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Love is in the air in St Carys, but you’d never know it – the people of this seaside town are very good at keeping secrets  … 

The man Clemency loves belongs to someone else. She has to hide her true feelings – but when she ropes in an unsuspecting friend to help, wires start to get crossed.

For the first time in Ronan’s life his charm has failed him in winning over the woman he wants. Loving her from afar appears to be his only option.

Belle seems to have the perfect boyfriend, but something isn’t quite right. And now a long-buried secret is slowly rising to the surface.

The truth has a funny way of revealing itself, and when it does St Carys will be a very different place indeed  … 




For Tina, with all my love.
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Chapter 1

Sometimes it only takes a split second for a state of absolute calm to turn to one of horror and panic.

‘Oh dear, poor thing.’ Clemency turned to watch as a purple-faced businessman in a too-tight suit hurtled across the concourse at Malaga airport in the direction of the departure gates, panting and grunting as he ran and scattering small children in his wake.

The British girl who was working on the Chanel stand in duty-free said, ‘Honestly, it’s amazing how many people don’t bother to pay attention to the boards. Yesterday there was a party of fifteen Spanish guys in one of the bars and they were so busy watching a football match on TV that they ended up missing their flight. Imagine!’

‘That’s crazy,’ Clemency marvelled, trying a purple eyeshadow shot with gold sparkly bits on the back of her hand. Nice.

‘Oh, we see everything here. So many people don’t even turn up at the airport until their flight’s about to close.’

‘I couldn’t do that. I always like to give myself loads of time. Then I know I can really relax,’ Clemency said happily, ‘and spend ages in duty-free trying out all the make-up.’

Which was why another forty minutes had passed before she finally arrived at the checkout to pay for the new lipstick she’d chosen, because these things took time, and choosing the perfect lipstick was important.

The bored-looking cashier said, ‘May I check your boarding pass, please?’

Clemency glanced down at her left hand, the one that should have been clutching her passport. The passport with the boarding pass neatly tucked inside it.

She looked down at the hand and saw that it was clutching instead a handful of perfume card samplers, each one sprayed with a different scent.

And that was the moment absolute calm turned to horror and panic.

‘Just in time,’ said the female attendant as Clemency hurtled towards the departures desk. ‘We were about to close the gate!’

Clemency couldn’t speak. She wanted to fall to her knees and gulp air into her burning lungs, but there was no time; she was already being ushered out through the sliding doors and across the tarmac towards the waiting plane. Her drag-along case was banging against her ankles, perspiration was trickling down her spine and her mouth was dry as she struggled up the clanky metal steps, still hyperventilating. Oh God, she could only imagine the colour of her face. She must be puce.

The male flight attendant greeted her with a wink. ‘Nice of you to decide to join us. Welcome on board.’

You know that little inner surge of triumph you get when you’re on a packed-to-the-gills plane and everyone’s boarded and the seat next to yours is magically still empty … until at the very last minute someone else gets on and you realise you won’t be enjoying the luxury of having an empty seat beside you after all?

This, Clemency knew, was the feeling currently being experienced by the passenger occupying seat number 45A. As she made her way towards 45B, she could almost hear the thud of disappointment and his accompanying sigh of resignation.

Oh well. His hopes might have been cruelly dashed, but on the upside he had excellent cheekbones and a beautiful mouth. During her flight over here, the guy in the seat next to hers had weighed almost as much as the plane itself and had been eating tuna sandwiches, so this one was already a marked improvement.

Still getting her breath back, Clemency smiled broadly at him. ‘I know, I’m sorry, I’d be disappointed too.’

This was the man’s cue to relax, to notice that as far as seat-neighbours were concerned he could do an awful lot worse, and to gallantly offer to lift her heavy case into the overhead locker.

Except this didn’t happen. Instead he acknowledged her with the briefest of nods before returning his attention to the phone in his hand.

Then again, she had looked better. Maybe a red-faced, perspiring twenty-five-year-old gasping for breath wasn’t his cup of tea.

Case stowed and locker closed, Clemency collapsed into her seat, wiped her face and hands with a tissue and examined her left foot where the wheels of her carry-on case had repeatedly bashed against her ankle. She exhaled noisily. ‘I can’t believe I almost missed my flight! I always make sure I leave loads of time so nothing can go wrong. All these years and it’s never happened before … but I suppose the thing is, something always can go wrong. Like today. You can’t imagine how I felt when … umm …’

She trailed to a humiliated halt when she realised the man was determined to ignore her. Nothing, not a flicker; he clearly wasn’t interested at all.

He might have a beautiful mouth and excellent cheekbones, but he had no intention of engaging in conversation with the stranger at his side.

Fine. Clemency ostentatiously took out her own phone and began to check her emails. Because look at me, I’m really busy and important too.

Half an hour later, once they were flying at 36,000 feet over the Pyrenees, two cabin crew brought the drinks trolley down the aisle, and her travelling companion removed his earbuds in order to speak to them.

‘I don’t believe it.’ Clemency laughed at her own stupidity. ‘I’m such an idiot!’

The man turned to look at her. ‘Sorry?’

‘You! Those things!’ She gestured to the earbuds in his right hand. ‘I was chatting away to you earlier and you completely ignored me, so I stopped talking because I thought you didn’t want to be disturbed. I couldn’t see the wires from here because of the way you were sitting and your collar covered them up. But I can’t believe I didn’t realise the reason you were ignoring me was because you had headphones in.’ Giddy with relief, she added, ‘Well, I suppose I was in a bit of a state, what with almost missing the flight … my brain felt as if it’d been whizzed up in a blender … Ooh dear, sorry, that sounds a bit—’

‘Red wine, please,’ the man said to the blonde flight attendant.

‘Certainly, sir. And you, madam? Would you like something from the trolley?’

