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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 inno-
cently, “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 an Oscar. 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 feel-
ing 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?”
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2  Jill Mansell

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 hold-
ing 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 cinch. “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.”
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Q

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- 

bedroom detached house, gazed out over the frosty yard, 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 snowcapped and dramatic. 
The yard 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 phflumping through the mail slot 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 squir-
relly 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 among the rest, a heavy expensive cream one addressed in 
handwriting she didn’t recognize. Incapable of saving it until last, 
Nancy cast aside the others— from Auntie Jane and Uncle Denis in 
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4  Jill Mansell

Brighton, the boring Matthews family across the road, Jonathan’s 
smug cousin Edgar in Dundee— and ripped open the mystery enve-
lope. 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 Jewelers.

To personalize 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, com-
pletely 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 greeting card in the trash, she’d spent ages practic-
ing 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 jewelry 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.
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“Ta- daaa! You can open your eyes now,” Jonathan had pro-
claimed, and Nancy had obediently opened her eyes, mystified as 
to why he would have wanted to put the jewelry box containing her 
Christmas present out on the windowsill.

Except, of course, he hadn’t.
“It’s a lawn mower.” 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 gas mower. This takes all the effort 
out of cutting the grass. Trust me.” He slid his arms around 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 punch line of a joke. If Jonathan hadn’t bought some 
mystery item of jewelry 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 pos-
sessive, jealous if their men so much as glanced in the direction 
of another girl, did themselves no favors at all. One of her old 
student roommates, Doug, had gotten himself saddled with one 
of these. Having convinced herself that he was cheating, 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 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 
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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 embar-
rassed 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 pro-
found 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 were.

A car 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 mar-
riage. It was Christmas Day. On with the show.

“Darling!” Rose threw her arms around her beloved only daugh-
ter. “You look beautiful! Merry Christmas!”
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“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 phi-
landering. 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. Prelunch drinks.” Nancy, who’d been delighted to be rid 
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 mar-
riage 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 tur-
key’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 arrang-
ing the Christmas presents under the tree. Straightening, she beamed. 
“Don’t worry, darling, I’m here now. We can have a glass of sherry 
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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 every-
thing 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 one hundred 
pounds 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 apartment 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 that she then donated to a thrift store 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 pajamas, 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 rais-
ing 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.
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Turning, Rose said happily, “And what did Jonathan get you 
for Christmas?”

Nancy swallowed. “A lawn mower. The kind you sit on. It’s out 
in the yard.”

“A sit- on lawn mower? Oh my word, how marvelous! 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 lawn mower, 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.
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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, 
chestnut- 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 this morning, but 
you never wanted to stay in the clothes you’d visited the shelter in.

In the bathroom, Carmen switched on the shower and examined 
her face in the mirror while she waited for the water to heat up. 
Her short black hair was tousled and spiky, as if she’d spent ages 
messing around 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 makeup. 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.
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But not answering the door— or at least speaking into the entry 
phone— was beyond her capabilities. Hurriedly wrapping a daffodil- 
yellow towel around herself— not that anyone could see her, but 
old habits die 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 leaped back from the entry phone. “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 onstage, and seeing as there 
was a rehab center handy, Ed packed them both off there. So that’s 
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it; I flew back last night. Thought I’d come 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 
Clicquot. “OK to open this?”
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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 acetaminophen and ibuprofen. The plan had been to spend 
the night at home alone, just for a change, and give herself until mid-
night 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 and 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 basket 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 imag-
ined. Everything she put down sounded ridiculous when she tried 
reading it aloud, like one of those really bad plays in the comedy 
shows Spike had so loved to watch on cable TV. Increasingly self- 
conscious and frustrated, Carmen realized how embarrassed she 
would be to leave behind the kind of suicide note people might 
secretly snicker 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 toilet 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 salu-

tary 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 
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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.”

Rennie said helpfully, “Want a hand?”
“You’re hilarious. Go sit down in the living room. And don’t eat 

all my Thorntons truffles.”
As she shampooed her hair and soaped her body in the steaming 

shower, Carmen marveled 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 over her face, Carmen 
pictured Spike, her beloved husband, with his sparkling gray eyes, 
dark blond hair, and tendency toward 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 dif-
ference between the pair of them. Rennie was dazzlingly alive, and 
Spike was dead.
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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 Angelica 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 cell phone. 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 like crazy, 
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 programs 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 
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sniffed approvingly as Carmen shoved his feet to one side and sat 
down. “Same stuff Spike used to buy you.”

“It’s my favorite,” 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 swing-
ing 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 gentil-
ity 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- bedroom 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 humor. 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 neighbors opened 

their front door and asked if they could help me.”
“Thinking you were about to launch into a spot of breaking 

and entering.”
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“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 out-
side 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 hal-
lucination,” said Rennie. “What were these posh people thinking of, 
for crying out loud? Didn’t they realize 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 Honorable Marjorie, 
had been so horrified when they’d first heard four years earlier who 
their new neighbors 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 mustache and the Honorable 
Marjorie looked down her anteater nose at Carmen whenever they 
passed one another 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 neighbor, the one on this side.” Rennie jerked 
his thumb to the right. “Number fifty- eight.”

“Funny name for a neighbor.”
“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 plowed 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 
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she’d seen her neighbor 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 housewarm-
ing 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 Clicquot— 
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 neighbor. Friendly invite to a housewarming. 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 who’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 

OneYouReallyWant_INTs.indd   18 1/29/16   3:46 PM



The One You Really Want  19

weird because I don’t feel lucky. So that’s why I didn’t go to the 
housewarming 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 neighbor 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 gang-
land underworld thingy. Did he look a bit shifty to you, when you 
were secretly peeping down at him from your bedroom window?”
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Bugger, was this another of Rennie’s inspired guesses, or had 
that bloody neighbor of hers spotted her and let on to him?

“East End? I thought you said he was Irish.”
“Ah, well, begorra. 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 around there, look after me. Whatever you do, 

don’t let me flirt with his girlfriend. She’s a minx.” Rennie shud-
dered. “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 neighbor. 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, down-
right unfriendliness— suited the way she’d been feeling. She was 
used to it now. Once you started smiling and saying hello to your 
neighbors 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.

OneYouReallyWant_INTs.indd   20 1/29/16   3:46 PM



The One You Really Want  21

“Not tonight,” said Carmen. “Maybe when they get back from 
vacation. 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 spend-
ing 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.
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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 rerun of Fatal Attraction prompted Carmen to tell 
Rennie the story of Nancy and the Christmas card from the jewelers.

Predictably, Rennie shook his head and tutted. “What an ama-
teur. 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?”
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“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 lawn mower. 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 pre-

tending 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 cell phone. He said it was his 
friend Hamish, having trouble getting his new computer fixed up. 
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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, shh,” 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 afterward.”
“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 
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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 cell phone, 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.”

Q

“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 wear-
ing 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?
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“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.”

OneYouReallyWant_INTs.indd   26 1/29/16   3:46 PM



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 toward 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.

“Waaah,” shrieked Nancy, hugging her. “I only spoke to you 
last night!”
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“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.”

Q

“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- size 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 enameled 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.”
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“Rose, I couldn’t possibly— ”
“It’s just a wee present. Don’t offend me now,” Rose said anx-

iously, 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 favorite movies.”

“Truly?” Rose’s face lit up. “Greta Garbo’s my all- time favorite 
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 marveled. “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.”
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“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 counter 
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 counter, 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?”
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“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 gate-crash?”

“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 toward 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 actu-
ally 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 the 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 favorite actress. 
You know,” Rennie said cheerfully, “if I didn’t know myself better, 
I’d wonder if I was gay.”

Q

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 
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thing 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 lawn mower.

“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 yard. “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 school days, they had learned that poking fun at their various 
predicaments— and at the members of the opposite sex who had invari-
ably been the cause of them— was their coping mechanism of choice.

“It would make the garden grow,” said Nancy, her nose prick-
ling 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 apartment, 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 eye-
brows. “What then?”

“I leave him.”
“OK. And if he denies it?”
“I don’t know.” Nancy felt a bit sick.
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“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 pressured 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 con-
vinced 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—”
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“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 why I’m asking you what you’ve done 
with it.”

“Used it to mop the kitchen floor,” Nancy murmured under her 
breath. Raising her voice, she said, “In your gym bag?”

“Shit.” Jonathan reappeared seconds later holding the offending 
shirt, every bit as damp and crumpled as if it had been used to mop 
the kitchen floor. “I wanted to wear this this afternoon.” He looked 
hopeful. “If you quickly washed it, couldn’t you iron it dry?”

Honestly, it was like having a teenager in the house.
“Wear the white one,” said Nancy. “That’s washed and ironed.”
Heaving a sigh, Jonathan gave up and closed the bedroom window.
“You’re a cruel and heartless woman.” Carmen tutted. “Fancy 

not rushing up there to wash and iron his shirt.”
“I know.” It had been the most minuscule gesture of defiance, 

but Nancy felt oddly liberated. “Just plain selfish, that’s me.”
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The Talbot Arms, on the outskirts of Kilnachranan, was lit up as 
they approached it, festooned with multicolored Christmas lights 
and a flashing Santa on the roof. From the sound of things, a riotous 
party was already in progress.

“We needn’t stay for long,” Nancy reassured her mother, because 
Rose wasn’t used to parties. “Just an hour or two.”

“Don’t be such a spoilsport,” said Jonathan. “It’s Boxing Day. 
This lot will still be going at midnight.”

Nancy looked at him; a little hindsight was a dangerous thing. 
Now that she was fairly sure he was having an affair, everything he 
said or did seemed significant. The amount of effort he had put into 
his appearance could mean something. Was he secretly tweezing 
those stray hairs between his eyebrows? Why, after six years of wear-
ing Eau Sauvage aftershave, had he recently switched to the new 
Calvin Klein? And was it to match his underpants?

“Will it be mainly young people?” wondered Rose.
“There’s Nora who does the food. She’s around your age,” said 

Jonathan. “If you wanted, you could give her a hand in the kitchen.”
“Sorry,” said Rennie, putting his arm around Rose’s shoulders 

as they made their way up to the front door of the pub. “She won’t 
have time for skivvying in the kitchen, she’s going to be far too busy 
dancing with me.”

“Och, get away with you.” Rose dug him playfully in the ribs. 
“I’m nothing but an old relic.”

“Don’t knock yourself. I bet you’ve had a bit of a jive in your time.”
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“There might be karaoke.” Nancy felt it only fair to warn 
Rennie. They were notoriously fond of a sing-along down here at 
the Talbot Arms.

“No problem.” Rennie winked at her. “Me and Rose would be 
delighted to show them how it’s done. We’ll sing a duet.”

