must have plenty of patience and a thick skin, and be capable of engaging in prolonged periods of vigorous political debate.

Maybe not.

Then again, who was to say that any of these people would even want to employ her? To be on the safe side, she should probably be applying for every job on the list to see if anyone was remotely interested.

As soon as she started reading the next ad, however, she knew that this was the job she wanted.

Just typical.

‘Oh God, why did I even read this one?’ Puffing out her cheeks in exasperation, she passed the phone over to Kit. ‘It’s perfect.’

When he’d finished reading, Kit said, ‘Sounds great. Go for it.’

Lainey knew it was nothing but a fantasy, but she really felt as if she could picture the house by the sea and the woman who had placed the ad. She took back her phone and said, ‘I can’t. They’re advertising for a couple.’

He grinned. ‘If you get down on one knee and ask really nicely, I’d probably agree to marry you.’

Two days later, they left Kit’s mother’s flat in Wimbledon and travelled by train down to Cornwall. By mid afternoon they’d almost reached St Carys.

‘Put it away,’ Kit ordered.

Lainey couldn’t help herself. Sometimes she could take or leave Facebook, but now wasn’t one of those occasions. Anton had arrived in Saint-Tropez and was evidently wasting no time in moving on. He’d just posted a slew of photos of himself settling nicely into his new life on the Côte d’Azur. Fifty-seven photos, in fact, and she’d felt compelled to scroll through the lot of them. There was Anton on the deck of a superyacht, sitting outside a bar on the seafront, taking selfies on the beach looking happy and handsome, for all the world as if he wasn’t missing her at all. But that was because he wasn’t missing her, was he? And think of all the stunning bikini-clad girls down there who’d be only too delighted to rub suncream into those beautiful brown shoulders . . .

‘Stop it.’ This time Kit took the phone away from her, switched it off and dropped it into his shirt pocket.

‘I love it when you’re being masterful.’

He studied her face. ‘Are you really missing him?’

Was she? Lainey considered the question and exhaled. ‘I just wish he wasn’t having quite such a brilliant time, that’s all.’

Basically, her pride was bruised. Then again, at least she was used to it.

‘Look, I haven’t said this before, but the rest of us thought Anton was a bit of a smug git.’

Deep down, Lainey knew Kit was right. But it was always hurtful hearing someone else say that kind of thing; it felt as if they were criticising you for being stupid enough to have got involved with someone like that in the first place.

‘I mean, he had a pretty high opinion of himself,’ Kit continued. ‘Thought he was God’s gift.’

‘Yes, yes, all right.’

‘All I’m trying to say is, he’s not worth moping over. You could do so much better.’

‘Except I’m not going to be doing any better because I’m not planning on doing anything at all. Man-free zone, remember?’ With raised arms and pointy index fingers, Lainey drew a bubble around herself. ‘And I’m not moping anyway. Just because I’ve been flicking through a few photos doesn’t mean—’

‘Why don’t you stop arguing,’ Kit interjected, ‘and start paying attention instead? You haven’t even looked out of the window yet.’

She followed the direction of his nod and did a double take. What felt like just a few minutes ago, the train had been rattling through the countryside, surrounded on all sides by rolling fields and verdant countryside. But whilst she’d been hunched over her phone, busy scrutinising every last detail in Anton’s photos, they’d reached the coast. There before them was the sea, glittering in the sunlight and bordered by a sweeping crescent of yellow sand. As the little train chugged around a bend in the track, the seaside town of St Carys came into view.

‘Wow,’ Lainey breathed. Of course they’d looked the place up online, but the real thing was already better. ‘I want to live here. Do you have a good feeling about it? Because I do, I definitely do.’

‘Don’t go getting your hopes up.’ Kit was the practical one. ‘We haven’t passed the interview yet.’

They were early; their appointment at Menhenick House wasn’t until four, which left them with thirty minutes to kill. Since dragging their overnight cases across the sand wasn’t ideal, they stopped at the end of the esplanade overlooking the harbour and grabbed a table at a café topped with a blue and white striped awning.

‘OK, we’re a ten-minute walk away.’ Double-checking the map on his phone, Kit pointed to the left. ‘Up that hill and over on the other side of town. It’s straightforward enough.’

‘Do you think they’ll like us?’

‘I don’t see why not. I’m fantastically lovable, and you’re just about bearable when you make an effort.’

‘Do we look like a couple, though? Do we behave like a couple?’

