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CHAPTER ONE'So, can you tell me why you want to work for RJ Travel?' His voice startled me, bringing me back to the present moment.  
 
   My focus settled on the overweight, balding man sitting opposite me. His neatly pinned name badge read Ronnie Johnson, Managing Director of the low budget Travel Experience Company in which I was currently seated. 
 
   Smiling at me, he folded his arms across his protruding chest as he waited for my answer. I fought with myself to squash a sudden urge to empty the content of my plastic water cup over his smug head. Was it not enough that I had already answered an endless stream of pointless questions? 
 
   He was extremely deluded if he assumed that I genuinely wanted to work in an office that smelt of fried onions, and was on par in decorative terms, with its kebab shop neighbour. I had seen more glamour in a charity shop. Furthermore, he was very mistaken if he thought I would allow him ample opportunity to sneak sly glances at my cleavage on a daily basis. 
 
   My best friend Mel broke into my thoughts. The Mel who had been paying my half of the rent for the past three months, whilst I had sat and watched countless re-runs of daytime TV, feeling thankful that I hadn’t gotten pregnant at thirteen or run off with my mother’s boyfriend.  
 
   I had promised Mel I would give this interview my best shot. I couldn’t let her down. It wouldn’t be fair to expect her to pay a fourth month’s rent on my behalf. Besides, I hadn't exactly been inundated with countless interview opportunities since getting fired. Beggars couldn’t be choosers. I sighed inwardly.  
 
   'Well Ronnie' I began slowly, giving myself time to think of something convincing to say.   
 
    'To me, RJ Travel is synonymous with the ultimate travel experience, be it an African safari' I replied with as much enthusiasm as I could muster 'or discovering the lost cities of the Inca trail. Even sailing around the Mediterranean on the QE2 in a fabulous bathing costume, perhaps whilst sipping a Mojito.'  
 
   Ronnie held up his hand, interrupting my flow. I hadn't even gotten to the part about skiing in St Moritz yet. 
 
   'If I may stop you there, I’d like to point out that we do not deal with bookings for the QE2 as it no longer operates a service' he said raising a questioning eyebrow in my direction. 
 
   I felt my face flush slightly, as my pulse quickened with anxiety. Why had I chosen to mention the QE2?  Of all the cruise operators, I had chosen the one that had been retired from service. Feeling my optimism fast fading, I nodded knowingly at his comment with an apologetic shrug of my shoulders. 
 
   Ignoring my oversight, Ronnie continued speaking.  
 
   'As you correctly suggested, we do deal with requests for cruises.' He pointed towards a large range of holiday brochures propped up on a stand behind him. 
 
   'Only this morning we took a call from regular clients, thanking us for booking them onto a Big Blue Beauty cruise' his face beamed at the recollection. 'They said it was a holiday to remember.' 
 
   I grimaced. Personally, it sounded like they had been booked onto a porn excursion. Still, I wasn’t one to say such a thing aloud. I was known for my tact. 
 
   The haphazardly fitted clock on the wall above Ronnie's head, let out a sudden high pitched noise indicating it was one o’clock. This interview was taking far longer than I had anticipated. If he didn’t get a move on, I was going to be very late for my lunch with Stella and she definitely wasn't one to be kept waiting. 
 
   I noticed his eyes once again flick down towards my barely there cleavage and I gritted my teeth, not trusting myself to say anything further, instead allowing a tight smile in his direction. Ronnie stood up abruptly; glancing over his shoulder at the clock.  
 
   'Well Lizzie, I think that sums things up' he said straightening his tie, seemingly unaware that it hosted a large, crusty translucent stain. 'I feel you’re exactly what this company is looking for - you’re dynamic, you’re forward thinking and you’re charismatic.’ 
 
   Was this a joke? I looked at him quizzically.  
 
   'You're offering me the position?' I asked holding my breath, waiting for his answer. 
 
   Taking a swift glance around the poky office, with its cheap furniture and lack of ventilation, I felt a strong resistance towards hearing his decision. I couldn't possibly be expected to work in such an environment, could I? 
 
   'Lizzie, welcome aboard' Ronnie exclaimed zealously, breaking into a broad smile and exposing teeth to match the colour of the walls; pale lemon. I swallowed back the bile that rose in my throat as he held out his short, plump fingers eager to congratulate me and shake my hand. 
 
   Tentatively, I reached across and encased his sweaty hand within my own. 'Ronnie, I’m absolutely delighted, you won’t regret your decision.' 
 
   What on earth was I doing? I hadn’t even wanted the job and here I was agreeing to the position with the same vigour as being offered a complimentary spending spree. 
 
   Mentally, Mel's face flashed before me, reminding me of my reasons for having to accept the offer.  It wouldn’t hurt to give it a try. Even working for one month before resigning would result in repaying Mel the loaned rental amount. By summertime, I would possibly be in a position to make a small, well, very small, dent in my credit card balance. It was the incentive I needed. 
 
   Smiling to myself, I began to feel a little more positive. Although it hadn’t been mentioned, there was the added enticement that Ronnie would possibly need someone to test newly incorporated experiences. Who knew, perhaps I would get to see the Pyramids of Egypt, Niagara Falls or even the Prada Museum in good time. 
 
   After finishing tying up the contract and details with Ronnie, I headed out of the agency onto the high road and north towards the tube station. Relief flooded through me that the interview ordeal was over, despite producing bittersweet results. Glancing at my watch, the feeling was short lived. I was already twenty five minutes late for my lunch. I could envision Stella impatiently tapping her heels outside the pizzeria we'd agreed to meet. 
 
   Stella was my sister, my very beautiful, older sister that had effortlessly bagged herself a City Banker, Miles Conrad. That was as well as a three storey town house in Maida Vale and two handsome but highly strung, twin boys. There was no denying that she was a head turner and when both beauty and intelligence had been dished out; she'd certainly got my share too. 
 
   Growing up with Stella hadn’t been easy; at five years younger and a great deal plainer, I was the one that was often forced to knock at a neighbour’s house, to ask to borrow money for food. Something our mother shamelessly forgot to provide regularly. The food rarely materialised though. Stella would often use the money for her hair and make-up purposes instead. It was a wonder I had reached adolescence at all. 
 
   As usual the underground service was stuffy and tightly packed. I stood squashed between an over enthusiastic tourist talking loudly in Mandarin, a suited office worker who appeared as if he’d just stepped out of a mail order catalogue, and a gym slip mother with toddler in tow.  
 
   My new green suede shoes were daringly close to the dripping liquid escaping from the toddler’s casually held beaker. Panic began to build within me. What would I do if the liquid hit my shoes? Thoughts of launching myself angrily at the child’s mother sprang to mind and I was thankful as the announcement came over the speaker, advising the next station. My stop. 
 
   The cost of my shoes had resulted in having to live on noodle pots and spaghetti hoops for a fortnight. So help the person that ruined them.  Besides, I certainly didn’t need an assault charge slapped against me. Hadn't my recent firing from my job and fiancé of six years leaving me for another woman, been enough? 
 
   

 
   

CHAPTER TWOThe pizzeria was a short distance from the tube station and even from afar I could see Stella’s familiar honey coloured hair. Dressed head to toe in Racing Green, I immediately recognised her wrap dress. It was the one I had wanted but would never be able to justify buying. 
 
   Spotting me approaching, her thunderous expression told me that she wasn’t happy about being kept waiting. Feeling like a naughty child, I quickened my pace. Why did she always have that effect on me? 
 
