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Chapter One

 


It’s funny how one word,
okay, one name, can take
you back years, isn’t it? There I was, minding my own business,
eating my lunch before I went back to serving customers in the
adjoining New to You shop, trying not to overtly listen to the
arguing couple at the next table. It appeared they were splitting
up very acrimoniously when the bloke, who I must admit grated on me
like cheese—and I hate cheese—said a name.

“Cormican.”

He added “fucking, bloody” as well, but I ignored that.
Just the name was enough to bring me out in hives.

Much to my annoyance, it was my name. I’m Merlan. Yes, it is a
stupid name. I didn’t choose it. Last name, sadly, Cormican. Not
that I use it, hell no, not ever again. I’ve reverted to my maiden
name of Stokes and my childhood pet name, Laney. Much more suited
to me.

If I never heard the name Cormican
again, it would be too
soon. Like forever too soon.

Sadly
that doesn’t seem likely. The
bloke was still going off on one, and adding Cormican much too
often for my liking. Or, I guessed, for his.

Well, well. What next?

I soon discovered what next.

Mega oops.

“Sodding Alex Cormican. Why him? I know
I’m not a movie star,
God, just a plain old builder, but hell, Tracey, we’ve been seeing
each other for years. I told you we’d live together and get married
one day, and—”

“One day?” Her voice rose. A bit like my mum’s when my
sister had her hair dyed green and orange three weeks before her
exams and was told if it wasn’t a proper color she’d be banned from
the exams. Not that anyone could say what a proper color was. She
ended up sort of purple-brown and got away with it. But, yeah, that
voice grated, just like this Tracey’s.

Which, of course, had nothing to do with what was going on
here.

“One day never. You’ve been making excuses
for ages, Keith.”

I felt for her. I know what it’s like to have a bloke come up
with excuses ad nauseam. I’m sorry to admit I leaned back in my
chair to hear better.

“First your mum was ill. She denied that
and said you were just too lazy to move out. Then there were no
jobs around, but I heard you turned down several. There wasn’t a T
in the month, it was too hot/cold/raining, you needed to do some
work, i.e. drink and be away for a week, and…argh, I could go on
forever.” She stamped her foot, and it echoed around the room. I
don’t think she even noticed, even though the head waitron winced.
“You don’t give a rat’s arse about me, never have.”

“Trace…”

“We’re the laughingstock down at the pub.”
Her voice rose. “Even Old George Tedder patted me on the arm the
other day and told me he was sorry for me and if I need a man he’s
there. George, for goodness sake, he’s eighty if he’s a day.
Halitosis and only three teeth. I’ve had enough. I’ve applied for
this job. I’ll be his right-hand woman, and that will be that. I’ll
have his ring on my finger in six months. You and I never had much
going for us anyway, so enough is enough.”

Oops. That sounded final. On her side anyway. She was
missing a couple of vital points though, I thought, amused and
fascinated at the same time. One being Cormican had a rule never to
dally or anything else with the staff. Two…yeah, well, I shied away
from two.

“Him with all his women and never out of
the papers?” The bloke sounded scornful. “I know his sort. Our
Brian tells me all about what he gets up to.”

“When you go on your
got-to-get-away-spend-time-fishing trips with your Brian? Bet he hasn’t got
a sodding clue. He’s all hot air.”

“Nope, he knows things.”

“I don’t care. I’m going, and that’s that.”

There was a put that in your pipe and smoke
it tone in her voice. I could imagine her with her arms folded over
an ample bosom and a scowl on her face.

“You’re giving up on us for what? He’ll
never treat you well.”

I could agree with that.

“A new life. I’ll have money, meet lots of well-known people,
and be able to do what I want when I want. Let’s face it, Keith,
you’re a loser. Alex Cormican will give me the sort of life I’ve
always dreamed of. I’ll have it all.”

Not with Alex,
love. If it had been about anyone but Alex
Cormican, I’d be cheering her on, or at least be interested to see
how she might achieve what she wanted. Now though…hmm. The bloke
Keith was whining and whining. Men are not pretty, but the woman,
well, harpy might be the best description. Let’s face it. Alex
would chew her up and spit her out if needs be.