‘We could quickly go and buy a couple of matching Kiss Me Quick hats, if you think it’ll help.’

‘Maybe we should practise holding hands.’ Lainey didn’t regard herself as a devious person or an untruthful one, but on this occasion it was a necessary fib. The family had advertised for a couple to work for them and the accommodation they were supplying was a small one-bed apartment. If other genuine couples were in the frame, being two unattached people might be all that was needed to tip the scales against them and lose them the job.

‘If we were a couple, we wouldn’t hold hands during the interview,’ Kit pointed out.

She pushed aside her coffee and reached across the table. ‘Come on, humour me. Let’s give it a go anyway.’

Kit did as she asked, lacing his fingers between hers. ‘Like this?’

‘How does it feel?’

‘Bit weird. The last time I held hands with a female, it was my mum and I was six.’

‘Give us a kiss.’ Lainey leaned closer and playfully pursed her lips.

Kit did the same and blew a kiss across the table.

The woman in charge of the café, coming over to clear the empty table next to them, said cheerfully, ‘Now that’s what we like to see, a nice bit of romance to cheer us all up! Down here on your honeymoon, are you?’ She tilted her head, checking their clasped hands for brand-new wedding rings.

‘Maybe one day.’ Kit showed her his ring-free finger. ‘She hasn’t asked me yet.’

A couple of minutes later, Kit disappeared to the loo. Since her phone was still confiscated, Lainey sipped her coffee and watched the flow of people making their way in and out of the shops along the curving esplanade. Her gaze was on a young mum attempting to console a screaming toddler when she was distracted by the sight of a tall man in his thirties making his way past. He was wearing jeans and a black polo shirt, with sunglasses hooked over the V at his throat, and it was the way he walked that caught Lainey’s attention, because it was such a beautiful, easy walk. Narrow hips, long legs, flat stomach; if she’d had a checklist, it’d be full of ticks by now. And he was good-looking, too. Even from this distance she could see the excellent bone structure, the dark eyes and defined eyebrows.

OK, men might be off the agenda for the foreseeable future, but it was still possible to admire a physically attractive specimen.

The next moment an older woman swerved into his path and held her arms out as if to waylay him. Without slowing or missing a step, the man diverted past whilst completely ignoring her. Mystified, Lainey watched as she clasped her hands together and called out, ‘Oh please,’ but the man continued as if she simply didn’t exist, heading on towards the café, then abruptly turning left and disappearing into one of the narrow side streets.

The woman, visibly dejected, trudged away in the other direction. And Lainey realised that it didn’t matter how physically attractive you might be, nothing could make up for a cruel and uncaring attitude. How could he just ignore someone like that? Was the woman his mother, or some other relative? Was she an ex-employee, summarily dismissed? Because she hadn’t appeared to be begging for money, nor had she approached any of the other passers-by.

Now that they’d both vanished from view, though, it was highly unlikely she’d ever find out. Lainey checked her watch, eyed the delicious-smelling cheese and bacon toastie being delivered to one of the other customers and wondered if she had time to order one before they needed to set off for their interview.




Chapter 4

Menhenick House might not be chateau-standard spectacular, but it was still pretty impressive. It gleamed white in the sunshine, a rambling country property surrounded by lawns and gardens that would have been stunning if only they weren’t so desperately overgrown.

The gates had been open and a dusty red Audi stood on the weed-strewn driveway. The house looked to be a mishmash of styles, probably Victorian but with Edwardian additions. Cobalt-blue wooden shutters flanked the sash windows, and the front door was painted blue to match. Now that they’d made their way around the curving path, they could appreciate the stunning sea view and hear the waves breaking on the beach below. The lawn sloping down from the terrace was in need of watering. One rectangle of grass had been neatly mown, but the rest of it was over a foot high.

‘Oh God, I hope they like us,’ Lainey whispered, because how amazing would it be to live in a place like this?

Kit rat-tat-tatted the heavy lion’s-head doorknocker. ‘I hope we like them. Because if we don’t, the deal’s off.’

Nobody answered the knock. Kit tried again. Then Lainey knocked a third time. ‘There’s someone in there, I’m sure of it.’

The next moment they heard a shrill voice call out, ‘Hang on, hang on,’ followed by the rapid thud of footsteps galloping downstairs. The door was wrenched open to reveal a teenage girl in an oversized T-shirt, with a purple towel wrapped turban-style around her head. ‘Sorry about that, I was in the bathroom. Are you here for the interview?’