   'Lizzie, where have you been? I’ve been standing here for forty minutes' she said heatedly as I walked towards her.  
 
   Ignoring her outburst, I leaned forward and air kissed her cheek in our usual public display of affection. 
 
   'You told me to be here for one o’clock! Goodness knows whether we’ll still get our table' she paused to look at me with narrowed eyes. 'Which I hope you remembered to book in the first place.' 
 
   Rant over; she was already making her way into the restaurant. I followed like a helpless lamb to the slaughter. Other diner’s heads turned in both appreciation and envy, watching as Stella sashayed past them and led us to the back area to be seated.  As always, her alluring affect on people was more than evident. 
 
   Sadly, the mesmerising energy she exuded did not apply to me. I had barely been around her for five minutes and my mood was already beginning to feel flat. In a rare moment of exasperation, I mentally willed for her heel to snap and topple her head first into a bowl of Carbonara. Preferably a hot bowl.  
 
   At the thought of food my stomach began to rumble. Sitting down, my gaze was immediately drawn to the free-standing desert menu, the image of the chocolate brownie causing my mouth to water. 
 
   'Well, how did it go? Stella asked picking up the drinks menu. 'Did they like you? More importantly, is this Ronnie Johnson a complete sex god like you predicted?'  
 
   I groaned. We had only just arrived and she was already firing off questions faster than a terrorist investigation unit. I fiddled anxiously with my fork and opened the plastic coated menu set before me. 
 
   'Let's just say it certainly wasn't what I was expecting' I answered slowly, looking up and allowing myself to meet Stella's gaze. 
 
   Gone was the irate air of impatience she'd had only moments earlier. I couldn’t help but notice a happy flush developing about her. Her eyes began to sparkle as she relaxed into her seat and a radiant glow appeared to be emanating from her.   
 
   Putting down my menu, a sudden realisation dawned upon me. My new found interest in my sister's appearance overtook my need for food, despite my stomach's groans of protest. 
 
   'Stella are you pregnant again?!’ 
 
   Excitement coursed through me; I had seen this look about her before when she was pregnant with the twins. My own body clock had been ticking louder than ever recently and what better way to sustain it than another little nephew or niece.  
 
   Considering I was single and had yet to hear of a second immaculate conception since the Angel Gabriel had appeared, it was likely to be the only option I had for now. I even had a few names in mind that I could share with her. By the time I got around to using them, they'd probably be more suited to the previous decade. 
 
   Stella's jaw dropped open in shock. 
 
   'What?!' she snapped as her eyebrows furrowed questioningly. 
 
   'No I’m bloody not - whatever made you say that?' The happy glow of radiance retreated and the irate air of anger was back, this time joined by fury.  
 
   I bit down on my bottom lip, not daring to interrupt the flow that was about to outpour in my direction. Stella threw down her menu. 
 
   'I can’t believe you'd assume such a thing. You think I’ve put on weight – is that it?' Folding her arms across her chest, she shook her head in disbelief. I stared on in silence. 
 
   'Has my face got fatter? I knew I shouldn’t have had that Botox in my cheeks. That's what's making me look different.' 
 
   Bending across to grab her bag, I looked on amused as she rifled manically through its contents to retrieve a compact mirror. Flicking it open, she stared at her reflection intently, poking her cheeks as she did so. 
 
   'You're right' she said, snapping the mirror shut. 'After lunch I'm going straight back to the remodelling clinic and giving them a piece of my mind.' 
 
   I stifled a grin and nodded sympathetically. It was highly likely that in approximately three hours time she'd be walking out of the said clinic, with yet more Botox housed in her face. 
 
   A waiter approached with our wine, eyeing Stella cautiously as he set down the glasses before us. She continued on, oblivious to his presence. 
 
   'No pizza for me today, it’s salads from now on' she said in a dramatic voice. 'Only salad and boiled fish' she picked up her wine glass and took a large gulp. 'And air. Plenty of fresh air.'  
 
   The waiter caught my gaze and smirked at me in amusement. I had to remedy the situation. As usual everything I'd said had been taken out of context. 
 
   'You’ve totally misunderstood me Stella' I said shaking my head in bewilderment. 'I couldn’t help noticing that you’ve got this look about you. You look fantastic. I know it sounds a cliché but you are glowing. So is there anything I should know about?' I winked conspiratorially. 
 
   She stared at me wide-eyed. A faint blush began to spread across her cheeks, as she lowered her gaze. Reaching across the table, she slapped my hand lightly. 
 
   ‘No, you first, I want to hear all about this interview.’ 
 
   I was momentarily stunned. It was very unlike Stella to pass an opportunity to talk about herself. A selfless moment in her world was rarer than a pink elephant. Pushing aside my intrigue, I grabbed the chance to steer the conversation in my direction. Encouraging her to divulge her secrets would undoubtedly lead me to regretting asking. In any case, the likelihood was that it was probably linked to some form of plastic surgery reconstruction. 
 
   ‘OK’ I began. 'Firstly, Ronnie Johnson has about as much sex appeal as Kermit the frog. My psychic radar had obviously failed me on that one.' 
 
   Stella looked on disappointed at this revelation. 
 
   'Secondly, although the place is dingy, it does have slight potential. I could get creative with a low budget, some MDF and a few tins of paint.' 
 
   Clearly I had been watching far too much daytime TV. Sixty minute house renovation had made more of an impact than I’d suspected. 
 
   'Lizzie, you don’t know how to change a plug, let alone build a desk' she said sarcastically. She had a point. Ignoring her sarcasm, I continued. 
 
   'Thirdly, the salary is minimal. It works a lot on commission.' 
 
   Wriggling her nose at my revelation, Stella picked at her napkin absent-mindedly. Something was clearly distracting her. 
 
   'I know. Not great is it?' I said sadly, nibbling on my nail as she tried to stay focused on the conversation. 
 
   'No, it isn’t. Especially as you can barely sell things on Ebay, let alone try to make commission on selling holidays to clients.' 
 
   Biting my tongue, I resisted the quip that if it was her clothes I was selling on Ebay, I wouldn’t have a problem since they had designer labels. Mine on the other hand, were bought from low budget shops to begin with. Who in their right mind, would want to pay more than a few pounds for a used garment that had cost the same to begin with? 
 
   Stella picked up her near empty wine glass. 
 
   'Don’t worry, you'll get more interviews. I'll have a word with Miles; see if he knows of anybody looking for an Office Junior.' 
 
   Office Junior? Seething, I shook my head in disgust and gritted my teeth in frustration. Stella knew full well that I had spent the last ten years working my way up through the private banking sector. My last role had been managing a team of four others. Except the split from Will had meant I’d taken my focus off my work. And my team.  
 
   It had come as a great shock when it was revealed that Silent Simon had been skimming money from various client accounts. I would never have suspected such a thing of him with his quiet, reserved nature. It wasn’t any wonder that he hadn’t said much within his six months working alongside me. As it turned out, Silent Simon was in fact Swindling Simon. Unfortunately the buck had to stop with me. As his Manager, I had also been forced to pay for his actions, resulting in my dismissal alongside him. 
 
   The waiter approached and set down our food. The aroma of the steaming sun-dried tomato and pasta dish filled the air in front of me. Stella looked less than impressed with her green salad and grilled vegetable accompaniment. I raised my glass tentatively. 
 