Q

Nancy was on edge; Carmen could tell. She was smiling and greeting 
people she knew, but there was a hint of brittleness to her smile, and 
her knuckles, as she clutched her drink, were white. Luckily, nobody 
else was paying her much attention. Everyone was far more interested 
in nudging one another and whispering that that was Rennie Todd.

It was always amusing, watching other people’s reactions 
to celebrities. Rennie, on his best behavior for Nancy’s sake, was 
handling the situation well. He was great at remembering people’s 
names— just as well, seeing that Jonathan was proudly introducing 
him to Hamish, Pete, and a whole host of drinking friends— and 
excellent at pretending to be interested when they all regaled him 
with stories of how they had once been in a band that could have 
made it, if only the record companies had had the sense to offer them 
a record deal.

Spike had hated the attention, but Rennie took it all in his 
stride. Listening, Carmen smiled to herself as she heard the plump 
one called Hamish saying, “Ah, we were great, everyone said so, but 
you’d send out a load of demo tapes and never hear back. If you ask 
me, no one ever even bothered to listen to them. I’m telling you, we 
could have been mega.”

“It’s a tough business,” Rennie agreed sympathetically. “We 
spent a couple of years doing the pub circuit down south. One night 
we played to an audience of six, and two of them were passed out 
drunk on the floor.”

“Still, you got your lucky break in the end.” Hamish evidently 
still felt it was unfair.
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“We did. We were lucky,” Rennie agreed good- naturedly. “Hey, 
you’ve almost finished that one. Let me get you another drink. Rose, 
how about you? By the way, have you two met before? Hamish, this 
is Rose, my new girlfriend. Rose, say hello to Hamish.”

Q

“And to think you were worried about your mother,” Carmen mur-
mured an hour later.

“I know.” Nancy smiled, though her eyes continued to dart 
restlessly around the pub. “D’you think that could be the one, 
over there?”

Jonathan was chatting easily to a girl in a red top and a short 
PVC miniskirt.

“Wouldn’t have thought she was his type.” Then again, Carmen 
supposed, it was hard to know what kind of girl Jonathan might go 
for. Any one of them here could be a potential Other Woman. Plus, 
they could have gotten it all wrong and she wasn’t here at all.

“I’m going to give Nora a hand with the food,” said Nancy. 
“Have a chat with her, see if I think she knows anything.”

Carmen gave her hand a reassuring squeeze.
When Nancy had disappeared into the kitchen at the back of the 

pub, Carmen made her way over to the bar where Rose and Rennie 
were surrounded by a crowd of Jonathan’s friends. Hamish was now 
quizzing Rennie about how it felt to play in front of an audience 
of forty thousand fans at Wembley. Rose, chatting away to a dark- 
haired woman in her late thirties, was admiring her dress.

“Monsoon,” Carmen heard the woman tell Rose. “A few sequins 
always brightens things up, don’t you think?”

“I’ve never had anything sparkly like this.” Rose was stroking the 
sleeve. “Always too worried about the dry- cleaning bills, I suppose. 
I feel safer in things you can put in the washing machine. But this 
is beautiful. Oh my word, so is that.” Reverently, she pointed to the 
brunette’s right hand. “Look at this ring!”
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From where she was standing, Carmen saw three things. First, 
despite being in midconversation at the time, Rennie stopped speak-
ing for a moment.

Second, six feet away, Jonathan turned his head and glanced 
across at the brunette.

Third, and most damningly of all, the brunette dimpled with 
pleasure and proudly waggled her fingers so that the diamond glit-
tered in the lights from the nearby Christmas tree. And, for just a 
fraction of a second, she met Jonathan’s gaze and smiled at him.

“Haven’t seen that before!” Grabbing her hand, Hamish bellowed. 
“Bloody hell, Paula. Bit of a rock, isn’t it? Where did that come from?”

“My Auntie May bought it for me for Christmas. It’s not real,” 
said Paula. “Cubic zirconium.”

“It never is.” Shaking her head in admiration, Rose said, “Aren’t 
people clever these days? You’d never know the difference.”

“Thought you’d gotten yourself a secret admirer,” Hamish said 
jovially. “Right, who’s for another drink?”

Having extricated himself from the crowd, Rennie said in a low 
voice, “Is it a fake?”

Carmen’s jaw was tight. “How would I know? I’m no expert. 
But I saw the way she looked at Jonathan.”

“Right, don’t say anything to Nancy just yet. Leave this to me.”
Within minutes, Rennie was doing what he did better than 

anything else in the world: flirting. It was a talent he’d never needed 
to hone; flirting came as naturally to him as breathing. Aware that 
Nancy was still in the kitchen and Carmen was sitting on a stool 
over at the bar watching him, he found out that the brunette’s name 
was Paula McKechnie and that she was thirty- five and divorced with 
no children. He also learned that she worked in an art gallery in 
Edinburgh, was currently single, and adored Thai food.

“Tell me,” Rennie said confidentially. “D’you ever get that thing 
where you meet a complete stranger out of the blue and just…click 
with them?”
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Paula regarded him playfully. “I suppose it’s been known to 
happen. Why?”

Rennie pulled an apologetic face. “The thing is, I think it may be 
happening now. What are you doing tomorrow night?”

“Um…” Clearly flattered and excited, Paula said, “Why are 
you asking?”

“Well, I’m staying at the Kincaid Hotel for a few days. I’ve never 
been to Edinburgh before, so I don’t know anywhere, but if you could 
suggest a good Thai restaurant, I thought maybe you and I could check 
it out. Or anywhere you like. I’d love to take you out to dinner, get 
to know you better.” Rennie paused, a hesitant smile on his lips, then 
shook his head and said self- deprecatingly, “But it’s OK if you don’t 
want to. Just thought I’d ask. Nothing ventured, nothing gained.”

During the course of their conversation he had been aware of 
Jonathan standing a short distance away, talking about rugby with his 
friends but clearly paying close attention to what was going on in the 
vicinity. Paula, also aware of this, said, “Um, the thing is, it’s a bit— ”

“Sorry, forget I asked. No problem.” Holding up his hands, 
Rennie began to back away.

Paula, terrified that she was about to miss her chance, whispered 
in a frantic undertone, “No, look, give me a call tomorrow.” Turning 
away from Jonathan, she scrabbled discreetly in her fake Louis Vuitton 
handbag for a card and thrust it into his hand. “There’s my number, but 
it’s better if you don’t tell anyone. You know what people can be like…”

As smooth as any pickpocket, Rennie slid the card out of sight.
“You’d rather keep it between us.” He nodded understandingly. 

“It’s OK. I do know what people can be like.”
There was no sign of Nancy. Carmen was still on her stool watch-

ing them intently. Beckoning her to join them, Rennie said cheer-
fully, “Hey, Carmen, over here. Got something to show both of you.”

Paula giggled. “What is it?”
“Bring the bottle with you,” Rennie added as Carmen slipped 

down from the stool.
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Carmen obediently picked up the almost empty bottle of Frascati.
“OK, little trick I learned.” Pushing up his sleeves in businesslike 

fashion, Rennie rubbed his hands together and waggled his fingers 
like Paul Daniels.

“Magic,” Paula exclaimed with delight. “I love magic!”
Carmen, sensing something was up, said, “Rennie’s full of tricks.”
“If I can remember how to do it.” He paused, deep in thought, 

then nodded and held out his hand to Paula. “Right, give me that 
ring of yours.”

Entranced, Paula slid it off her finger and passed it over. “Don’t 
make it disappear, will you? Auntie May’ll go mad.”

“I won’t make it disappear,” Rennie promised. Taking the 
Frascati bottle in one hand and carefully eyeing the level of the wine, 
Rennie held up Paula’s ring and said, “OK, now concentrate. I can 
only do this once.” He exhaled slowly. “Ready?”

Carmen was narrowing her eyes at him, warning him not to 
mess about, to get on with whatever it was he was about to do.

“Ready,” Paula said breathlessly.
“Right, here goes.” Gripping the ring between his fingers, 

Rennie raked it down the side of the bottle.
The scratch in the glass was clearly visible.
“Is that it?” said Paula.
“Better tell Auntie May to take your ring back to the shop and 

complain. This isn’t cubic zirconium,” said Rennie. “They’ve only 
gone and sold her one with a real diamond in it instead.”

“OK.” Paula leaned forward confidingly and lowered her voice. 
“Someone gave me the ring for Christmas. I know it’s a real dia-
mond. I just didn’t want everyone else to know. You have no idea 
what it’s like, living in a place like Kilnachranan.”

“Having an affair with a married man, making sure his wife 
doesn’t find out,” said Rennie. “Can’t be easy.”

Paula’s jaw tightened. She looked at him for a couple of seconds, 
then briefly shook her head. “It isn’t. Can I have my ring back now?”
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But Rennie was studying it. “Know what Jonathan bought 
Nancy for Christmas? A lawn mower.”

He watched the color drain from Paula’s face, her breathing 
become fast and shallow.

“Did he?” Her voice was neutral.
Carmen said, “Rennie, I— ”
“I’d say you got the better deal,” Rennie continued. Maybe this 

wasn’t how they’d planned it, but he was buggered if he’d stop now. 
“It’s Jonathan, isn’t it?”

Paula now looked as if she’d stopped breathing complet ely. “What? ”
“Come on, don’t give me that. You’re having an affair with 

Jonathan Adams, right under his wife’s nose, and now you’ve been 
caught out— ”

“Rennie,” hissed Carmen, jabbing him hard in the ribs, and this 
time he did stop. But it was too late. Turning, he saw Rose standing 
behind him holding a tray of baked potatoes and a bowl of prawns 
in mayonnaise. Shit, shit. From the expression on her face, she’d 
heard everything.

Rennie mentally braced himself for the crash of the metal tray 
dropping to the ground. Shit, of all the people to have come up 
behind him at that moment.

“Is this true?” whispered Rose.
“Sorry.” Shaking his head, Rennie put a hand on her arm. “Rose, 

I’m so sorry.”
Ignoring him, Rose stared at Paula. Still clutching the tray, she 

repeated, “Is it true? ”
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Around them, the party was carrying on in full swing. Literally, 
in the case of the local curling team in their kilts, recklessly dancing 
along as Jon Bon Jovi blared from the jukebox.

Paralyzed with horror, Paula tried to take a step back. She 
glanced helplessly across at Jonathan, but he was too busy laughing 
at the antics of the curling team to notice.

