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Jill Mansell started writing fiction while working in the NHS, after she read a magazine article that inspired her to join a local creative writing class. Since then she has written over twenty-five Sunday Times bestsellers. Her acclaimed novels include Promise Me, Should I Tell You?, And Now You’re Back, It Started with a Secret and You and Me, Always. Jill’s books have sold over 13 million copies worldwide.

Jill lives in Bristol and for many years worked in the field of clinical neurophysiology. You’d think inventing characters and stories would be easier, but she can assure you it isn’t. Her top piece of advice is: never put a hard-boiled egg in the microwave.

Jill keeps in touch with her readers on X @Jill Mansell, Facebook /OfficialJillMansell and Instagram @JillMansell




Praise for Jill Mansell’s books

‘Uplifting, heart-warming and supremely feel-good’ Sophie Kinsella

‘One of my favourite writers’ Katie Fforde

‘The absolute definition of “reading for pleasure”’ Veronica Henry

‘Mansell always writes with wit and charm, cleverly introducing some serious issues into her novels’ Daily Express

‘Jill Mansell just keeps getting better and better’ Fabulous

‘Mansell’s writing is as heart-warming as it is uplifting, and she deftly weaves complex family issues into a touching story of love, friendship and hope’ Express

‘Jill Mansell is the queen of witty, heart-warming, feel-good love stories’ Red online

‘Jill Mansell always has a few clever tricks up her sleeve to chase away the winter blues. Her warm, wise novels are a balancing act, juggling laughter and tears, triumph and tragedy with precision’ Lancashire Evening Post




By Jill Mansell

The Wedding of the Year

Promise Me

Should I Tell You?

And Now You’re Back

It Started with a Secret

Maybe This Time

This Could Change Everything

Meet Me At Beachcomber Bay

You And Me, Always

Three Amazing Things About You

The Unpredictable Consequences Of Love

Don’t Want To Miss A Thing

A Walk In The Park

To The Moon And Back

Take A Chance On Me

Rumour Has It

An Offer You Can’t Refuse

Thinking Of You

Making Your Mind Up

The One You Really Want

Falling For You

Nadia Knows Best

Staying At Daisy’s

Millie’s Fling

Good At Games

Miranda’s Big Mistake

Head Over Heels

Mixed Doubles

Perfect Timing

Fast Friends

Solo

Kiss

Sheer Mischief

Open House

Two’s Company




About the book

[image: Cover image of The One You Really Want]
Nancy can’t quite believe it when her Christmas present from her husband is . . . a lawnmower. She’s seen a receipt from a classy jeweller’s. So who’s got the diamonds?

Carmen gave up on romance when she lost her adored husband. She’s ready to meet someone new – but choosing the right someone won’t be easy.

Mia’s just met her father’s new girlfriend: the potential stepmother-from-hell. She’s determined to play Cupid and find him a better option – but when did that ever turn out well?

Christmas is a time of joy and celebration, but surprises are always around the corner . . .
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Chapter 1

‘Go on, you can say it,’ Nancy offered, because it was so obviously what Carmen was longing to blurt out down the phone. Five-year-olds had more self-control than Carmen.

Five hundred miles away in London, Carmen replied innocently, ‘I wouldn’t dream of saying I told you so. We all know what happens to best friends who do that. You’re the one who married Jonathan, so it stands to reason you thought he was the bee’s knees. If I’d told you then what part of a bee I thought he was, you’d have hated me. That’s why I pretended to like him.’

Nancy smiled to herself, thinking that she really should be crying. ‘And that’s why you don’t have a Bafta. You may have tried to pretend, but it didn’t fool anyone.’

‘Ah, but I didn’t tell you I thought he was an idiot,’ said Carmen, ‘and that’s the important thing. You didn’t feel as if you had to stick up for him the whole time, you didn’t always have to defend him, d’you see, because if I had told you, you wouldn’t have taken a blind bit of notice anyway. And we’d have ended up falling out.’

‘Would we?’ Nancy couldn’t imagine falling out with Carmen. They’d been inseparable since they were eight.

‘It wouldn’t have been easy. Anyway, that’s why I didn’t. Which is why we’re still friends,’ Carmen said cheerfully.

‘You can still say I told you so if you want to.’ Nancy was feeling generous.

‘Thanks, but I’ll wait until I’ve put the phone down. I’m polite like that.’ More seriously, Carmen said, ‘Are you sure you’re all right?’

Was she? Who could tell? Nancy suspected that she was actually in a mild state of shock. It was Christmas morning, after all. Christmas was such a happy day, in her experience, that it was quite hard to take in what had happened. When you’d put so much effort into buying and wrapping presents, sending cards, choosing a tree and decorating the house – well, it assumed a momentum of its own. Actually holding up your hands and saying Stop! was easier said than done.

When you’d spent this long gearing up to Christmas, it was hard to imagine not . . . well, going ahead and having it.

‘I’m great,’ said Nancy, because the last thing she wanted was Carmen worrying about her. ‘Mum’s going to be here soon to give me a hand with lunch.’

‘And you’re really not going to tell her?’

Nancy closed her eyes. ‘Completely ruin her Christmas, you mean?’ Compared with the devastation this would cause, keeping the news to herself would be a doddle. ‘You know how Mum feels about Jonathan. She’d be distraught.’

‘OK, you’re the boss.’ Mischievously Carmen said, ‘Off you go, back to peeling the parsnips like a good little wifey. Ever tried them poached in honey and arsenic?’

‘If I had, I wouldn’t be here to tell you, would I?’

‘See? You always were the clever one. I’d better let you go. Keep in touch,’ said Carmen. ‘Give me a ring this evening.’

‘OK. Thanks.’ Belatedly, Nancy said, ‘Are you all right?’

‘Me? I’m wonderful.’

Nancy felt guilty, because if anyone deserved to have a big fuss made of them over the Christmas period, it was Carmen. When your husband had died three years ago – and, unlike herself and Jonathan, Carmen had been totally devoted to Spike – you were entitled to be depressed. ‘Well, look after yourself. I’ll call you tonight when I get a chance.’

‘Can’t wait. And don’t forget,’ Carmen said chirpily, ‘the honey disguises the taste of the arsenic.’

Had it only happened this morning? Was it really less than three hours ago that her world had tilted and begun to crumble?

OK, maybe not her whole world, but certainly her marriage.

Nancy, her breath misting up the bedroom window of their four-bedroomed detached house, gazed out over the frosty garden, sparkling iridescent in the sunlight like one of those glitter-strewn Christmas cards her Auntie Mags was so fond of sending. The sky was cloudless and an unseasonal shade of duck-egg blue. In the distance, beyond Kilnachranan, the mountains rose up snow-peaked and dramatic. The garden itself, all three-quarters of an acre of it, was wreathed in a glittery whiteness and heartbreakingly beautiful.

And down there on the stiff white grass stood the cause of her current torment. Her Christmas present from Jonathan.