   'I’d like to propose a toast' I said indicating for Stella to follow suit. She looked at me quizzically. 
 
   'What are we toasting? That I'm on a diet or that you're still unemployed?' 
 
   Grateful for the prompt, I allowed myself to grin excitedly. 
 
   'As a matter of fact Stella, I’m not’ I retorted, watching as she looked at me in confusion. 'I am now a fully fledged RJ Travel Advisor' I said, proudly clinking my wine glass against hers. 
 
   Quite obviously flabbergasted, she made no attempt to reciprocate the gesture or congratulate me.  
 
   'You got that god awful sounding job?' she asked, her face a look of utmost horror. 
 
   ‘Yes I did.’ 
 
   Taking a large mouthful of my pasta, I chewed purposefully, hoping to hide the disappointment that was sweeping through me at her lack of support. 
 
   OK, so I had accepted a job that didn’t sound in the slightest sense appealing, yet only this morning I'd had a feeling that good things were about to happen. Almost as if events were about to be presented that would radically change things for the better. Perhaps this was the start of a new cycle of positivity. My only hope was for other areas of my life to also unfold soon. I had a wish list as long as my arm. In fact, both of them. Plus my legs. 
 
    
 
   CHAPTER THREE
 
   I arrived home to the flat I shared with Mel a little after three o’clock, and slightly more tipsy than I had intended. The flat was empty and in its usual chaotic state. Everywhere I looked, clothes hung on rails, lay heaped in piles on the floor and overflowed in plastic bags. 
 
   Mel usually spent this part of her day doing home visits to clients. She ran a reputable vintage clothing resale business. The sort of idea people dream of doing, but have no clue how to go about setting up. For Mel it was easy; her late mother's wardrobe housed more Vivian Westwood than Vivian herself. A simple clothes party she'd arranged in order to relieve herself of some of her mother's belongings, had since turned into a goldmine. Mel's name was on the lips of celebrities to socialites. 
 
   We'd met in the school playground twenty three years earlier when she'd offered to share her spam and egg sandwich with me, perhaps correctly sensing that I didn’t have a sandwich in my lunchbox like the other children. Mine was empty.  
 
   Many years later and she was still as generous and as crazy as ever. Her eccentric, outgoing nature combined with sensual Latino looks, made her very popular amongst both men and women alike. In general, she was one of those happy people that smiled constantly.  
 
   It baffled me how she could keep on smiling, even when she found out that the expensive print coat she had recently purchased, was reduced by seventy percent just two days later. Or when the very exclusive French skincare range she’d made her aunt bring her back from Paris, appeared on the shopping channel for a ridiculously low price that very same evening. But Mel was not a worrier; she lived her life to the full and often threw in a bottle, or two, of wine to help her along. 
 
   I headed towards my bedroom to the back left of the house, passing the large floor-length mirror in the hallway. I nonchalantly glanced at my newly slim figure. Three months was all it had taken to reduce me from a very healthy size ten, to a very slender size eight.  Three months, twenty two days and fifteen hours, since my fiancé had walked out on me, to be precise.  
 
   My new petite frame suited me, especially since I’d eradicated the bleach blonde hair that Will had favoured, and instead returned to my natural brunette roots. I looked different, good different. I didn’t want to be the Lizzie anymore that was part of 'Lizzie and Will'. I wanted to just be 'Lizzie' again. The Lizzie I had been before I had met Will. The tanned, fun, easy going, pint sized Lizzie. Except my heart wasn't quite ready to fully embrace single Lizzie just yet. 
 
   I sat down on my bed, kicking off my heels and tossing my suit jacket to one side. Reaching into my bag, I grabbed my notebook, opening it onto my recent to do list and scanned the entries. 
 
   1.  Clean the flat (including under bed)  
 
   2. Pay minimum payment off all four Visa and Mastercard bills 
 
   3. Apply for new credit card with 0% balance transfer  
 
   4. Ring IST debt collection and advise Lizzie Saunders emigrated abroad 
 
   5. Get a new job/ apply for jobs 
 
   6. Check Ebay bid status on Marc Jacobs bag ID 42839 – maximum bid of £300 
 
   7. Return mother's calls – AVOID arranging a visit 
 
   8. Cancel breast augmentation free consultation (rebook if possible for later date) 
 
   Picking up my pen, I crossed the fifth entry from the list. The new job was secured. Now all I needed was a new wardrobe of clothes to go with it. What did a travel advisor wear?  
 
   'Hi, it’s me - are you home?' Mel’s voice echoed through the flat.  
 
   Putting down my notebook, I jumped up in surprise. I hadn’t expected her to be back this early. 
 
   'Hiya' I said walking barefoot into the hallway. I leaned across to pick up one of the two sacks of clothes she was struggling to carry through the doorway.  
 
   She looked at me expectantly. 
 
   'Did you get the job?' she asked breathless and impatiently. 'I want to know if I’m paying the rent again this month, only I’ve seen a state of the art steam iron I have to have' she said with a wistful look in her eyes. 
 
   Laughing, I shook my head in my usual state of disbelief at her directness. Mel was weird like that; she didn’t get excited at new bags or shoes, she liked electrical gadgets. I'd take a clutch bag over a blender any day. 
 
   Trying to keep straight faced as she watched for signs of expression, I looked down towards the floor in sorrowful pretence. I noticed Mel's shoulders sag slightly in defeat. 
 
   'Ha, fooled you!' I said, laughing. 'Yes, I got the job. I start on Monday.' I heaved one of the bags of clothes into a free corner of floor space.  
 
   Mel skipped towards me excitedly and threw her arms around me in a tight embrace. 
 
   'Oh, congratulations honey - let’s have a nice cup of tea and a choccie bar to celebrate' she walked purposefully towards the kitchen. I watched as she flicked down the kettle switch and the funky shaped, transparent middle began to change colour as the water heated. Another of her crazy purchases.  
 
   Minutes later she came into the living room where I was sitting, carrying two mugs of tea and a double stick chocolate bar. Since living together, we had developed a habit of sharing one bar, making us each feel food conscious and healthier. Neither of us acknowledged that this usually happened four times a day.  Still, what's a life without chocolate? 
 
   Mel listened enraptured as I filled her in on the interview and my lunch with Stella. Mid-way through conversation, she gasped, making me jump in shock. 
 
   'What’s the matter?' I asked, suspiciously scanning the floor for signs of a spider or creeping insect. 
 
   'I just remembered that your mum called for you this morning. She sounded really upset, something about Miguel taking his aftershave from the bedside table, and there being no more trips on the speedboat' Mel said quietly, avoiding my eyes. Panic surged through me.  
 
   'Surely this one hasn’t left her too?'  
 
   Mel’s expression looked sympathetic. She was only too familiar with my mother’s love life and how each breakup wrecked havoc with my own life. 
 
   Endless phone calls would ensue from my mother, who lived in Spain, demanding me to go and visit her in support. Ironically, I hadn’t received one ounce of sympathy or support from her when the situation had reversed and Will had left me. It was no surprise though. My mother was a very selfish woman. 
 
   Over the years, both Stella and I had witnessed her string of failed flings, and had been there countless times to pick up the pieces. My mother had a skill for choosing the wrong type of man. Not one of them had been ideal. From the Elvis impersonator who had answered every question with 'Aarh haa', to the man fixated with westerns, who insisted on wearing a cowboy hat at all times. Afterwards had arrived the car salesman, who was later convicted of fraud and served seven years in prison. And how could I forget the bus driver who pretended to my mother he was part of the Russian Mafia? She had naively believed him. 
 