It was free. Free wine! Why would anyone say no? Except Clemency had observed on plenty of occasions that some people, for mystifying reasons of their own, did sometimes say no.

Ha, not her, though. She said, ‘I’d like white wine, please. Oh … is it cold?’ Because sometimes it wasn’t.

The flight attendant wrinkled her nose conspiratorially and said, ‘Not very, I’m afraid.’

‘I’ll have red, then.’ Clemency smiled. ‘Nothing worse than lukewarm white wine.’ The next moment, seeing that her travelling companion was about to put the buds back into his ears, she added, ‘I think I deserve a drink, to celebrate not missing this plane!’

‘There you go.’ The attendant passed them their mini bottles and plastic glasses, along with two airline-sized packets of cheese biscuits.

‘Lovely. Thank you.’ Clemency filled her glass, raised it towards the man next to her and said, ‘Cheers!’

‘Cheers,’ murmured the man, before glancing back at his phone.

Sometimes persuading someone to make conversation when they didn’t want to became a kind of personal challenge. Before he could plug himself back into his music, Clemency said brightly, ‘Doesn’t it always feel brilliant, having a glass of wine on a plane?’

‘It does.’ He looked pointedly out of the window.

‘I wasn’t late getting to the airport, you know,’ Clemency told him. ‘I had tons of time, which was why I spent ages in duty-free, and it wasn’t until I reached the checkout that I discovered I’d put my passport down somewhere and for the life of me I couldn’t think where I’d left it. Oh God, that feeling, though.’ She clenched her free hand and clutched it to her chest at the awful memory. ‘My heart was going like a train, I was trying to ask where it might have been handed in, and everyone in the queue behind me was getting annoyed because all they wanted to do was pay for their duty-free …’

For the second time Clemency’s voice trailed off, giving him the chance to join in and say, ‘So what happened next?’

Instead, after an awkward silence that seemed to last longer than Wagner’s Ring cycle, he replied, ‘But you found it.’

‘Yes. Yes I did.’ Clemency nodded and looked at the buds he was clearly longing to plug back into his ears. Carefully raising the tray in order to get out of her seat before lowering it again and resting her glass of wine on it, she said, ‘Excuse me,’ and escaped down the aisle.

How embarrassing to realise that whilst you’ve been merrily going through life thinking you were a perfectly nice travelling companion, the kind of person anyone might enjoy sitting next to, you might have been wrong. That you might, in fact, be the kind of irritating person other people dread being trapped with.

Chastened, Clemency stared at her reflection in the mirror above the tiny sink in the toilet cubicle. Oh dear, what a mortifying discovery to make. And that poor man, who had presumably been willing her to shut up and leave him alone instead of wittering on about her stupid passport … OK, she wouldn’t utter another word from now on, wouldn’t even glance at him.

Lesson learnt.

She left the cubicle and made her way back along the aisle. The man in the seat next to hers was gazing out of the window at the great swathes of cloud surrounding them. As Clemency lifted her glass of wine in order to raise the tray and sit back down, he turned and said, ‘Want me to hold that for you?’

Hold the front page. He speaks!

But she had no intention of breaking her vow. With a little I’m-fine shake of her head, she put her handbag on the floor in front of her, then went to raise the tray in order to—

Oof …

The jolt of the plane was both sudden and dramatic, eliciting shrieks of alarm from several nervous passengers. Having lurched to one side and bounced off the seat in front of her, Clemency ricocheted back and felt rather than saw the contents of the glass hit her chest.

The plane righted itself, the screams and panic subsided and order was restored. From the cockpit, the pilot genially announced over the tannoy, ‘Apologies for that spot of turbulence, ladies and gentlemen. If everyone could stay seated for the next couple of minutes and keep their seat belts fastened, we’ll just make sure there aren’t any more surprises to come.’

Clemency looked down at her pale yellow lacy cotton top, liberally splattered with red wine. The splashes were spreading, joining up into one vast purple splodge across her front. It was, of course, one of her all-time favourite items of clothing, because that was sod’s law, wasn’t it? You never got a drink thrown over you when you were wearing some ancient falling-to-pieces T-shirt.

‘Whoops, poor you,’ said one of the air stewards, hurrying down the aisle to check that everyone’s seat belt was fastened. ‘Sit down.’

‘Oh dear,’ said the man next to her as she sat.

Clemency glanced at him; he didn’t have his earbuds in. She did a tiny shrug and felt the wet material cold against her skin. Urgh.

‘I bet you wish you’d stuck with the lukewarm white wine now.’

This was like being in a silent movie. Clemency raised her hand briefly in a doesn’t-matter gesture and reached for the riveting airline magazine in the seat pocket in front of her. Time to read about the dazzling tourist attractions of Malaga.

‘Are you … not speaking to me?’

Ah, so he’d noticed. She turned to look at him, one eyebrow lifted quizzically. ‘Sorry?’

‘Are you deliberately ignoring me because you thought I was deliberately ignoring you?’ There was a hint of amusement in his voice.

‘Not at all,’ said Clemency. ‘I just thought you preferred not to be disturbed. I was respecting your wishes.’

Except it didn’t come out like that; it came out as wishies. Like fishies.

Oh God …

‘You were respecting my what?’ The corners of his mouth were twitching now. ‘My wishies?’

‘Wishes.’

‘You said wishies.’

‘I was going to say I respected your personal boundaries,’ said Clemency, ‘but seeing as we were sitting next to each other, I decided at the last minute to change it to wishes.’

‘But a bit of it got left behind.’ He nodded. ‘I like the sound of wishies.’

In an ideal world, she would have produced her own pair of earbuds at this point and fitted them into her ears. But her earbuds were in her big suitcase in the hold of the plane. Instead she said, ‘Good,’ and returned her attention to the magazine.

‘Does this mean you’re ignoring me again now?’

And when she looked across once more, he was smiling. With his beautiful mouth.