It was all thanks to this . . . thing, that her life was about to change in a pretty major way.

The card had arrived ten days ago, among half a dozen others, as Nancy had been upstairs cleaning the bath. Even the sound of Christmas cards phflummping through the letterbox onto the mat was a thrilling one. They definitely made a more exciting noise, she had thought happily, than boring old bills and circulars. Because you never knew who might have sent you a card, completely out of the blue and against all the odds. Prince William perhaps, or Bono from U2, or Michael Douglas and Catherine Zeta Jones . . .

Well, she couldn’t help thinking it and getting that lovely squirly feeling in her stomach, the one she always used to get when she woke up on Christmas morning and saw the bulging pillowcase of presents from Santa at the foot of her bed.

And incredibly, this time, there was an intriguing-looking envelope amongst the rest, a heavy expensive cream one addressed in handwriting she didn’t recognise. Incapable of saving it until last, Nancy cast aside the others – from Auntie Jane and Uncle Denis in Brighton, the boring Matthews family across the road, Jonathan’s smug cousin Edgar in Dundee – and ripped open the mystery envelope. The picture on the front of the card was a snow scene of an Edinburgh street. The rank of shops depicted in the painting rang a vague bell. Cavendish Row, that was it. Opening the card, Nancy read the printed inscription inside.

Christmas and New Year greetings to a valued customer, from all at Rossiter and Co., Fine Jewellers.

To personalise it, there was a formless squiggle of a signature at the bottom, the kind a monkey might have made. Tuh, so much for being sent a card by someone exciting. This was from someone who was barely human.

What’s more, Nancy thought crossly, Jonathan’s surprise had now been ruined. He’d clearly paid a visit to Rossiter’s on Cavendish Row and bought her something from there for Christmas. Bought her something expensive, more to the point, because they were unlikely to send classy greetings cards, with Valued Customer on them, to every Tom, Dick and Harry who needed a new watch battery and popped into the shop. Except it hadn’t occurred to the not-so-clever people at Rossiter’s that cards sent to the home of a married male customer stood a good chance of being opened, completely innocently, by his wife.

And since the whole point of Christmas presents was that they should be a fabulous surprise, her own Christmas morning was now spoiled.

Well, that was what she’d thought ten days ago. Gripping the window ledge, Nancy gazed down at her present. Having discreetly disposed of the greetings card in the dustbin, she’d spent ages practising her surprised-and-delighted face, because that was how she’d planned to react when she opened the satin-lined box containing whatever item of jewellery Jonathan had ended up choosing for her.

Instead he had steered her across the bedroom, instructed her to close her eyes, then pulled open the curtains with a triumphant flourish.

‘Ta-daaa! You can open your eyes now,’ Jonathan had proclaimed, and Nancy had obediently opened her eyes, mystified as to why he would have wanted to put the jewellery box containing her Christmas present out on the windowsill.

Except, of course, he hadn’t.

‘It’s a lawnmower.’ It had taken her a good few seconds to get the words out.

‘The sit-on kind,’ Jonathan informed her with pride.

‘It’s . . . it’s . . .’

‘You just wait, you won’t know how you ever managed without one.’ Jonathan was beaming now, incredibly pleased with himself. ‘No more pushing and shoving that old petrol mower, this takes all the effort out of doing the grass. Trust me,’ he slid his arms round Nancy’s waist and kissed the back of her neck, ‘you’re going to love it.’

It took a little while for all the implications to sink in. When they finally did, Nancy felt like the slow girl at school, the very last one to get the punchline of a joke. If Jonathan hadn’t bought some mystery item of jewellery from Rossiter’s for her, then he must have bought it for someone else.

Hadn’t he?

OK, OK, it was a mess, but not an entirely unexpected mess. If she was honest, there had been hints before now that Jonathan might be up to something, but never any that had been concrete enough to act upon. Nancy knew that girls who were overly possessive, jealous if their men so much as glanced in the direction of another girl, did themselves no favours at all. One of her old student flatmates, Doug, had got himself saddled with one of these. Having convinced herself that he was playing away, Ella had interrogated him endlessly, demanding to be kept informed of his every movement, even rummaging through his dirty laundry bag in order to go through Doug’s tatty jeans pockets for phone numbers, and to sniff the collars of his shirts for traces of Other Women’s Perfume. Nancy had caught her doing this once, at two o’clock in the morning. In a way, she’d felt sorry for Ella but at the same time she’d known the girl was making a terrible mistake. Everyone had laughed about her behind her back, and Doug had been embarrassed because, let’s face it, lookswise, he was no Johnny Depp. Girls weren’t exactly falling over themselves to go out with him. If it had taken him six months to pluck up the courage to ask Ella out on a date, how likely was it that he’d be simultaneously seeing several other girls on the side?

Eventually the teasing had become too much to tolerate and Ella’s inability to stop being jealous had taken its toll. Doug had finished with her and Ella had been inconsolable, begging Nancy to persuade him to see sense and take her back. All this had had a profound effect on Nancy, who had longed to say I told you so, I told you you’d drive him away in the end. Instead, she’d vowed never to be the jealous type, never to indulge in interrogation sessions – and never ever to accuse any man of hers of doing something he hadn’t done.

Unless, of course, she knew he definitely had.

Nancy frowned. The thing was, did she know for sure? Could there still be an innocent explanation for what had happened, one that simply hadn’t occurred to her? And if there was no innocent explanation, who in heaven’s name could Jonathan be seeing?

Someone she knew? Someone from his office? Not his secretary, surely to God. The whole point of a mistress was getting one prettier and younger and bustier than your wife. Tania looked like a potato in a pashmina.

It couldn’t be her, Nancy decided. To be honest, she’d be insulted if it was.

A car toot-tooted outside, bringing her back to earth. Rose, her mother, was rattling up the drive in her green Mini. Car, not skirt.

OK, forget the unfaithful husband and the all-but-over marriage. It was Christmas Day. On with the show.

‘Darling!’ Rose threw her arms round her beloved only daughter. ‘You look beautiful! Merry Christmas!’

‘You too, Mum.’ Nancy hugged Rose in return, thinking how frail she felt. Her mother was only in her late sixties, but there was always the worry that this year might be her last. This was why she couldn’t tell Rose about Jonathan’s philandering – OK, alleged philandering. It would break her heart and ruin her Christmas. If it kills me, Nancy thought, I will protect Mum from that.

‘Where’s that lovely son-in-law of mine?’ Rose was peering hopefully past Nancy into the house. ‘I’ve got bags of presents here – they weigh an absolute ton.’

‘Jonathan’s gone down to the pub to meet Hamish and Pete. Pre-lunch drinks.’ Nancy, who’d been delighted to be shot of Jonathan for an hour, said, ‘You know how it is, all the men get together and compare Christmas sweaters, the one with the most horrible pattern wins a – um, not that Jonathan ever stands a chance of winning’, she added hastily, ‘but some people have families with terrible taste. Anyway, he’ll be back by two o’clock. Let me carry the bags inside. Oh Mum, you are naughty, you’ve brought far too many presents.’