   Reaching for the phone, I entered my mother's number and listened patiently as the dial tone repeatedly rang. No answer. How very strange. 
 
   Usually she’d be sitting by the telephone waiting for her latest lover to call, and beg her to allow them back into her life. Of course, this never happened. Not once.  
 
   She was most likely in a drunken stupor somewhere, feeling sorry for herself.  Sighing loudly, I reluctantly replaced the receiver in its holder. It would only be a matter of hours before she'd be calling me again to sympathise with her. For the hundredth time.  
 
   

 
   

CHAPTER FOURMy first day at RJ Travel wasn’t an experience I would forget in a hurry. If every day was going to be similar to the first, then it was highly unlikely I would be employed beyond a couple of weeks. 
 
   After a slow start of waiting around for a computer and desk area to be set up for me, I was introduced to the only other adviser, Samantha. A very dizzy twenty three year old, wearing a hideous pink suit and hair tied loosely in plaits. 
 
   The morning passed quickly with a tutorial of the easy to navigate database system. By lunchtime I was ready to be confronted with my very first customers, Iris and Donald.  
 
   I smiled politely and used the phrases I had been taught by Samantha, to establish my client's preferences. The elderly couple seated before me had a small budget and were setting their sights on Thailand. Donald explained their eagerness to visit the local heritage; the beautiful waterfalls and giant Buddha, whilst every so often enquiring about the night life and men-women he so frequently heard about.  
 
   I was all too familiar with the Donald’s of this world and after fifteen minutes of politely ignoring his probes, my patience grew thin. 
 
   Samantha, who was mentoring me from a distance, had looked on open-mouthed as I explained to Donald that in order to get affiliated with a he-she, his best chance would be to stay in the city of Bangkok. It would certainly live up to its name if he had a few Thai Baht to spare. 
 
   This comment hadn't settled very well with his wife Iris, who promptly shrieked like an elephant at my inappropriateness, immediately turning on her heel and walking out. Poor Donald had looked forlorn, until Iris came stomping back for him and ushered him out by his tweed jacket.  
 
   Ronnie had called me into his office soon after. I stood embarrassed as he lectured me on client etiquette, fully aware that my actions had been potentially costly to his business and reputation. Rather generously, my incident was put down to first day nerves. I slunk back to my desk with a verbal warning and personal reminder to myself that my life was already spectacularly at rock bottom. Getting fired for a second time within four months, wouldn’t help my situation. 
 
   I had four more sets of customers throughout the day. Whilst the first three of them were genuinely looking for a holiday and prepared to book there and then, the final family were 'lookers'. 
 
   Will and I had done it many a time. Entered a travel agent store to pick up brochures of resorts we knew we couldn’t afford, yet dreamed of one day visiting. However, there was a very big difference between swiftly collecting a brochure, and sitting with an agent for an hour, looking into various Caribbean options. 
 
   Reaching the booking stage of the itinerary process and after much deliberation from the family, the father figure had calmly announced that he was going to proceed with his annual caravan holiday in Bognor Regis. Apparently, he didn’t feel there was any place that could rival it. Even the Caribbean. 
 
   It had taken a great amount of self control, not to snatch the notepad from his hands and stamp on it in fury. Furthermore, not to grab back the handful of exotic destination brochures that he had spent the past sixty minutes flicking through, and slap him with them.  
 
   Ronnie's expertly timed appearance, with a shop bought cappuccino and a blueberry muffin, helped to calm me and to avoid taking further frustration out on my computer screen monitor.  
 
   I was torn wondering where my new found anger had surfaced from. Either my PMT level had notched up a gear or I was finally entering the anger stage of the relationship breakdown process. Whichever was to blame, I quickly found the muffin sugar rush to be a soother. 
 
   Over the next few weeks Ronnie became both friend and ally. Gone were the days of his teeth threatening to give me nightmares. I quickly learned that he was a shy man, often looking downwards when he felt embarrassed or threatened. My early mistake of misinterpreting this as cleavage gazing was long forgotten. Samantha had brought me up to speed on his life outside of the office. He lived alone, rarely dated and idolised his estranged son Teddy.  
 
   Our work relationship was an unexpected delight. I'd never been employed by any boss that offered to do the tea round themselves. Nor that bought a daily pastry for both of his staff. Samantha often joked that he had a crush on me, because whilst I always received muffins or creamy apple turnovers from Ronnie, she often acquired a rather sad looking flapjack or sausage roll.  
 
   Samantha was the opposite of Ronnie. She was a live wire, fun, witty and often reminded me at times of Mel.  Her personality tended to reflect her daily clothes theme. By the end of the first month I had already witnessed the Princess image, which had consisted of a glittery top and glittery shoes. The Moulin Rouge, which saw her wearing red clothing and fishnet tights. And my personal favourite; the Girl-Next-Door. This was the only theme in which she did in fact dress normal. 
 
   It wasn't long before I was achieving above target daily sales. I suspected it had something to do with customers preferring to approach me as opposed to Samantha in her ridiculous outfits.   
 
   I also began to realise that my flair for sales and customer service was far more adept than I had originally assumed. It appeared I had a natural way with selling, much to my surprise. 
 
   Ronnie was more than happy with my first month results and thanks to a new advertising campaign I had initiated, we were fast becoming a number one choice for travel arrangements in the area.  
 
   It came as little surprise when Ronnie called me into his office in my sixth working week and asked me to take on more responsibility. The real shock came upon hearing his proposed idea; acting as Marketing Manager for RJ Travel, as well as overseeing the marketing for proposed projects abroad.  
 
   My head span as I listened to his plans and realised the gravity of the project I would be agreeing to. Despite a generous salary increase, my workload would increase dramatically.  Yet I couldn’t help feeling excited and a tad smug. The changes I had been hoping for were finally beginning to materialise. My life was about to change significantly. I could feel it. 
 
    
 
   

 
   

CHAPTER FIVEMy arms ached from being held in the air for too long. Why was it that a French twist always looked so simple to achieve in a magazine, yet they were near impossible to replicate? Nearly   nine attempts and I still had stray hairs falling about my face. 
 
   The phone rang on the sideboard next to me. Tugging on my hair clip in frustration, I allowed my long locks to fall around me, settling in a complicated mess, before picking up the handset. 
 
   'Hello?’ 
 
   'Darling, its mother. How are you?' The familiar cockney drawl caused me to squint my eyes at its rawness. 
 
   Wonderful. The Taxi would be collecting us in less than twenty minutes and my mother had chosen this moment to call, after weeks of her being unavailable. 
 
   'Mother, it's really not a good time right now; I'm about to go out.' 
 
   A tutting sound came from the other end of the receiver. 
 
   'Darling, I know you might be angry that I haven’t managed to return your calls sooner. But its Sampson you see, he isn’t keen on spending time indoors' she said in a disgruntled tone. 
 
   I rolled my eyes, single handedly plugging in my hair straighteners, in an attempt to restore a sense of normality to my appearance. 
 
   'It's fine. Don’t worry about it. I assumed you were busy with your new boyfriend anyway.' 
 
   Stella had already filled me in on the details of the latest one. Younger, well established and handsome. Three attributes which made his companionship with my mother highly questionable. 
 