‘What are you saying? That it’s fine for you not to speak to me, but I’m not allowed to not-speak to you?’

He inclined his head and replied gravely, ‘I’m sorry. I apologise. I didn’t mean to be rude earlier, but I clearly was. And now I feel doubly guilty. May I at least offer you half of my drink?’ He hadn’t poured his wine out; it was still in the mini bottle. When she hesitated, he indicated her ruined top and said, ‘May as well risk it. What’s the worst that can happen?’

Clemency held out her empty glass. ‘Well, the plane could crash.’

Sometimes, just sometimes, you decide you really don’t like someone, then they go on to confound you by turning out to be about a million times nicer than you ever suspected.

His name was Sam, he lived in London and he owned and ran an IT company that involved a lot of flying around Europe visiting clients. As soon as they were allowed to unfasten their seat belts, he indicated Clemency’s top and said, ‘If you give that a soak before the wine dries, there’s a chance of saving it, isn’t there? Do you have something you can change into?’

She shook her head. ‘All my clothes are in my big case. It’s OK.’

Sam leant down and unzipped the bag he’d stowed beneath the seat in front of him. He pulled out a navy V-necked sweater and handed it to her. ‘Here you go, you can wear this. Don’t worry, it’s clean. Give your top a rinse in the sink and you might be able to rescue it.’

The sweater was incredibly soft to the touch. It also smelt amazing, Clemency discovered shortly afterwards in the toilet cubicle as she pulled it over her head and pushed the sleeves up in order to rinse her yellow top in the sink.

‘Well?’ said Sam when she returned.

Clemency dropped the wrung-out top into the sick bag he was holding open for her and tucked it under her seat. ‘I think it’s beyond help, but we’ll see. Thanks for letting me borrow your sweater.’ The smell of the soft wool was intoxicating; seriously, she kept wanting to bury her nose in it. Except that would look weird.

Sam’s tone was genial. ‘Not a problem. It suits you.’

‘As soon as we get our cases back, I’ll be able to change into something else.’ Clemency stroked the wool fondly. ‘It’s lovely, though. You know, I once nearly died a horrible death because of a sweater like this.’

‘How so?’ Sam looked quizzical as she took a careful sip of the shared wine.

‘It belonged to my sister and I borrowed it without asking. She caught me wearing it and tried to wrestle it off me, and I ended up hanging backwards out of my bedroom window with the sleeves tangled round my neck.’

Sam laughed. ‘In that case, I promise I won’t try to wrestle mine off you.’

‘That’s a relief.’ The rogue thought that such a scenario might actually be quite exciting flitted through Clemency’s brain. Ooh-er.

‘And how old were you when this happened?’

‘It was just the other week.’ She waited, then broke into a grin. ‘No, our wrestling days are behind us now. This was back when we were sixteen.’

Sam’s eyebrows rose. ‘You were both sixteen? So you’re twins?’

Now that they’d turned towards each other and were having a proper conversation, she could see, up close, that his eyes were brown with flecks of gold radiating from their centres and a black outer ring around each iris. His lashes were black too. There were faint violet shadows beneath his eyes and a tiny mole on his right temple. And as for his mouth … well, it was still beautiful.

In fact, getting more beautiful by the minute.




Chapter 2

OK, concentrate. Sam had asked her a question and she couldn’t just sit here gazing slack-jawed in wonder at his face.

‘Not twins.’ Clemency gathered herself. ‘Well, not even sisters really. We’re stepsisters.’

‘Ah.’ Picking up on her rueful tone, Sam said, ‘And which of you is the elder?’

‘Belle is. By two months, which she never, ever lets me forget. Makes all the difference apparently.’

‘I can imagine. And how old were you when your parents got together?’

‘Fifteen. It probably sounds funny now, but you can’t imagine how traumatic it was at the time.’ Clemency shook her head. ‘We already knew each other, you see. Went to the same school. And we were just so completely different, we’d never got along together at all. Belle was perfect and organised, and quite show-offy because her dad was this multimillionaire and she’d grown up being given everything she ever wanted. Whereas me and my mum were living in a rented flat above a fish and chip shop where Mum worked sixty hours a week.’ She smiled as she said it, because just yesterday, while she’d been staying with her mum and stepfather at their glorious villa outside Malaga, they’d jokingly referred to ‘the chip shop years’.

Sam said drily, ‘I can see that it could be awkward.’

‘God, tell me about it. Belle had a huge swimming pool in her back garden. The nearest we had to a garden was our window box. Her dad drove a pale blue Bentley Continental. My mum had a rusty clapped-out Fiesta. Belle used to make fun of my clothes, and me and my friends used to make fun of her and her friends. Then one day my mum sat me down and told me she’d been secretly seeing someone for the last six months and things were getting serious. And I was so thrilled for her, because for years I’d been longing for her to meet someone nice. I couldn’t understand why she hadn’t said anything before.’ Clemency paused. ‘Until she told me who it was she’d been seeing. And then I couldn’t believe it. Nor could Belle, obviously, but for once in her life she wasn’t able to get her own way and make it stop. We both prayed they’d realise they’d made a horrible mistake and break up, so that everything could go back to normal. But it just didn’t happen, because they were properly in love. The next thing we knew, they’d announced that they were getting married. Is this boring?’

He looked startled. ‘What? No!’

‘OK, just needed to check.’ After last time, she was wary. ‘I bored you before. Don’t want to do it again.’

Sam shook his head. ‘Seriously, that wasn’t you, it was me. Now I’m enthralled. Gripped.’ He gestured with his left hand. ‘Please continue. You can’t stop now.’

His voice, beautifully modulated but not off-puttingly posh, was the kind you’d never tire of listening to. Better still, now that he’d stopped being completely dismissive, it was warm and confiding, with a dash of humour. Clemency felt herself falling under his spell; was he as interested in her as she was in him? It was too soon to tell, but the faint possibility that he might be was sending little zings of anticipation down her spine.