‘Rubbish, I enjoy buying them.’ Following Nancy inside, Rose heaved a sigh of pleasure. ‘Such a gorgeous house. You’re so lucky, darling. Can you believe how lucky you are?’

Nancy thought back to the times at the beginning of their marriage when she had thought she’d been lucky. Or before she’d begun to inwardly suspect that Jonathan might not turn out to be Mr Faithful-till-the-End-of-Time after all.

But this was her mother asking the question. This time last year Rose had bought Jonathan a mug with World’s Best Son-in-Law! printed on it. Hastily changing the subject, Nancy said, ‘The turkey’s in the oven. I’ve done the potatoes and the bread sauce, but the rest of the vegetables are still—’

‘How did I guess they would be?’ Rose had been busily arranging the Christmas presents under the tree. Straightening, she beamed. ‘Don’t worry, darling, I’m here now. We can have a glass of sherry and a lovely chat while we’re doing it all. You can tell me everything that’s been going on.’

Nancy had to turn away so as not to let Rose see the tears in her eyes. Did other twenty-eight-year-olds tell their mothers everything that had been going on in their lives? Maybe they did. But Rose always saw the best in people; there was a kind of innocence about her. Nancy, feeling it was her duty to protect her mother from disappointment, had never been able to bring herself to tell Rose the truth.

‘Now, parsnips. Carrots. Oh my word, asparagus – that must have cost a fortune, you are naughty.’ Rose, surveying the contents of the vegetable basket, was torn between delight and terror at the thought of how much the bundles of fresh asparagus must have cost. ‘Right, I’ll make a start on the carrots.’

Swallowing the lump in her throat, Nancy watched her mother deftly peel and chop the carrots. Rose McAndrew, sixty-eight years old, four feet eleven inches tall and weighing less than seven stone with all her clothes on. Widowed thirteen years ago, she had never so much as looked at another man. She lived alone in a tiny, pin-neat, rented flat in Edinburgh, still worked part-time as a cleaner in an old people’s home and was a prodigious knitter. Every spare second was spent producing, at lightning speed, soft knitted toys which she then donated to a charity shop supporting a children’s hospice. Privately Nancy found it heartbreaking that her mother could spend eight hours knitting, sewing together and stuffing an intricately detailed clown complete with knitted tube of toothpaste, toothbrush and pyjamas, only for it to be sold in the shop for four pounds fifty. Four pounds fifty. She’d visited the shop and seen the price tags with her own eyes. So much work for so little return, yet Rose had exclaimed in delight at the amount of money she was raising for the poor sick children. It simply wouldn’t occur to her to be offended, because that wasn’t the kind of person she was.

There was no one better.

Turning, Rose said happily, ‘And what did Jonathan get you for Christmas?’

Nancy swallowed. ‘A lawnmower. The kind you sit on. It’s out in the garden.’

‘A sit-on lawnmower? Oh my word, how marvellous! I say, darling, you’ll be able to ride around on it like the Queen. What fun!’

Forcing a smile, because she was unsure how often the Queen actually rode around on a lawnmower, Nancy said, ‘I know.’

‘That’s Jonathan for you, isn’t it? So original. He always knows exactly the right thing to buy.’

Other people might have mothers in whom they could confide every tiny detail of their lives, but Rose wasn’t that kind of mother. She needed to be cosseted and protected from details that would only upset her.

Nancy knew she couldn’t tell her the truth.




Chapter 2

It was six in the evening when Carmen Todd let herself back into her empty house. She’d been helping out at the shelter for the homeless in Paddington since ten o’clock, serving up plates of Christmas dinner and pouring endless mugs of steaming hot, conker-brown tea. Nobody at the shelter knew who she was, which suited Carmen just fine. Now, reaching her bedroom, she stripped off her bleached blue sweatshirt and old jeans and chucked them into the laundry basket. They’d been clean on this morning, but you never wanted to stay in the clothes you’d visited the shelter in.

In the bathroom, Carmen switched on the power shower and examined her face in the bathroom mirror while she waited for the water to heat up. Her short black hair was tousled and spiky, as if she’d spent ages faffing it about with gel and mousse – except she hadn’t. Her dark brown eyes stood out against the pallor of her face and her slanted eyebrows were more like the ticks made by a teacher with a fat felt pen, in a hurry to finish marking. She knew she could look better than this, but no one at the shelter was all that bothered when it came to make-up. So long as she slipped them a few extra cigarettes, that was all they cared about.

Oh well, maybe next Christmas would be better for both them and herself.

The doorbell rang just as she was about to climb into the shower. Hesitating, Carmen wondered who on earth it could be at six o’clock on Christmas night. Not carol singers, surely. She certainly wasn’t expecting any visitors.

But not answering the door – or at least speaking into the entryphone – was beyond her capabilities. Hurriedly wrapping a daffodil-yellow towel round herself – not that anyone could see her, but old habits died hard – Carmen padded through to the hallway and pressed the button on the speaker.

‘Yes?’

‘Carmen Todd, this is the police. Open the door please, we have a warrant to search the premises.’

Breathless with disbelief, Carmen said cautiously, ‘Rennie? Is that you?’

‘Of course it’s me! Open the door this minute, woman, before my feet freeze to the pavement. And you’d better put some clothes on before I get there.’

Startled, Carmen leapt back from the entryphone. ‘How d’you know I’m not dressed?’

‘I’m a man. It’s my job to know these things. Superman isn’t the only one with X-ray vision, let me tell you.’ Rennie cleared his throat with characteristic impatience. ‘By the way, I wasn’t kidding about it being bloody cold out here.’

‘Oh, sorry!’ Hastily Carmen buzzed him in, before racing through to the bedroom to swap her bath towel for a parrot-blue velour dressing gown. By the time she’d finished fastening the belt – tied with a double knot in case Rennie got boisterous – he’d arrived at her front door.

‘It’s really you! I can’t believe you’re here.’ Thrilled to see him, she hurled herself into his arms. ‘I thought you were in Alabama or Mississippi or somewhere . . .’

‘Somewhere with lots of vowels,’ said Rennie, hugging her hard in return. ‘I know, we were. Well, Illinois, same difference. They had to cancel the rest of the tour. Dave’s been hitting the bottle again and Andy’s snorting coke like a human Dyson. Neither of them were capable of doing their stuff on stage, and seeing as there was a drying-out clinic handy, Ed packed them both off there. So that’s it, I flew back last night. Thought I’d come and see how you’re doing. Now, stand back and let me take a good look at you.’