   'Yes, we’ve been spending most of our time on the yacht. Sampson says women with children shouldn’t forget to make time for themselves.' 
 
   Unbelievable. Standing in irritation, my bare toe caught the already hot, clay ironing straightener. 
 
   'Ouch. Fuck.' 
 
   'What’s the matter?' 
 
   I sucked in my breath as frustration threatened to erupt from me in a further string of obscenities. 
 
   'You are the matter. Ridiculous comments are the matter. Stella is thirty three years old mother and I am twenty eight. Hardly children' I retorted heatedly. 
 
   Silence greeted me. The topic of childhood was a sore subject. I didn’t blame my mother for rarely being at home when I was younger; nor did I blame her for taking no interest in my schooling, or any area of my life for that matter. However, I wasn't about to allow her to fall under the illusion that she had been in any way the selfless, caring, nurturing figure that she was undoubtedly trying to portray. 
 
   'Oh Lizzie, don’t be such a drama queen' she said lightly, before wisely changing the subject. 'Stella tells me the new job is going well for you. I'm hoping you are going to come and visit me soon. I have a new baby I want to introduce you to - Coco, she’s adorable. You’re going to love her.’ 
 
   The straighteners I was pulling lightly through my hair, halted in amazement. A new baby meant she'd acquired yet another furry mutt to add to her clan. The previous three had all been gifted by ex-lovers. Never had I dared to ask what they had been in aid of. How she would manage with a total of four pets was beyond my understanding. Besides, what kind of a mother forgets I’m allergic to dogs? 
 
   'Wham or Abba?' Mel called out to me from the other room, interrupting my conversation.  There was nothing like pop classics to get us in the mood for our night. 
 
   'Mother, I have to go. I'll call you in the week and we'll chat more then.'  I hung up the phone before she could say anything further and breathed a sigh of relief. 
 
   Stomping into the living room, Mel was sitting casually on the sofa, already on her second glass of wine. 
 
   'You're not even dressed yet?' Mel said incredulous. 'The Taxi is going to be here in ten minutes.' 
 
   Wham was playing in the background as I gazed enviously at her fabulously long legs, complimented by her new skinny leather trousers. In comparison, my legs were no longer than her arms. 
 
   I looked down at the black bra and knickers I was sporting, yet to find something suitable to wear. 
 
   'I was thinking to go in just this?' I said, waving my hand at my underwear ensemble and slipping on a pair of heels casually strewn nearby. 'But do you think it's going to be warm enough?' I kept straight faced as the window rattled with wind in answer to my question. Mel grinned. 
 
   'Stop messing about; hurry and get ready.' 
 
   Rushing from the room, I briefly caught sight of my beloved pearl drop earrings from beneath her golden hair. I thought I had hidden those?  
 
   Throwing open my drawers and wardrobe, I surveyed my options. It was the one night I needed to look stunning. Carl's thirtieth birthday party was to be a big occasion. Everyone we knew would be attending. Including Will. 
 
   My new body cinching red dress stared temptingly at me from its hanger. A whim purchase bought after the split. Not at all my style. Primary red, a low neck and clinging in all the right places, it had made me feel powerful and sexy in the store changing room. Yet it hadn't seen the outside of my wardrobe since. Tonight I would need to be confident and strong. I wanted to show Will that I was a new me. That I had moved on. 
 
   Will was my handsome ex-fiancé of six years who had left me for a weasel faced tart, by the name of Amanda, coincidentally a childhood friend of Mel’s. Their friendship had come to an abrupt end last summer, when Amanda had openly told Mel that she wanted to fuck Will. Completely unaware of the conversation, I had been busy in the kitchen, cooking the three of us my signature dish.  Had Mel informed me of this before frying the garlic, I would have happily added a touch of arsenic and watched as Amanda's spiteful face turned purple. 
 
   It was only as it neared Christmas and Will had told me that he had fallen for someone else, in the form of Amanda, that Mel confessed to the snide comment and her reason for pulling away from the friendship. 
 
   I'd been trying to mend my broken heart ever since. 
 
   Reaching for the red dress, I carefully slipped it over my head. It was time to be bold. My long brunette hair fell against the silky fabric, as I gently manoeuvred the dress downwards, until it sat a couple of inches above my knees. It was tighter than I recalled, hugging snugly against my small waist. 
 
   Mel appeared in the doorway holding out a glass of wine in my direction. 
 
   'Wow you look stunning' she said eyeing me from head to toe. 'Will's going to kick himself when he sees you and realises what he's missing out on.' 
 
   I shuddered at hearing his name. Checking my reflection in the mirror, I hardly recognised the person staring back at me.  I looked sexy and domineering. Two things I would never have associated with myself. My trial make-up session aiming for the smoky eyed image, had worked. As had the previous nights fake tanning session. My bronzed limbs glowed healthily, accented by the bright tone of the dress. 
 
   'Drink up, we've got to leave soon. Change the shoes too. They're far too clunky. Actually, I have just the pair' Mel said, excitedly rushing from the room and leaving my wine glass balanced precariously on an upturned book. 
 
   Minutes later she thrust a pair of delicate, black strappy heels into my hand. 
 
   'Try them; 1940's, partial dyed snakeskin and calf leather, size four.' 
 
   I felt like Cinderella as I slipped on the magnificent creation. They fitted perfectly. 
 
   'My goodness, I love them' I exclaimed, happily looking down to admire my feet. They made the dress look chic and classy. 
 
   Mel knocked back the last of her wine. 
 
   'Be careful with them, those shoes are worth £150 to me' she warned with a slight slur, reaching for her lipstick and adding a final layer. 
 
   A Taxi horn beeped loudly outside the house. It was time to face the music. On this occasion, not quite so much in a literal way as I would have liked. I looked down one last time, mentally assessing whether it was worth potentially ruining £150 shoes, in order to kick Will hard in the bollocks for the pain he had caused?  
 
   I smiled to myself, adrenaline coursing through me at the thought. Of course it was. 
 
    
 
   

 
   

CHAPTER SIX'Do you think they’re already here?' I asked, glancing sideways at Mel. We’d only just arrived at Carl’s house, but the party was well under way. I watched as Mel immediately helped herself to a large glass of wine. She was a woman on a drinking mission. If she carried on then tonight would end in a very drunken state, and that meant two things: tears and doner meat. I would have to keep my eye on her; my heels were definitely not made for walking around in the early hours, searching for a takeaway joint. 
 
   'Who are you referring to?' she asked confused, her eyes starting to glaze over. Her attention shifted towards the makeshift bar area, where a scruffy bearded man was impressing a handful of onlookers with cocktail shaking skills. He had an air of University Professor about him. Very much Mel’s type. She groaned suddenly. 
 
   'Please do not utter the names Will or Amanda again, or I will refuse to talk to you for the rest of the evening.' 
 
   'Will and who?' I did my best to look innocent. Five minutes of talking on any one topic, and Mel's butterfly mind was already floating off to a new horizon. The ten minute Taxi journey discussing my emotions about the pair had clearly pushed the butterfly boundary. 
 
   'Would you like a cocktail?' she asked, snatching my near full glass from my hand. 'We need re-fills' she said, indiscreetly pouring the remainder of the wine I'd been enjoying into a nearby pot plant. 
 
   'That guy over there by the bar – he’s looking just the person to fill me up tonight' and with a smirk, off she sauntered to the bar. 
 
