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About the Book

Some people are better than others at keeping secrets …

When newly single Tilly Cole impulsively quits her London job for a fresh start in the small town of Roxborough, she finds she’s arrived in a hotbed of gossip, intrigue and rampant rivalry for the most desirable men. Tilly has no intention of joining in – she’s just happy with her new Girl Friday job. Then she meets Jack Lucas. Jack is irresistible … and he’s got his eye on Tilly. But there are shocking rumours about his wicked reputation. Tilly doesn’t want to be just another notch on anyone’s bedpost. But is she being mature and sensible – or is she running away from the love of her life?






To Dad, with love.




Chapter 1

How weird that you could push open your front door and know in an instant that something was wrong.

Tilly stopped in the doorway, her hand fumbling for the light switch. Back from work at six o’clock on a cold Thursday evening in February, there was no reason to believe that anything should be different.

But it was, she could feel it. She could tell.

Flick went the light switch, on came the light. So much for spooky sixth sense; the reason opening the door had felt different was because the hall carpet had gone.

The hall carpet? Had Gavin spilled something on it? Mystified, her heels clacking on the bare floorboards, Tilly headed for the living room.

What was going on? She gazed around the room, taking everything - or rather the lack of everything - in. OK, they’d either been targeted by extremely picky burglars or …

He’d left the letter propped up on the mantelpiece. Gavin was nothing if not predictable. He had probably consulted some etiquette guru: Dear Miss Prim, I’m planning on leaving my girlfriend without a word of warning - how should I go about explaining to her what I’ve done?

To which Miss Prim would have replied: Dear Gavin, Oh dear, poor you! In a situation such as this, the correct method is to convey the necessary information in a handwritten letter - not in an email and please not in a text message! - and leave it in the centre of the mantelpiece where it can’t be missed.

Because, in all honesty, what other reason could there be? Tilly conducted a rapid inventory. Why else would the DVD recorder - hers - still be there, but the TV - his - be missing? Why else would three-quarters of the DVDs be gone (war films, sci-fi and the like), leaving only the slushy make-you-cry films and romantic comedies? Why else would the coffee table given to them by Gavin’s mother have vanished while the—

‘Tilly? Coo-eee! Only me!’

Damn, she hadn’t shut the door properly. And now Babs from across the landing was doing her exaggerated tiptoeing thing as if that made barging into someone else’s flat somehow acceptable.

‘Hello, Babs.’ Tilly turned; maybe Babs had a message for her from Gavin. Or maybe he’d asked her to pop round and check that she was  all right. ‘Did you want to borrow some tea bags?’

‘No thanks, petal, I’ve tea bags coming out of my ears. I just wanted to see how you’re doing. Oh, you poor thing, and there was me thinking the two of you were so happy together … I had no idea!’ Bright green earrings jangled as Babs shook her head, overcome with emotion. ‘Love’s young dream, that’s what Desmond and I used to call you. Bless your heart, and all this time you’ve been bottling it up. I wish you could’ve told me, you know I’m always happy to listen.’

Happy to listen? Babs lived to listen to other people’s woes. Gossip was her middle name, her number one hobby. Then again, you couldn’t dislike her; she was a good-hearted, well-meaning soul, in an avid, meddling kind of way.

‘I would have told you,’ said Tilly. ‘If I’d known.’

‘Oh my GOOD LORD.’ Babs let out a high-pitched shriek of disbelief. ‘You mean …?’

‘Gavin’s done a runner. Well,’ Tilly reached for the letter on the mantelpiece, ‘either that or he’s been kidnapped.’

‘Except when I saw him loading his belongings into the rental van this afternoon he didn’t have any kidnappers with him.’ Her expression sympathetic, Babs said, ‘Only his mam and dad.’

The commuter-packed train from Paddington pulled into Roxborough station the following evening. It was Friday, it was seven fifteen and everyone was going home.

Except me, I’m escaping mine.

And there was Erin, waiting on the platform, bundled up against the cold in a bright pink coat and waving madly as she spotted Tilly through the window.

Just the sight of her made Tilly feel better. She couldn’t imagine not having Erin as her best friend. Ten years ago when she had been deciding whether to do her degree course at Liverpool or Exeter, she could have chosen Liverpool and it would never have happened. But she’d gone for Exeter instead - something about the seasidey feel to it and possibly the fact that a friend of a friend had happened to mention that there were loads of fit boys at Exeter - and there had been Erin, in the room next to hers in the halls of residence. The two of them had hit it off from day one, the platonic equivalent of love at first sight. It was weird to think that if she’d gone to Liverpool instead - where there would surely have been hordes of equally fit boys - she would have a completely different best friend, a tall skinny triathlete, say, called Monica. God, imagine that.

‘Oof.’ Erin gasped as Tilly’s hug knocked the air from her lungs. ‘What’s this in aid of?’

‘I’m glad you aren’t a triathlete called Monica.’

‘Blimey, you and me both.’ Shuddering at the thought, Erin tucked her arm through Tilly’s. ‘Come on, you. Let’s get home. I’ve made sticky toffee pudding.’

‘You see?’ Tilly beamed. ‘Monica would never say that. She’d say, “Why don’t we go out for a nice ten-mile run, that’ll cheer us up!”’

Erin’s flat, as quirky and higgledy-piggledy as the properties that lined Roxborough’s High Street, was a one-bedroomed affair situated on the first floor above the shop she’d been running as a dress exchange for the last seven years. Working in a shop hadn’t been her dream career when she’d graduated from Exeter with a first-class degree in French, but Erin’s plans to work in Paris as a translator had been dashed the  month after her twenty-first birthday when her mother had suffered a stroke. Overnight, Maggie Morrison had been transformed from a bright, bubbly antiques dealer into a fragile, forgetful shadow of her former self. Devastated, Erin had given up the dream job in Paris and moved back to Roxborough to nurse her mother. A complete ignoramus where antiques were concerned, she converted the shop into an upmarket dress exchange and did her best to combine caring for Maggie with keeping the business afloat.

Three years after the first stroke, a second one took Maggie’s life. Grief mingled with relief which in turn engendered more guilt-fuelled grief, but this was when the inhabitants of Roxborough had come into their own. Having always intended to move back to Paris once the unthinkable had happened, Erin realised she no longer wanted to. Roxborough, an ancient market town in the centre of the Cotswolds, was a wonderful place to live. The people were caring and supportive, there was real community spirit and the business was doing well. This was where she was happy and loved, so why move away?

And now, almost four years on, Erin had even more reason to be happy with her decision to stay. But she wouldn’t tell Tilly yet, not while she was still reeling from Gavin’s disappearing act. That would definitely be insensitive.

Although it had to be said, Tilly didn’t seem to be reeling too badly. It had come as a shock, of course it had, but discovering that her live-in boyfriend had moved out appeared to have left her surprised rather than distraught.

‘I phoned him this afternoon,’ Tilly said now, between spoonfuls of sticky toffee pudding. ‘Honestly, you wouldn’t believe it. He couldn’t face telling me in person in case I cried, so doing a bunk was the only thing he could think of. He’s moved back in with his parents and he’s sorry, but he just didn’t feel we were going anywhere. So he left!’ She shook her head in disbelief. ‘Which leaves me stuck with a flat there’s no way I can afford on one salary, and I can’t even advertise for a flat-mate because there’s only one bedroom. I mean, talk about selfish!’

‘Would you have cried? If he’d told you face to face?’

‘What? God, I don’t know. Maybe.’

‘Maybe? If you’re madly in love with someone and they dump you, you’re supposed to cry.’ Erin licked her spoon and pointed it at Tilly. ‘You’re supposed to cry buckets.’

Tilly looked defensive. ‘Not necessarily. I could be heartbroken on the inside.’

‘Buckets,’ repeated Erin. ‘Which makes me think you’re not actually that heartbroken at all. In fact, you might actually be quite relieved Gavin’s gone. Because secretly, deep down, you wanted him to finish with you because you couldn’t bring yourself to do the deed yourself.’

Tilly flushed and said nothing.

‘Ha! See? I’m right, aren’t I?’ Erin let out a crow of delight. ‘It’s Mickey Nolan all over again. You really liked him to begin with, then it all got a bit boring and you didn’t know how to chuck him without hurting his feelings. So you did that whole distancing yourself thing until he realised the relationship had run out of steam. And Darren Shaw,’ she suddenly remembered. ‘You did the same with him. You feel guilty about finishing with boyfriends so you force them to finish with you. I can’t believe I never spotted it before.’

It was a light bulb moment. ‘You could be right,’ Tilly admitted.

‘I am right!’

‘Did I ever tell you about Jamie Dalston?’

‘No. Why, did you do it to him too?’

‘No, we went out for a couple of weeks when I was fifteen. Then I realised he was a bit weird so I dumped him.’ Tilly paused, gazing into the fire as she dredged up long-forgotten memories. ‘That was when it started getting awkward, because Jamie didn’t want to be dumped. He used to phone the house all the time, and walk up and down our road. If I went out, he’d follow me. Then, when it was my birthday he sent me some quite expensive jewellery. My mum took it round to his mum’s and the police got involved. I don’t know exactly what happened but I think he’d stolen the money to buy the jewellery. Anyway, his family moved away a couple of weeks later and I never saw him again, but it frightened the living daylights out of me. And reading in the papers  about ex-boyfriends turning into stalkers always creeps me out. I suppose that’s why I’d rather let the other person do the dumping. That way, they’re less likely to stalk you afterwards.’

‘So you are actually quite glad Gavin’s gone,’ said Erin.

‘Well, it wasn’t working out. He was so set in his ways. I did feel kind of trapped,’ Tilly confessed. ‘But his mother kept telling me what a catch he was and I didn’t have the heart to say, “Yes, but couldn’t he be a bit less boring?”’

‘But you moved into the flat with him,’ Erin pointed out. ‘Was he boring from the word go?’