Ditto. Smiling, Carmen took in the almost shoulder-length dark hair, the deep tan, a wicked grin and those glittering dark-green eyes that always looked as though they were ringed with eyeliner – except they weren’t, that was just Rennie’s impossibly thick eyelashes. He was wearing a tan leather jacket, crumpled cream jeans, a faded brown polo shirt and the kind of hideous brass-buckled belt that only a cowboy would wear. But he was looking lean and fit, as ever. For as long as Carmen had known him, he’d exuded an air of health. The whites of his eyes were a clear blue-white, his tongue raspberry pink, his stomach washboard flat. The cowboy belt let the overall effect down badly, but Rennie wouldn’t allow that to bother him. If he liked something, he wore it, and that was that.

‘Stunning as ever,’ he pronounced at last, his brown hands on Carmen’s shoulders. ‘Anyway, I thought this was a respectable street.’

‘It’s a dressing gown! It’s completely done up,’ Carmen protested.

‘I’m not talking about you, I’m talking about the street. I thought it was supposed to be dead posh around here.’

What with his touring commitments, combined with the fact that he’d spent the majority of the last three years out of the country, Carmen forgave him. Just.

‘Actually, it is dead posh.’

‘Sorry, it’s gone right downhill since I was here last. Rear Admirals, QCs, the silver spoon brigade – more pompous gits than you could shake a stick at in the good old days. Call the police as soon as look at you, they would. Answer the door to a stranger? Good grief, you must be joking.’

Patiently Carmen said, ‘Is there a point to this, or is it just a general off-the-cuff rant?’

‘Sweetheart, of course there’s a point.’ Heading through to the kitchen, Rennie opened the fridge and seized a bottle of Veuve Cliquot. ‘OK to open this?’

She hesitated. The bottle had been there for over two years. She’d bought it on the first anniversary of Spike’s death, along with several packets of paracetamol and Nurofen. The plan had been to spend the night at home alone, just for a change, and give herself until midnight to carefully think things through. If, when the clock chimed twelve, she decided there was no point in carrying on, she would finish the bottle of champagne then swallow the painkillers.

At eleven o’clock, with the bottle chilling nicely in the fridge, she had opened a writing pad and begun to compose a suicide note.

By midnight the wastepaper bin was piled high with scrunched-up sheets of paper. Mortified, Carmen had discovered that suicide notes weren’t as easy to write as she’d recklessly imagined. Everything she put down sounded ridiculous when she tried reading it aloud, like one of those really bad plays in the Morecambe and Wise shows Spike had so loved to watch on cable TV. Increasingly self-conscious and frustrated, Carmen realised how embarrassed she would be to leave behind the kind of suicide note people might secretly snigger at.

Furious with herself, she’d ended up putting the unopened bottle back into the fridge and making herself a cup of tea instead. Since flushing the painkillers down the loo would have been nothing but a criminal waste of painkillers, she’d stacked them in the bathroom cabinet to use in the recommended dose when her next period arrived.

Waste not, want not.

Well, if she was going to carry on living, she’d need them.

The champagne she’d left there in the fridge, however, as a salutary reminder.

What the hell. Carmen gestured at the bottle. ‘Good idea. You open it, I’ll get the glasses.’

‘And I’ll get back to my point,’ said Rennie, ‘which is that I arrived here two hours ago. You were out.’

‘I was at the shelter.’

‘That explains the smell.’ Rennie had never been one to keep his innermost thoughts to himself. Catching the look on Carmen’s face he grinned and said, ‘OK, OK, and it’s very noble of you to do your bit, but I’m just telling you, you do smell.’

The trouble was, she knew he was right. Exasperated, Carmen headed for the bathroom. ‘Open the bottle. I’ll be back in five minutes.’

Helpfully Rennie said, ‘Want a hand?’

‘You’re hilarious. Go and sit down in the living room. And don’t eat all my Thornton’s truffles.’

As she shampooed her hair and soaped her body in the steaming shower, Carmen marvelled at Rennie’s attitude to life. He had more energy than anyone she’d ever known, working hard and playing harder, always joking, incapable of not flirting with practically any girl who happened to cross his path. And, being Rennie, an awful lot crossed his path.

Rennie Todd, her brother-in-law. Spike’s younger brother. Apart from their smiles, no two brothers could have been less alike. Closing her eyes as rivers of shampoo cascaded down over her face, Carmen pictured Spike, her beloved husband, with his sparkling grey eyes, dark blond hair and tendency towards pudginess. Whereas Rennie crackled and fizzed with energy, Spike had always been the quieter, calmer member of the band, the couch potato physically. He’d thought more deeply about things, written songs with profoundly meaningful lyrics. Rennie, Carmen was fairly sure, had never had a profound meaningful thought in his life.

And he was still alive, that was another pretty significant difference between the pair of them. Rennie was dazzlingly alive and Spike was dead.




Chapter 3

Out of the shower, Carmen roughly towel-dried her hair and wrapped herself back up in her dressing gown. With a bit of luck she now smelled of Jo Malone tuberose rather than Eau de Shelter.

In the living room, predictably, Rennie had made himself entirely at home. Stretched out across the navy sofa, he was busy finishing off a tube of Pringles, flicking through TV channels and simultaneously chatting on his mobile. Grinning across at Carmen, he said into the phone, ‘Sorry, darling, have to go now, the nurses are bringing my grandmother in to see me . . . hello, Granny, you’re looking well . . . OK, I’ll give you a ring, bye now.’

‘Thanks a lot.’ Reaching over, Carmen snatched the remote control from him, because Rennie could flick channels for England and it drove her insane.

‘Sorry.’ He grinned up at her, unrepentant. ‘Her name’s Nicole, but the lads call her Clingfilm. She was desperate to spend Christmas with me. I had to come up with a decent excuse.’

It wasn’t only where TV programmes were concerned that Rennie had the attention span of a gnat.

‘Couldn’t you just have told her you were visiting your tragic old sister-in-law? Wouldn’t that have been boring enough?’

‘You’re joking. Nicole was a huge Spike fan. She’d have wanted to come along and meet you,’ said Rennie. ‘That’s why I invented a granny-in-a-nursing-home in Stockton-on-Tees. That’s better.’ He sniffed approvingly as Carmen shoved his feet to one side and sat down. ‘Same stuff Spike used to buy you.’

‘It’s my favourite,’ said Carmen. ‘Unlike some people, I don’t get bored of something after three days and rush off to try something new.’

‘Touché. And if I wanted a big lecture I could have stayed in Illinois and listened to my manager. Anyway, it’s Christmas and we mustn’t bicker. Guess what I did this afternoon when I came here and discovered you were out?’

This was one of those completely unanswerable questions, so Carmen didn’t even attempt to answer it. With a lazy shrug she said, ‘Who knows?’

‘Sat down on your front step.’ Rennie raised his eyebrows at her, miming outrage. ‘Now, bearing in mind that this is Fitzallen Square in the very poshest part of Chelsea, I’m sure you’ll agree that this is an appalling thing to do. I fully expected to be harangued by retired brigadiers, ordered out of the square by SAS troops swinging down from helicopters – Jesus, I’ll never understand why Spike wanted to live in a place like this.’