“Outside,” Rose hissed.
“Wh- what?”
“Outside. Now.” Passing the tray of baked potatoes over to Carmen, 

Rose nodded at the door. “Without drawing attention to yourself.”
At that moment, one of the kilted dancers lost his balance and 

stumbled backward, landing on his backside on the dance floor and 
creating a handy diversion. As his audience screamed with delight 
upon discovering he was a true Scot, Rose prodded Paula—like a 
small, ferocious bouncer—out of the pub.

Rennie looked at Carmen. “Bloody hell.”
Carmen put down the tray. “Nancy’s going to kill you.”
“That’s if her mother doesn’t kill Paula first.”
They followed Paula and Rose out through the front door of the 

pub. It was four o’clock, already dark outside, and snow had begun 
to fall. Illuminated by the misty orange glow of the street lights, with 
snowflakes already gathering in her hair, Rose McAndrew was giving 
the trembling younger woman a piece of her mind.

“…you’re going to listen to me and pay attention. My daugh-
ter’s a good girl. She deserves so much better than this. Her husband 
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may be a despicable idiot, but for some reason, God only knows 
why, Nancy worships him. She loves that man, and I won’t have her 
hurt. If you think it’s clever to steal a married man away from his 
wife, well, then you’re as stupid as he is. Men like that aren’t worth 
stealing; trust me. And I’m certainly not going to stand by and see 
you hurt my daughter.”

“But— ” began Paula.
“No buts,” Rose interjected icily. “It’s over. You aren’t going to 

see Jonathan again, and Nancy is never going to find out what her 
pathetic apology for a husband has been up to behind her back.”

“Actually, it’s OK. I already know.” Stepping out of the shadows, 
Nancy saw everyone turn and stare at her. When she had emerged 
from the kitchen two minutes ago to find her friends and her mother 
missing from the pub, nobody appeared to know where they might 
have gone. When she pushed open the front door and heard Rose 
outside the pub berating someone, astonishment had rooted her to 
the spot. Lurking where no one would see her, she had listened in 
disbelief. But rather than Jonathan’s affair, it was her mother’s reac-
tion that was truly confounding her.

She’d never heard her mother like this before, hadn’t known 
she was capable of such a rant. It was like Tina Fey peeling off her 
face to reveal Donald Trump underneath. Even more astounding 
was the discovery that Rose didn’t adore Jonathan and worship the 
ground he walked on. At this moment she seemed more likely to 
spit on it.

Everyone was still gazing at her, Nancy realized, waiting for her 
to say something else. It was like stepping out onto a stage without 
learning your lines.

“I know,” she said again, trembling half with the cold and half 
with emotion. “But, Mum, how on earth did you find out?”

“I was in the right place at the right time.” As shocked as Nancy, 
Rose said, “But I can’t believe you know. Oh, darling, why didn’t 
you tell me?”
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“Because I didn’t want to spoil your Christmas. I knew you’d 
be upset.”

Rose shook her head in disgust. “Upset? I’m not upset. I’m livid!”
At that moment, the door swung open, and Jonathan appeared 

in the doorway. Taking in the situation at a glance, he said, “What’s 
going on? Why is everyone out here?”

“You may be stupid, Jonathan,” Rose retorted, “but you aren’t 
brain- dead. Even you must be able to work it out.”

Overwhelmed by the transformation in her mother, Nancy 
glanced across at Paula McKechnie, shivering in her sequin- strewn 
dress and looking utterly miserable. As she reached up to brush snow-
flakes from her face, a diamond glinted on her right hand. Watching 
her watch Paula, Rennie said by way of explanation, “That’s the 
Christmas present.”

How had he found this out? Nancy couldn’t begin to imag-
ine. While she’d been busy helping Nora in the kitchen, slicing 
onions and grating a mountain of cheese, all this had been going 
on without her.

“Cheating on your wife.” Rose eyed Jonathan with disdain. 
“That is so low. How could you? She’s not even as pretty as Nancy! 
You should be ashamed of yourself. My daughter adores you— ”

“Mum, it’s OK. I’m going to leave him.” A lump sprang into 
Nancy’s throat, because she couldn’t believe she was telling Rose 
this, wrecking her Christmas and breaking her heart. Except her 
tiny, frail mother wasn’t actually looking that heartbroken. In the 
glow from the street lamp, she swung back around to face Nancy, a 
look of hope on her pale face.

“Really? Truly? Oh, darling, thank God!” Clasping her thin 
fingers together, Rose said anxiously, “Are you sure?”

“Absolutely sure.” Nancy’s smile had gone wobbly with 
relief. “I thought you were mad about Jonathan. I thought you’d 
be devastated.”

“Sweetheart, are you mad? I’ve known for years that he wasn’t 
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good enough for you! I wouldn’t trust that little worm farther than 
I could toss a caber.”

“Look, this is ridiculous,” Jonathan blustered. “You can’t talk 
about me as if I’m not even here! So what are you trying to make out, 
that something’s been going on between me and Paula?”

“Lies, lies. See what I mean about him being pathetic?” Rose 
shook her permed head with contempt.

“Jesus, after all we’ve done for you,” Jonathan shot back. “D’you 
seriously think I wanted you here with us over Christmas? I only put 
up with it to keep Nancy happy.”

Outraged by this attack on her mother, Nancy opened her 
mouth to protest but felt Rennie’s hand on her arm. “Let her get on 
with it,” he murmured, nodding at Rose. “She’s doing fine.”

“And didn’t you do a great job of that,” Rose riposted with 
spirit. “Never mind, you’ve certainly cheered me up. This is turning 
out to be my happiest Christmas in years.” Turning back to face the 
rest of them, she said brightly, “Brrr, I’m getting a bit chilly. Shall 
we go now?”

Grinning at Nancy and Carmen, Rennie said, “Whatever you 
say, Rose. You’re the boss.”

“Wait,” Jonathan called out as they were about to leave. Paula 
had already scuttled back inside, but he had never been able to 
handle not knowing the answer to something that was bothering 
him. “How did you find out?”

It was snowing heavily now. Surveying him, Nancy thought 
how pretty the lit- up pub looked, how festive and inviting, and 
how having his hair plastered wetly to his forehead really didn’t suit 
Jonathan at all.

Comforted by the feel of Rennie’s warm hand against the back 
of her neck, she said, “If I told you that, it would spoil the fun. When 
it’s time to start cheating on Paula, you’d make sure it didn’t happen 
again.” She paused and added more cheerfully than she’d imagined 
possible, “This way, it just might.”
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“How are you doing?” murmured Rennie at dinner that night.
“D’you know, I haven’t the faintest idea.” Nancy was touched 

by his concern; he was a virtual stranger, after all. Even if the fact that 
her marriage had broken up this afternoon was pretty much entirely 
down to him.

“You’re in shock,” Rennie told her. “Hey, but you did the 
right thing.”

They were in the restaurant of the Kincaid in Edinburgh; Rennie 
had insisted on booking them into the hotel and treating them to 
dinner, as arranged. Following their departure from the Talbot 
Arms, the four of them had returned to Nancy and Jonathan’s house 
and helped Nancy to pack.

“You don’t need to leave,” Carmen had reminded her. “Why 
should you have to be the one to go?”

“I’d rather.” Nancy hadn’t needed to think about it. Her mind 
was already made up. The house had always felt more like Jonathan’s 
than hers. He paid the mortgage, the property was in his name, he’d 
invariably had the final say when it came to decorating or buying 
furniture. Well, he was welcome to it. Right now, she didn’t care if 
she never saw Kilnachranan again.

Nodding at the waiter who was wondering if they’d like their 
glasses refilled, Rennie speared a scallop and said, “What if he wants 
you back?”

From across the table, Rose put down her own fork and said, “She’ll 
tell him to take a running jump. Don’t worry. I’ll make sure of that.”
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Nancy smiled. She couldn’t help it. “Honestly, it’s like having a 
whole new mum. You’ve never been like this before.”

“I know. I’m making up for lost time. Could you be an angel 
and bring me some more butter?” Touching the young waiter’s arm, 
Rose confided, “I’ve had two bread rolls already, but they’re so gor-
geous I’m going to have a third. Don’t worry, pet; I’ll pay the extra.”

Rose was loving every minute of her evening. Watching her sit-
ting there at the table, a tiny gray- haired figure in a pale blue shirt 
and her favorite dusty- pink knitted twinset, Nancy marveled at the 
change in her.

“You don’t have to pay extra. Mum, why didn’t you ever tell me 
how you felt about Jonathan?”

“Och, Nancy. Surely you know the answer to that. Remember 
Darren,” Rose chided gently.

Nancy suppressed a shudder. Oh yes, she remembered Darren. Her 
first love. Darren had been two years older than her— eighteen, gosh, so 
grown- up— and every mother’s nightmare. He drove like a lunatic; drank 
like a…well, lunatic; had regularly stood her up in order to go clubbing 
with his friends instead; and had generally made her life a misery.

When Rose had pointed this out to her, at the same time 
making clear her own views on Darren, their relationship had been 
stretched to the limit. The last thing Nancy had needed was her 
mother making her miserable too. She had a clear memory of herself, 
overhormonal and consumed by the unfairness of it all, yelling, “You 
don’t understand. I LOVE HIM! And he loves me!” before stomping 
up to her room and slamming the bedroom door so hard that her 
Leonardo DiCaprio poster had fallen off the wall.

After that, she’d felt morally obliged, as only a sixteen- year- old 
can, to carry on seeing Darren for another eight and a half humiliat-
ing months.

What a dickhead he’d been. How masochistic she’d been. When 
it came to spiting her face, it was a wonder she had any nose left.

“Well,” Rose said now, across the table, “I wasn’t going to run 
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the risk of that happening again. And to be fair, Jonathan did seem 
all right to begin with. It was a while before I decided I really didn’t 
like him. But you were about to be married, and you wouldn’t have 
thanked me for telling you, so what else could I do? You might have 
cut me out of your life.”

“Oh God, I wouldn’t— ”
“Well, I wasn’t going to take that risk.” Rose shrugged and calmly 

buttered her roll. “Far simpler to pretend to adore him. Anyway, it’s 
over now, and that’s the best Christmas present I could have asked 
for. You have the whole of your life ahead of you. You’re young and 
beautiful, and you can do anything you want.”

Nancy prayed she wasn’t about to start crying. The suddenness 
of it all had left her reeling. “I don’t know what I want to do. I don’t 
know what I can do.” A mental image of herself in a hideously jaunty 
baseball cap serving behind the counter of Burger King sprang to 
mind. She hastily pushed it away.

“Hey, you don’t have to worry about that. Give yourself time to 
think about it,” said Rennie.

Feeling panicky and helpless, Nancy said, “But I don’t have 
anywhere to live.”