   I watched in amusement, looking around casually and hoping to catch sight of someone I knew. It was less than a few moments of standing alone when I became aware that the person with their back to me had a very familiar shake of his head. Will.  
 
   Breathing in sharply, my heart thudded, threatening to burst from my chest in shock. Spinning around in the opposite direction, I raised my hand to my forehead in a hope to conceal myself and walked away quickly, almost colliding into someone coming towards me. 
 
   'Sorry' I lowered my hand from my face and looked up with an apologetic smile. Amanda stood smirking at me. 
 
   I gasped, wide eyed as I took in her new appearance. The blunt haircut, a thick razored fringe flicking randomly, where she evidently hadn’t yet figured how to style it properly, made her face appear more rounded. Her make-up was applied thicker and more garish than I remembered her to wear it. Eye liner clogged in the corners of her eyes, and luminous orange lipstick accentuated lips, if they could be called that, which had seen copious amounts of Collagen. She vaguely resembled a trout. 
 
   It seemed that Will's entry into her life had created as much of an impact on her appearance, as it had his departure from my life. 
 
   Shaking with nerves, I tried to keep my voice in a calm and even tone of surprise. 
 
   'Amanda?' I said, pausing for effect and furrowing my forehead ever so slightly in disbelief. 
 
   She eyed me coolly and self consciously, my new image not lost on her. 
 
   'Hello Elizabeth.' 
 
   It appeared she also found it harder to talk through her absurd monstrous lips.  
 
   Ignoring my racing pulse I smiled warmly, momentarily catching her off-guard. Judging by her upturned lip she was preparing for a showdown - unless the Collagen had suddenly taken retreat into one corner of her mouth. 
 
   'Goodness, I almost didn’t recognise you for a moment there' I allowed my gaze to gently float up and down her body, fully aware she was unsure how to react. I stopped as my eyes met her face again. 
 
   'Love the lips. Did you get them on special offer?' She blushed furiously as I continued with my condescending tone. 'Buy one procedure, get one procedure free? I wouldn’t have gone back for seconds though, if I were you. They’re rather too pronounced now, unfortunately.’ I watched as her cheeks continued to deepen in their crimson hue. 
 
   'And let me guess - your hairdresser told you that a thick fringe would accentuate your high cheekbones?' 
 
   Seizing the opportunity, I leaned in closer to her ear. 'I think she was trying to subtly draw attention away from your lips. Doesn’t work though, but bless her for trying.' 
 
   Amanda stood open mouthed and speechless as I turned in victory, and slowly sashayed away, with as much sassiness as I could muster. Aware that my back was turned to her, I hunched my shoulders slightly, bracing myself for a possible outburst of attack. None came. 
 
   The months of daydreaming what I would say if I had the chance of meeting Amanda filtered into my mind. I'd screamed endlessly at mirrors; furiously scribbled out faces on photos of resembling figures, and on one occasion shamefully decapitated my nephew's teddy bear, after Stella had offered it as an Amanda voodoo doll. 
 
   I felt like I was on an emotional high.  Thanks to her inspiring lips and hair, I’d been able to make as clear a dent in her pride, as she had in mine by stealing my fiancé. Admittedly without her new appearance to pick fault with, I would have struggled with knowing how best to react to the situation. But things had planned out perfectly. I couldn’t wait to tell Mel. 
 
   I found Mel in the large kitchen, talking with friends. All ears pricked to attention as I excitedly relayed my confrontation with Amanda. 
 
   Three consecutive, celebratory alcoholic shots later, news on the grapevine travelled back to us that both Amanda and Will had made an early exit from the party. Much to my relief. 
 
   Mel had taken the celebratory shots for my Amanda victory a little too far. It wasn't long before she was rounding up those in the kitchen to dance the Conga. Too polite and perhaps a little too drunken ourselves to decline the rambling, crazy Latino, we formed a wobbly line and took cue as Mel pelted out song lyrics, laughing hysterically. 
 
   It was somewhere between kicking out my left leg and bringing it back towards me, that I locked eyes with the man standing in the kitchen doorway, looking amused. I quickly scrambled out of my position behind Mel, to straighten my dress and act as if I had been caught in intelligent conversation, as opposed to making a tit of myself dancing. 
 
   The man moved towards me and grabbed my waist without warning. I tried to resist as his firm hands fixed securely on my hips, but as I looked over my shoulder into his eyes I knew I’d never stand a chance. 
 
   I blushed with embarrassment as he gaily proceeded to Conga with me around the kitchen, Mel and the others taking the opportunity to attach themselves to our newly formed 'train'. After much conscious laughter and three more leg kicks, we collapsed against the nearby counter top. His hands disconnected from my body and my palms began to feel sweaty at the sudden awareness that he was moving around, to stand directly facing me. 
 
   'Well well, you certainly know how to move those hips don’t you' he said in a voice deep and sexy, with a hint of playfulness. I felt myself flush as I looked properly at his face for the first time. 
 
   Sparkling deep blue eyes bore intently into my own, as if able to read my soul. A pronounced strong jaw gave him a rugged edge; yet the soft laughter lines around his mouth and eyes told me that he wasn't the moody, dark, stranger his looks depicted. Dressed in jeans and a white collarless shirt, baring a hint of a broad, tanned chest; he was the epitome of tall, dark and handsome. Very much husband material. I held his gaze. 
 
   'I guess that's because it’s not every day I get to dance around with a gorgeous man attached to me.' I bit down on my lip. 
 
   Where had that quick and witty retort come from? Usually I was a tongue tied mess around any man remotely handsome and flirtatious. Even Mel looked impressed and raised a discreet eyebrow in encouragement. 
 
   Laughing, he propped his elbow against the counter and angled himself in closer towards me, our sides almost touching. 
 
   'I'm Edward, a business acquaintance of Carl's.' He reached out to take a sip of the glass of wine set down on the work surface. Wine. Not beer. A man with a finer taste for life. 
 
   'Carl and I were in a business meeting earlier and he mentioned he was hosting a party this evening, so I thought I’d check it out. More so out of politeness than pleasure' he admitted with a small shrug of his shoulders. Good manners too, I noted.  
 
   Teasing, he reached out to poke my arm. 'It's lucky I did though, huh. Or else I wouldn’t have had the pleasure of meeting such a lovely a woman as yourself.' Very smooth. He certainly knew how to charm. Perhaps a little too much so? I smiled despite myself.  
 
   'Of course. Who wouldn't want to meet a catch like me?' I joked. 
 
   Will's face flashed before my eyes, reminding me that there was certainly one person who didn't think I was first prize. I felt my happiness cloud over. Edward's intense eyes narrowed, catching my expression. A questioning look passed across his face. 
 
   ‘So miss wiggly hips, where is your boyfriend tonight?’ 
 
   Unable to meet his gaze, I lowered my eyes. His intense stare was making me nervous. My aloof, quirky resolve was rapidly beginning to evade me, leaving me feeling vulnerable and exposed. Forcefully plastering a smile across my face, I was aware that it didn’t quite reach my eyes. 
 
   'You mean the ex fiancé that traded me in for a more surgically enhanced model a few months back?' I said with as light and humorous a tone as I could manage. 
 
   'He left already. So I'm here on my lonesome' I winked at him and took a large gulp of my wine. More so to calm the bitterness that had arisen in my throat, and was threatening to make an ugly appearance. 
 