He did, though. It had been that very air of pompous gentility that had attracted Spike, the thought of shocking the residents and sending them into a blind panic at the prospect of sharing their elegant Georgian square with a member of a heavy rock band like Red Lizard. The sunny, seven-bedroomed property, arranged on four floors and immaculately renovated throughout, was the last place anyone had imagined they’d choose to settle.

It had appealed to Spike’s sense of humour. He’d bought the five million pound house as a joke. But within a few months he and Carmen had both fallen in love with it.

‘So the SAS swooped in,’ said Carmen.

‘No, they didn’t. That’s just it. One of your neighbours opened their front door and asked if they could help me.’

‘Thinking you were about to launch into a spot of breaking and entering.’

‘Absolutely. I told them you were out, and said I’d wait on the step until you came back. So they said I couldn’t possibly wait outside and why didn’t I come over and join them for a drink? Well, at this point, obviously,I thought I must be having some kind of hallucination,’ said Rennie. ‘What were these posh people thinking of, for crying out loud? Didn’t they realise what they sounded like? Poor people, normal people, that’s what. And here they were behaving as if they lived on a . . . a . . . council estate!’

‘OK, calm down. In that case I’ll hazard a guess that it wasn’t the Brough-Badhams at number sixty-two.’

Brigadier Brough-Badham and his wife, the Hon. Marjorie, had been so horrified when they’d first heard four years earlier who their new neighbours were to be, that they had started a petition. Neither of them had ever spoken a word to their deeply undesirable residents; the Brigadier bristled his moustache and the Honourable Marjorie looked down her anteater nose at Carmen whenever they passed each other in the square.

Actually, it was the thought of allowing the Brough-Badhams to think they’d won that had stopped her from moving away after Spike died.

‘It was your other neighbour, the one on this side.’ Rennie jerked his thumb to the right. ‘Number fifty-eight.’

‘Funny name for a neighbour.’

‘Been reading Christmas cracker jokes again?’ Digging her in the ribs, Rennie said, ‘I can’t believe you’ve never met him. What a great bloke. When he invited me in, I thought you must know each other but he says not. He reckons you’ve been hiding from him.’

‘I have not,’ Carmen protested with a fraction too much denial. ‘He only moved in three months ago, then he was off again, then I was away for a fortnight when I took Mum to Cyprus. You know how it is around here,’ she ploughed on. ‘People are busy, out at work – our paths just haven’t crossed, that’s all. I haven’t been hiding.’

This was true. More or less. Well, not counting the couple of times she’d seen her neighbour climbing out of his car and had ducked away from the window before he could catch a glimpse of her and wave.

‘His name’s Connor O’Shea,’ said Rennie.

‘Is it?’

‘Then again, I thought you might have known that, after he pushed that note through your door inviting you to his house-warming party.’

Bugger. The blood rushed to Carmen’s pale cheeks.

‘So you see, it rather looks as if you have been hiding from him after all.’

‘Don’t start nagging,’ she said self-consciously.

‘Come on,’ Rennie argued. ‘Someone has to. Sweetheart, it’s been three years now. The old Carmen would have jumped at the idea of a party.’

‘But I’m not the old Carmen, am I? I’m the new Carmen now. And it’s not as easy as you’re making out.’ She paused and watched him expertly remove the cork from the bottle of Veuve Cliquot – with a discreet hiss, just like a wine waiter. In the old days they’d opened bottles of champagne like racing drivers – it was a wonder there’d ever been any left to drink.

‘Great new neighbour. Friendly invite to a house-warming. I don’t see the problem.’

‘Well, you wouldn’t, would you? Because you’re you.’ Carmen sipped the champagne she’d been saving for her suicide attempt. Actually, it was really nice. ‘But I was married to Spike and now I’m not. He’s gone and I’m the one that’s left. The one nobody’s interested in.’

‘Oh, come on, that’s—’

‘Don’t shout at me. I’m not fishing for compliments or going for the sympathy vote. It’s just that whenever I meet new people and they find out who I am, all they want to talk about is Spike and what it was like being married to him. They think I’m lucky, because he left me everything in his will, which is pretty weird because I don’t feel lucky. So that’s why I didn’t go to the house-warming party. And I know I should have at least replied to the invitation but I didn’t and that’s that. Sometimes I have the manners of a pig.’

‘OK, now I get it,’ said Rennie. ‘That’s why you spend all your time at that damn shelter. Nobody knows who you are, do they? Nobody there has any idea that you live in a place like this, that you were married to Spike Todd. They think you’re just a normal girl in jeans and a sweatshirt who travels there on the tube.’

‘So? Is that so weird? They treat me like they treat anyone else,’ said Carmen. ‘It’s nice.’

‘You mean they’re just as happy to pee on your shoes as anyone else’s? I can see how nice that would be. If I came along with you, would they pee on my shoes too?’

‘So what does he do? This neighbour of mine.’ Carmen was keen to change the subject.

‘You see? You’re no different to anyone else. Connor O’Shea, big friendly Irish guy in his thirties – how has he managed to make enough money to live next door to you?’

Carmen punched him. ‘That’s not what I’m asking.’

‘Of course it is. Admit it, you’re dying to know. It’s human nature,’ said Rennie. ‘He’s just bought a house in Fitzallen Square. He drives a Bentley. He has an apartment in New York and a villa in the south of France. So what do you reckon, could he work in the paint department of B&Q? Behind the counter at the post office on Finchley High Street? School caretaker, perhaps? Or maybe he’s a clerical officer in the civil service and he spends his day flicking paper clips at—’

‘Right, that’s it. I don’t want to know,’ said Carmen. ‘So don’t tell me.’

‘Fine. Just making a point,’ Rennie said innocently. ‘Could be a bank robber, come to think of it. Someone big in the East End gangland underworld thingy. Did he look a bit shifty to you, when you were secretly peeping down at him from your bedroom window?’

Bugger, was this another of Rennie’s inspired guesses or had that bloody neighbour of hers spotted her and let on to him?

‘East End? I thought you said he was Irish.’

‘Ah well, begorrah, of course he said he was Irish.’ Rennie adopted the most appalling Dublin accent. ‘But that could just be a cover, couldn’t it? A front to steer people away from the truth. Rather like you, down at that shelter of yours.’

‘You don’t have to stay here, you know. You could always go back to your Irish Cockney gang leader and spend the rest of the evening there.’

‘He’s already invited us. He’s got a house full of friends and family. We’re welcome over there any time this evening,’ said Rennie. ‘Then tomorrow they’re flying off to Barbados for a couple of weeks.’

‘With their forged banknotes and sawn-off shotguns.’

‘If we do go round there, look after me. Whatever you do, don’t let me flirt with his girlfriend. She’s a minx.’ Rennie shuddered. ‘I don’t want to end up in the Thames wearing extra heavy boots. Not my idea of a Christmas present.’

Taking another sip of champagne, Carmen wondered whether this would be a good time to meet her mystery neighbour. Probably, with Rennie here, it was the ideal opportunity. She knew she should be making more of an effort. As he’d already pointed out, she never used to shy away from people and parties.