‘We are.’ Kit gave her a friendly nod.

‘Oh, but you’re early! It’s only four o’clock.’

Lainey said, ‘We were told to be here at four.’

‘Well Mum said five, and she’s not here. She’s taken the dogs out. Look, you’d better come in, sorry about the mix-up . . . Honestly, this is why we need people here to sort us out! Sorry about the mess, too.’ She led them across the hall, along a wide corridor and into a vast kitchen. ‘Now you can see what you’d be up against! Have a seat, both of you. Is it OK if I leave you here? Only my hair’s at a bit of a crucial stage, and if it falls out it’ll be your fault, so I need to get back upstairs. Help yourselves to tea or coffee or anything else you fancy. I’ll message Mum and let her know you’re here, but who knows if she’ll see it – she’s completely hopeless with texts.’

She disappeared out of the door. Kit and Lainey looked at each other.

‘Pretty girl,’ said Lainey.

‘Messy kitchen,’ said Kit.

He wasn’t kidding; to call it cluttered would be an understatement. Every surface was covered with packets of food, discarded mugs and glasses, bits of make-up, books, DVDs, sunglasses, plates and magazines. The sink was piled high with washing-up, and there were dog baskets lined up against the far wall, various pet toys piled between them and an emerald green surfboard propped against another wall.

‘I suppose we just wait,’ Kit went on.

‘I wonder where the loo is,’ said Lainey. ‘I could do with a wee.’

‘Should have gone before we got here, like I did.’

‘Well I suppose I can’t go nosing around looking for it.’ She pulled out a chair, removed an empty crisp packet and a baseball cap from the seat and sat down.

‘We don’t even know how many people live here. Could be four, could be twenty-four.’ Kit paused. ‘All we know is that they can’t be bothered to clear up after themselves. Look at this!’ He pointed to half a piece of toast on the table.

‘Ooh, maybe it’s a test! Maybe we should do the washing-up, then when the mother gets back, she’ll be dead impressed.’

He shook his head. ‘And what if we’re doing that and one of us manages to break a priceless crystal glass? What would we do then?’

‘Wrap the pieces in newspaper and bury them in the bin. I can’t seriously imagine they’d ever notice.’

‘Well we can’t do it anyway.’ Kit indicated the empty plastic bottle next to the taps. ‘They’ve run out of washing-up liquid.’ He opened the right-hand door of the huge American-style fridge freezer and shook his head as he surveyed the contents. ‘Hmm.’

‘What’s wrong?’

‘A bag of spinach six weeks past its sell-by date.’

Lainey shrugged; who could blame them for not eating it? Spinach was gross.

‘You should never keep eggs in a fridge.’ Kit reached for a plastic packet and waved it accusingly at her. ‘And look at this! Who lives in a house worth millions and buys cheap ham?’

Twenty minutes later, they heard the front door open. The next moment there was a noisy skitter of claws on the parquet flooring out in the hall, followed by two dogs bursting into the kitchen.

‘Ernie, Glenda, be gentle! Hello!’ A woman hurried in behind the dogs – a lumbering golden Labrador and a small bouncy terrier – and shook hands with Lainey and Kit. ‘I’m Majella, so lovely to meet you both. Sorry about the mix-up. India told me you were here so I came rushing back, but we were right over on the other side of St Carys. I could have sworn Seth said you’d be here at five, but my brain’s a bit of a sieve.’

Majella was in her mid forties, with green eyes and an engaging smile. Her blonde hair had been ruffled by the sea breeze, she was wearing fuchsia-pink lipstick, and her billowy white shirt had come untucked from her pink and white striped trousers, possibly because the trouser button was missing. They sat opposite her at the cluttered scrubbed oak kitchen table with mugs of tea and answered her questions about their references and previous jobs. Apart from the small fib about them being a couple, everything else was above board.

Afterwards, Majella took them across the gravelled driveway to the little flat above the garage.

‘The bedroom’s not huge, but it’s a nice comfy bed,’ she promised. ‘And look, you can just about see the sea from the window!’

‘It’s perfect.’ Lainey nodded; the grey sofa wasn’t massive, but they could take it in turns to sleep on it.

Majella beamed. ‘And how long have you two been together?’

‘A year. We aren’t married,’ Kit explained. ‘I hope that’s OK. I mean, we can arrange it if you really want us to.’