Opening her mouth, Rose began to say, “Darling, you— ”
“Now you’re being daft,” Rennie said forcefully. “You can come 

stay with us.”
“Of course you can,” Carmen joined in. “Get away from here for 

a while, take a little vacation. It’d be great to have you in London.” 
Turning her attention to Rennie, she raised her eyebrows and added 
pointedly, “Us? ”

He looked mystified. “What?”
“You just said us.”
Rennie shrugged. “The rest of the tour’s been canceled. I’m free 

for the next couple of months.”
“So that’s settled, is it?” Carmen sounded rattled. “Last night 

you asked if you could stay for a few days.”
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Nancy, watching her reaction, wondered what this was all about.
“And since then I’ve decided you could use the company.” 

Unperturbed, evidently treating Carmen’s reaction as a challenge 
rather than an insult, Rennie said, “I did promise Spike that if any-
thing happened to him, I’d keep an eye on you.”

“You liar! That is bullsh— rubbish,” Carmen blurted out with an 
apologetic glance at Rose. “He didn’t ask you anything of the sort.”

“OK, maybe he didn’t. But it was one of those unspoken things.”
“That you’d keep an eye on me? I haven’t seen you for months!”
“And now I’m making up for lost time.” Tapping his fork against 

his plate, Rennie said, “This prosciutto is fantastic.”
“What, twenty- four- hour surveillance? I don’t need keeping an 

eye on.” Carmen was defensive. “I’m fine.”
Turning his attention to Rose, Rennie said easily, “Any 

Christmas decorations in your home?”
“In my apartment, you mean?” Startled, Rose said, “Well, of 

course there are. I didn’t go overboard, what with it just being me 
on my own and not even there over Christmas itself, but I put a tree 
up, and lights in the window— and a lovely wreath with fir cones 
sprayed gold.” She looked anxiously at Rennie. “Is that the kind of 
thing you mean?”

Carmen was watching him too, as mutinous as any teenager.
“When I turned up at Carmen’s place yesterday, there was noth-

ing,” said Rennie, his tone conversational. “Not a fairy, not a strip 
of tinsel in sight.”

Rose looked at Carmen, as shocked as if Rennie had just 
announced that she was the star attraction in a lap dancing club.

“Oh, pet. Not even a tree?”
“This is ridiculous,” Carmen blurted out. “There’s more to 

Christmas than decorations, you know! Just because I was too busy 
to put any up doesn’t make me some kind of basket case— ”

“Actually, don’t worry about me,” Nancy said hurriedly. “I 
think I’ll just stay here in Edinburgh.”
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“You will not,” declared Carmen, her eyes flashing. “You’re stay-
ing with me. And that way I won’t need a…a babysitter to keep an 
eye on me, because I won’t be on my own, will I?”

“Oh, sweetheart.” Rose flapped her hands consolingly. “He 
didn’t mean it like that.”

“Yes, I did. That’s exactly what I meant,” said Rennie. “And 
how’s Nancy supposed to cheer you up when she’s just getting over 
her own marriage breakup? The two of you would make a fine pair, 
living like a couple of hermits, each as gloomy as the other. What 
you both need is some fun. Hey, don’t look at me like that,” he told 
Carmen more gently. “I’m trying to help here. You need cheering 
up, and I can do that; it’s what I’m good at.”

“Should have been a bluecoat,” muttered Carmen.
“He has a point,” Rose said hesitantly.
“Thank you, Rose.” Rennie nodded with satisfaction, beckon-

ing the waiter over. “We’d like a bottle of Veuve Clicquot please.”
“And it’s only for a couple of months,” Rose added. “It’s not as 

if he’d be there forever.”
Gravely, Rennie said, “Thank you, Rose. I’m sure you meant 

that in a flattering way.”
“I hate being cheered up,” Carmen grumbled. “Insane people, 

whooping and clapping like orangutans, bellowing at you to join in 
and have fun.”

“OK. No whooping and clapping, I promise.”
Wearily, Carmen said, “You aren’t going to let this drop, are you?”
“No,” said Rennie. “Nancy? Would you mind an extra house 

guest? Just for a few weeks,” he reminded her. “It’s not as if I’d be 
there forever.”

“Oh, you.” Rose playfully smacked his wrist. “You know I didn’t 
mean it like that.”

“Of course I wouldn’t mind.” Nancy didn’t feel it was her place 
to object; it was Carmen’s house, after all. “But—”

“No buts. You know it makes sense. Carmen, if I promise not to 
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behave like an orangutan, will you let me stay?” He had hold of her 
hand now and was looking soulful.

Carmen, struggling not to laugh, said, “You are such a worm. 
Just don’t expect to be waited on hand and foot, OK? Because I 
know what you’re like.”

Dark green eyes glittering, Rennie blew her a kiss across the 
table. “No problem, we’ll have Nancy there to do all that.”

“Sir, your champagne.” The waiter arrived, holding a bottle that 
was cloudy with condensation and wrapped in a white napkin.

“Perfect timing.” Rennie grinned up at him. “We’ve got some-
thing to celebrate.”

“And no singing in the middle of the night,” Carmen warned. “I 
hate it when you do that.” To Nancy she added, “He’s not remotely 
housebroken, you know.”

Nancy began to wonder what she might have gotten herself into.
“She’s making me sound as if I don’t know how to use a litter 

box,” Rennie complained to Rose.
“I’m sure you’re not that bad.” Rose’s tone was consoling.
“He’s spent so long living in hotels,” Carmen complained, “that 

he’s completely institutionalized. He’ll be putting his shoes outside 
the bedroom door and demanding around- the- clock room service.”

“I can’t help it. I need the love of a good woman,” said Rennie.
“Tuh.” Carmen snorted. “From what I hear, you’ve had the love 

of a thousand good women. What you need is a slave.”
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Connor O’Shea may have moved over from Dublin eleven years 
ago, making his home in London, but his Irish accent was as strong 
as ever. He fully intended to keep it with him for life. It suited him, 
went with his personality, and had the desired effect when it came 
to the opposite sex. In all fairness, what more could you ask of an 
accent than that?

Sadly, the person currently on the other end of the phone was male 
and far more interested in moaning on about staffing problems and 
holiday rosters. Stretching and yawning, Connor let him have his say.

“…and Savannah’s complaining that the staff  T- shirts are too 
tight. She wants me to order some in extra large. I told her it was her 
fault for being such a whale.”

OK, now he really did have to interrupt. “Neville, order the 
T- shirts and stop giving Savannah grief.” From the living room 
window, Connor idly watched a taxi pull up outside.

“But she’s so fat! It’s just…ugh.” You didn’t need to be able to 
see Neville to know that he was shuddering with revulsion. Neville 
was as fastidious as he was fit, and as fit as he was gay. Luckily, 
Connor knew that Savannah was more than capable of standing up 
for herself and, if need be, squashing Neville flat.

“Now, you know as well as I do that people go to fitness clubs 
for different reasons. Some of them are like you. They have bodies 
like yours, and they enjoy keeping themselves in peak physical con-
dition.” Connor wondered why he was even bothering to say this 
when Neville was already perfectly well aware of it. “And then there 
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are the other clients, the kind who just want to be a bit fitter than 
they are. If you couldn’t swim, Neville, and you were going along 
to the pool for the first time, would you rather be put in with the 
beginners’ class or the British Olympic squad?”

“OK, OK,” grumbled Neville.
“You wouldn’t want to be intimidated,” Connor persisted. 

“Made to feel stupid. Women carrying a bit of extra weight know 
perfectly well that they’re never going to look like most of our instruc-
tors, but it boosts their confidence no end when they see someone 
like Savannah taking a class, because she might be a big girl, but she’s 
fit as well. And bloody attractive. They enjoy her classes because 
they can aspire to be like her. Half of them wouldn’t attend a class 
run by a hundred-pound stick insect. So just go ahead and order the 
T- shirts, will you?”

“Fine.” Neville was offended. “Shall I tell you about the holiday 
rosters now, or wouldn’t you be interested?”

“I’d love to hear all about them,” Connor lied. “But I’m pushed 
for time. In fact, here’s my taxi now. Better fax them through to 
me instead.”

God, for a superfit male, Neville was such an old woman. 
Pressing the off button on the phone, Connor wondered why on 
earth he’d ever asked him to manage the Islington branch of the Lazy 
B. Because he’d been drunk, probably. The ethos of the entire chain 
of Lazy Bs was that everyone wasn’t perfect and that there was more 
to life than physical perfection.

Anyway, who was that, climbing out of the taxi? Ha, the Invisible 
Woman. Smiling to himself, Connor watched her pay the driver— 
thanks to her brother- in- law, he now knew that her name was 
Carmen— and waited to see if she would glance up at his window as 
she made her way into the house next door. Well, there was a first 
time for everything. If she did, he would wave and mouth hello, 
and— probably— scare the living daylights out of her.

She didn’t glance up. Deliberately not glancing anywhere, Carmen 
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scuttled into the house as if terrified she might be about to be mugged. 
Which, let’s face it, was unlikely in Fitzallen Square. What he was 
doing here, God only knew. Absently scratching his chest and wonder-
ing if it was time for his next cigarette— he was currently attempting 
to ration himself to one every two hours, a project miserably doomed 
to failure— Connor moved away from the window and headed for the 
fridge instead. A wedge of Cambozola would hit the spot.

OK, he was a disgrace. He freely admitted it. Ten years ago he 
had opened the original Lazy B in Oxford. Traditionally, found-
ers of gyms or fitness centers didn’t eat too much, drink too much, 
smoke too much, or regard an hour- long workout as an hour of 
sheer, undiluted misery. But this had turned out to be a good thing 
because it gave Connor O’Shea the impetus to open the kind of 
gym he wouldn’t find completely unbearable. His dream had been 
to create a gym crossed with a really great pub, with the emphasis on 
enjoyment and socializing. In his time he’d visited plenty of fitness 
clubs that reminded him of laboratories: cool, clinical places full of 
sleek, modern fittings, featuring obsessive fitness freaks pounding 
away on the machines like…well, lab rats. If there was anything to 
drink, it was a healthy drink. If there was anything to eat, it was 
bound to include salad. Which was fine for the fitness freaks, but 
not so fine for the vast majority of people who might— in a burst of 
enthusiasm— join one of these clubs but would, after the first few 
weeks, find increasingly feeble reasons not to attend. The “drop-
outs,” which was what Connor had termed them, needed more of 
an incentive to turn up and to keep turning up, month after month. 
And, OK, maybe they’d be socializing more than they’d be exercis-
ing, but even a bit of exercise was better than no exercise at all.

This had been the original idea behind the Lazy B, and it had 
taken off in a big way. Ten years on, the business was going from 
strength to strength.