But in an odd way, Fitzallen Square’s air of reserve – OK, downright unfriendliness – suited the way she’d been feeling. She was used to it now. Once you started smiling and saying hello to your neighbours you ran the risk of falling into conversation with them. After that, they started inviting you to boring residents’ meetings or hideous cheese and wine parties. And from then on you really were on the slippery slope to getting entangled with the kind of people you really didn’t want to be entangled with and knowing that all the time they were talking about you behind your back.

‘Not tonight,’ said Carmen. ‘Maybe when they get back from holiday. I’d rather just stay here. What time do you have to leave?’

‘Charming. Trying to get rid of me already?’

‘No!’ She hit him on the head with the empty Pringles tube. ‘Just asking a perfectly normal question. You turn up out of the blue, you eat my Pringles – if you’re hoping for a Christmas dinner, you’re out of luck, because I didn’t buy any proper f—’

‘Hey, calm down, I’m not on the scrounge for a free meal. I came here to see you. And your Pringles obviously.’

‘There’s another tube out in the kitchen.’ Carmen was glad to see him, glad he was here. Deep down, she’d been dreading spending Christmas evening on her own. She’d volunteered to stay on at the shelter but they had told her, kindly, firmly, that eight hours was enough.




Chapter 4

They spent the next couple of hours catching up on all the news, drinking, eating and intermittently flipping through the channels on TV. A festive re-run of Fatal Attraction prompted Carmen to tell Rennie the story of Nancy and the Christmas card from the jewellers.

Predictably, Rennie shook his head and tut-tutted. ‘What an amateur. Number one rule when you’re buying anything like that, always pay in cash. And always, always give a false address. Ouch.’

‘It’s not funny. You’re single, he’s married. Nancy is my best friend and that bastard’s cheating on her, I just know he is.’

Looking around the living room, with its complete absence of Christmas decorations, Rennie said, ‘If she’s your best friend and you were going to be here on your own, why didn’t she invite you up there for Christmas?’

‘She did. I turned her down, said I couldn’t miss my shift at the shelter.’

‘And the real reason is?’

‘You know what I’m like. I can get a bit mopey at this time of year. I didn’t want to inflict my moods on other people, make them feel guilty for having fun and enjoying themselves.’ Carmen wriggled herself into a more comfortable position on the sofa. ‘Plus, I never did like Jonathan. The thought of having to pretend I did was more than I could stand.’

‘You see? That’s the difference between us. I never pretend to like people I don’t like. Complete waste of time. Why can’t everyone just say what they think?’

‘Because world war would break out and everyone would end up dead.’ Patiently Carmen said, ‘And how would that help?’

‘But what if your friend Nancy’s got it all wrong? I mean, I’ve never met her husband, and he does sound like a dickhead, but she doesn’t know for sure that he’s fooling around, does she? OK, just off the top of my head here,’ Rennie raked his fingers impatiently through his tousled hair, ‘he could have gone out a few weeks ago and bought her an emerald necklace for Christmas. Then a few days later, Nancy happens to mention in passing that she can’t stand emerald necklaces. What’s he going to do? Take it back to the shop. Buy her something else instead, like a sit-on lawnmower. But in the meantime his details have already gone into the computer. He’s been added to their Christmas card list.’

‘Jonathan would never have done that.’ Carmen’s voice dripped with scorn.

Rennie shrugged. ‘Maybe not, but it’s feasible. That’d be my excuse.’

The phone rang. Hastily swallowing a mouthful of Viennese truffle, Carmen snatched it up before Rennie could get in first and say something hideously embarrassing.

‘Hi, it’s me.’ Nancy’s voice was hushed and strained.

‘And?’ Carmen’s heart went out to her.

‘Mum’s just gone up to bed. I don’t want her to overhear me. God, what a day. All this pretending everything’s fine is exhausting.’

Carmen, who knew all about putting on a brave face and pretending everything was fine, said, ‘Where’s Jonathan?’

‘Out.’

‘What? It’s Christmas night!’

‘I know. He came back from the pub at two o’clock and we had a nice afternoon. Well, nice for Mum,’ Nancy amended. ‘I mean, everything was like normal, as far as she was concerned. Then at eight o’clock Jonathan got a call on his mobile. He said it was his friend Hamish, having trouble getting his new computer fixed up. So off he went to help, but that was three hours ago and now his phone’s switched off, and I’m a bit worried that when he does get home I might punch him.’

‘OK, sshh,’ Carmen said soothingly as Nancy’s voice rose. ‘How long is your mum staying with you?’

‘Until tomorrow night. That’s another thing,’ Nancy burst out. ‘This afternoon Jonathan told me we’ve been invited to a Boxing Day party at the pub. Well, I said no because I knew Mum wouldn’t be too keen. Pubs aren’t really her thing, and she wouldn’t know anyone. So Jonathan said fine, me and Mum could stay at home if we liked, but he didn’t see why he should miss out on a bloody good party. Oh God.’ Nancy took a deep breath, steadying herself. ‘It’s just awful. What’s Mum going to think if he disappears again?’

‘Tell her,’ said Carmen.

‘I can’t, I just can’t. She’d be so upset.’ Nancy sounded close to tears.

‘She’s your mother.’

‘Exactly!’

‘Take her home at lunchtime and go on to the party afterwards.’

‘How can I do that?’ Nancy let out a wail. ‘She’s all excited about staying with us until tomorrow night!’

‘OK, so all three of you have to go to the party.’ Carmen was fast running out of options.

‘I know, I know we will. But I keep having this horrible thought,’ said Nancy. ‘What if Jonathan’s girlfriend is there? That could be the reason he’s so determined to go.’

‘Well—’

‘Hang on, I can hear a car!’ There was the sound of a curtain being swished back, then Nancy hissed, ‘It’s Jonathan, he’s home. I have to go.’

‘OK, good luck . . .’ but the line had already gone dead. ‘She’s all on her own,’ Carmen said defensively, because her eyes were starting to glisten and Rennie was about to make fun of her for being such a girl.

‘She’s not on her own, she’s got her mother and her husband there with her. I bet she wishes she was on her own.’

‘You’re all heart,’ said Carmen.

‘I’m not so bad.’ Grinning across at her, Rennie said, ‘I’ve got hidden depths.’

As he took out his mobile, Carmen eyed it suspiciously. ‘Who are you ringing now?’

‘Calling a cab.’

‘Where are you going?’ Her stomach contracted; she’d been perfectly all right on her own. But now that Rennie was here, she didn’t want him to leave.

‘The Savoy.’

‘You can stay here if you want.’ Carmen prayed she didn’t sound as needy as she thought she sounded.

‘I know.’ Rennie winked to show he’d been teasing her. ‘I am staying here. But I’m already booked into the Savoy. I need to get over there and pick up my stuff.’

‘Here, cup of tea. Happy Boxing Day.’