   Edward's eyes twinkled in my direction, unnerving me. He could see straight through me, not buying into my blasé comment. I blushed taking another gulp of wine. 
 
   'Oh and whilst miss wiggly hips may have been intended as a compliment, I can’t help visualizing images of a baby elephant, so I would prefer if you called me Lizzie' I tried lightening the tone. 'Or Elizabeth, if you'd prefer to be formal.' 
 
   'Lizzie it is then' he said running his hand up towards his wavy dark hair. Clean, manicured nails. One trait that most men overlooked. Time and again my mother had insisted that clean nails bore an insight to the person. For once I was willing to agree with her. 
 
   He looked down towards his wrist watch, an understated Cartier, his jaw tightening in dismay. 
 
   'Listen Lizzie, I know this is short and sweet but I only popped in for a quick look. I really hadn’t planned on meeting anyone and regrettably I’ve made other plans for this evening.' 
 
   Regrettably? He certainly was a smooth talker. My heart began to dance inside my chest. I couldn’t tell if it was from excitement or disappointment. 
 
   He lowered his voice a little, his eyes shifting in the direction of Mel and the others, aware that they were indiscreetly lending one ear to our conversation. 
 
   'If you'd be willing, I'd very much like to take your number so I can call you sometime to arrange dinner or drinks?' 
 
   His question hung between us and my heart dance sped up by ten paces in my chest.  He was asking for my number. Mr charming but gorgeous was asking for my number. 
 
   Thankfully in my speechless, shell-shocked moment, Mel stepped in, her hand already fishing in her bag for a business card. Edward caught my eye and an unsaid look of acknowledgement, that Mel had overhead, passed between us. 
 
   'I have a spare card here' she finished writing and thrust a brightly coloured card towards Edward. 'Take this, I’ve jotted Lizzie's mobile on the reverse.' 
 
   I smiled gratefully in her direction, amazed at how quickly she had managed to sober herself, discreetly using eye movements to suggest leaving us to speak alone. 
 
   Mel got my hint and turned to walk away, before changing her mind. 
 
   'Oh and I’d just like to point out that not only is Lizzie stunning, but she’s in high demand.' She looked squarely into Edward's eyes. 'Take that as your cue not to delay calling'. With a girly giggle and notably flirtatious flick of her hair, she grinned in my direction and headed towards the conservatory door.  
 
   Edward looked on amused, placing the card in his wallet. I couldn’t help noticing the black Amex card also accommodated in the sleeve. Surely he wasn’t able to also tick the extremely wealthy box on my wish list. There had to be a catch. 
 
   'Right, I’d best head off then' he said, closing his wallet and returning it to his pocket. 'It was a pleasure meeting you' he leaned in awkwardly to kiss me briefly on the cheek. Strangely he smelt familiar and my heart skipped a beat as a jolt of electric seemed to pass between us. 
 
   He backed away quickly – almost too quickly, picking up his glass and draining the remainder of his wine. Lifting his hand, his intense gaze once again met my eyes. 
 
   'I'll be in touch.' And with that, he was already walking out of the door and out of my life, before I could say another word. 
 
    
 
    
 
   

 
   

CHAPTER SEVENMonday morning came around sooner than I had anticipated. The excited high that I had felt since the impromptu exchange with Edward had vast deserted me.  Sleepily reaching across to turn off my alarm clock, I envisioned Edward’s face and felt myself stir far quicker than any cup of coffee could encourage. 
 
   I had spent the previous week on tenterhooks circling my mobile like a bird of prey, waiting for him to make contact. There had been nothing. I picked up my mobile now, illuminating the screen to check for any missed calls or messages. A drunken background image of Mel and I greeted me. I sighed sadly.  For the eighth day running, no blinking icons or notifications from Edward had materialised. 
 
   Setting about my morning routine and grateful for distraction, the previous week of conversation with Mel began to float into my thoughts. She had taken great delight in thinking up daily scenario’s and reasons for Edward's evasiveness.  I smiled to myself as I recalled her top four theories on the matter;  
 
   1. Edward had lost the business card with my details after removing it too many times from his wallet to re-live the moment he had met me. Strong winds had subsequently snatched it from his grasp and flew it into the nearest drain. Lost forever. 
 
   2. He had been involved in a near fatal accident after leaving the party and was now in hospital in a semi conscious state calling out ‘Lizzie’. The nurses had no idea who Lizzie was or how to make contact with her. 
 
   3. He had been called away on urgent business to a small village, in an area where mobile coverage didn’t exist. However, he was spending every moment thinking about how he would make it up to me when he returned. 
 
   4. His psycho ex had threatened to kill me and he was now involved in a government mission to protect me from gruesome death, whilst being under strict instruction by head of operations, not to contact me and put me in further danger. 
 
   As much as I wanted to believe her and I had spent time encouraging her, I knew within my heart that the reality was simply that Edward couldn’t have been as interested in me as the impression he had given. Like many men before him that had shown me interest, I was a distant memory once out of their sight. 
 
   ----------
 
   Ronnie was quick to pick up on my mood as soon as I walked into the office. 
 
   'Good weekend Lizzie? Any special dates?' he asked smiling at me, causing his chubby cheeks to become more pronounced. He was referring to Edward.  
 
   I had hoped I wouldn’t come to regret informing both Ronnie and Samantha of the events at Carl's party, but I had been carried away in the moment, telling them all about Edward. Except now it had backfired. Edward still hadn't been in contact and I was fast losing patience with both my work life and my love life. 
 
   Walking straight past him, I headed towards the small kitchenette area. 
 
   'No Ronnie, not a good weekend. Unless you classify a good weekend, as sitting at home alone for forty eight hours with nowhere to go, and no one to share it with?' My voice quivered. I was on the verge of bursting into tears. I desperately bit down on my lip, trying to pull myself together.  
 
   My weekend had been hideous. Mel had been working for the majority of it and the remainder she had spent shacked up with the university professor type that she had met at Carl's party. Unlike Edward, he had had the manners to call and ask her out.  
 
   I sat down at my desk and eyed up the double chocolate chip brownie Ronnie had left on a napkin. Even the sight of the gooey, warm centre wasn’t giving me its usual rush of lusciousness. 
 
   Samantha set down a coffee in front of me and perched herself on the end of my desk. Dressed head to toe in black – perhaps it was a Goth day – she looked fiercely at Ronnie and shook her head in a desperate bid to stop him pursuing the matter further. I made a mental note to thank her later for her unusual display of female solidarity. 
 
   I took a sip of the lukewarm coffee, trying to hide a grimace 'Mmm nice, thanks' I lied, nodding gratefully. 
 
   Samantha stood up and grinned at Ronnie. 
 
   'Tell Lizzie your news. That’s sure to put a smile on her face.' 
 
   I couldn’t help but shoot daggers at Samantha who was now rubbing her arms excitedly in anticipation. It wasn’t natural to be so upbeat all of the time and it certainly didn’t work well with her morbid outfit. 
 
   'What’s this news then?' I said turning to Ronnie and trying not to sound as uninterested as I felt. 
 
   Ronnie's eyes lit up and suddenly I was intrigued. I picked up the chocolate brownie in preparation for some juicy gossip and took a bite. 
 
   'Well, you know I have a son, Teddy' he began. 
 