The doorbell rang as Connor was wrestling with the wrapper on 
a packet of Scotch eggs. Heading for the front door, he wondered if 
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it was his neighbor, popping around to introduce herself and borrow 
a cup of sugar. Where had that expression come from anyway? Had 
people years ago really needed to borrow cups of sugar? Wouldn’t 
they be more likely to run out of detergent or batteries or toilet 
paper? He’d never run out of sugar in his life.

It wasn’t his neighbor.
“Dad! Yay, you’re here!” Blond hair flying, Mia threw her arms 

around Connor, knocking her baseball cap off in the process.
Astounded, he hugged her back. “I don’t believe it. Am I on This 

Is Your Life? Is Michael Aspel hiding behind a postbox?”
“Sorry, it’s just me. Come on then,” Mia said bossily. “Invite me 

in. It’s freezing out here.”
Connor’s heart swelled with love for his daughter. “What a 

fantastic surprise. Why didn’t you let me know you were coming?”
“Duh, because then it wouldn’t have been a fantastic surprise, 

would it?” Reaching down for her blue Nike cap and kicking the 
front door shut behind her, Mia beamed at him and wriggled her 
backpack off her shoulders. “But I have to say, I’m glad you weren’t 
out. I’ll have a cup of tea and a fried egg sandwich… Ooh, and I’d 
love a bath afterward. My feet are killing me.”

“We’re out of eggs,” said Connor.
“No you aren’t. I’ve brought some.” In the kitchen, Mia 

unzipped her backpack and pulled out a canary- yellow fleece with 
Against Factory Farming printed across the front. Unwrapping the 
fleece, she triumphantly produced an egg box. “Present from Mum.”

Wryly, Connor accepted the gift. This meant they were the 
most organic, free- range eggs imaginable, both inside and out. He 
just knew they’d be smeared with chicken poo, feathers, and bits 
of straw. As far as Laura was concerned, running them under a tap 
would have meant washing the goodness off.

“Great. You fry the eggs, I’ll make the tea.”
Mia, not fooled for a second, said cheerfully, “Coward. 

Actually, chicken.”
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Connor filled the kettle. He leaned against the counter and 
watched his daughter briskly scrub the eggs she’d carried with her all 
the way from Donegal. It was almost impossible to believe that Mia 
was sixteen; not so long ago she’d been a strong- willed, tantrum- 
prone four- year- old in dusty orange dungarees. And look at her now: 
taller than ever, wearing distressed black jeans, pointy black boots, 
and a black-and-yellow-striped mohair sweater that made her look 
like a bee on stilts. Her shoulder- length streaky blond hair was tied 
back with a pink band, and the only makeup she wore was mascara.

Mia, his beautiful daughter. She was the most important person 
in his life, yet discovering her existence had caused him untold pain. 
Anger too. Was it any wonder that Mia was strong- willed when she 
had Laura as her mother?

Laura had been running one of those hippy shops in Dublin 
when Connor first met her. He was seventeen, still at school, and 
working part- time in the bakery next door to Laura’s shop. With 
her waist- length blond hair, embroidered cheesecloth dresses, and 
bewitching smile, he had naturally been attracted to her. Well, let’s 
face it, as a hormone- fueled seventeen- year- old, he’d have been hard 
pressed to find a woman he didn’t find attractive.

But Laura had bewitched him. Fascinated by her beliefs in crys-
tals, her air of mystery and, OK, her glorious figure, Connor had 
taken to dropping into her joss- stick- scented shop on a regular basis. 
He bought his mother a china unicorn with luminous sapphire eyes 
for her birthday, which had alarmed her no end as she was more 
accustomed to Yardley gift packs of soap and talc.

When Laura had started inviting him upstairs to her tiny apart-
ment above the shop, he had felt as if he’d won the lottery. Sex was 
a revelation, better than he’d ever imagined, possibly because Laura, 
at twenty- seven, was an experienced woman of the world. In her 
bedroom, which smelled of patchouli and jasmine, she introduced 
him to the joys of lovemaking and taught him how to give pleasure 
as well as to receive it.
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Their clandestine relationship had lasted three months. Connor 
was dumbstruck when Laura calmly announced one day, out of the 
blue, that she was leaving Dublin, giving up the lease on the shop, 
and moving to a farm in Donegal.

He felt as if his air supply had been cut off.
“What? But…why?”
“I want to be self- sufficient.” Laura affectionately stroked his 

chest; they were in bed together at the time.
“But I don’t want you to go!”
“Connor, you’re seventeen; you’re a fine, handsome lad. Trust 

me, you’ll find someone else in no time at all.”
“I love you,” he blurted out, and Laura smiled.
“You don’t. You love having sex with me. I’m ten years older than 

you are. I know what I want to do with my life, and now I’m moving 
on to the next stage. I’ll be growing my own vegetables, tending sheep 
and goats, spinning my own wool— it’s going to be fantastic.”

Already bereft, Connor said, “Can I come visit you, at least?”
“I don’t think so. There wouldn’t be a lot of point. Hey, we’ve 

had fun.” Reaching over, Laura planted a warm kiss on his mouth. 
“Life’s a journey, right? And now it’s time we went our separate 
ways. I don’t have any regrets, Connor. I’ll always be glad we had 
this time together. You’re a wonderful person.”

Resignedly, Connor said, “But not quite wonderful enough.”
Of course, Laura had been right. He’d missed her to begin with, 

but life went on, and he turned out to be less heartbroken than he’d 
imagined. After a while he started seeing someone else, a pretty eighteen- 
year- old called Niamh, who was studying law at Trinity. Memories of 
Laura had gradually faded from his mind, just as she had promised.

He was still only seventeen, after all.
And that would have been that, had it not been for a chance 

meeting almost five years later.
Connor’s girlfriend at the time, a beautician by the name of 

Clodagh, had been invited to the wedding of an old school friend. 
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Unwillingly, Connor had found himself forced to go along with her. 
It wasn’t what he wanted to do— truth be told, he was on the verge 
of finishing with Clodagh— but she had insisted, booking them into 
a nearby country hotel for a long weekend as an incentive.

The wedding was taking place in Donegal, and the hotel con-
tained a health and beauty spa. Arriving there on Friday morning, 
Clodagh announced that as an extra treat she had booked both of 
them into the spa for the entire afternoon, for a mud wrap, mas-
sage, pedicure, manicure, Reiki healing, and a sunbed. It was at that 
moment that Connor knew for sure that their relationship was over.

“I don’t want any of that stuff,” he told Clodagh.
Bewildered, she said, “Why not? You’d love it.”
“I promise you, I wouldn’t. You’d love it.” Connor reached for 

his jacket. “I can’t think of anything more horrible. You go ahead, 
have your pampering session. I’ll see you back here at six.”

It was a hot sunny day in July. Wandering through the town, 
he had come across a small Friday market with stallholders selling a 
variety of cheeses, sausages, Irish linen, vegetables, pottery, souve-
nirs for visiting tourists, and handwoven baskets. Hungry, Connor 
stopped off at a small pub selling food and sat at one of the tables 
outside to drink his pint of Guinness, enjoy a plate of ham and eggs 
with fried potatoes, and watch the world go by. He was in no hurry; 
he didn’t have to be back at the hotel until six o’clock. Maybe after 
lunch he’d drive on down to the beach and watch the surfers. Or 
walk the cliff path and admire the spectacular scenery. Or find a 
betting shop and decide if he was feeling lucky enough for a gamble.

He idly watched a small girl in dirty orange dungarees fight-
ing a losing battle to persuade her dolls to sit upright. The girl’s 
blond hair hung loose down her back. Her T- shirt was indigo, her 
feet bare, and she was kneeling on the pavement arranging the four 
shabby stuffed dolls along the top of an upended packing crate. Like 
spinning plates, every time she reached the fourth doll one of the 
others would topple over. Amused, Connor realized that the girl 
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was talking to the dolls, threatening to get very cross indeed if they 
didn’t all sit up straight.

“Now behave, or I’ll give you a big smack,” she declared bossily. 
The first doll promptly keeled forward and landed facedown on the 
pavement. Picking it up, the girl said, “Did that hurt? Well, serves 
you right. Don’t do it again. You’re all very naughty.”

“I think she hit her teeth,” said Connor, and the girl looked over 
at him as if he were mad.

“She hasn’t any teeth. She’s a doll.”
Tempted to get competitive, Connor almost asked why she was 

bothering to speak to the dolls then, seeing as they didn’t have any 
ears either. But since arguing with a small child in the street wasn’t 
entirely dignified, he said, “You’re right, I’m sorry,” and took a gulp 
of Guinness instead. Reaching for a cigarette, he was about to light 
it when a stallholder to his left suddenly rose from her seat to serve 
a customer. Moving forward, her long purple skirt swirled around 
her legs, and in that split second, Connor recognized her. He stared 
in shock as she piled zucchini into a brown paper bag, handed them 
to her customer, and slipped the money into a shabby leather purse 
slung around her waist.

It had been almost five years. He was looking at his first love. 
How incredible to see her again now. Realizing that the cigarette was 
still dangling unlit from his lips, he wrenched it out— ouch— and 
rose to his feet.

“Laura!”
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Laura turned as the customer wandered along to the next stall. Their 
eyes met, and the first thought that flashed through Connor’s mind was 
that she didn’t seem nearly as delighted to see him as he was to see her.

Did she think he was going to declare his undying love for her? 
Sink to his knees, perhaps, and cause an embarrassing scene right 
here in the street?

Because he wasn’t. There was no surge of love and overwhelm-
ing regret. He hadn’t spent the last five years pining for her. It was 
nice to bump into her again, that was all.

“Laura. Great to see you. You’re looking…um, fantastic.” This 
wasn’t exactly true, but you could hardly tell an ex- girlfriend she was 
looking old. With her long hair in a braid, her thin, weather- beaten 
face, and her droopy clothes, she looked like a woman who lived off 
the land. She was thirty- one but looked forty. Still, never mind, he 
must be looking older himself.

“Hello, Connor. Nice to see you too.” Laura devoted herself to 
reorganizing the sacks of vegetables around her stall. Normally so 
cool and composed, he could tell that she was on edge.

“How’s the self- sufficiency thing going?” said Connor, because 
there weren’t any other customers around, and it would be down-
right rude to turn around and walk off.

“Oh, pretty good. Hard work, of course, but it’s what I— ”
“Mum, can I have a drink?”
Looking down, Connor saw the small girl in the orange dunga-

rees poking her head around the side of the stall.
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“In a minute, darling. I’m busy.”
“This is your daughter?” Amazed, Connor said, “Hey, that’s 

grand news. Congratulations.”
“Thanks. Mia, go play with your dolls.”
“They’re stupid. I hate my dolls.” Puffing out her cheeks, the 

girl said, “I’m thirsty.”
“Why don’t I fetch her something from the pub?” Connor sug-

gested, because Laura was looking agitated. “A Coke or something?”
He was only trying to be helpful. Mia gazed up at him, her eyes 

like saucers. From Laura’s expression, you’d think he’d suggested 
buying her daughter a triple bourbon on the rocks.