“Bet you don’t even have a job with
him.”

“Not yet, but I will. I heard from a friend
of a friend he needs another PA. I applied, they put in a good word
for me, and I’ve got an interview. Once I confront him, it’ll be a
shoe-in. You see I know something lots of other people don’t.
Something he won’t want to come out. About a wife and what he got
up to when he was married and allegedly living with
her.”

Ahh, oh dear.

“But if he’s married, he can’t marry you, you daft bugger. And
anyway … might not be a good idea.”

Did he sound worried?

“It’s a very good idea, and my mind is made
up. He’ll divorce her and marry me when I tell him what I can share
with the papers. It would destroy him. Dynamite.”

Really? Oh shit, what
does she
know that I don’t and the general public will lambast him
for? I had no bloody
clue. As much as I wouldn’t feel obliged to cross the street to
save him from being mugged or whatever, neither would I stand by
and see him or anyone else, including yours truly, used like Dear
Tracey appeared to want to do.

There was a crash as I presume a chair went over then a
muttered, “Go to hell,” before a well-endowed bottle-blonde dashed
past me, followed by a sulky-looking bloke who must be the
aforementioned Keith. I was correct about the ample
bosom.

Oh Laney, miaow. Seriously, though, the pair of them didn’t
instill any confidence in me that they’d sort whatever was going on
out without involving Alex.

Pity it means I’ve got to do something
now.

I finished my meal, nodded to the staff, who all worked for
me, and headed next door, to apologize to my long-suffering
partner, Mik, for bailing out an hour early.

He, of course, waved it off with a, “Hey, hon, you do it
often enough for me. Anyway weekends off should start early,
especially before a holiday. Shall we make it part of our
life?”

I grinned. “Deffo, weekends off start at
three on Fridays, so
I’ll be going. See you in a week.”

I grabbed my coat and bag
and, once I was in the
street, looked about. If the Keith guy had still been around, I
could have done some sort of sympathy chat, but of course, he’d
gone.

That meant I’d have to take it all to my
nemesis.

Great start to my first free week in ages. We’d been busy. Mik
had been on honeymoon, lucky sod, and he came home, as he said,
knackered in more ways than one, and for all the right reasons. On
his first day back, he twisted his ankle falling up the step to the
storeroom. Which meant he couldn’t do any restocking. I found
myself working long hours, knackered for all the wrong
reasons.

Now I was going to have to knock myself out
in another way.

Actually meeting my nemesis, imparting unpleasant information,
and getting the hell out of Dodge before I got inveigled into
helping him solve the problem.

I was conscious it wouldn’t be easy.

After all, it had been my choice to bail
out and go my own way. I’d done it ruthlessly and
had made a determined effort
not to keep track of him. Which weirdly had been bloody hard.
Cormican was in the tabloids at least twice a month, if not
more.

And try as I might to forget them, his mobile numbers—all three
of them—were etched into my memory.

Which is why, now, an hour later,
I sat on my sofa, with a cuppa
on the table next to me, an open bar of chocolate on my lap, and my
mobile phone in my hand. As far as I knew, though I could be wrong,
he was in Scotland, the same as me, though in his case no doubt
somewhere posh, not a wee cottage in a village not too far from
Glasgow. The latest gossip was he was filming some blood, guts, and
gore mystery-action thriller—no doubt with hot heroines all over
the place—not a million miles from where I lived but, luckily,
staying in a rather gorgeous hotel a little distance away. As long
as I didn’t go anywhere near where they were filming—not likely in
the circumstances—or the hotel—even less likely—I reckoned I
wouldn’t run into him.

Which, to be honest, would have suited me fine.

However, now that the shit was about to hit the fan, I
couldn’t let him find out once it covered him. We might not be
together, but we were still husband and wife. It seemed neither of
us was willing to take that final step. I chose not to wonder
why.

I took a deep breath, wiped my clammy hands on my jeans, and
rang his number.

Typically it wasn’t him who
answered, and I didn
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