‘Well, everyone at school thought it was hilarious, but Belle and I were mortified. Belle was extra angry because she was convinced my mum was only marrying her dad for his money. Which drove me insane, because I knew my mum wasn’t like that. And once you’d seen the two of them together, it was obvious how happy they were.’ She shrugged. ‘So that was that; we ended up having to be bridesmaids in matching dresses, which was a laugh. And after the wedding, me and Mum gave up our flat and moved into their great big house with the swimming pool in the garden and the Bentley on the driveway. Not to mention the stroppy stepsister who went ballistic whenever I borrowed her clothes.’

‘Which, let me guess, just made it all the more fun to do.’

‘Well of course it did! Because it was such a thrill when I got away with it. Who could resist a challenge like that? And her clothes were so much more expensive than mine,’ added Clemency. ‘Which made it better still.’

‘So you were … what, sixteen by then? And both still at school? Weren’t the two of you given the same amount of money to buy clothes?’

‘Oh yes, we were. Her dad insisted on that. We got the same allowance, but at that age I was going through a surfing craze, so all my money went on wetsuits, traction pads and board wax. Out of the water, everything I wore came from charity shops.’ She grinned. ‘Which of course meant Belle would rather go out stark naked than wear any of my dreadful clothes. So that was a win-win situation for me.’

Sam said, ‘And did you both slightly enjoy having a go at each other?’

Ha, he knew.

‘A bit. Sometimes. Me more than her,’ Clemency admitted. ‘What with us being the interlopers who moved into the house she’d grown up in. You can understand that, I suppose. And it was only for a couple of years, until we both left for university. How about you? Do you live on your own?’

OK, maybe not the subtlest way of asking the question, which presumably accounted for the brief moment of hesitation before Sam said, ‘Yes, on my own.’ He took a sip of his wine before continuing. ‘But you should have seen the house I shared with six other students while I was at university. Actually, you can thank your lucky stars you didn’t. What a health hazard that place
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Chapter 1

What could be more glorious than sitting at a pavement café on a sunny afternoon in June, wearing a marvellous new hat and witnessing an imminent crime?

Zillah Walsh adjusted the brim of her red fedora and sat back, observing the scene unfold before her with fascination. The boy was definitely intent on shoplifting.

How exciting.

OK, it hadn’t happened yet, but he was clearly in shop-lifting mode. You could tell by his body language: the hesitation, the air of elaborate casualness, the repeated glances over his left shoulder at the elderly customer behind him.

It was also pretty apparent that he wasn’t the most accomplished of criminals, seeing as he hadn’t noticed that he was being closely observed through the window by the owner of the shop.

Oh poor boy. What he was doing was wrong, of course it was, but Zillah couldn’t help herself. Her heart went out to him. He’d picked up the item now, was pretending to examine it whilst stealthily inching it towards the pocket of his grey hoody.

Meanwhile the shop owner had moved closer to the door and was preparing to make a grab for him . . .

Oh no, she couldn’t let it happen.

‘Darling, I’ve changed my mind!’ Zillah waved her arm in the air to attract the boy’s attention and called across in her most carrying voice, ‘Can you get me some of those too? Come here, you’ll need more money.’ She beckoned him over and watched as he belatedly spotted the shop owner waiting to pounce.

The boy replaced the about-to-be-stolen item on the display stand outside the shop and crossed the narrow street. Zillah took a five-pound note out of her purse. ‘Buy a big bag of them, then come back and sit down with me. If he asks, tell him I’m your grandmother.’

He feigned innocence. ‘Why would he ask?’

‘Don’t kid a kidder. Because I’ve just saved you from getting arrested.’

The boy cocked a cheeky eyebrow at her. ‘OK. But I’m telling you now, you’re way older than my grandmother.’

Zillah smiled as he turned away. She briefly wondered if he’d take the fiver and make a run for it, but no. He returned to the greengrocer and was now choosing fruit from the display.

The shop owner cast a suspicious glance in Zillah’s direction and she nodded back at him charmingly. Oh yes, there were times when being a well-spoken, stylish octogenarian definitely came in useful.

‘Here you go.’ The boy was back, handing her a bulging bag of Pink Lady apples.

‘Thank you. You may keep two for yourself. And I didn’t know if you drank coffee,’ said Zillah as he dropped the change into her hand, ‘so I’ve ordered you an orange juice instead.’ She pointed to the empty chair opposite. ‘Sit.’

The boy sat down. ‘Why are you doing this?’

‘Honestly? I was intrigued. Aren’t teenage boys these days more likely to shoplift cans of energy drink or strong cider? It isn’t often you hear of them going for apples.’

He had a thin face, spiky dark hair and watchful eyes. ‘I like apples. We don’t get them at home.’

His clothes were cheap and a bit scruffy. Zillah said, ‘I like apples too. But they’re not worth getting a criminal record for.’

‘I thought they wouldn’t bother. It’d be more trouble than it was worth.’

‘Maybe, but you don’t know that for sure. How old are you?’

The orange juice arrived and he took a series of thirsty gulps. ‘Thanks. I’m sixteen. How about you?’

‘I’m eighty-three.’

‘Wow, that’s ancient. You look pretty good, though. For your age, I mean.’

‘Thank you,’ Zillah replied gravely. ‘I do my best.’

‘You look . . . rich.’ His tone was matter-of-fact.

‘I wear make-up. I buy myself nice clothes. I prefer bright outfits to dull ones.’ She indicated her peacock-blue silk jacket, the vivid beads around her neck, then tilted her head and tweaked the brim of her scarlet fedora. ‘I’m also very fond of a hat.’

He broke into a grin that lit up his thin face. ‘I tell you what, you’re nothing like my grandmother.’