“She doesn’t drink that rubbish. I’ll get her some water in a 
minute. Well, it’s been nice to see you again—”

“Mia. That’s a pretty name,” said Connor. “How old are you, then?”
“Three,” Laura said hurriedly.
“I’m not.” Mia was indignant. “I’m four.”
Four. The answer was one thing, but the expression on Laura’s 

face was what really made Connor take notice. Why would she lie?
Why indeed?
Feeling light- headed with disbelief, Connor said carefully, 

“When’s your birthday, Mia?”
Mia paused. Gave it some thought. Finally, she said, “When I 

get my presents.”
Connor was shaking. He looked carefully down at the small girl 

in front of him, with her huge gray eyes, her button nose and deter-
mined chin. Switching his gaze to Laura, who had gone pale, he said 
in a low voice, “Is this…? Is she…?”

Except he already knew that she was.
One of the neighboring stallholders was persuaded to look after 

Mia and keep an eye on Laura’s stall.
Laura took Connor down a series of narrow side streets, away 

from the market. As he followed her, a million thoughts raced 
through his brain, tangling like elastic and shooting off in all 
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directions. A baby. My God, not even a baby: a walking, talking 
four- year- old girl. I’m a father. I’ve been a father for the last four years…

This was mind- blowing, almost too much to take in. Yet even 
as Connor was digesting the information, he was aware that he 
wasn’t reacting with the sense of horror that overcame some men 
faced with the prospect of unexpected fatherhood. He had always 
faintly despised those of his acquaintance who, upon discovering 
their girlfriends were pregnant, claimed they simply weren’t up to 
the challenge and promptly bailed out of the relationship. Or mar-
ried men who decided family life was no longer for them and walked 
away from their wives and children, not caring about the devasta-
tion they caused. Connor was no Goody Two- Shoes, but he’d never 
understood how these men could live with themselves. In his view, 
such selfishness was beyond belief. Then again, he had never found 
himself in such a situation. Maybe when it happened to him he 
wouldn’t feel quite so principled and heroic.

But now it had happened, and Connor instinctively knew that 
he was incapable of turning his back on Mia. He didn’t even want 
to. She existed; she was his own flesh and blood. Against all the 
odds— and he was aware that he was still in a considerable state of 
shock— he already couldn’t wait to see her again, get to know her, 
discover what she was like.

They finally reached a small park. Laura sat down on the grass 
and said, “I’ll get a crick in my neck if I have to look up at you.”

Connor lowered himself to the ground and sat cross- legged, 
facing her.

“She’s my daughter,” he said evenly.
Laura nodded. “Yes.”
“You should have told me.” Connor shook his head. What kind 

of a heartless bastard did she think he was?
“No,” said Laura.
“Yes! I would have stuck by you,” Connor exclaimed. “OK, I 

know I was young, but I’d never have left you in the lurch! You 
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didn’t need to move away; we’d have coped somehow. Between us 
we could have— ”

“Connor, I know you would have stuck by me,” Laura said 
gently. “You were a dear, sweet boy— you still are a dear, sweet 
boy— who wouldn’t dream of leaving anyone in the lurch. But I 
didn’t get pregnant by accident, you know.”

Bombshell number two.
“What?” Connor wondered if this was how it felt to be struck by 

lightning. “But…but you were taking the pill.”
“Wrong. I told you I was taking the pill. Because if I hadn’t, 

you’d have insisted on using condoms, which didn’t fit in with my 
plans at all.” A ghost of a smile flickered across Laura’s face. “You see, 
I’d already made up my mind. I wanted a baby.”

She had always been the most fiercely independent and deter-
mined person he’d ever known.

“A baby,” echoed Connor, “but not a partner? No husband or 
boyfriend to help you raise a child?”

“The baby was the most important thing.” Laura was calmer 
now, regaining control. “Of course, if I’d met the perfect man, I 
wouldn’t have turned him down. But I didn’t. I met you instead, 
and you were just a boy. I’d never have dreamed of landing you 
with the responsibility of a child. On the other hand, I couldn’t 
have asked for a better father for my baby. You were tall, you had a 
great physique, you were healthy and bright and kind… Let’s face it: 
genetically, you were perfect.”

Stunned, Connor said, “Is that what I was? A sperm donor?”
“Oh, Connor, don’t make it sound horrible. I wanted a baby 

with your qualities. Can’t you think of that as a compliment?”
“And what about Mia? Growing up without a father?”
“Lots of children grow up without a father.” Laura’s jaw tight-

ened. “It never did me any harm.”
Since now wasn’t the time to start an argument, Connor let 

this pass.
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“So what happens now?”
“Nothing happens,” said Laura. “Nothing’s changed. You’re 

free to walk away, forget you ever saw us.”
“Jesus, I don’t believe I’m hearing this!” Anger welled up inside 

him. “I didn’t give you an old sweater, Laura! If I had, and you’d 
unpicked it and knitted it into a scarf, I can understand that I 
wouldn’t have any right to march up to you and demand my wool 
back! But we’ve created a human being here. You can’t seriously 
expect me to just walk away from my daughter as if she doesn’t exist!”

“Why not? Plenty of people do that too.” A tear dripped from 
Laura’s chin onto the front of her shirt, and Connor remembered that 
her father had walked out on her mother shortly after Laura’s birth.

“Well, I can’t,” he declared.
“Connor, you’re twenty- one years old. You had a teenage crush 

on me, and we had fun, but we don’t love each other. Mia and I 
are fine as we are, just the two of us. It’s sweet of you to offer, but 
we don’t need the hassle of a man in our lives. And you shouldn’t 
smoke,” she added firmly as he fumbled in his shirt pocket for his 
cigarettes and lighter.

“Why not? Will it stunt my growth?” He was six foot two, and 
he lit up with a don’t- tell- me- what- to- do air of defiance.

“Maybe not, but it could certainly stunt your breathing. It could 
kill you,” said Laura. “Plus, it’s a very immature thing to do.”

Immature. Sensing the ammunition for further argument, 
Connor stubbed his Rothmans out on the grass, opened the packet, 
and flung the remaining cigarettes into the air.

“Litterbug,” said Laura. But she was perilously close to smiling.
Having picked up the scattered cigarettes and ostentatiously 

thrown them into a nearby trash can— apart from one, which he slipped 
into his shirt pocket for later— Connor came and sat back down next to 
Laura on the grass. Interestingly, he had no urge to kiss her.

“Look, you don’t want me and I don’t want you, but wouldn’t it 
be handy for Mia to have a father? I wouldn’t crowd you, I promise. I 
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could just stay in the background, see her occasionally.” Connor pre-
sented his case with care. “But I’d be there if I was needed. Think of 
me as emergency backup. If you ever fancied a weekend away, I could 
look after Mia. If anything happened to you, she’d have someone she 
knew to take care of her— until you were well again,” he added hastily, 
because Laura was looking alarmed. With a shrug he said, “Being a 
single parent must be exhausting. I’m just saying I could be useful.”

A lifetime of mistrusting men had left its mark on Laura. She 
held up her hands to stop him.

“OK, you’re saying this now, but what about when the novelty 
wears off ? If I tell Mia you’re her father, how is she going to feel in 
a few years’ time when you decide you can’t be bothered to see her 
anymore? She’d be devastated.”

“She wouldn’t be,” Connor said patiently, “because I’d never do 
that to her. But you don’t believe me, so how about a compromise? 
We won’t tell Mia I’m her father. I’ll just be a friend of yours. That 
way, she’ll have a chance to get used to me.” He paused, keeping a 
straight face. “And then it won’t come as too much of a shock on her 
fiftieth birthday when we do tell her the truth.”

Q

“Mia? Come here, darling, and say hello to a friend of mine. His 
name’s Connor.”

“Hi.” Connor crouched down on the pavement, so that he was 
level with Mia. “It’s very nice to meet you.”

Close up, he saw that the tips of her long eyelashes were golden, 
like his. Her eyes were silver- gray and watchful. There was a smudge 
of mud on one plump brown cheek. His daughter. God, he was 
actually looking at his daughter. It was an emotional moment to be— 

“Like a box,” said Mia.
“Um…sorry?”
She abruptly turned away, disappeared behind the stall, and 

reappeared moments later carrying an empty cardboard box. “Like a 
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box,” Mia explained, plonking it down on the pavement and point-
ing. “There’s a corner. There’s another corner.”

“Very good. Nearly the same.” He hid a smile. “But I’m Connor.”
Mia gazed at him, unimpressed. “I know.”
“Connor’s coming to see us on Sunday,” Laura said brightly. 

“He’ll be coming over to our house. That’ll be nice, won’t it?”
“Yes.” Obediently, Mia nodded. “You know dandelions?”
“I do.” Connor waited to hear what profound remark might follow.
“They’re yellow.”
“You know cows?” said Connor, not to be outdone.
“Yes.”
“They go mooo.”
He so longed to make his daughter laugh and decide she liked 

him. Instead, Mia shot him a look of disdain.
“But cows aren’t yellow.”
Hmm. “Don’t they have yellow cows where you live?” Connor 

looked dismayed.
“No. Cows aren’t yellow, ever. Do you like cookies?”
“Er…yes.”
Mia nodded. “Me too.”
“Here.” Taking pity on him, Laura passed over a slip of paper. 

“That’s our address, and a map of how to get there.”
Connor looked at it. Had she just made this up, plucking a false 

address out of the air and inventing a map to go with it?
“Don’t worry.” Guessing what was running through his mind, 

Laura smiled. “That’s definitely where we live.”

Q

It was Mia’s tenth birthday. Connor said, “Mia, sit down. I’ve got 
something to tell you.”

Mia was wearing purple shorts today, teamed with a lime- 
green T- shirt and grubby sneakers. Obediently coming to sit 
next to Connor on the sofa, she hugged her tanned bony knees, 

OneYouReallyWant_INTs.indd   66 1/29/16   3:46 PM



The One You Really Want  67

spectacularly grazed from a recent fall from the apple tree, and said, 
“What is it?”

Connor took a deep breath. He’d been practicing this all morn-
ing. The thing was, no matter how you dressed it up, there really 
wasn’t any way of lessening the impact. Since Mia was a past master 
at coming straight to the point, he’d decided to take a leaf out of 
her book.