Hmm? From the depths of sleep, Carmen heard the clink of china and smelled toothpaste and soap. Her eyes snapping open in disbelief, she saw that Rennie had brought her a cup of tea. Not only that, but it was still pitch black outside. He was even wearing aftershave.

‘Oh my God,’ squeaked Carmen, catching sight of the alarm clock. ‘It’s four o’clock in the morning!’

‘I know, blame it on the jet lag. Now drink your tea,’ Rennie said bossily, ‘and chuck a few things into a case. Car’s going to be here in half an hour.’

Was he hallucinating? Sleepwalking? Unbelievably drunk?

‘What’s going on?’ Carmen eyed him with suspicion.

‘I didn’t bring you a Christmas present. So this is it. We’re going on a little trip.’

The trouble with Rennie was he had absolutely no concept of the words little trip. Last night he’d been talking about Australia and she’d mentioned that it was somewhere she’d always wanted to visit.

Cautiously, Carmen said, ‘How are we getting there?’

‘Plane. Don’t worry, I’ve already booked the tickets.’

Oh God, it was Australia!

‘I don’t know where my passport is.’ She rubbed her eyes.

‘Come on, where’s your sense of adventure?’

‘Gone walkabout.’ Then Carmen saw that he was laughing at her.

‘You don’t trust me at all, do you? I wasn’t actually planning to whisk you off to the Australian outback.’

‘Where then?’

‘Thought we might try the Edinburgh outback instead. See what Boxing Day parties are like up there.’ Rennie ruffled her hair. ‘Give your friend Nancy a bit of moral support.’




Chapter 5

Nancy nearly fainted when she answered the front door at ten thirty on Boxing Day morning and found Rennie Todd standing on the doorstep.

‘Rennie? Good grief, what are you doing here?’

The last time she’d seen him had been at Spike’s funeral. The time before that, at Spike and Carmen’s wedding. He was her best friend’s brother-in-law and she’d always found herself slightly at a loss for words in his presence.

And now here he was, looking even more like a rock star than ever in the out-of-context environment of her own front doorstep. His long hair gleamed, his diamond earring glittered in the sunlight and he was ridiculously tanned.

‘I came up to see Carmen,’ said Rennie.

‘What? But she isn’t here!’

He frowned. ‘Yes she is.’

‘Honestly, she isn’t.’ As Nancy shook her head, Jonathan came up behind her to find out what was going on.

‘Who is it?’

‘Carmen’s brother-in-law.’ Embarrassed to say his name, Nancy gestured awkwardly towards Rennie. ‘He’s looking for Carmen. I’m just explaining she isn’t here.’

‘Look, I’m sorry, but she is,’ Rennie insisted, reaching over and yanking Carmen into view.

‘Waaaahhhh,’ shrieked Nancy, hugging her. ‘I only spoke to you last night!’

‘It was Rennie’s idea. We caught the eight o’clock flight.’

‘But you said you couldn’t come up because you have to work!’

‘I made her see sense. They already had plenty of volunteers for today.’ Rennie grinned. ‘Carmen isn’t as indispensable as she likes to think. Hi, I’m Rennie.’ He nodded at Jonathan, who was still standing behind Nancy. ‘I’ve heard all about you.’

Oh God, thought Nancy, please don’t.

‘Actually we’ve met before.’ Leaning past Nancy, Jonathan shook his hand. ‘I was there at the wedding.’ When Rennie looked blank, he added, ‘Carmen’s wedding . . . when she married your brother.’

‘Oh, right. Sorry, I don’t remember you. Never mind, we’re here now.’ Rennie flashed his dazzling smile. ‘All the way up from London. You can invite us in if you like.’

‘I can’t believe it,’ Nancy whispered when Jonathan had borne Rennie off. ‘You’re actually here. You don’t know how much better that makes me feel.’ Lowering her voice still further, she added, ‘Does Rennie know?’

Nodding, Carmen said, ‘It’s OK, he won’t say anything. We’re on your side.’

‘God, this makes all the difference in the world. Come through and say hello to Mum.’ Happily Nancy dragged her through to the kitchen, where Rose flung herself at Carmen in delight.

‘What a surprise! Oh my word, it’s Christmas and I don’t even have anything for you.’ Rose loved to buy gifts for everyone; to be caught out like this clearly bothered her.

‘You didn’t know we were going to be here.’ Carmen, who’d always been fond of Nancy’s tiny, doll-sized mother, smiled and said, ‘I didn’t know we were going to be here. I didn’t get anything for you either.’

But Rose was already dragging an enamelled bangle off her wrist. ‘Here, pet, you have this. Pretty, isn’t it? But it’ll look so much better on you than on me . . . here, take it.’

‘Rose, I couldn’t possibly—’

‘It’s just a wee present. Don’t offend me now,’ Rose said anxiously, as she crammed the bangle over Carmen’s left hand. ‘Don’t hurt my feelings by trying to give it back.’

There really was no answer to that. Rose would give you the shirt off her back if you wanted to polish your sunglasses. Whatever she offered, you knew her feelings would be hurt if you refused. Forced to give in gracefully, Carmen said, ‘It’s gorgeous, thank you so much,’ and kissed Rose’s soft powdered cheek. The powder smelled and tasted like powder from the olden days, which, seeing as Rose only ever wore it on very special occasions, it undoubtedly was.

‘It’s lovely to see you again.’ Having patted Carmen’s face, Rose turned and said, ‘And you’re Rennie. We haven’t met before.’

Stepping forward to drop a kiss on each of her cheeks, Rennie grinned. ‘If we had, I’d definitely have remembered. Mmm, you smell gorgeous, like a Hollywood goddess. It’s like kissing Greta Garbo.’

He’d always known how to charm the opposite sex.

‘Ah, get away with you!’ Flushing with pleasure, Rose playfully slapped his hand. ‘Greta Garbo’s dead.’

‘It’s like kissing Greta Garbo at the height of her beauty.’ Rennie was undeterred. ‘When she starred in Queen Christina. That’s one of my all-time favourite films.’

‘Truly?’ Rose’s face lit up. ‘Greta Garbo’s my all-time favourite actress. I watched Queen Christina on the television just the other week. They were showing it on a Sunday afternoon—’

‘I’ve got it on video,’ said Rennie. ‘And Ninotchka.’

‘Oh, I just love Ninotchka!’

‘And Camille,’ Rennie pulled a face, ‘but I don’t love it as much as the others.’

‘Well, who’d have thought it? You, another Garbo fan! And with hair like yours,’ Rose marvelled. ‘I mean, I know it’s one of those music things, but does it really have to be that long?’

‘Rose,’ hissed Jonathan. ‘He’s our guest.’

‘So’s Rose,’ Rennie said easily. ‘Which means we can both say whatever we like. Now, we’ve sprung ourselves on you, so would you let me take you all out to lunch, to make up for it?’

‘We can feed you!’ Rose looked deeply offended; on the worktop behind her stood bowls of chopped carrots, potatoes and onions. ‘There’s more than enough for everyone.’