His name was Ben, she discovered, and he was bunking off school. But it didn’t matter because it was only citizenship, which was boring and didn’t count.

‘How do you know it doesn’t count,’ said Zillah, ‘if you aren’t there to learn about it?’

‘That’s the kind of thing teachers say. I’ve been often enough to know it’s boring.’ Ben nodded at her left hand, the back of which was covered with a large dressing. ‘What happened there, then?’

‘I was at the hospital this morning. It’s just minor surgery.’

‘What for?’

‘I had a tattoo removed.’ Zillah sipped her coffee.

‘Seriously? . . . Oh, you’re joking.’ He looked disappointed. ‘What was it really?’

‘A synovial cyst.’

‘Is that cancer?’

She shook her head. ‘No, it’s nothing nasty. They just drained fluid from it.’

Ben said, ‘Well that’s good. But what would you have done if it had been cancer? I always think about stuff like that, don’t you? Would you write a bucket list?’

Zillah spluttered with laughter and put down her cup. ‘A what?’

‘Come on, you must have heard of them. People do them when they find out they’re going to die. One of my cousins lives in Swindon and his next-door neighbour had cancer. He wrote a bucket list of things to do and went up in a hot-air balloon, which was pretty good, but then he pegged it before he could do any of the other stuff. Like, he wanted to meet Mick Jagger, but it didn’t happen. Everyone was doing fund-raising things to send him to see the Rolling Stones in concert, but they ended up using the money to pay for the funeral instead.’

‘I have heard of bucket lists.’ Zillah nodded, because he was still looking quizzically at her.

‘If you ever find out you’re going to die, you should do one.’

‘Darling, I’m eighty-three. Either way, I don’t have many years left in me. I don’t think people do bucket lists at my age.’

Ben shook his head. ‘It must be weird, being so old.’

Zillah was enjoying herself immensely, all the more so because the owner of the greengrocer’s shop was still watching them, trying to work out if they really were related. ‘You kind of get used to it. So tell me, what would you put on your bucket list?’

‘Good question.’ He pointed at her approvingly. ‘OK, what would I have? I’d go out for the night with Miley Cyrus. D’you know who she is?’

‘Singer. Doesn’t wear many clothes. Has been known to twerk. That the one?’

‘Yeah. And I’d go swimming with dolphins. And definitely visit Disney World. And I’d get annual membership at the zoo.’

‘In Disney World?’

‘No, here.’ Ben gestured over his shoulder and she realised he was pointing in the general direction of Bristol Zoo, roughly half a mile behind them. ‘Don’t tell me you’ve never been? It’s wicked. Costs loads to get in, but if you buy a year’s membership you can go in for free as often as you like. Every day, if you want.’

Now he’d really perked up. Zillah said, ‘Which are your favourite animals there?’

‘Oh no, don’t make me choose. That’s where I want to work when I leave school next year.’ His eyes were shining. ‘It’s like the best place in the world.’

When they’d finished their drinks, Zillah paid the bill and Ben said, ‘Yeah, well. Thanks.’

‘My pleasure. You could do me a favour in return, if you like.’

He rolled his eyes slightly. ‘What’s this, lecture time? No more shoplifting?’

‘You don’t need me to tell you that. Actually, I was wondering if you’d help me carry this little lot back to my car. What with my hand hurting a bit.’ She indicated the dressing on the back of it. ‘And me being so ancient.’

Zillah wasn’t stupid; she knew there was a slim chance that when you passed your belongings to a stranger, including your handbag, they might run off with them. But she wanted to take the risk, and that meant really hoping this wouldn’t happen.

It was an uphill walk past Clifton Suspension Bridge and across the broad stretch of grass separating the shops from the hospital where this morning’s minor surgery had been carried out. Clifton being the parking nightmare it always was, she’d left her car in the hospital car park.

When they finally reached it fifteen minutes later, Ben placed the various shopping bags in the boot and gave her back the large leather handbag.

‘Thank you,’ said Zillah. ‘I’m very grateful.’

‘Nice car.’ He ran a hand lightly over the Mercedes’ gleaming navy-blue paintwork.

‘I know. I can give you a lift home if you like.’

He gave a snort of laughter. ‘You don’t know where I live. Try driving down our road in this thing and you’d get hijacked. They’d have it off you and leave you lying in the gutter.’

‘Well, if you’re sure.’ Opening her purse, Zillah belatedly realised that paying the bill in the café had left her without any change. She shook her head. ‘Oh look, I was going to give you a couple of pounds, but I don’t have anything. Sorry.’

Ben’s face fell; he’d clearly been hoping for a tip. ‘It’s OK,’ he said, attempting indifference. ‘Doesn’t matter.’

‘Here, write down your address for me and I’ll post it to you instead.’ She found a pen and an old receipt in the bottom of her bag. Ben hesitated for a second, then did as she asked. Returning them to her, he said, ‘You don’t need to.’

‘If I post it, will it reach you?’

‘What, two pound coins in an envelope?’ He shrugged. ‘I suppose miracles do happen.’

‘Take the apples as well.’ Zillah smiled as she handed them over. ‘They’re yours.’

That evening, back home in Bath, she addressed an envelope to Ben, slipped a ten-pound note inside and added a brief note saying: I enjoyed meeting you!

An hour later, having looked at Bristol Zoo’s website and purchased online a year’s membership in his name, she printed off the confirmation and added it to the contents of the envelope.

Then she sealed the envelope and poured herself an ice-cold gin and tonic, raising it by way of silent celebration.

Would he use the membership?

Would he sell it for a bit of ready cash?

Who knew? She certainly didn’t.

Ah well, here’s to Ben, the inept apple thief. Cheers!