‘That’s just it! I don’t know! I think he probably was, but he hid it well. He definitely didn’t tell me he belonged to a model aeroplane club until after I’d moved in,’ said Tilly. ‘And he completely forgot to mention the bell-ringing. Oh God, I’m so ashamed. How could I have gone out with someone for six months and not known they were a secret bell-ringer?’

‘Come on.’ Erin’s tone was consoling as she put the empty pudding bowls on the coffee table and stood up. ‘It’s stopped raining. Let’s go to the pub.’




Chapter 2

The joy of living at one end of Roxborough High Street was that the Lazy Fox was situated at the other end of it, far enough away for you not to need earplugs at home if they were having one of their karaoke evenings but close enough to stagger back after a good night. Tilly enjoyed the atmosphere in the pub, the mix of customers and the cheerful staff. She loved the way Declan the landlord, upon hearing her just-been-chucked story from Erin, said easily, ‘Fellow must be mad. Come and live in Roxborough. Fresh country air and plenty of cider - that’ll put hairs on your chest.’

Tilly grinned. ‘Thanks, but I’m a townie.’

‘Damn cheek. This is a town!’

‘She means London,’ said Erin.

‘That’s a terrible place to live.’ Declan shook his head. ‘We’re much nicer.’

‘I’ve got a job up there,’ Tilly explained.

He looked suitably impressed. ‘Oh, a job. Prime Minister? Director General of the BBC?’

Erin gave his hand a smack. ‘Declan, leave her alone.’

‘Our newspapers have proper news,’ Tilly riposted, entertained by his sarkiness and poking at the copy of the Roxborough Gazette he’d been reading between customers. ‘What’s that on your front page? Cow falls through cattle grid? On your front page!’

‘Ah, but isn’t it great that we aren’t awash with terrorists and  murderers?’ Declan winked at her. ‘That’s why I like it here. And I lived in London for thirty years.’

‘What happened to the cow anyway?’ Tilly leaned across but he whisked the newspaper away.

‘Oh no, anyone who laughs at our headlines doesn’t get to find out how the stories turn out. Was the cow winched to safety by the fire brigade, lifted up out of the grid like a parachutist on rewind? Or was it left dangling there to die a horrible death? Now that’s what I call a moo-ving tale …’

Declan relented as they were leaving two hours later, folding the  Gazette and slipping it into Tilly’s green and gold leather shoulder bag. ‘There you go, you can read the rest yourself. It may not be the Evening Standard but our paper has its own charm, you know. In fact in some ways it’s udderly compelling.’

The awful thing was, after three pints of cider Tilly secretly found this funny. Somehow she managed to keep a straight face.

‘So that’s why you were drummed out of London. For making bad puns.’

‘Got it in one, girl. And I’m glad they did. In fact,’ said Declan, ‘I’ll be for-heifer grateful.’

Once outside on the street, closing time hunger pangs struck and they were forced to head up the road to the fish and chip shop. While they waited to be served, Tilly unfolded the paper and read that the cow - a pretty black and white Friesian called Mabel - had indeed been winched to safety by the Roxborough fire brigade and reunited with her calf, Ralph. Ahh, well that was good to hear. Better than a lingering death with its legs dangling through the grid and poor baby Ralph mooing piteously …

‘Oh sorry, one haddock and chips, please, and one cod and chips.’

Back out on the pavement, Tilly greedily unwrapped the steaming hot parcel and tore off her first hunk of batter.

‘Mm, mmm.’

‘I’m going to save mine until we get home,’ said Erin.

‘You can’t! That’s what old people do! Fish and chips taste a million times better in the open air.’

‘I’m twenty-eight,’ Erin said happily. ‘I’m knocking on. And so are you.’

‘Cheek!’ Outraged, Tilly threw a chip at her. ‘I’m not old, I’m a spring chicken.’

A couple of teenage boys, crossing the street, snorted and nudged each other. Tilly heard one of them murmur, ‘In her dreams.’

‘For heaven’s sake!’ Indignantly Tilly spread her arms. ‘Why is everyone having a go at me tonight? Twenty-eight isn’t geriatric. I’m in my prime!’

The other boy grinned. ‘In two years’ time you’ll be thirty. That’s  geriatric.’

‘I can do anything you can do,’ Tilly said heatedly. ‘Pipsqueak.’

‘Go on then, try peeing up against that wall.’

Damn, she hated smart kids.

‘Or do this,’ called out the first boy, taking a run-up and effortlessly leapfrogging the fixed, dome-topped litter bin just down from the chip shop.

Oh yes, this was more like it. Peeing up against walls might be problematic but leapfrog was practically her specialist subject. On the minus side she was wearing a fairly short skirt, but on the plus side it was nice and stretchy. Dumping her parcel of fish and chips in Erin’s arms, Tilly took a run up and launched herself at the bin.

Vaulting it went without a hitch; she sailed balletically over the top like Olga Korbut. It was when she landed that it all went horribly wrong. Honestly, though, what were the chances of your left foot landing on the very chip you’d earlier thrown at your best friend after she’d called you old?

‘EEEEYYYYAAA!’ Tilly let out a shriek as her left leg scooted off at an angle and her arms went windmilling through the air. She heard Erin call out in horror, ‘Mind the—’ a millisecond before she cannoned into the side of the parked car.

Ouch, it might have broken her fall but it still hurt. Splattered against it like a cartoon character, Tilly belatedly noticed that it was an incredibly clean and glossy car.

‘Hey!’ yelled an unamused male voice from some way up the street. 

Well, it had been incredibly clean and glossy up until five seconds ago. Peeling herself away from the car, Tilly saw the marks her fish-and-chip greasy fingers had left on the passenger door, the front wing and the formerly immaculate side window. With the sleeve of her jacket she attempted to clean off the worst of the smears. The male voice behind her, sounding more annoyed than ever, shouted out, ‘Have you scratched my paintwork?’

‘No I haven’t, and you shouldn’t have been parked there anyway. It’s double yellows.’ Glancing over her shoulder and checking he was too far away to catch her, Tilly retrieved her fish and chips from Erin, then did what any self-respecting 28-year-old would do and legged it down the road.

‘It’s OK,’ panted Erin, ‘he’s not chasing us.’

They slowed to a dawdle and Tilly carried on eating her chips. As they made their way together along the wet pavement she said, ‘Lucky there was no one around to take a photo. In a place like this, getting greasy fingers on a clean car could’ve made the front page of next week’s  Gazette.’

‘You know, Declan’s right. You’d like it here.’ Erin, who was still saving her own chips, pinched one of Tilly’s. ‘If you wanted to give it a go, you can stay with me for as long as you like.’

Tilly was touched by the offer but knew she couldn’t. During the years of nursing her mother, Erin had slept on the sofa in the living room while Maggie occupied the only bedroom. It hadn’t been ideal by any means. She knew how claustrophobic Erin had found it. Coming down for the weekend and staying for a couple of nights was fine, but the flat was small and anything more would be unfair.

They’d reached the bottom of the High Street. All they had to do now was cross the road and they’d be home. Still greedily stuffing chips into her mouth, Tilly waited next to Erin for a bus to trundle past, followed by a gleaming black car—

‘You sod!’ Tilly shrieked as the car splashed through a puddle at the kerbside, sending a great wave of icy water over her skirt and legs. Leaping back - too late - she glimpsed a flash of white teeth as the  figure in the driver’s seat grinned and raised a hand in mock apology before accelerating away.

‘It was him, wasn’t it?’ Shuddering as the icy water soaked through her opaque tights, Tilly hugged her bag of fish and chips for warmth. ‘The one who yelled at me.’

‘It’s the same car,’ Erin confirmed. ‘Some kind of Jag.’

‘Bastard, he did that on purpose.’ But she was inwardly impressed. ‘Quite clever though.’

Erin gave her an odd look. ‘Clever how?’

Tilly pointed at Erin’s unsullied cream coat, then at her own soaked-through skirt and tights. ‘The way he managed to avoid you and only get me.’

The next morning Tilly woke up on the sofa with a dry mouth, cold legs and the duvet on the floor. It was ten o’clock and Erin had tiptoed past her an hour ago in order to head downstairs and open the shop. Later Tilly would join her for a while before taking off for a wander around Roxborough, but for now she would enjoy being lazy and spend a bit of time wondering what to do with the rest of her life.

Tilly made herself a mug of tea and a plate of toast before hauling the duvet back on to the sofa and crawling under it. Next she switched on the TV, then rummaged through her bag for her phone, to see if there were any messages on it. No, none, not even from Gavin. Which was just as well really, because the last thing she needed was for him to start having second thoughts and regretting his decision.

Plumping up the pillows and taking a sip of tea, Tilly pulled the  Roxborough Gazette out of her bag and smoothed out the creases where it had been scrunched up. The cow story still made her smile.

She leafed through the paper and learned that two sets of twins had been born to women living in the same street. Now how was that not a front-page newsflash? There was a piece about a tractor auction - be still, my beating heart - and a whole page devoted to a charity bazaar at Roxborough Comprehensive. Tilly flicked past photos of wedding couples, an article about an overhanging tree branch that could be really  quite dangerous if it snapped off and landed on someone’s head, and another about a bus breaking down in Scarratt’s Lane, causing the road to be blocked for - gasp! - three and a half hours. There was even a photograph of the broken-down bus with offloaded passengers standing alongside it looking suitably downcast, apart from one lad of about five who was grinning from ear to ear.

Actually, it was quite sweet. The worst thing that appeared to have happened in Roxborough in the last week was that a man had collapsed and died while digging up potatoes in his allotment, but he’d been ninety-three so what did he expect? Sipping her tea, Tilly turned the page and came across the jobs section. Garage mechanic required, washer-upper needed in a restaurant, bar staff wanted for the Castle Hotel, lollipop lady required for the crossing outside the infants’ school. She skimmed through the rest of the list - office work … taxi driver … cleaner … gardener … hmm, that could be the widow of the 93-year-old needing the rest of her potatoes dug up.

Tilly’s attention was caught by a small box ad at the bottom of the page.

Girl Friday, fun job, country house, £200 pw.