“The thing is, you know your father.”
“What?”
Oh God, he was messing it up already. The whole point was 

that she didn’t know her father. Great start, Connor told himself. 
Well done.

“Well, it’s…um, you know…me.”
“Connor, what are you trying to say?”
“Me.” He pointed to his chest. “I’m your father.”
Mia regarded him gravely for several seconds. Finally, a slow 

smile spread across her face.
“Really?”
“Really.”
“Thought so.”
“Excuse me?”
“I thought you probably were,” said Mia.
Connor wondered if she’d understood.
“You thought I was probably your father?” When Mia nodded 

calmly, he said, “How? Why?”
“Well, why else would you keep coming to see us? I’m ten now, 

and you’ve been visiting us for years. But you aren’t Mum’s boy-
friend,” Mia patiently explained. “So that seemed a bit weird, for a 
start. And you play Monopoly and tennis with me. When Mum’s 
boyfriends are here, they never want to do stuff like that. They 
always tell me to go out and play.”

Shaking his head, Connor marveled at the logic. “But you never 
said anything.”
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“I did once. I asked Mum, but she said no, you were just a 
friend. So I left it after that. You know what Mum’s like. But I still 
thought I was right.”

“And now?” Carefully, Connor said, “Is it OK? Are you happy 
about it?”

Mia gave him an are- you- kidding look. “Of course I’m happy! I 
love being right!”

Q

“Dad, Dad, look what I’ve had done!”
Connor’s mouth dropped open at the sight of his beloved daughter 

raising her top to reveal a daisy tattoo around her navel. Horrified, he 
croaked, “You’re only thirteen! I can’t believe your mother let you have 
something like that! My God, what kind of tattoo parlor would risk— ”

“It’s not a real tattoo.” Grinning, Mia said, “I do love you, 
Daddy. It’s so easy to wind you up.”

Q

“Happy birthday, sweetheart!” As Mia flew into his arms, Connor 
picked her up and swung her around.

“Aaargh,” cried Laura, because Mia’s turquoise shirt had bil-
lowed up to reveal a tattoo of a dolphin peeping above the low- slung 
waistband of her faded jeans.

Plonking his daughter down in order to see what Laura was 
pointing at, Connor said, “It’s only one of those transfer things. It’ll 
wash off in a day or two.”

“Actually, it isn’t.” Mia beamed with pride. “It’s a proper one.”
Appalled, Connor said, “But you’re only sixteen.”
“Exactly. I’m practically a grown- up.” Patting the dolphin with 

pride, Mia said, “But it’s so sweet, Daddy, that you don’t know the 
difference between a transfer and a real tattoo.”

“Sixteen,” Connor groaned. In his head, she was still a dunga-
reed four- year- old with worms in her pockets and gaps in her teeth.
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“Calm down, Dad. Honestly, you’re such a dinosaur. You know, 
I’m officially old enough to get married.” Mischievously, Mia said, 
“Thank your lucky stars I haven’t done that.”

Q

Connor winced at the memory. At least there hadn’t been any more 
tattoos in the last eight months. None that he knew about, anyway. 
Then he winced again, because his mouth had just caught fire.

“Oh, sorry,” said Mia. “Bit hot for you?”
Through watering eyes, Connor saw that his daughter was 

calmly eating her way through a plate of fried eggs on toast, swim-
ming in a pool of flame- red chili sauce.

Pointing to the relatively modest dash of sauce on his own plate, 
he said, “A bit hot for me? It’s possibly the hottest chili sauce on the 
planet. Where did you get this stuff ?”

“There’s this brilliant deli in Dublin. It’s called Scotch Bonnet 
sauce. Here, have some water.” Mia was already on her way back 
from the sink with a brimming glass. “Poor Daddy. I’ve only been 
here ten minutes, and already you think I’m trying to poison you.”

Having downed the water in one go, Connor gingerly checked 
that his teeth hadn’t fallen out. “So how long are you staying, then?”

Mia put down her fork. “Well, the thing is, I’ve been consider-
ing my future. Mum and I were having a chat about it the other day, 
and basically, I’ve spent the last sixteen years living in a self- sufficient 
farm in the wilds of Donegal. Which has been great, in its own way, 
but I feel I need a change of environment if I’m to become a well-
rounded person.”

This was a more convoluted answer than Connor had been 
expecting. The chili sauce was performing a kind of terrifying 
afterburn in his throat, ensuring he wouldn’t forget it in a hurry. 
He nodded to show that he was still listening, in a distracted kind 
of way.

“I mean, there’s so much more to life than cleaning out chicken 
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coops and weeding the vegetable patch.” Raising her eyebrows, Mia 
said, “At my age I should be expanding my horizons, discovering 
new people and places, experiencing new stuff— ”

“If you ever, ever take drugs, I’ll— ”
“Oh, shut up. Give me a break, Dad; drugs are for losers. 

Anyway, so like I said, Mum and I have had a really good talk about 
it, and the thing is, how about if I came here and lived with you?”

The chili was probably still burning, but Connor was no longer 
aware of it.

“When?”
Mia spread her yellow- and- black- striped arms and said encour-

agingly, “Well, here I am, so how about now?”
“And where would you go to school?”
“I’m not going back to school. Degrees are meaningless these 

days. I’d rather get a job, start building a career. It’s OK. Mum and 
I talked it all through.”

“What kind of work did you have in mind?” Connor didn’t 
doubt for a moment that she had something in mind.

“Well, I thought I’d train to become the next national chili- 
eating champion.” Mia grinned, trawled an index finger through 
the pool of chili sauce on her plate, and popped it into her mouth. 
“Actually, I’d like to come work for you.”

“And your mother’s happy about that?” Connor had to ask, 
although it certainly sounded as though Laura and Mia had covered 
all the angles.

“Mum’s great. She understands how I feel. I’ve spent long 
enough living in the middle of nowhere. It’s time to move on, find 
out how it feels to live in the middle of somewhere.” Mia gazed anx-
iously at him. “As long as you’re happy about it too.”

Happy? He’d spent the last few years dreaming about this 
day. In his imagination he hadn’t expected it to happen until Mia 
had finished university, but by then she’d be twenty- one and the 
chances of her even wanting to live with her old fogey of a father 
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would be remote. What self- respecting twenty- one- year- old would 
even consider it, after all, when she could be sharing a filthy apart-
ment in Hoxton with a crowd of equally filthy twentysomethings 
and wall- to- wall squalor?

“I’m happy.” His heart expanding with love for his beautiful, 
strong- minded daughter, Connor smiled and said, “I can’t imagine 
anything nicer.”

“Yay!” Jumping up from the table, Mia hugged him. “Thanks, 
Dad. OK if I have my bath now?”

The phone rang fifteen minutes later. Sounding strained, Laura 
said without preamble, “It’s me. Listen, Mia’s disappeared. I don’t 
know where she is. Has she spoken to you at all? Oh God, the school 
rang and told me she hasn’t been in— ”

“Whoa,” Connor broke through the stream of jerky sentences. 
“Mia’s here. She turned up an hour ago.”

“What? ” Relief was replaced within a split second by irritation. 
“Connor, did it not even occur to you that I’d be out of my mind 
with worry? You should have phoned me!”

“I thought you knew. Mia kept saying you were happy for her to 
leave school and come live with me.”

“Oh, for crying out loud, are you serious? Leave school?  She’s 
supposed to be at school this minute! Put her on,” Laura ordered.

“She’s in the bath.” Connor realized that he’d been well and 
truly set up.

“Send her back, then,” Laura said firmly. “She can’t do this; 
she’s only sixteen. Just tell her she can’t mess around like this, and 
send her back.”

Q

“God, I love this house.” Wet- haired and wearing an oversize T- shirt 
emblazoned with the words Treat Animals with Compassion, Mia 
reappeared forty minutes later. “You have no idea what a luxury it is 
to run the bath taps and know that hot water is going to come out. 
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And dry yourself in real fluffy towels instead of horrible ancient ones 
that feel like sandpaper— ”

“Why don’t you give your mum a ring, just to let her know 
you’ve arrived safely,” Connor suggested.

Mia’s eyes flickered guiltily away from him. Then she straight-
ened her shoulders. “OK, Dad, here’s the thing. I lied.”

“Here’s another thing,” said Connor. “I know.”
“Oh.”
“Laura just rang. She was worried sick.”
“I’m sorry. I’m really sorry,” Mia blurted out. “I did try to talk 

it through with her, but she just wouldn’t listen, and I’d so much 
rather be here.”

“She wants you to go home.” Connor saw her wince. “And I 
want you to promise never to lie to me again.”

“I won’t.” Miserably, Mia shook her head. “Lie, I mean. Oh 
God.” She buried her face in her hands. “Do I have to go back?”

“No.”
Mia’s head shot up. “What?”
“I persuaded Laura to let you stay.”
“Really? ”
“She’s not happy about the school thing,” Connor warned.
“Well, I already knew that; we’ve been over it enough times. But 

I’d rather build a career,” argued Mia before he could start making 
going back to school a condition of staying in London. “I mean, in 
the old days, getting a degree meant something to employers, but 
these days everyone goes to college, everyone has a degree, and it just 
seems… Well, what’s the big deal? Can they do a job?”

Luckily for her, Connor was in agreement. He’d interviewed 
more than his fair share of clueless graduates in his time. Instinct told 
him that Mia would achieve whatever she set out to do, workwise. 
She had more energy and determination than anyone he’d ever met.

“I said pretty much the same. That’s why we’re going to give 
it a go.”
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“Daddy, you’re a genius.”
“I know.”
“Shall I phone Mum now and apologize?”
“Might be a good idea,” said Connor.
“Then I’ll get dressed, and we’ll set off.”
Bemused, Connor said, “Set off where?”
Mia shook her head in despair. “Come on, Dad; keep up. To the 

Lazy B, of course. I want to make a start on my job.”
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Nancy felt it was all wrong. The ease with which she’d gotten 
over Jonathan was actually embarrassing. She’d read the problem 
pages, watched the daytime TV shows, seen it often enough in the 
papers: when your marriage unexpectedly broke up, you were meant 
to be distraught for at least a year. It was a life- changing occurrence, 
after all. One minute she’d been married in Scotland; now, she was 
down here in London and single all over again. The least she could 
have had the decency to do was lose her appetite.

But instead of moping around feeling depressed, she was loving 
every minute. Staying married because she felt obliged to stick to her 
vows had been a burden; she was able to admit it now. Being released 
from that obligation felt great.

Rrriiinnnggg went the doorbell, and Nancy jumped. Bugger. If 
that was Rennie, she was in trouble.