Under his breath Jonathan murmured, ‘There’s enough for everyone in Kilnachranan.’

‘But wouldn’t lunch out be more of a treat for you? How about the Kincaid Hotel in Edinburgh?’ said Rennie. ‘It’s supposed to be fantastic. We could make a proper afternoon of it.’

Jonathan said, ‘Bit short notice. I wouldn’t think you’d get a table.’

‘Oh, they’ll find one for me. Suzy Kincaid’s an old friend.’

Leaning against the worktop, Carmen wondered what it must be like to be Rennie, always able to do anything you wanted to do. In fairness, he’d been exactly the same before the band had known fame and fortune.

‘That sounds great then.’ Clearing his throat, Jonathan said, ‘The thing is, we’ve been invited to a party this afternoon. Seems a bit rude to let your friends down because you’ve had a better offer. Maybe I should give the lunch a miss.’

He sounded torn. Carmen guessed that, much as he wanted to be down at the party with all his friends, he was reluctant to pass up the opportunity to boast to them that he had been taken out to lunch by Rennie Todd. One thing was for sure, though. Jonathan really didn’t want to miss out on this Boxing Day bash down at the Talbot Arms. Which was interesting, Carmen thought, and rather made you wonder why not.

‘Right, better idea,’ said Rennie. ‘We’ll have Rose’s casserole for lunch and book a table at Kincaid’s for dinner this evening. Then you lot can go to your party this afternoon.’ He paused as if the thought had just occurred to him. ‘Actually, would they mind if you brought along a couple of extra guests?’

‘Great. No problem. Of course you can come along.’ Jonathan nodded vigorously and Rose let out a little exclamation of pleasure.

‘OK with you, Miss Garbo?’ Rennie turned to her to double-check. ‘You don’t mind if we gatecrash?’

‘I’d be delighted.’ Beaming up at him, Rose said, ‘And now I’ll know somebody else there. Right, I’ve a turkey casserole that needs putting together.’ In businesslike fashion she rolled up the sleeves of her blue-and-white Paisley printed shirt.

‘Go on, you two.’ Shooing Carmen and Nancy towards the kitchen door, Rennie said, ‘I know you’re dying for a proper gossip. I’ll stay in here and let Queen Christina show me how to make a casserole.’

Rose, who hadn’t grasped quite how famous her new pupil actually was, flicked at his rear end with a tea towel and said, ‘Ah now, you’re not to make fun of an old woman. Call me Rose and away with your nonsense.’ Flicking him a second time as he sneaked a wedge of raw carrot, she added, ‘And wash your hands before you start. That’s how people end up in hospital.’

‘Whatever you say, your majesty. Falling in love again . . .’ sang Rennie, turning the kitchen tap on too fast and showering himself with water.

‘That’s Marlene Dietrich, you daft lad.’ This time Rose had to use the towel to dab him dry.

‘I know it’s Marlene Dietrich. She’s my second favourite actress. You know,’ Rennie said cheerfully, ‘if I didn’t know myself better, I’d wonder if I was gay.’

Outside, bundled up in fleeces against the bitter cold, Nancy said, ‘Who’d have thought it? My mum and Rennie Todd, getting on like a house on fire.’

‘Ah well, that’s Rennie for you. He has the knack. It’s a good job Rose isn’t twenty years younger.’ Carmen’s mouth twitched. ‘You wouldn’t risk leaving her alone with him in the kitchen – oh my God, here it is!’

They had rounded the side of the house. There, ahead of them on the frosted lawn, stood the shiny red lawnmower.

‘Exhibit A, m’lud,’ said Nancy. ‘The vehicle the defendant was driving when she ran over her husband.’

‘And mowed him to death, chopping him into a million pieces.’ Carmen, arms outstretched and fingers wiggling, mimed little bits of Jonathan flying across the garden. ‘Well, you wouldn’t have to scatter his ashes. Cut out the middle man, that’s what I say.’

This was how they had always dealt with emotional crises. Ever since their schooldays, they had learned that poking fun at their various predicaments – and at the members of the opposite sex who had invariably been the cause of them – was their coping mechanism of choice.

‘It would make the garden grow,’ said Nancy, her nose prickling with the cold.

‘You could put it on his gravestone,’ Carmen suggested. ‘Lousy husband, great plant food.’

‘Lousy husband, lousy lay, great plant food.’

‘Really?’

‘Not really. But imagine how cross he’d be, having to lie there with that carved on his headstone.’ Nancy paused, then said, ‘Thanks for coming up.’

‘What are you going to do?’

‘Get today over with, hope nothing awful happens at the party this afternoon. Once Mum’s gone back to her flat, I can ask Jonathan what he’s playing at. See what he has to say for himself.’

‘And if he’s seeing someone?’ Carmen raised her slanting eyebrows. ‘What then?’

‘I leave him.’

‘OK. And if he denies it?’

‘I don’t know.’ Nancy felt a bit sick.

‘Which would you prefer?’

‘What?’

‘Jonathan admitting he’s guilty or denying everything?’

‘I don’t know.’

‘You could stay,’ said Carmen. ‘Either way, you can put it behind you and forget anything ever happened. Plenty of wives do.’

Nancy looked at her. ‘Why are you saying this? You don’t even like him.’

‘I know.’ Carmen smiled and gave her arm a squeeze. ‘But Rennie and I have rushed up here like the cavalry. Whatever you decide to do is up to you. This is your marriage. I don’t want you to feel pressurised into doing something drastic, just because we’re here. Because if you do, and you end up wishing you hadn’t, you might blame me for ruining your life. You might end up hating me.’

Nancy was touched. It was a big thing she could be on the verge of doing, and thinking about it was deeply scary.

‘Whatever happens, I won’t hate you. I promise.’ She patted Carmen’s icy hand. ‘It’s just so ironic, isn’t it? When you think back to a few years ago. Nobody gave your marriage a chance. Everyone was horrified when you and Spike got together. They were convinced you were making the biggest mistake of your life, they said it wouldn’t last six months. And look how happy the two of you were.’

‘Until he went and died and spoiled it all,’ said Carmen.

‘But if he hadn’t, you know you’d still be together. Spike told me once that you and he were like a couple of swans,’ Nancy remembered. ‘He said you were mated for life.’

‘We got such a kick out of proving everyone wrong.’ Carmen smiled. ‘Unlike you and Jonathan.’

‘I know,’ Nancy said wryly. ‘Fairy-tale stuff. A dream come true. I was so lucky, Jonathan was such a catch, what had I ever done to deserve someone so handsome, so wealthy, with such a good job?’

‘Oh yes, you were the one with the perfect man, the perfect marriage—’

‘NANCY!’ Above them, the bedroom window was flung open and Jonathan stuck his head out. ‘Where’s my blue Ralph Lauren shirt?’

Nancy tilted her face up. ‘No idea. Hanging up in your wardrobe?’

‘It isn’t there. That’s
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