Chapter 2

It was five o’clock and the Christmas lights were on, illuminating the busy shopping street below, whilst flakes of snow tumbled from an ink-black sky. Through the third-floor window of Georgian building, Conor McCauley gazed down at Bath’s bustling shoppers, took in the festive atmosphere and listened to the distant sound of Mariah Carey singing about all she wanted for Christmas. Closer to hand, he could also hear the strains of a violin being played. The music was familiar and hauntingly melodic, and he pushed open the heavy sash window in order to be able to hear it more clearly.

There was the violinist, tall and long-haired, standing in the centre of the street that had been closed to traffic for the evening. As he played, the folds of his full-length Sirius Black style coat swayed around his thin denim-clad legs. There was a hat on the ground in front of him, containing a handful of coins. Few people were stopping to listen – they were too busy and too cold – but he carried on anyway, his bow darting and dipping as he played, lost in the beauty of the music . . .

The next moment Conor did a double-take, because the violinist was no longer alone. A girl had appeared from nowhere and launched into a series of ballet steps that caused his breath to catch in his throat. She was wearing a white bobble hat, a Puffa jacket and jeans, and a long knitted scarf that swung out as she spun and danced and leapt like a gazelle into the air. Her feet were enclosed in plain white trainers but that didn’t hold her back. He glimpsed the girl’s broad smile as she raised her arms, freestyled elegantly once more around the violinist like a will-o’-the-wisp, then executed a graceful leap into the air followed by a stunningly beautiful series of pirouettes.

Within two minutes, it was over. Despite the falling snow, a group of around thirty people had stopped to watch. They broke into enthusiastic applause and threw money into the violinist’s hat. Aware of the pound coins in his own jeans pocket, Conor was tempted to throw them down too, but maybe not; if he hit someone on the head he might kill them stone dead. 

Which wouldn’t be a good look.

As he continued to watch, entranced by the unexpectedness and the charm of the impromptu scenario, the girl in the white bobble hat briefly waved her gloved fingers at the violinist before retrieving the bag of shopping she’d left at the kerbside and melting away into the crowd of Christmas shoppers, who’d been oblivious to the display.

For a moment all Conor wanted to do was race downstairs and chase after the disappearing girl. He longed to tell her how delightful her brief performance had been, and to find out who she was and what had made her do it. If this were one of those romantic films girls were often so crazy about, it would be a matter of love at first sight; their snowy chance encounter in the street would change their lives forever and lead to—

The door behind him opened and a middle-aged woman carrying a camera and a mince pie appeared in the room.

‘Sorry to keep you, dear – Arthur couldn’t remember where he’d put it! His memory’s not what it used to be, bless him. Still, at least he still knows how to repair broken cameras. There you go, all fixed now. And he says you must have a mince pie to make up for having to wait so long.’

By the time Conor had paid and left the tiny workshop on the third floor of the building, the girl in the white bobble hat was long gone, and the long-haired violinist had departed too. Even the snow had stopped falling. 

It was like Brigadoon, as if the entire magical scenario he’d witnessed had never existed.

Unaccountably disappointed, Conor did the only thing he could do and took a consolatory bite of his mince pie.

Oh well.




Chapter 3

‘Oh Essie, will you look at this place? It’s like you’re an actual proper grown-up now!’

‘I know. Isn’t it weird?’ Essie still marvelled at the ways in which her life had changed in the last twelve months. At twenty-five, she and Scarlett had been sharing a shabby, cluttered flat with lavish amounts of mould on the ceilings, posters covering the cracks in the walls, noisy neighbours above and below, and the kind of furniture that looked as if it had been stolen from a skip. Which, knowing their landlord, was most likely where it had come from.

Then she’d met Paul, almost exactly a year ago, and by some miracle he’d liked her as much as she’d liked him. Better still, after eleven months together, the grasping landlord had announced that he was raising the rent and Paul had said, ‘For that dump? What a nerve he has. Tell him to get lost.’

‘Great idea,’ Essie had jokingly replied. ‘I’ll do that, and move into a five-star hotel instead.’

That was when Paul had taken her hands in his and looked deep into her eyes. ‘I mean it, Ess. I love you. It’s going to happen sooner or later, so why don’t you move in with me?’

Well, who in their right mind would want to turn down an offer like that? Paul was the type of perfect boyfriend most girls could only dream of. He was kind, he was thoughtful, he was good-looking and he always emptied the kitchen bin before it was too full.

Scarlett called him Prince Charming.

Now she gazed around the cottage in admiration. ‘You’ve done well for yourself, Cinderella.’

‘I know it’s lovely, but that’s not why I’m here,’ said Essie.

‘Oh of course I know that! You’d be happy living in a tent if it meant being with Paul. I’m just saying that the fact he has this place is a bit of a bonus.’

Essie grinned and opened the bottle of wine she’d taken out of the fridge. ‘I suppose it doesn’t do any harm.’

‘I can’t get over everything being so perfect. The glasses are a full set . . . those kitchen blinds are exactly the same shade as the floor tiles . . . even the tea towels match the toaster!’

‘Nothing wrong with a bit of coordination.’ Pouring the wine, Essie said, ‘Paul likes his home to look good, and now so do I. I’m growing up. Cheers!’

‘Cheers. I’m not having a go at him, by the way. You know I love Paul. I’m just jealous . . . I mean, look at that.’ Scarlett pointed gleefully. ‘Completely empty! You don’t even have any dirty dishes soaking in the sink!’

‘That’s because he only left this afternoon.’ Since Scarlett knew what she was like, Essie didn’t have to pretend to be a domestic goddess. ‘He’s away for two days, so I’ll have to make sure all the washing-up’s done before he gets back.’

An hour later, their gossipy catch-up was interrupted by a call from Essie’s brother, Jay.

‘My favourite sister! Hellooo!’

‘What a racket,’ said Essie, barely able to hear him over the background noise of voices and music. ‘Where are you?’