That was it, brief and to the point. Tilly wondered what fun job meant; after all, some people might call Chancellor of the Exchequer a fun job. John McCririck might regard working as his personal slave a fun job. Or it could be something dodgy like entertaining slimy businessmen.

She took a bite of toast, turned over the page and began reading the articles for sale - a size eighteen Pronuptia wedding dress, never worn … an acoustic guitar, vgc apart from toothmarks on the bottom … fifty-nine-piece dinner service (one plate missing - thrown at lying, double-crossing ex-husband) … complete set of Star Trek  DVDs: reason for sale, getting married to non-Trekkie …

Tilly smiled again; even the ads had a quirky charm all their own. Finishing her toast, she scooted through the Lonely Hearts column - male, 63, seeks younger woman, must love sprouts - then the houses for sale, all of them out of her league financially, then the boring sports pages at the back.

She reached the end, then found herself turning back to the page with that advert on it.

Almost as if it was beckoning to her, calling her name.

Which was ridiculous, because it didn’t even say what the job involved and the money was rubbish, but a quick phone call to find out wouldn’t do any harm, would it?

Scooping up her mobile, Tilly pressed out the number and listened to it ringing at the other end.

‘Hello,’ intoned an automated voice, ‘please leave your message after the …’

‘Tone,’ Tilly prompted helpfully, but the voice didn’t oblige. All she got was silence, no more voice, no tone, nothing. The answerphone was full.

Oh well, that was that. Whoever had placed the ad had been inundated with calls and was beating potential employees off with a stick. It was probably a vacancy for a topless waitress anyway.

Better get up instead.




Chapter 3

Erin drove Tilly to the station on Sunday afternoon.

‘So, any idea what you’re going to do?’

Tilly pulled a face, shook her head. ‘Not yet. Find somewhere cheaper to live, that’s all. What else can I do? Well, apart from persuading my boss to double my salary. Or maybe writing to George Clooney and asking him if he’d mind me moving into his villa on the banks of Lake Como. That’s always a possibility.’ It was cold out here in the car park; she gave Erin a kiss and said, ‘Thanks for the weekend. I’ll keep you up to date.’

‘You could ask him if he’d like you to be his new girlfriend.’ Erin hugged her. ‘Sure you don’t want me to wait with you?’

‘Don’t worry, I’m fine. The train’ll be here in ten minutes. You get off home.’

Famous last words. Within two minutes of Tilly bagging herself a seat on the platform, the announcement came over the tannoy that the train bound for London Paddington would be delayed by forty minutes.

Everyone on the platform let out a collective groan. Clutching at straws, Tilly looked at the elderly woman next to her. ‘Fourteen or forty?’

The woman clicked her tongue in disgust and said, ‘Forty.’

The husband of a younger woman, attempting to placate their screaming baby, shook his head and said grumpily, ‘This is going to be fun.’

Fun.

Fun job, country house. Picturing the copy of the Roxborough Gazette  she’d stuffed into Erin’s recycling box, Tilly wished she’d tried calling the number again.

Then with a jolt she realised she still had it stored on her phone. All she had to do was press last number redial.

‘Hello? It’s me. Fucking train’s late, so we won’t be back before six at the earliest, fucking typical …’

Tilly stood up and moved a discreet distance away from Mr Grumpy, now complaining loudly into his mobile that the baby was doing his bloody head in. She pressed her own phone to her ear and listened to it ringing at the other end. No answering machine this time. No answering of any kind, by the sound of things. Eight rings, nine, ten …

‘Hello?’ The voice was young, female and breathless.

‘Oh hi, I was calling about the ad in the paper,’ began Tilly. ‘Could I just ask—’

‘Hang on, I’ll get Dad. DAAAD?’ bellowed the voice.

‘Ouch.’ Tilly winced as the noise bounced off her left eardrum.

‘Whoops, sorry! I’ve got very strong lungs. OK, he’s here now. Dad, it’s another one about the job.’

‘Oh bloody hell, haven’t we got enough to choose from?’ The voice was flat, fed up and Liverpudlian. ‘Just tell her she’s too late, we’ve given it to someone else.’

Tilly’s competitive spirit rose to the surface; until two minutes ago she hadn’t even wanted the job. But now, if he was going to try and fob her off …

‘Actually,’ she cleared her throat, ‘you can tell him I heard that. Could he at least have the decency to speak to me?’

The girl said cheerfully, ‘Hang on,’ and, ‘Ooh, Dad, she’s cross with you now.’

Tilly heard the phone being passed over, coupled with fierce whispering.

‘Right, sorry.’ It was the father’s voice, still with that Liverpudlian twang but marginally more friendly than before. ‘If you want the truth,  this whole thing’s been a prize cock-up. We’ve just got back from holiday to find the answering machine jammed with messages. The ad was meant to go into next week’s paper, not last week’s. All I want right now is a cup of tea and a bacon sandwich and I’m not getting either of them because the damn phone keeps ringing with more Girl Fridays than I know what to do with. But go ahead,’ he said wearily. ‘Fire away. Give me your name and number and I’ll call you back sometime in the week, fix up a time for the interview.’

‘Hang on,’ said Tilly, ‘I don’t even know if I want an interview yet. What does a Girl Friday do, exactly?’

‘Everything.’

‘And you said it was a fun job. What does that mean?’

‘It means there’s an outside chance you might enjoy it for about two per cent of the time. The other ninety-eight per cent will be sheer drudgery.’

‘OK, now you’re just trying to put me off so you don’t have to see me,’ Tilly said suspiciously. ‘This so-called job. Is it anything to do with porn?’

‘Prawns?’

‘Porn. Ography. Sex.’ A collective sharp intake of breath informed Tilly that everyone else on the platform was paying attention now.

‘No. Sorry.’ He sounded amused. ‘Why, was that what you were hoping for?’

‘No it was not.’ Tilly did her best to sound ladylike but not offputtingly prissy. ‘And why are you only paying two hundred a week?’

This time he actually laughed. ‘It’s a live-in position. Everything else is paid for, including a car.’

OK, this was definitely a good enough reason. Tilly said promptly, ‘You know what? I’d be great at this job.’

‘Fine, fine. Let me check my diary.’ She heard pages being riffled. ‘Right, let’s start booking appointments. Come over on Thursday afternoon and we’ll take a look at each other. Four o’clock suit you?’

‘Not really.’ Tilly screwed up her face.

‘Five, then? Six?’

‘Look, are you in Roxborough?’

‘No, we’re in Mumbai, that’s why I advertised in the Roxborough Gazette.’ There it was again, that laconic deadpan Liverpudlian wit.

‘Well, I live in London. But right now I’m on the platform at Roxborough station, waiting to go back there.’ Going for broke, Tilly took a deep breath and said, ‘So what would be really fantastic would be if I could come over and see you now.’

Silence.

Followed by more silence.

Finally she heard a sigh. ‘Did I tell you how bloody knackered I am?’

‘While you’re interviewing me,’ Tilly said innocently, ‘I could always make you a fantastic bacon sandwich.’

He gave a snort of amusement. ‘You’re sharp, aren’t you?’

‘I’m right here.’ Tilly pressed home her minuscule advantage. ‘If you can’t see me now, I’m going back to London. And you’ll have missed your chance.’

‘Modest, too.’

‘Just think. If I’m perfect, you won’t have to interview anyone else.’

Another pause. Then he said, ‘Go on then, get yourself over here. We’re at Beech House on the Brockley Road, just over the bridge and on the right as you’re heading out of town. Do you know it?’

‘No but I’ll find you, don’t worry.’ That sounded nice and efficient, didn’t it? ‘I’ll be there in ten minutes.’

Well, she would have been if there’d been a taxi outside the station. But that was wishful thinking, because this was Roxborough station on a wintry February afternoon and any self-respecting taxi driver was at home sleeping off his Sunday lunch. Tilly couldn’t bring herself to phone Erin again. How far away could Beech House be, anyway? Surely not more than a mile. She could be there in fifteen minutes on foot …

It rained. It was more than a mile. It rained harder and the sky darkened along with Tilly’s grey sweatshirt and jeans because of course she didn’t have anything so sensible as an umbrella. Her case-on-wheels jiggled and bounced along the pavement as she dragged it behind her.  After twenty-five minutes she saw a house up ahead on the right and quickened her pace. There, thank God, was the sign saying Beech House. She turned into the stone-pillared entrance and headed up the gravelled driveway. The Regency-style property was grand, imposing and as welcomingly lit up in the gloom as Harrods at Christmas.

Panting and drenched, Tilly reached the front door and rang the bell. What was she even doing here? The man would probably turn out to be a right weirdo; all she’d need to do was take one look at him to know she wouldn’t work for him for all the—

‘Bloody hell, kid. Look at the state of you.’ Having flung open the door, the right weirdo hauled her inside. ‘I thought you’d stood us up. Treat ’em mean, keep ’em keen. Don’t tell me you’ve walked all the way from the station.’

Tilly nodded, the blissful heat causing her teeth to start chattering wildly. ‘There weren’t any t-taxis.’

‘Ah well, that’s because the taxi drivers around here are all lazy gits. And you didn’t even have a coat.’ He looked askance at her drenched sweatshirt. ‘If you’d called me again I’d have come and picked you up. If you catch pneumonia and drop dead I’m going to have it on my conscience now, aren’t I?’

‘I’ll sign a disclaimer.’ Tilly stuck out her hand and shook his. ‘I’m Tilly Cole. Nice to meet you.’

‘Nice to meet you too, Tilly Cole. Max Dineen.’ He was tall and greyhound thin, aged around forty, with close-cropped wavy blond hair and friendly grey eyes behind steel-rimmed spectacles. ‘Come along in and we’ll get you dried off. That’s what I usually say to Betty,’ he added as he led the way into the kitchen.

‘Your daughter?’

Max indicated the brown and white terrier curled up on a cushion in one of the window seats. ‘Our dog, but it’s an easy mistake to make. I get them mixed up myself. Betty’s the one with the cold nose,’ he went on as a clatter of footsteps heralded his daughter’s arrival in the kitchen, ‘and the noisy one in the stripy tights is Lou.’