Lainey looked suitably enthusiastic; well, it was good of him to offer.

‘Of course it’s OK,’ Majella assured them. ‘No problem at all! Now, let’s get back to the house so you can meet everyone. Violet and Harry should be home from school soon, and Seth’s around somewhere . . .’

In the kitchen once more, she filled them in on the rest of the family.

‘Like I said in the advert, I’m afraid we aren’t the most organised. Well, I’m sure you’ve already noticed. Up until a month ago we had Maisie living with us, but she’s had to move to Coventry to look after her grandchildren. And to be honest, it was an awful lot of work for one person, so that’s why we’ve decided to go for a couple.’ With her elbows on the kitchen table, she began counting on her fingers. ‘Now let me tell you who’s here. There’s me, for a start. My husband Tony died five years ago, so I’m battling on without him, but clearly I need a couple of pairs of helping hands. Then we have the girls, Violet and India, who are seventeen—’

‘Twins?’ asked Lainey.

‘Yes, but not identical. In fact they couldn’t be less identical if they tried. And then there’s Harry, who’s eleven and a complete boy, sports mad and eats more than his own body weight in food every day. Next there’s my father-in-law . . . well, it’s actually his house . . . and when he’s away travelling around the country he’ll need someone to drive him and generally keep him in check.’ She paused, glancing at them both. ‘Just so you know, he’s quite a character. Then there’s Ernie and Glenda, obviously, and we also have two cats – Radley and Peanut, which are the kind of names you end up with when you’re daft enough to let a pair of seven-year-olds decide what to call their new kittens. And finally there’s Seth, who’s my husband’s son from a previous relationship. He splits his time between here and Bristol. But he’s around more often than not, and I work for him too in his travel business. And that’s us!’ She sat back and gestured around the room. ‘We’re a happy household . . . well, most of the time, when the girls aren’t having one of their epic fall-outs! But those never last long . . . Ah, here’s Violet and Harry now.’

The two of them had just arrived home from school. Sports kit was thrown into a corner of the kitchen and Harry set about making himself a mountain of lopsided sandwiches stuffed with cheese, crisps and ketchup. Introduced to Lainey and Kit, he greeted them cheerfully and asked if they played football, then glugged down a pint of chocolate milk. He was skinny and blonde, with an impish grin and cheeks so freckled they looked painted on.

Violet dumped her school bag on one end of the table and pulled out an assortment of textbooks followed by an extremely flattened packed lunch.

‘Don’t you want that?’ Harry spoke through a mouthful of sandwich. ‘I’ll have it.’

‘I was too busy writing an essay in my lunch break.’ Violet whisked the squashed items out of reach. ‘I’m eating them now, gannet.’

‘If you’re eating them now, that makes you the gannet.’ Playfully he grabbed a hairband that had fallen out of his sister’s bag and pinged it at her head.

‘And if you’re a pain in the neck,’ Violet retorted, ‘no one’s going to want to come and work here.’ She shook her head at Lainey and Kit. ‘Boys, they’re just a total nightmare.’

‘Apart from me,’ said Kit. ‘I’m not a nightmare at all.’

‘I like boys.’ India arrived downstairs with her head no longer swathed in a towel. ‘Apart from my little brother.’ She struck a ta-daaah pose and waited for everyone to admire the transformation. ‘Well, what do we think? Fabulous or what?’

Lainey grinned. ‘Your mum did say the two of you were the opposite of identical.’

‘Trust me, if I was identical to Violet, I’d chuck myself off the nearest cliff. Mum, d’you like it?’ India swished her hair from side to side like a shampoo ad.

‘If I was identical to India, I’d move to Australia,’ said Violet. ‘And get a face transplant.’

Harry swallowed a mouthful of crisps. ‘You look like a parrot,’ he told India.

Lainey said, ‘Honestly, I think it looks fantastic.’

Only half under her breath, Violet squawked, ‘Who’s got purple hair? India’s got purple hair, kwaaaaarrckk!’

‘At least I’m not sad enough never to have dyed it. She’s the thin, dreary one,’ India explained to Kit and Lainey. ‘Whereas I’m curvy and spectacular.’

Lainey studied the two of them. Violet’s hair was straight, collar length and natural blonde. She was wearing her navy school uniform and no make-up, and her only jewellery was a tattered grey friendship bracelet around her left wrist. She was small and serious looking, her fair eyebrows unplucked
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