‘I’m in a library. OK, maybe that’s not true. I’m here in Bath. I drove over for a party.’

‘And did you find one?’

‘Believe it or not, I did. Hang on, let me move somewhere quieter. OK, the thing is, if the party’d been rubbish I was going to drive home. But it isn’t rubbish, it’s great, so now I’ll be heading back tomorrow. Which means . . .’

His voice had trailed off. Essie knew what this meant. She said, ‘You’re spending the night in your car? It’s cold out there, mind. You’ll want to borrow a blanket.’

‘Did I happen to mention you’re my favourite sister?’

She was his only sister. Essie said, ‘You may have done, once or twice.’

‘Ess. Lovely Ess. Can I crash at yours?’

Her brother lived twenty miles away, in Bristol, and had old uni friends in Bath. Three weeks ago, he’d come over and spent the night in the spare room, before heading home the next morning.

‘OK,’ said Essie. ‘Paul isn’t here, but that doesn’t matter.’ She knew Paul wouldn’t mind. ‘What time will you get here?’

‘Who knows? But it’ll be late. Don’t worry about waiting up – just leave a key somewhere and I’ll let myself in.’

‘Fine. I’ll hide one under the blue plant pot by the front door. But don’t make any noise, all right? Because a kick down the stairs often offends.’

‘I’ll be silent! As silent as the grave,’ Jay promised. ‘And I’ll bring you up a coffee in the morning. Thanks, Ess. You’re a star.’

While Essie was on the phone, Scarlett had been inspecting the Christmas cards lined up on the mantelpiece. Now she said, ‘There’s no glitter on any of these cards.’

‘I know.’ Essie had already noticed this; she was partial to a bit of glitter.

‘And no Father Christmas either. They’re all so . . . boring.’

This thought had crossed Essie’s mind too. ‘The word is tasteful.’

‘Who are these people?’

‘Family friends. Of Marcia, mainly.’

Marcia was Paul’s mother. Scarlett pulled a sympathetic face, then picked up a folded sheet of paper that had been tucked behind one of the cards. ‘What’s this, a secret love letter? Don’t tell me Paul leaves romantic notes for you to find when he’s away . . . Oh bum.’ She looked disappointed. ‘It isn’t a love letter.’

‘It’s a round robin,’ said Essie. This one, written by one of Paul’s aunts, had arrived yesterday. She’d read it and started to laugh, and Paul had warned her that there would be more to come. His family, he explained, were very keen on the tradition of sending out round robins; they all did it and would be disappointed if she and Paul didn’t write one too.

‘I’ve heard of them, but I’ve never seen a real one before . . . Oh my God this is brilliant, Hyacinth Bouquet as I live and breathe!’ Letting out a shriek, Scarlett adopted a Hyacinth voice and began to read aloud:

‘“Jonathan managed not to disgrace himself and scraped through his GCSEs with eleven A stars and one A! Such a shame to have missed out on a full house – we’ve told him he must work much harder in future! Meanwhile, Hugo has been promoted yet again and is now leading a team of seventy – apparently the youngest person ever to hold such a senior position within the company!”’ Doubled up with laughter, Scarlett began skimming in order to pick out the best bits. ‘“Arabella’s violin lessons continue apace . . . she has been inundated with offers to play at prestigious events” . . . oh, and “Letitia’s stay at the yoga retreat in Arizona proved marvellously calming and relaxing after the pressure of her dazzling career in the banking world . . . Our holiday this year was a wonderful month in a villa on the banks of Lake Como, where we became quite accustomed to bumping into a certain world-famous film star on an almost daily basis. Jeffrey grew quite jealous of the attention he paid me on one occasion when I accidentally dropped my sunglasses next to his car!”’

‘How can I write one of those things?’ Essie cringed at the idea and pulled a face. ‘Just the thought of trying to put one together makes me want to die of embarrassment.’

‘Oh, this is better than brilliant.’ Pointing to the final paragraph, Scarlett cackled with delight. ‘“We can’t wait for the hordes to descend this Christmas for a week of merriment and good cheer! Our children and extended family do so look forward to coming to us so we can all celebrate the festive season together in the traditional way!”’ She snorted. ‘Ha, of course they do. I can imagine how much they look forward to it.’

‘Well according to Paul, Letitia’s so-called yoga retreat was actually a rehab clinic,’ Essie confided. ‘Jonathan’s an insufferable know-it-all who likes to shoot at birds from his bedroom window with his BB gun. And Arabella’s a slutty minx whose favourite hobby is sleeping with other women’s husbands.’

‘See? That’s the trouble with these things.’ Scarlett waved the round robin triumphantly. ‘Why do people always have to pretend their lives are perfect? All it does is make other people feel like failures. Why can’t they be honest about what’s going on?’

‘Exactly.’ Essie nodded vigorously in agreement. ‘Because then we’d like them more. It just makes so much sense!’

‘Right, that’s it. What were we saying earlier about not knowing what to get each other for Christmas?’ Scarlett spread her hands. ‘Well, problem solved, we’ll do this instead. I’ll write a completely honest round robin to you, and you can write one to me. And no one else will ever see them, they’ll be our secret. How about that?’

Entertained by the idea, Essie divided the last of the wine between their glasses. ‘Hundred per cent honest?’

‘No holds barred. Let it all out. It’ll be like therapy, only cheaper.’

‘And it’s just between us?’ she double-checked.

‘Of course. Million per cent.’

‘OK, let’s do it.’ Scarlett trusted her and she in turn trusted Scarlett. ‘It’ll be fun. And cheap!’ Essie held up her glass. ‘The truth, the whole truth, and nothing but the truth. Cheers!’

And since there was no time like the present, as soon as Scarlett had left the cottage to catch the last bus home, Essie decided to make a start. Sitting with her laptop balanced on her knees and her mind bursting with ideas, she began to type.