‘Hi!’ Lou was in her early teens, with mad red hair corkscrewing  around her head and an infectious grin. ‘It’s Louisa actually. Euww, you’re all wet.’

‘I knew that expensive education would come in useful one day. Lou, this is Tilly. Run upstairs and fetch her the dressing gown from the spare room.’ Max turned to Tilly. ‘We’ll chuck your clothes in the tumble-dryer. How about that then?’ He winked. ‘How many job interviews have you done in a dressing gown, eh?’

The thing was, he wasn’t being sleazy or suggestive. He was simply making the suggestion because it made sense. Nevertheless, it would be surreal …

‘It’s OK, I’ve got something I can change into.’ Tilly pointed to her case.

Max said, ‘Spoilsport.’




Chapter 4

The house was amazing, decorated with an eye for colour and real flair. Whether Max Dineen was married or divorced, Tilly guessed this was the work of a woman. In the bottle-green and white marble-tiled downstairs cloakroom she stripped off her wet things and changed into the red angora sweater and black trousers she’d worn last night.

Back in the kitchen Max took her jeans and sweatshirt through to the utility room and put them in the tumble-dryer. Then he handed her a cup of coffee and pulled out one of the kitchen chairs.

‘Right, let’s make a start, shall we? The situation is this. Lou’s mum and I split up three years ago. Her mum lives and works in California. For the first couple of years Lou stayed out there with her, but she missed all this …’ he gestured ironically at the rain-splattered window, ‘all this glorious British weather, so last year she decided to move back for good. I tried changing my name and going into hiding but she managed to track me down.’

‘Dad, don’t say that.’ Lou rolled her eyes at him. ‘People will think it’s true.’

‘It is true. I was hiding in doorways … wearing a false moustache … hopeless. It was like being hunted by a bloodhound.’

‘Nobody’s going to want to work for you if you say stuff like this. OK, here’s the thing,’ Lou took over. ‘I’m thirteen. Dad cut back on work when I first came home, but now he’s stepping it up again.’

‘It’s a question of having to,’ said Max. ‘You cost a fortune.’

‘Anyway,’ Louisa ignored him, ‘we decided we needed a Girl Friday to help us out, someone to pick me up from school and stuff, do a spot of cooking sometimes, help Dad out with the business - just anything that needs doing, really. We kept it vague, because—’

‘We kept it vague,’ Max interjected, ‘because if we advertised for someone to look after a bad-tempered old git and a whiny teenager, everyone would run a mile.’

‘Just keep on ignoring him.’ Louisa’s eyes sparkled as she snapped the ring on a can of Pepsi Max. ‘So. Does that sound like the kind of thing you might like to do?’

Tilly shrugged. ‘That rather depends on your dad’s business. If he’s the town rat-catcher I’m not going to be so keen on helping him out.’

‘How about grave-digging?’ said Max.

‘Dad, will you leave this to me? He’s not a grave-digger,’ said Louisa, ‘he has an interior design company. It’s good fun. He’s very in demand.’ She nodded proudly. ‘So that’s it. That’s what you’d be doing. Now it’s your turn to tell us about you.’

Tilly hid a smile, because Louisa was so earnest and sparky and bossy and young, and she, Tilly, was being interviewed by a thirteen-year-old freckly redhead wearing huge hooped earrings, a lime-green sweater-dress and multicoloured stripy tights. She’d also been wrong about the ex-wife being responsible for the way the house looked.

Plus no rats, which had to be a bonus.

‘OK, the truth? I live in London, my job’s pretty boring and my boyfriend’s just done a bunk. Which doesn’t upset me, but it means I can’t afford to stay on in the flat we shared, which does. Then I came down here for the weekend to stay with my friend Erin, and—’

‘Erin? Who runs Erin’s Beautiful Clothes?’ Perkily Louisa said, ‘I know her. I used to go in the shop with Mum, and Erin would give me jelly sweets shaped like strawberries. She’s cool!’

‘I know she’s cool. And she’ll be thrilled to hear you think so too,’ said Tilly. ‘We’ve been best friends since university. Anyway, I saw your advert in the paper and tried to ring you yesterday but your answering machine was full. Then this afternoon my train was delayed and on the  off chance I thought I’d give it another go. Erin says this is a really nice place to live. She’d love it if I moved down here. So here I am.’

‘Can you cook?’ said Max.

‘Ish. I’m not Nigella.’

‘Don’t look so worried, we’re not after Nigella.’ Max pulled a face. ‘All that sticking her finger in her mouth and groaning in ecstasy - put me right off my dinner, that would.’

Phew, relief. ‘I’m the queen of the bacon sandwich.’

‘That’s grand. Food of the gods. Criminal record?’

Shocked, Tilly yelped, ‘No!’

‘Ever nicked anything from any previous employers?’

‘Paperclips.’ She concentrated on remembering; honesty was important. ‘Envelopes. Pens. Cheap ones,’ Tilly added, in case he thought she was talking Mont Blancs. ‘Oh, and a loo roll once. But only because we’d run out at home and I didn’t have time to stop off at the shop. And that was embarrassing, because I was smuggling it out of the building under my coat and the doorman asked me if I was pregnant.’

Max nodded gravely. ‘I hate it when that happens to me. Clean driving licence?’

‘Absolutely.’ This time Tilly was able to reply with confidence, chiefly because she didn’t own a car and only occasionally borrowed her parents’ Ford Focus - and after being owned and driven by them since the day it had come out of the showroom it had never even learned how to travel faster than thirty miles an hour.

‘Like yellow?’

‘Excuse me?’

‘Do you like yellow? That’s the colour of the room you’d be sleeping in if you came to live here.’

‘Depends on what kind of yellow. Not so keen on mustard.’

Max laughed. ‘Now she’s getting picky.’

‘You two. Honestly.’ Louisa shook her head.

They went upstairs and Max showed Tilly the room, which was fabulously decorated in shades of pale gold with accents of silver and white. The view from the elongated sash windows was breathtaking, even if  the hills rising into the distance were currently wreathed in grey mist. The curtains were sumptuous and glamorously draped. And as for the bed …

‘Well?’ said Max.

Tilly’s mouth was dry. Was it wrong to take a job just because you’d fallen in love with a bed?

Except this was so much more than just a bed. It was an actual four-poster, draped in ivory and silver damask, the mattress so high you’d practically need to take a running jump at it, the pillows piled up in true interior-designer style.

This was pure Hollywood, the bed of her dreams, and she wanted to roll around on it like a puppy.

‘She hates it,’ said Max.

Tilly shook her head. ‘I can’t believe you’ve made so much effort for someone who’s just going to be working for you.’

‘I’m a very generous employer,’ Max said modestly.

‘Dad, you liar.’ Louisa rolled her eyes at Tilly. ‘Don’t be impressed; the room was like this before he even thought of advertising for someone to move in. This is just our best spare room.’

‘Oh. Well, it’s still amazing.’

Max said, ‘And I could have used one of the others.’

‘Except that would have meant sorting them out and basically he couldn’t be bothered. Still, it’s nice, isn’t it?’ Louisa surveyed Tilly beadily. ‘So? What’s the verdict?’

‘I want this job,’ said Tilly. ‘Although I suppose I should talk to Erin first, check out your credentials. You might be the Asbo family from hell.’

‘Oh, we’re definitely that.’ Max nodded. ‘And maybe we should give Erin a call too, find out all about you.’

‘She’ll say nice things, tell you I’m lovely. If she doesn’t,’ said Tilly, ‘she knows I’ll give her a Chinese burn.’

Over bacon and egg sandwiches and mugs of tea they carried on getting to know each other.

‘So how often would you be nicking the toilet rolls?’ said Max, feeding Betty a curl of bacon under the table.

‘Not more than once or twice a week, I promise.’

‘Are you bright and cheerful when you get up in the morning?’

‘I can be.’

‘Christ, no, I can’t bear people being cheerful in the mornings.’

‘He’s a grumpy old man,’ Louisa said comfortably, ‘aren’t you, Dad?’

Tilly pointed a teasing finger at her. ‘If I came to work here, it’d be like The Sound of Music.’

‘Minus the singing nuns,’ said Max.

‘And with a lot less children to look after,’ Louisa pointed out.

‘I wouldn’t make you wear dresses made out of curtains,’ Tilly promised.

‘And you won’t end up marrying Captain Von Trapp,’ said Max.

Quite bluntly, in fact.

Oh. Right. Not that she wanted to marry him, but still. Tilly guessed it was his way of letting her know right away that she wasn’t his type. God, did he think she’d been flirting with him? Because she genuinely hadn’t.

Talk about blunt, though.

Across the table she intercepted a look passing between Louisa and Max.

‘Oh Dad, don’t tell her,’ Louisa wailed. ‘Can’t we just leave it for now? Wait until she moves in?’

‘Tell me what?’ Tilly sat up, her stomach tightening with apprehension. Just when everything had been going so well, too.

‘I have to,’ Max said evenly. ‘It’s not fair otherwise.’

For heaven’s sake, were they vampires?

‘Please, Dad, don’t,’ begged Louisa.

‘Tell me what?’

The phone started ringing out in the hall. Max looked at Louisa and tilted his head in the direction of the door. ‘Go and get that, will you, Lou?’

For a second she stared back at him, her jaw rigid. Then she scraped back her chair and ran out of the kitchen, red curls bouncing off her shoulders.

‘Is this to do with your wife?’ Tilly had done Jane Eyre at school; had Louisa’s mum gone loopy? Had the bit about her going to America been a lie? Was she actually tied up in the attic?

‘In a way.’ Max nodded and listened to the murmurings as Louisa answered the phone. ‘The reason Kaye and I got divorced is because I’m gay.’

Crikey, she hadn’t been expecting that. Tilly put down her sandwich. Was he serious or was this another joke?

‘Really?’