Hastily wiping her hands on a wad of paper towels, she bun-
dled everything into a bowl and hid it in the clothes dryer in the 
utility room. The object she’d spent the last two hours working 
on she shoved out of sight in the oven, which thankfully wasn’t 
switched on.

Rennie’s ability to lose his keys— or walk out of the house with-
out them— was going to get him into the Guinness Book of World 
Records at this rate. As she headed for the front door, Nancy won-
dered if tying one on a string around his neck might do the trick.

But it wasn’t Rennie.
“Hi! I’m Mia Corrigan. I just moved in next door.” The 
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bright- eyed girl in a khaki tank top and combats looked about sev-
enteen, which Nancy couldn’t help thinking was too young for their 
neighbor. “Well, not just moved in. I arrived yesterday afternoon. 
The thing is, I thought I’d pop over and say hello anyway, but I’m 
trying to make a Yorkshire pudding. I’ve done all the egg- beating 
business, and now I find out there isn’t any flour in the house, so I 
was wondering if you had any to spare?”

Khaki combats. Long silver earrings. Small dolphin tattoo just 
visible beneath the tank top. It was such an unlikely question that 
Nancy almost burst out laughing.

“Um…yes.”
“Great! Can you lend me a bit? Only these houses might be the 

bee’s knees, but they aren’t what you’d call handy for the shops. 
Well, not the sort of shops that sell plain flour,” Mia Corrigan 
amended. “Of course, if it’s shoes you’re after, costing thousands of 
pounds, we’re spoiled for choice. And antique shops selling Ming 
vases for about a million. Sorry, am I talking too much? My mum 
says I talk like crazy. Don’t you think it’s just mad, though? How can 
some daft bit of pottery be worth that much just because it’s old and 
hasn’t gotten broken yet?”

The girl might be sparky and vivacious, but she was way too 
young for Connor O’Shea. Nancy hadn’t met him yet— he’d only 
arrived back from vacation in Barbados, or wherever it was, a couple 
of days ago— but she’d glimpsed him leaving for work yesterday 
morning and knew from Carmen and Rennie that he was in his 
thirties. How could Mia’s mother even allow her to move in with a 
man at her age?

“Now that’s what I call a proper food pantry.” Mia nodded 
approvingly as Nancy opened the cupboard and located the plain 
flour. “You should see ours. Hopeless. I’m going to have my work 
cut out over there, I can tell you. There’s milk and beer in the fridge, 
pizzas and frozen dinners in the freezer, and that’s it. It didn’t occur 
to me for a second that there wouldn’t be flour in the food cupboard. 
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Then when I opened it, I found a CD player and a rugby shirt.” 
Shaking her head in despair, she said, “Let me tell you, things are 
going to change. Give me a week, and that kitchen won’t know 
what’s hit it.”

Realizing that Mia had hoisted herself onto a kitchen stool and 
was making herself thoroughly at home, Nancy said, “Would you 
like a cup of tea?”

“Love one, thanks.” The girl beamed at her. “I don’t know 
your name.”

“Nancy.”
“Nancy. That’s a great name! Well, it’s a pleasure to meet you.” 

Mia watched as Nancy made the tea, then she reached across the table 
and peeled something blue off the surface. “What’s this? Play-Doh? 
Hey, I didn’t know you had kids! If you ever need a babysitter— ”

“I don’t have children. And this is my friend Carmen’s house,” 
Nancy explained. “I’m just staying here for a while.” Then, because 
it was almost five o’clock and she really wanted to get the job finished 
before Rennie came back, she headed over to the tumble dryer and 
took out the mixing bowl she’d bundled inside earlier. Mia, to her 
credit, didn’t bat an eyelid. Next, opening the oven door and retriev-
ing the cake on its silver board, Nancy carried it over to the table.

“Wow,” said Mia. Realizing that the Play-Doh wasn’t Play-Doh 
after all, she popped the little wad of rolled icing into her mouth. “And 
I mean, seriously, wow. Did you actually make that yourself ?”

The birthday cake was an edible plate of chicken Madras with 
three- color rice pilaf, complete with edible fork, side orders of mango 
chutney and cucumber raita, and extra pickled chilies on top.

“It’s for Rennie, Carmen’s brother- in- law. He’s staying here 
too,” Nancy explained, “and it’s his birthday tomorrow. Chicken 
Madras is his favorite meal.”

“That is so cool! How much of it can you eat?”
“The whole lot. It’s sponge underneath. The glycerin makes the 

sauce shiny.”
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“How’d you make the rice?”
“Squeezed the icing through a potato ricer, then chopped the 

strands up.”
“I can’t believe it won’t taste of curry! It’s just the cleverest thing 

I’ve ever seen. Is this how you make your living?”
Nancy smiled. “It’s just a hobby. Look, I’m about to make the 

hot towel. Pass me that knife and I’ll show you how it’s done.”
Twenty minutes later, the front door opened and shut as they 

were putting the finishing touches to the folded hot towel. Rennie 
yelled out, “Anyone at home?” and with commendable presence of 
mind, Mia swung into action. By the time he reached the kitchen, 
everything was hidden once more.

Nancy, hastily wiping powdered sugar from the table, said, “Hi. 
This is Mia. She’s just moved in next door.”

“Hi there!” Clutching her stone- cold mug of tea, Mia eyed him 
with undisguised curiosity. “You’re the music guy, yeah? Nancy’s 
just been telling me. Sorry, I should probably recognize you.” She 
pulled an apologetic face. “No offense, but it’s not really my kind of 
music. I’m more of a Dolly Parton girl. My friends all tease me; they 
think I’m completely weird.”

Rennie grinned. “I wouldn’t say no to Dolly Parton myself. Nice 
to meet you, anyway. Just moved to London?”

Nancy wondered where Connor O’Shea had met Mia. Not on 
vacation, surely. Her creamy skin clearly hadn’t seen the sun for months.

“Just,” Mia agreed chattily. “I’m brand- new! But isn’t this great, 
having friendly neighbors? It makes all the difference. I don’t know 
a soul in London, apart from my dad.”

“And Connor,” Nancy reminded her.
“Sorry?”
“Connor. You know him as well. That makes two people.”
The corners of Mia’s mouth began to twitch.
“I can’t wait to tell him this. Did you really think he was my boy-

friend? I’m sixteen,” said Mia, grinning broadly. “Connor’s my dad.”
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Nancy blushed at her mistake. Rennie, roaring with laughter, flung 
an arm around her shoulders and said, “The name’s Pas. Faux Pas.”

Watching with interest, Mia said, “How about you two, then? Is 
Nancy your girlfriend?”

Honestly, was it possible to turn any redder? Spluttering with 
fresh embarrassment, Nancy said, “No, I am not!”

Mia was unperturbed. “You get on well, though. Look at you.”
“I’m a hopeless case,” said Rennie. “She wouldn’t be interested 

in someone like me.”
“Why not? You’re about the same age, aren’t you? You’re good look-

ing,” said Mia with alarming directness, “and you seem pretty normal.”
Gravely, Rennie said, “I’m mad, bad, and dangerous to know.”
“And I only split up from my husband two weeks ago,” Nancy 

blurted out. As if Rennie would be remotely interested in her anyway.
Mia said saucily, “Nothing like a new man to get you over the 

old one,” then shook her head and said, “Sorry, sorry, shouldn’t be 
making light of it. But you’re looking grand! You don’t seem like a 
woman whose marriage just hit the rocks. Two weeks ago, blimey. 
Are you in bits?”

She’s sixteen, thought Nancy. I’m being interrogated about my 
private life by a sixteen- year- old. For heaven’s sake, any minute now, 
she might start counseling me, doling out helpful sixteen- year- old advice.

She was saved from this indignity by the phone. Rennie, 
answering it, chatted briefly before passing the phone over. “It’s 
Rose, for you.”

Excusing herself from the kitchen, Nancy spoke to her  
mother for fifteen minutes. By the time she was finished, Mia had 
left with her bag of flour, and Rennie was leaning against the coun-
ter, frowning at the instructions on a packet of Marks & Spencer  
beef bourguignonne.

“It says ‘Do Not Microwave.’ That’s outrageous. Why would 
anyone buy a frozen dinner they can’t microwave?” Perplexed, he 
gave the packet a shake. “What would happen if I did?”
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“You can’t. It’s in a foil container. You’d blow up the microwave.”
“Bloody hell. Forty minutes.” Tutting with irritation, Rennie 

crossed the kitchen and switched on the oven. “Mia had to get 
back to make her Yorkshire pudding. What’s up?” Glancing over 
at Nancy, he saw that she was looking distracted. “Something to do 
with Jonathan?”

“Hmm? Oh, no, not him.” Nancy frowned. “It’s Mum. She’s lost 
her job. The old people’s home has been sold to a property developer.”

“And she’s out of a job, just like that?” Rennie’s eyebrows shot 
up. “What happened to the old people? Did they get chucked into 
a Dumpster?”

“It hasn’t happened just like that. Mum knew about it weeks 
ago; she just didn’t want to worry me. I think she was hoping to 
find another job, but it hasn’t happened. She’s sixty- eight. People 
aren’t interested in taking on a sixty-eight-year-old. I can’t imagine 
my mum not working,” Nancy went on. “She’s just not the type. 
And she needs that bit of extra money; it makes a diff— ”

“What?” said Rennie as she skidded to a halt midsyllable.
“Out of the kitchen.” Snatching the foil container from him, 

Nancy shooed him toward the door. “I’ll do that. Go have a shower 
or something.”

“I must smell terrible,” said Rennie with a grin.
The moment he’d sauntered out of the kitchen, Nancy hared 

over to the oven and rescued the cake. Thankfully, the oven hadn’t 
had time to get hot enough to do any damage. Exhaling with relief, 
she waited until the water heater fired up— bless him, Rennie 
really was having a shower— and carried the cake carefully up to 
her room.

Rose wasn’t the only one who needed a job. Gazing out of the 
bedroom window, Nancy knew that she had to sort out her own 
life. Staying here in London, just coasting along, wasn’t something 
she could do indefinitely. Maybe she should think about heading 
back to Edinburgh and finding work herself. If she moved in with 
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her mother, they could manage the rent on the tiny apartment more 
easily. Perhaps she could get a job in a department store or something.

Nancy saw Carmen, bundled up against the cold, heading up 
the road toward the house. Tapping on the window, she caught 
Carmen’s attention and waved. Rosy- cheeked and swamped by 
her navy coat and pink scarf, Carmen looked up and waved back, 
and Nancy thought how much more cheerful she’d seemed since 
Rennie had been staying here. He was good for her, teasing her and 
making her laugh. Nancy suspected that Carmen would miss Rennie 
dreadfully— and far more than she realized— when it was time for 
him to go.
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