How time flew. The words, helped along by the bottle of Sauvignon Blanc they’d demolished earlier, came tumbling out. Gosh, this was fun. And so cathartic! Seriously, though, wouldn’t the world be a happier place if everyone could just relax, let go of their inhibitions and write one of these things? Ooh, it was probably like in the olden days when people kept diaries, except this was way more fun because Scarlett would soon be reading it, shrieking with laughter at the funny bits and appreciating every last—

God, what was that noise? Was there a dolphin in the kitchen?

Essie pushed the laptop to one side and leapt off the sofa, because the unearthly sound was so high-pitched it was hurting her ears. The next moment she yelped and jumped back onto the sofa as Ursula burst into the living room with a panicking, terrified crow in her mouth.

‘No!’ Essie let out a howl of horror because the crow’s eyes were wide open and it was making a terrible squawking noise. Much like herself. It was also flapping its wings wildly in an effort to escape.

Oh God, this was so gross. In the few weeks Essie had been living here, Ursula had brought her the odd present in the form of mice and voles, but they’d all been completely dead.

That had been gruesome enough, but this was worse. Essie yelled, ‘Drop it, DROP IT!’ then realised this would mean having to pick up the crow herself. Urgh, and the high-pitched noise emanating from its gaping beak was getting louder. Launching herself off the sofa cushions, she clapped her hands and attempted to shoo the murderous cat back into the kitchen.

‘Kikkikki!’ shrieked the petrified crow, both wings flailing as Ursula ducked and dived around the living room with its body hanging out of her mouth.

‘OUT!’ bellowed Essie, grabbing a cushion and brandishing it at Ursula. Oh no, and now there were drops of blood landing on the carpet. In desperation, she flung open the window and chased the cat around the living room a couple more times. It was like one of those frenetic Benny Hill sketches her grandfather had loved to watch on TV years ago, except this was less of a comedy romp, more of a nightmare.

Finally Ursula released her grip on the crow. She gave Essie a malevolent look as if to say, ‘This is all the thanks I get?’ before turning and exiting the kitchen via the cat flap in the back door.

Evidently relieved, the crow flew up in the air, circled the living room and did a series of victory poos by way of celebrating having escaped with its life.

‘No, don’t,’ Essie wailed, ducking as it swooped back towards her, just missing her head. Her heart was clattering with panic; she hated seeing any living creature in pain, but the frantically flapping wings were making her feel sick.

Moments later, as suddenly as it had arrived, the crow found the open window and flew out through it, disappearing with an upwards swoosh into the cold night sky.

Thank goodness. At last.

Essie listened to the blessed silence and clutched her still-pounding chest with relief. Then she hastily closed the window before the bird could come blundering back in, and turned to survey the scene.

It was carnage. There were feathers scattered everywhere, and tiny spatters of blood that wouldn’t have shown up if Paul had only chosen a dark patterned carpet rather than a plain cream one. But he hadn’t, which meant they were all too visible. And there were splodges of black-and-white crow poo too. What more could you want at eleven thirty at night?

Essie exhaled slowly. There was nothing else for it; she was going to have to do her best to clear up the mess before it dried in. The carpet had been expensive. If Paul had been here, he’d be doing it himself, but seeing as he was up in London on business, the task fell to her.

Forty minutes later, the cat flap rattled and the would-be murderer strolled back in to sit on the sofa and observe the clean-up operation unblinkingly.

‘Thanks, Ursula.’ As she scrubbed away at the carpet, Essie noted how cosily the cat’s front paws were tucked beneath her. ‘No, really. Thanks so much. You’re a great help.’

It was twenty to one in the morning before she finished the job, having worked on the stains until her arms and shoulders ached. Ursula, who’d been sleeping, opened a laconic eye as Essie carried the cleaning equipment through to the kitchen and gave her hands one last wash. Finally, she left the spare front door key under the plant pot next to the porch so that Jay could let himself in when he turned up.

Right, all done.

Shattered now.

Bed.




Chapter 4

Seven hours later, Essie was dragged out of sleep by the sound of her mobile ringing on the bedside table. Fumbling for it with her eyes still closed, she pressed Answer and murmured, ‘Yes?’

‘Oh my God, Ess! What did you do? What happened after I left you last night?’

Just reaching across for her phone and holding it to her ear had exacerbated the ache in her shoulder from all the scrubbing. Essie rolled onto her back. ‘Don’t remind me. What a complete nightmare! Ursula brought a live crow in through the cat flap and raced around the cottage with it in her mouth, then she let it go and it was flapping its wings and pooing everywhere and there were spatters of blood on the carpet . . . It’s the most hideous thing that’s happened to me in years—’

‘Whoa, whoa,’ Scarlett interrupted. ‘I’m not talking about Ursula. This is about the email.’

‘What email?’

‘The one you sent. The round-robin thing! Ess, did you open another bottle of wine after I left?’

‘What?’ Essie frowned. Had she? No, there’d been no more wine, just plenty of Cif and scrubbing sponges and hot soapy water and stain remover. ‘I didn’t send any email. One hundred per cent definitely didn’t do it.’

‘Well someone did! OK, did you write a round robin?’

‘Yes, but I didn’t send it to you.’

‘You’re right, you didn’t send it to me.’ Scarlett sighed. ‘OK, brace yourself. You sent it to everyone in your address book.’

‘No . . . I haven’t sent anything to anyone.’ Essie’s stomach began to clench with fear, cottoning on faster than her just-woken brain. ‘I wrote it, but that’s all. What do you mean, it’s gone to everyone in my address book? It can’t have done . . . that’s impossible. Are you joking?’ As she said it, she threw back the duvet and jumped out of bed.

‘I wish I was. This isn’t a joke. Ess, I don’t understand, it’s right here on my phone, I’m looking at it now. It’s been sent out to over two hundred email addresses . . .’
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