‘Really.’ Max surveyed her steadily for a moment. ‘OK, let me just tell you before Lou comes back. When I was in my twenties it was easier to be heterosexual. I met Kaye and she was great. Then she got pregnant. Not exactly planned, but that was fine too.’ His smile was crooked. ‘And my mother was thrilled. So anyway, we got married and Lou was born, and I told myself I had to stay straight for their sakes. Well, I lasted nearly ten years. And I never once cheated on Kaye. But in the end I couldn’t do it any more. We split up. Poor old Kaye, it wasn’t her fault. And Lou’s coped brilliantly. She’s a star.’

‘I can see that,’ said Tilly.

‘But it’s obviously been a lot for her to cope with. I don’t have a partner right now, which makes things easier. And it’s not as if I’d ever bring home a different man every week.’ Max paused, then said, ‘The thing is, you have to remember this isn’t London, it’s Roxborough. Before we advertised in the paper, I spoke to a woman who runs an employment agency and she said I shouldn’t mention the gay thing at all. Apparently a lot of potential employees would be put off, especially if half the reason for taking the job was because they fancied their chances with a wealthy single father.’ He half smiled before adding drily, ‘And then you came out with your Sound of Music comment.’

‘I didn’t mean it like that,’ Tilly protested.

‘Well, that’s good news. But according to this woman, some people might just not want to live in a house with a gay man.’ Max shrugged. ‘I’m just repeating what she told me. Apparently some people might find it a bit … yucky.’

A noise behind them prompted Tilly to swivel round. Louisa was back, standing in the doorway.

‘Well?’ Louisa looked anxious.

Tilly was incredulous. ‘This woman who runs an employment agency. Is she by any chance two hundred and seventy years old?’

Louisa’s narrow shoulders sagged with relief. ‘Does that mean it isn’t a problem? You still want to come and live here?’

Unable to keep a straight face, Tilly said, ‘That’s not a problem. But if we’re talking yucky, I’m going to need to know exactly what your dad’s like when it comes to digging butter knives in the marmalade, dumping tea bags in the sink and leaving the top off the toothpaste.’

Lou pulled a conspiratorial face. ‘He’s OK most of the time. When he concentrates.’

‘That’s all right then,’ said Tilly. ‘So am I.’




Chapter 5

‘Tilly, Tilly!’ The door to the flat was open and Babs burst in like a rocket. ‘It’s Gavin, he’s here! Oh my word, this is so romantic, he wants you back …’

Tilly stopped dead in her tracks. Not again. She finished zipping up the last suitcase and moved over to the open window.

Yes, Gavin was down there. Clutching a bunch of lilies and wearing extremely ironed jeans with knife-sharp creases down the front, courtesy of his mother.

She marvelled at the fact that they’d lived together, yet he still hadn’t grasped the fact that lilies were her least favourite flower.

Gazing up at her, Gavin called out, ‘Tilly, don’t go, I can’t bear it. Look, I made a mistake and I’m sorry.’

‘It’s like one of those lovely films with Cary Grant,’ Babs sighed, clasping her hands together.

It was nothing of the sort; Cary Grant would never have let his mother iron his jeans like that.

‘Gavin, don’t do this. You left me, remember? It’s over.’ Since coming to regret his decision, Gavin had been begging her to change her mind about leaving. This was the bit Tilly hated, but at least she was spared the guilt of having been the one to initiate the split.

‘But I love you!’ In desperation he held up the bunch of lilies as proof.

‘Oh Gavin, it’s too late. How could I trust you? Every day I’d come  home from work and wonder if you were still there.’ Whereas in reality she’d been coming home from work and enjoying the fact that he wasn’t.

‘I made a mistake. I wouldn’t do it again, I promise.’

‘You say that now. But it’s too late anyway. I’ve left my job.’ Hooray! ‘I’m leaving London.’ Yay! ‘In fact …’ Tilly nodded at the minicab pulling up at the kerb behind him, ‘I’m leaving right now.’

Babs helped her drag the suitcases downstairs. Actually having to say goodbye to her was quite emotional; Babs might be the world’s nosiest neighbour but she meant well.

Then it was Gavin’s turn. Tilly dutifully gave him a hug and a peck on the cheek. ‘Bye then.’

‘I messed up big-time, didn’t I?’ He looked utterly dejected. ‘I broke your heart and now I’m paying the price.’

Tilly said bravely, ‘We’ll get over it.’

‘Ahem.’ As Tilly climbed into the minicab that would take her to Paddington, Babs nudged Gavin and said, ‘Aren’t you going to give her the lilies?’

Oh God, please no, they smelled awful, like the zoo.

‘Well, she probably wouldn’t want to have to carry them on the train.’ Since his ploy to win her back hadn’t worked, Gavin was clearly reluctant to hand them over. ‘And they cost twelve pounds fifty.’ He took a hasty step back as Babs’s eyes lit up in anticipation. ‘So I think I’ll just take them home and give them to my mum.’

Was this how a shoplifter felt as they made their way around a store stealthily pocketing small items, nerve-janglingly aware that at any moment the tiniest slip-up could lead to them being caught out? Erin did her best to stay relaxed, to keep her breathing steady, but the terror showed no sign of loosening its grip; any minute now she could make that slip, give herself away.

And to add insult to injury she was in her own shop.

Not trusting herself with the portable steamer in case her hands trembled too much, Erin busied herself with the computer and pretended  to be engrossed in a spreadsheet. Three feet away from her, riffling through a rail of tops, Stella Welch carried on chatting to her friend Amy through the door of the changing cubicle.

‘I saw Fergus again last night, by the way. Bumped into him in the Fox.’

That’s because you’ve been stalking him, thought Erin. You saw him going into the Fox so you followed him inside.

‘How’s he looking?’ Amy’s voice floated out of the cubicle above a vigorous rustle of clothes.

‘The truth? Pale.’

It’s February.

‘In fact, I told him he could do with a few sessions on the sunbed.’ Stella flicked back her tawny hair, held a pomegranate-pink silk shirt up against herself and surveyed her reflection in the mirror. ‘Does this colour suit me? It does, doesn’t it?’

‘It looks great.’ Erin nodded, because the colour was perfect against Stella’s permatanned skin.

‘I also told him he was a bastard.’ Stella seamlessly continued her conversation with Amy. ‘I can’t believe it’s been six months since he left. I mean, why would anyone in their right mind want to leave me? What did I ever do wrong? It’s not even as if Fergus is amazing looking! I so don’t deserve to be treated like this. Eleven years of marriage and then he ups and goes, out of the blue. He was lucky to get me in the first place, for God’s sake. Some men are just … deluded!’

‘Did you tell him that?’ said Amy.

‘Only about a million times. God, he just makes me so mad. I asked him last night if he was seeing someone else but he still says he isn’t. He’d better not be, that’s all I can say. Oh yes, that’s perfect on you.’

The changing room door had opened. Amy did a twirl in the midnight-blue Nicole Farhi dress. ‘Not too over the top for a first date? I was wondering if I should play it cool and just wear jeans and a little top, but what if I do that and he thinks it means I don’t like him?’

‘Can’t risk that. Go for it,’ Stella pronounced. ‘Get the dress.’ She turned to Erin and said, ‘Amy’s being taken out to dinner tonight. By Jack Lucas.’

‘Gosh. Lovely.’

‘I’m so nervous!’ Amy’s eyes sparkled as she did an excited twirl in front of the mirror. ‘I won’t be able to eat a thing! I can’t believe it’s actually happening!’

Erin couldn’t think why she couldn’t believe it; when you’d been out with as many girls as Jack Lucas had, it was hard to find someone who hadn’t been one of his conquests. In fact she, Erin, was practically the only female she knew who hadn’t been there, done that. Then again, she’d never been tempted, it was far more entertaining to stand back and let all the other girls do their moths-around-a-flame thing, and to watch them crash and burn.

For the female inhabitants of Roxborough, it was practically their number-one pastime.

‘I’ll take it,’ said Amy, dancing back into the cubicle to change out of the dress.

‘See, if Fergus looked like Jack Lucas I could understand him doing what he’s done.’ Stella shook her head in disbelief as she draped a pale turquoise scarf experimentally around her neck. ‘But how does he have the nerve to do it when he looks like Fergus?’

‘Maybe he’ll change his mind and come crawling back,’ Amy offered.

‘That’s what I’ve been waiting for! But it’s been six months now and he still hasn’t! You go to the Fox sometimes, don’t you?’

Her skin prickling, Erin realised this question was being directed at her. Unwillingly, she looked up from the computer screen. ‘Sometimes.’

‘Have you heard any rumours about my husband? Any gossip, any signs that he’s seeing another woman?’

Erin’s mouth was dry. ‘No. No, I don’t think so.’

Stella’s immaculately shaped eyebrows rose slightly. ‘You don’t think  so?’

‘I mean no, definitely, no signs, nothing.’

Stella gave a nod of satisfaction. ‘He’d better not be. For God’s sake, he’s trying to ruin my life. I deserve so much more than to be treated like this. Talk about selfish. I mean, how old are you, Erin?’

What? Why? For a moment Erin’s own age escaped her.

‘Thirty-three?’ Stella hazarded. ‘Thirty-five?’

Ouch.

‘Actually I’m twenty-eight,’ said Erin.

‘Oh. I thought you were older than that. And I know I look young for my age but I’m thirty-seven. Thirty-seven! We were supposed to be starting a family this year, and my husband’s had some kind of bizarre mental breakdown and buggered off instead. Meanwhile my fertility is declining. Ooh, it just makes me so mad. There should be a law against men being allowed to do this to women.’

‘Quick, I didn’t realise it was nearly two o’clock.’ Bursting out of the cubicle, Amy frantically waved the Nicole Farhi dress at Erin and scrabbled for her credit card. ‘I’ve got an appointment at the hairdresser’s in five minutes. Can’t meet Jack Lucas tonight without having my roots touched up!’

Two minutes later they were gone. Erin could breathe again. Breathe, but not relax, because the dilemma currently tearing her in two was still inescapably there.

Fergus was the best thing that had happened to her in years; he was the light of her life. Currently he was the first thing she thought of when she woke up in the morning and the last thing she thought of at night.

But nothing was ever simple, was it? Because Fergus had spent the last eleven years being married to Stella and although he was now desperate to put those years behind him and divorce her, Stella was digging her heels in, still unable to grasp the concept that he might not change his mind and go back to her.

The irony was that although she had known them both for years, ever since she’d moved back to Roxborough, in all that time Erin had never, not even once, secretly lusted after Fergus. He’d always been a lovely friendly person and he and Stella had always been generally regarded as something of a mismatched couple, but even the news of their separation hadn’t caused Erin’s heart to give a secret leap of hope. With his messy, unstyled dark hair, merry eyes, large feet and eternal struggle to dress smartly, Fergus Welch was simply a lovely person to know.

Which had only made it all the more surprising when, just six weeks ago, they had bumped into each other and whoosh, out of nowhere the spark had ignited. So completely unexpectedly that it made you wonder who might suddenly become inexplicably irresistible next. John Prescott? Robbie Coltrane? Johnny Vegas?

Oh no, poor Fergus, not that he looked like any of them. Erin hastily blocked that thought from her mind. But still, who would have thought that her feelings towards Fergus could have changed so dramatically in the space of … crikey, what had it been? A couple of hours?

And just think, if it hadn’t been raining that day, it would never have happened.

Although to call it raining was an understatement. It had been a full-on thunderstorm, with rain hammering down like bullets from an iron-grey sky. It was also undoubtedly what had inspired the bored teenagers to run around the car park flipping up the windscreen wipers of an entire row of cars.

Erin’s Fiat, sadly, had been the oldest in the row and her windscreen wipers the most fragile. When she emerged from the supermarket on the outskirts of Cirencester and got soaked to the skin unloading her bags of shopping, she didn’t immediately realise what had happened. When she leapt into the driver’s seat and switched on the ignition and wipers, she couldn’t work out why they weren’t working. It wasn’t until she climbed back out of the car that she found the wipers on the ground. A posh middle-aged woman in a nearby 4x4 unwound her window a couple of inches and bellowed, ‘I saw ’em doing it, little sods. Gave ’em an earful and they ran orf. Bloody hoody types. String ’em up, that’s what I say. Set the hounds on ’em!’

Which was all well and good but it didn’t exactly solve the problem to hand. Erin, her hair plastered to her head and her clothes clinging like papier mâché to her body, gazed in dismay at the snapped-off windscreen wipers. Driving the car would be impossible in this downpour, like wearing a blindfold. She was stuck here ten miles from home until the rain stopped, and in the meantime her three tubs of Marshfield Farm ice cream were going to melt all over the—

‘Erin! What happened, did someone superglue your feet to the ground? Stand there for much longer and you might get wet!’

Turning, Erin squinted and saw Fergus Welch hurrying towards her across the car park, holding a half-broken golfing umbrella over his head and waving his key at a dark green Lexus parked not far from hers. Possibly wary of setting off the alarm, the teenagers had left his car alone. As he slowed, Erin held up the amputated wipers. Fixing cars wasn’t her forte but maybe Fergus would know some way to tie them back on.

‘Oh no.’ His forehead creased with concern. ‘Vandals?’

‘Well, I didn’t do it myself.’ Rain dripped off Erin’s eyelashes and nose. ‘And from the look of the sky, I’m going to be stuck here for hours yet. It’s Monday, my precious day off - what could be nicer than this?’

‘Hey, no problem, I can give you a lift home.’ Indicating his car, Fergus said, ‘Hop in, I’ve got an appointment in Tetbury but that won’t take long. Then I’m heading straight back to the office.’

‘Really?’ Erin’s shoulders sagged with gratitude. ‘I’ve got a load of food in the boot.’

‘Come on then, let’s shift it into mine. Then if we get marooned in a flood, we won’t starve. And if it stops raining this evening I can drop you back here … oh, I say, honeycomb ice cream. That’s my all-time favourite.’

They transferred the bags of food and Fergus, struggling to close his half-broken umbrella, completely broke it and ended up chucking it into a nearby bin. Then he held open the passenger door of the Lexus with a flourish.

‘Are you sure you want me on your seats?’ By this stage Erin couldn’t have been wetter if she’d just climbed out of a swimming pool.

‘Hey, don’t worry. I’ll be demanding payment in ice cream.’

And that was how it had started. The rain had brought them together. She’d waited in the car whilst Fergus had shown a client around a house in Tetbury, then he’d driven her back to Roxborough and because it was still raining had helped to carry her bags into the flat. Then Erin  had made coffee and they’d shared the entire tub of honeycomb ice cream - semi-melted by now, but still delicious.

They didn’t leap on each other, ripping each other’s clothes off in an unstoppable frenzy of lust. Of course they didn’t do that. But without a word being said, each of them silently acknowledged that … well, they’d quite like to.

Stella was a major stumbling block.

‘She’s spent the last eleven years telling me I don’t deserve her, that she’s better than me,’ said Fergus as Erin made another pot of coffee. ‘She told me a million times she was out of my league. I thought she’d be thrilled when I moved out. But she’s taking it so badly. I wasn’t expecting this to happen at all.’

‘Do you think you’ll get back together?’ Erin did her best to sound impartial.

‘No, never. It’s over.’ Fergus shook his head and sat back, combing his fingers through his unruly, still-damp hair. ‘I’ve put up with Stella’s attitude for years. She doesn’t love me, she’s just outraged that I had the nerve to leave. My nephew’s too old for his Teletubbies,’ he went on drily, ‘but you should have heard the screams when my sister tried to pack them off to the charity shop. He wrestled her for them and yelled that he’d still love the Teletubbies when he was fifty.’

Erin hoped Stella wouldn’t still be clinging on to Fergus when she was fifty. Then she felt a twinge of guilt because Stella was his wife.

‘Maybe she’ll meet someone else,’ Erin said hopefully.

Fergus nodded in agreement. ‘That’s what I’m hoping. In fact I’m thinking of writing begging letters to Ewan McGregor and Hugh Grant.’

Fergus had had to head back to the office after that. He worked as a senior negotiator at Thornton and Best, the estate agents at the top of the High Street. Later that evening he’d given Erin a lift back to her car and the evening had ended with her planting a careful thank-you kiss on his cheek. Perfectly chaste and innocent on the surface but seething with longing and less-than-innocent possibilities underneath.

Erin was jolted back to the present by the phone shrilling on the desk in front of her. Since that night she and Fergus had carried on  secretly meeting up and the chastity aspect wasn’t set to last for much longer; she was besotted with Fergus and, blissfully, he appeared to be just as—

OK, enough, no more daydreaming about lovely Fergus. Answer the phone.

Ooh, it might even be Fergus!

‘Hello? Erin’s Beautiful Clothes.’

‘Hey, you!’

It was Tilly’s voice. Not quite Fergus, but nearly as good. Erin said happily, ‘Hi, how’s everything going?’

‘Oh, you know. Are you busy or can you talk?’

‘It’s OK, the shop’s empty, I can talk.’

‘Great. Hang on a sec.’

Erin’s heart sank as the bell jangled above the door, heralding the arrival of another customer just when she’d been about to settle down for a good chat. Then her head jerked up and her mouth fell open because there, standing in the doorway, was …

‘Tilly! What’s going on?’

Tilly flung her arms wide. ‘Surprise!’

‘Surprise? You nearly gave me a heart attack! I thought you were calling from London! Why didn’t you tell me you were coming down?’

‘I can see I’m going to have to explain some basic rules about surprises. They kind of work better if they happen without warning.’ Her eyes dancing, Tilly said, ‘And this isn’t a visit.’

‘It isn’t? What is it, then?’ Erin was by this time thoroughly confused; Tilly didn’t even have an overnight bag with her.

‘You said I’d like it here. Well, you’d better be right,’ said Tilly, ‘because I’ve done it, I live here now. As of today.’

‘What? Where? Where are you living?’

‘Beech House. I’m working as a Girl Friday for Max Dineen.’

Erin sat bolt upright. ‘Dineen! Max Dineen who was married to Kaye? Daughter with red hair called …’

‘Lou. That’s right.’

Astonished, Erin said, ‘Wow.’

‘I know! And we really get on well.’ Tilly pulled a face. ‘Please don’t tell me he’s a raving psychopath.’

‘Don’t worry, everyone likes Max. And Lou’s a cutie, she used to come in here with Kaye and eat—’

‘Strawberry sweets. She told me about that. And now I’m living here, in their house! Wait until I go to the Fox and tell grumpy Declan. He won’t believe it!’

‘I can’t believe it.’ Erin shook her head, still in a daze.

‘I know, isn’t it great? New job, new home, whole new life! And on my evenings off, we’ll be able to go out together!’

At that moment the door opened again and more customers drifted in. It occurred to Erin that with its usual unerring sense of timing, fate had managed to get it wrong again. All these years without a relationship and now Tilly had turned up. Maybe this was God’s way of telling her she wasn’t cut out to be a lying, deceitful, husband-stealing bitch.

‘What? What’s wrong?’ said Tilly.

‘Nothing.’ Erin gave her a hug. ‘I’m just glad you’re here.’ As she said it, the other customers began pulling dresses off the rails and posing in front of each other. It probably wasn’t the best time to be confiding in Tilly about her top-secret budding romance with Fergus.




Chapter 6

‘Here she is,’ Max announced as Tilly, back from her visit to Erin, padded into the kitchen in her socks. ‘Here’s the girl I was telling you about.’

Tilly turned to greet the visitor and stopped in her tracks. Because there, leaning against the Aga with his arms casually folded in front of him and a devastating grin spreading across his face, was one of the most disconcertingly good-looking men she’d ever seen in real life. Thickly fringed green eyes surveyed her with amusement and glossy dark hair flopped over his forehead. His face was tanned, emphasising the whiteness of his teeth, but the teeth themselves were just imperfect enough not to have been the work of a dentist.

Phew. And he was wearing faded paint-splashed jeans, Timberlands and a pale brown polo shirt beneath a well-worn dusty grey gilet. Pretty spectacular body too.

Max performed the introductions. ‘Tilly, this is my … friend, Jack Lucas. Jack, meet Tilly Cole.’

‘OK, let’s just make something clear, shall we? From the word go? I’m not Max’s … friend,’ said Jack. ‘I’m just his friend. No hesitation, no significant emphasis. Max likes to say it that way to try and embarrass me, to make people wonder what he’s insinuating. He thinks it’s hilarious. Just ignore him.’ Hauling himself upright he reached forward and shook hands. ‘Hi, Tilly. Good to meet you.’

‘You too.’ Tilly did her best to behave as if being introduced to kneetremblingly attractive men was a daily occurrence. His handshake was  warm and dry and when she breathed in she smelled a mixture of paint, delicious aftershave and brick dust.

‘You know, something about you reminds me of something …’ Letting go of her hand, Jack circled an index finger as the connection eluded him.

‘Oh God, here he goes.’ Max shook his head in disgust. ‘You don’t waste any time, do you? And talk about unoriginal. Watch out, girl,’ he told Tilly. ‘Next he’ll be saying he’s sure he’s met you before, and you’ll believe him and start wondering where.’

‘Max, shut up. This isn’t a chat-up line, it’s the truth.’ But Jack Lucas was laughing as he said it, making it impossible for Tilly to know whether he was telling the truth or not.

‘I’m from London. We haven’t met before.’ If she had, Tilly knew she would definitely have remembered.

‘Well, you’re here now. And Max and I sometimes work together, so I’m sure we’ll be seeing more of each other.’ The playful glint in his eye told her he was perfectly well aware of the double entendre. But something altogether more impressive was happening, Tilly discovered, at the same time. When he looked at her it felt as if all his attention was focused on her; when he spoke to her it was as if all he cared about was what she might say in return.

Neat trick.

It was also, of course, the sign of a champion seducer. Tilly could just imagine the trail of broken hearts a man like Jack Lucas must leave weeping and wailing in his wake.

At that moment the front door opened and slammed shut, and Louisa erupted into the kitchen in her navy school uniform.

‘You’re here!’ Her eyes lit up and for a moment she hovered just over the threshold, unsure what to do. Then she rushed over and flung her arms around Tilly. ‘I’m so glad!’

‘Hey, how about me?’ Jack was indignant. ‘Are you glad I’m here too?’

‘Of course I am. I’m always glad to see you.’ Louisa hugged him in turn. ‘Even if you do smell of paint.’

‘So sorry.’ He gave one of her coppery plaits a fond tweak. ‘Rush  job on today and we were two men down. If I’d known you were going to complain, I’d have sat back and let the others get on with the work. Anyway, you can talk,’ he added, pulling a face. ‘You smell of … ugh … blackcurrant.’

‘Nesh’s mum drove us home, she gave us some sweets. It’s what kind parents do. Hi, Dad.’ Louisa gave Max a kiss, then grinned over at Tilly. ‘And kind Girl Fridays too, when it’s their turn to pick us up from school.’

‘And then you aren’t hungry and you don’t want your tea,’ said Max.

‘Dad, that’s so not true. I’m hungry now! What are we having? Jack, are you staying for something to eat?’

Erk, Tilly hoped not. If cooking dinner was her job, she didn’t need Jack Lucas hanging around and distracting her on her first day in the job.

‘Not today. I’m out for dinner this evening.’ Jack glanced at his watch. ‘In fact I’d better be off, I’ve got tenants to see in Cheltenham first.’ He turned back to Tilly, gave her that thrilling look again. ‘What am I missing?’

Tilly didn’t have the foggiest; she hadn’t even checked the contents of the fridge yet. ‘Something fabulous.’

Jack grinned. ‘I’m sure. Never mind, some other time.’ Raising a hand and moving to the door, he said, ‘Right, I’m off. See you soon.’

When he’d left them, Tilly said, ‘Well, he thinks he’s irresistible, doesn’t he?’

Max looked amused. ‘Jack’s all right. He’s a good mate. And to be fair, most of the women around here think he’s pretty irresistible too.’

‘I know that kind,’ said Tilly.

‘He’ll make a play for you, don’t worry. It’s up to you, but if you go for it, don’t go getting your hopes up,’ said Max. ‘Strictly no-strings, that’s Jack. Bedpost? There’s been that many notches there’s no bedpost left.’

‘Euww, Dad! Can we not talk about this?’

Max ruffled his daughter’s hair. ‘Sorry, pet. I’m just warning Tilly, letting her know the way things are around here.’

As if she would be attracted to Jack Lucas for one moment. Honestly, the very idea. Tilly said bluntly, ‘Don’t worry, I’m not planning on being anyone’s notch, especially someone who uses chat-up lines like—’

The kitchen door swung open and Jack stuck his head round.

‘Bloody hell, you’re supposed to have gone,’ said Max. ‘How are we meant to talk about you behind your back if you’re going to creep back and eavesdrop?’

‘Sorry, sorry.’ From the way Jack was grinning it was obvious he’d overheard every word. ‘I was leaving, then I spotted something interesting out in the hall.’ He raised an eyebrow at Tilly. ‘Two interesting things, actually.’

Tilly blinked as he reappeared in the kitchen holding the boots she’d kicked off and left by the front door five minutes ago. Were emerald-green leather cowboy boots with customised glittery heels not allowed in Roxborough? Were they against the law, perhaps? A health and safety risk? Might their glitteriness cause herds of cows to take fright and stampede through country lanes?

‘I love Tilly’s boots.’ Louisa leapt loyally to her defence. ‘They’re cool.’

‘I didn’t say I didn’t like them,’ said Jack. ‘I think they’re very … individual. The kind of boots you might wear when you’re leapfrogging over litter bins, in fact.’ He paused. ‘Well, when you’re trying to leapfrog over a litter bin.’

Tilly’s hand was already clapped to her mouth. ‘You saw me?’

‘Oh, I did more than see you.’ His own mouth twitched. ‘I shouted at you.’

She let out a squeak of dismay. ‘That was your car?’

‘My brand new car,’ Jack emphasised. ‘Only two days out of the showroom. You left grease marks all over the window.’

‘I said I was sorry. It was an accident. Unlike you,’ Tilly added pointedly, ‘splashing me when you drove through that puddle. You did that on purpose.’

‘Semi on purpose,’ Jack conceded. ‘It was only meant to be a little splash. Hey, I’m sorry too. But look on the bright side, at least now you know I wasn’t spinning you a line.’ His eyes glittered good-humouredly. ‘I knew I remembered you from somewhere, I just didn’t know it was from the night you ended up spreadeagled across my new car.’

‘Come in, come in. Sorry my room’s a mess. Dad used to moan and tell me to put things away but now he’s given up. I told him there’s far more important stuff for us to fight about and being untidy doesn’t matter. Anyway, it feels more cosy like this.’

Louisa was sitting up in her double bed wearing purple pyjamas and reading A History of the Industrial Revolution. She smelled of soap and toothpaste.

‘Like doing your homework,’ said Tilly. ‘That’s more important.’

‘I’m doing it now.’ Louisa beamed and waggled the school textbook at her. ‘Revision. It’s really boring … oh no, Dad told you!’

‘Sorry. He’s the boss.’ Having lifted the pillow next to the one propped up behind Louisa, Tilly located the copy of Heat and whisked it out of reach. ‘He said if I looked under here I might find one of these.’

Louisa pulled a caught-out face. ‘I was only going to glance at it for five minutes. Our history test isn’t till next week anyway.’ She sat back, her eyes bright. ‘So, do you think you’re going to like it here?’

‘I hope so.’ Tilly sat on the edge of the bed, checking out the framed photos on top of the bookcase and deliberately not thinking about Jack Lucas. ‘I like that one of you and your mum.’

‘That was taken on the beach in Hawaii. We went there on holiday last year. Everyone else was tanned and glamorous.’ Louisa grimaced. ‘And there was me with my stupid red hair and my spindly white legs, looking like a complete dork.’

‘You don’t at all.’ Reaching for the photo, Tilly surveyed the two of them laughing together into the camera. ‘And look at your mum - she’s got red hair too.’

‘She’s covered in fake tan. And factor fifty suncream. I don’t know how she stands it out there in LA. I’m more of a cold-weather person. I like living here.’

Carefully Tilly said, ‘You must miss her a lot.’

Louisa shrugged. ‘Yes, but when I was over there living with Mum, I missed Dad loads too. And I talk to her all the time. She’s happy, and work’s going really well. She loves her job.’

Who wouldn’t? Tilly had discovered over dinner this evening that  Kaye Dineen, mother of Louisa, ex-wife of Max and unsuccessful British stage actress, was in fact well known in America and throughout large parts of the rest of the developed world as Kaye McKenna, one of the stars of the Emmy-garlanded TV drama series Over the Rainbow, watched by zillions of viewers each week. One lucky audition, that was all it had taken - and what all aspiring actors dream of. After eight months of rejections and with her spirits at rock bottom, Kaye’s car had had a flat tyre on the way to the casting director’s office. By the time she’d turned up, her white dress covered in axle grease and her make-up sweated off, she was an hour and a half late. The director, seizing on her air of fragility and near-desperation, had demanded with deliberate brutality, ‘Why the fuck should I see you now?’ Prompting Kaye, unshed tears shimmering in her eyes, to snap back, ‘Because I loved my ex-husband, my ex-husband is now gay, our daughter loves both of us and if I don’t deserve a break I don’t know who the fuck does.’

Her ferocity, coupled with her cut-crystal English accent, had swung it. All the boxes were ticked and she’d secured the job on the spot. Kaye famously credited that flat tyre with launching her career in the States.

‘Here’s a good one.’ Louisa reached for another photo in a turquoise frame, of a group of cavorting teenagers around an LA pool. ‘That’s me and some friends after a wedding party. You know the actress Macy Ventura? She’s the main star of Mum’s show. Anyway, she was getting married for the fifth time to some ancient film producer and she’d never met me but she asked my mum if I’d like to be one of her bridesmaids. So Mum said yes, that’d be cool, and we went along to meet Macy and Macy’s people and the wedding coordinator.’

‘And?’ Tilly was frowning, wondering what the giant pink mushrooms were doing in the swimming pool.

‘Oh, it was hysterical. Like when you open a present thinking it’s going to be a diamond bracelet and you get a dictionary instead. Macy and the wedding guy took one look at me and started babbling all these excuses. They were horrified! I was too ginger, too pale, too freckly, too tall … basically, I was going to wreck the whole wedding, not to mention the magazine deal. The bridesmaids were wearing sugar-plum  pink. Well, you can guess how I’d look in sugar-plum pink. They ended up offering me five hundred dollars to not be a bridesmaid.’

‘Tell me you’re joking! That’s the most horrible story I ever heard.’ Tilly shook her head in disbelief. ‘Did you take the money?’

Louisa snorted with laughter. ‘Too right I did! I never even wanted to be her bridesmaid in the first place. Especially not if it meant wearing sparkly pale pink. Anyhow, I got chatting to the other bridesmaids at the party afterwards and they were so great. As soon as I told them what Macy had done, they all took off their dresses and chucked them into the pool. I thought that was really nice of them.’ Adopting an earnest Californian accent, she said, ‘Like, you know, totally supportive?’

‘So those are the dresses.’ Tilly pointed to the floating mushrooms.

‘They were proper designer ones, too. Vera Wang. They cost thousands of dollars.’ Louisa giggled. ‘Macy was furious.’

‘Bloody hell, you’re the one who should have been furious.’ Tilly was outraged on her behalf. ‘I can’t believe you even went to the wedding after she did that to you.’

‘Oh, I don’t care. It’s all panto. All I did was fail the audition.’ Louisa seemed genuinely unperturbed. ‘Anyway, it was a Hollywood wedding, not the proper kind. They were only married for six months.’

‘Well, if I ever get married,’ said Tilly, ‘you can definitely be my bridesmaid.’

‘Oh thank you! And when I get married you can definitely be mine.’ Louisa grinned. ‘If you’re not too ancient by then.’

Tilly gave her a playful push. ‘I’ve never been a bridesmaid. Never even been asked.’

‘I was nearly one once. When I was nine.’ Louisa yawned, tiredness catching up with her. ‘That was for Jack and Rose’s wedding.’

Jack? ‘You mean Jack who was here this afternoon?’ Ready for gossip, Tilly perked up. ‘What happened? Did they cancel it at the last minute?’

‘Well, they had to.’

Ooh, lovely. Eagerly Tilly said, ‘Why, who finished with who?’

‘Nobody. It wasn’t anything like that. They would have got married,’ Louisa explained, ‘except they couldn’t. Because Rose died.’




Chapter 7

Downstairs in the living room Max was uncorking a bottle of red wine.

‘Here’s to the end of your first day.’ He clinked his glass against Tilly’s. ‘You haven’t run screaming back to London yet. Cheers. Not too unbearable so far, then?’

‘I’ve hardly done anything. I feel like a fraud.’

‘Hey, that’s because I haven’t started cracking my whip yet. You’ll hate the sight of me by the end of the week. Now, I’ve written a list of things I need you to do tomorrow. I’m off up to Oxford first thing, but any problems and you can give me a ring.’ Max showed her the sheet of paper, which said:


8.00a.m. Take Lou to school.

a.m. Drop wallpaper books back to Derwyn’s in Cirencester.

Buy food, cook dinner, take Betty for a walk, collect six framed prints from Welch & Co. in Roxborough.

Pick up Lou and Nesh from school at 4.10p.m.



‘That looks fine.’ Tilly was finding it hard to concentrate; the revelation about Jack was rocketing around inside her head and she was longing to ask a million questions. ‘Um, what would you like me to cook?’

‘Oh, God knows. It does my head in, trying to think about food. The joy of having you here is that now it’s your job. But we’re not fussy, so don’t get your knickers in a twist worrying about it. I’ll be  home by six,’ said Max. ‘And the next day you can come out with me, give me a hand with measuring up the next job.’

‘Fantastic.’ Tilly wondered how soon she could swing the conversation round to Jack.

‘Nothing too fancy, just one of Jack’s.’

Bingo!

‘Actually, Lou and I were—’

‘Here, I can show you the details, he left me the brochure earlier.’ Max reached for a folder on the table. ‘Jack’s in buy-to-let, did you know that? Built up quite a portfolio over the years. He picks up properties at auction and renovates them, then I make them look great before he rents them out. Now this one, for instance, is a second-floor flat in a Victorian house in Cheltenham with a south-facing living room and—’

‘Lou told me about his girlfriend dying,’ Tilly blurted out, no longer able to control herself. ‘The week before their wedding. Lou said she drowned.’

Max paused, smiled slightly, drank some wine. Finally he turned to look at her.

‘That’s right. Oh dear, and now you’ve joined the club. I can see it in your eyes.’

‘What? I don’t know what you mean.’ But Tilly could feel herself turning red, because deep down she did know.

‘The romance of it all. The tragic widower - except he isn’t a widower because they didn’t quite manage to get married. Sorry.’ Max shook his head, his tone wry. ‘Jack’s one of my best friends and what happened was  terrible, but it just amuses me to see the effect it has on the opposite sex. As if he isn’t bloody good-looking enough to start with, and smart and successful with it. The moment women hear his history, that’s it, they lose all control. It makes them want him all the more. And now it’s happened to you.’

‘It hasn’t,’ Tilly protested, redder than ever.

‘Don’t give me that.’ Looking resigned, Max said, ‘D’you know what? If Jack seduces you and dumps you and breaks your heart, and you’re so distraught as a result that you realise you can’t carry on living here any more and you hand in your notice and bugger off leaving me and  Lou high and dry, I swear to God, best friend or no best friend, I’m personally going to break the tragic widower’s neck.’

Tilly was still longing to hear all the details; having told her the basics, Louisa had been overcome with the urge to sleep. ‘I already told you, I’m nobody’s notch.’

‘Ah, but that was before you knew the whole story.’

Frustration welled up. ‘I still don’t know the whole story!’

‘OK. Ready for a top-up?’ Max refilled her glass then stuck his feet up on the coffee table in front of the sofa. ‘Get those tissues ready, girl. Jack and Rose were together for three years. She was gorgeous, a year younger than him, the prettiest thing you ever saw. Everyone loved her. They got engaged on Christmas Eve five years ago. The wedding was booked for the following December. It was due to be held at the church in the village in Pembrokeshire where Rose had grown up. Everything was arranged. Then they found out Rose was pregnant, which was the icing on the cake. They couldn’t wait to become parents. Rose was crazy about horse-riding but Jack made her give up in case it damaged the baby. Anyhow, the week before the wedding, Rose went on ahead to Wales to stay with her parents and do all that last-minute faffing about. Jack stayed behind here, tying up loose ends to do with the business. On the Sunday morning, Rose took her parents’ dog for a walk along the seafront. It was a stormy day, the sea was rough. Basically, the dog was chasing a seagull into the surf and it got into difficulties. This was an animal Rose had practically grown up with. The whole family was besotted with him. Well, people saw Rose yelling to the dog but he couldn’t get back to shore. The next moment she’d jumped off the rocks into the sea.’

Tilly’s mouth was bone dry; listening to a story like this when you already knew the outcome was unbearable.

‘And you know what?’ said Max. ‘She did rescue the dog. God knows how, but she managed to reach him and get him close enough to the rocks to be able to scramble to safety. But she couldn’t save herself. A huge wave crashed over her, then the weight of the water dragged her down and the currents swept her away. By the time the lifeboat reached her, it was too late. She was dead.’

‘I don’t know what to say.’ Tilly shook her head, trying and failing to imagine the horror of it. ‘Her poor family.’

‘It was rough,’ Max agreed, taking another glug of wine. ‘The parents were devastated. They’d lost their daughter and their grandchild - their whole future, basically. And of course Jack blamed himself. He was convinced that if only he’d gone to Pembrokeshire instead of staying here, it would never have happened.’ He paused, exhaled heavily. ‘The thing is, of course, he had a point. Anyway, that was it. No more wedding; we had a funeral instead. Rose’s family were in pieces. Jack went through the whole thing on autopilot. Afterwards he threw himself into his work. Then, about six months later, he started … socialising again.’ Drily Max said, ‘And he’s been socialising ever since, in pretty epic fashion. We’re thinking of contacting the Guinness Book of Records. Except they’d send some poor innocent girl down here to check him out and we all know what would happen next. Imagine the next year, opening the book and reading: “The world record for seducing women is held by Jack Lucas, aged 33, of Roxborough in the Cotswolds, who said he’d phone me, who promised faithfully that I’d see him again, but oh no, he’s just a rotten lying bastard who thinks he can get away with treating us women like rubbish … I mean, who the hell does he think he is?”’

There was a not-so-subtle message in there somewhere. In fact Tilly supposed she should be grateful Max wasn’t using a megaphone to bellow the message right in her face.

‘Everyone wants to make him better,’ Max went on. ‘They all think they’ll be the one to make a difference, to break through the barriers and make Jack fall in love again. But it’s been four years now. Take it from me, he’s not interested in any of that lovey-dovey stuff. He’d rather steer clear of commitment and stay single. That way he can’t be hurt again. And that,’ Max concluded, ‘is what makes Jack irresistible. That’s the challenge.’ He stopped and looked sideways at Tilly, to gauge her reaction.

‘What happened to the dog?’ said Tilly.

‘It died a year later. Nothing dramatic, just old age. Went to sleep and never woke up. Pretty good way to go.’ Max held up his glass and said deadpan, ‘Although given the choice, I’d prefer a night with Johnny Depp.’
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