   'Yes?'  I sighed. My spark of interest instantaneously diminished. I was bored of hearing about Teddy. It was enough that I had to be subjected to a photo of fourteen year old Teddy on a regular basis.  He was the image of his father. Dark hair, a chunky build and not so fortunate looking. Poor boy. Although I would guess that judging by the aged, dog eared photo that Ronnie carried in his wallet, Teddy would be some unfortunate woman’s husband by now. 
 
   The mystery and tragedy of the father and son estrangement had been dispelled a few weeks beforehand when Samantha had told me that the death of Teddy's mother had caused the great rift. No further details had been imparted, despite my subtle prodding and I'd eventually given up on the soap drama of it all. 
 
   Ronnie took on a serious tone. 'Sources have confirmed that Teddy is involved in a new hotel development in Marbella, Southern Spain. Apparently it’s been under construction for the last two years but there'll be a grand opening in three months time' he stopped to scratch his upper lip. 
 
   'My thoughts are that it would be a good idea for RJ Travel to do a feature in Time & Travel magazine putting forward Marbella as this summer’s top destination and incorporating the hotel as our recommendation and main focus' he was looking at me expectantly. 
 
   'What do you think?' 
 
   I nodded slowly. If I understood correctly, Ronnie was proposing spending a large sum of the marketing budget bribing the Travel Industry's largest publication to focus on a destination and hotel, purely because it had links to his estranged son. Undoubtedly he hoped it would bridge the gap in some small way. 
 
   I swallowed my last piece of chocolate brownie and washed it down with a sip of cold coffee. 
 
   'If you'd like it to be something RJ Travel is involved in, then I don’t see why we shouldn’t go ahead with the idea' I said tactfully. 
 
   I knew only too well that mixing both personal life and business was a risky strategy. Mine had got me fired. Ronnie's could potentially lose him his son forever. 
 
   Ronnie smiled encouraged. 'Actually Lizzie, I was hoping that as your mother already lives in Marbella, you might be interested in combining a visit with work, courtesy of the company?' 
 
   My ears pricked up. As much as I loathed visiting my mother on a regular basis, it was something I couldn’t avoid. Given the chance to reflect on my travel expenditure over the years, I would likely come to the conclusion that I could have owned my dream sports car outright. Ronnie's proposal was more than generous. It would allow me to kill two birds with one stone and for the first time I wouldn’t be footing the expenses. 
 
   'Yes, I'd happily combine a visit. It'll be a good opportunity.' 
 
   'Brilliant' Ronnie said, pleased with himself. 'We can discuss details later today.' 
 
   Samantha grinned at me and walked back towards her own desk. I smiled to myself; there could also be a possibility of convincing Ronnie to allow me to write the review for submission. I had always had a secret desire to become an aspiring writer and what better way to harness my creativity than getting a suntan thrown in for free? Already things were looking up and it was only nine o’clock. 
 
   I spent much of the morning and afternoon using free time to surf the internet for suitable business and sunbathing attire. My new pinched waist khaki suit certainly wouldn’t be making the To Take list.  From experience, I knew that late spring in Marbella meant tight white jeans and oversized sunglasses. It was time to invest in myself. After all, I had to blend into my surroundings if I was now to be an international business traveller. 
 
   It was as I was shutting down my computer and getting ready to leave, that I heard the unmistakable sound of my mobile text service. Rummaging through my bag, my heart was pounding with excitement as I hastily opened the text. 
 
   'Hun, just to let you know I won’t be home tonight - unexpected date with HUGO! Mel x' 
 
   My heart sank in disappointment.  Mel had been hankering after our next door neighbour Hugo since he’d moved into the area two months prior. 
 
   We knew he was a keen guitar player, often hearing him strumming at obscene hours. What Mel saw in him I didn’t understand, but the flirtation between the pair had been building over the past week. He’d obviously worked up the courage to finally ask her out. Although knowing Mel, she’d probably knocked on his door and invited herself in.  
 
   If only I knew where Edward lived, I could have tried the same strategy myself. 
 
    
 
   

 
   

CHAPTER EIGHTI spent the fifteen minute tube journey daydreaming of Edward and I, until I was rebuked by a vicious elbow courtesy of a stocky gentleman, fighting his way to a recently vacated seat.  
 
   My love life was a complete disaster. For the last four months I’d been happy enough in my own little world of singledom. Yet Carl’s party and meeting Edward had reminded me just how rewarding being in a relationship could be. With no one on the horizon to plan ahead with, my future seemed destined towards growing old and mangy, alone. 
 
   The supermarket food shop loomed in my thoughts, it couldn’t be put off any longer. My shelf in the fridge was looking particularly bare and unless I was willing to dine on the lonesome, shrivelled cherry tomato and a quarter jar of pickled beetroot, it had to be tackled. 
 
   As I hurried from the tube station into the light rain that was just beginning to fall, I thought of a heart warming, creamy Italian recipe that Mel often made. I could afford to gain a little extra weight and the evening was laid out in front of me with nothing better to do than focus on self pitying thoughts. Cooking myself something indulgent would be the ideal distraction and a good excuse to buy a complimentary bottle of wine. 
 
   By the time I reached the supermarket entrance doors, I was wet and frozen to the core. The thought of having to boil pasta, chop garlic or simmer white wine was long gone, discarded as too ambitious. Passing the leafy vegetable section, I headed for the aisle of refrigerated ready meals. Why spend an hour cooking and an hour cleaning up after myself, if it was already done for me? Albeit in modified atmosphere packaging and a considerably smaller portion than I would have chosen. 
 
   I was deciding whether to choose the spicy chicken chow mien or the lamb madras with free bhaji accompaniment, when a hand firmly clasped my shoulder. Jumping in fright, I immediately span around and came face to face with bright blue eyes. 
 
   ‘Will! Whatever are you playing at, making me jump like that?’  Annoyance coursed through me, partly for being caught unexpectedly off guard and partly because Will was standing grinning at me, as natural as daylight. 
 
   He laughed softly, eyes creasing at their corners. 
 
   ‘Sorry Miffy, I was just on my way to get in some beers as I’ve got the lads coming over tonight. The football’s on.’ 
 
   My heart skipped a beat and a lump rose into my throat threatening to choke me. He’d called me Miffy; his pet name for me ever since we’d first met and I’d reminded him of his favourite childhood rabbit. 
 
   I had found it funny and endearing during our relationship but as I stared into his familiar handsome face, I suddenly wondered if it had any connotation towards my rather large front teeth. Coincidentally now a brilliant white thanks to the amazing Dr Sheeta of the whitening clinic. 
 
   I stiffened, the anger and annoyance returning. ‘Amanda won’t be pleased when she catches you talking with me.’ 
 
   I lowered my eyes from his and settled on his basket, noticing that aside from the beer’s, there were half a dozen ready meals. For one. 
 
   He followed my gaze. 
 
   'I thought you might have heard about Amanda and I. She left me the day after the party. Told me she’d only ever seen our relationship as a refuelling period until she found someone that could give her what she wanted.’ 
 
   He gave a small laugh but his blushing cheeks and bitter tone indicated that it had come as a complete shock to him. 
 
   I reached out to touch his arm in empathy. Then I remembered the cold winter morning that he had announced over breakfast, at our newly purchased dining table, that he was leaving me for Amanda. The pool of anger and humiliation I thought had long gone, resurfaced with full force, almost taking my breath away. I felt my voice come out in a strangled tone. 
 
   ‘Well I’m sorry to hear that Will, but as they say, what goes around comes around. Let’s face it - you certainly had it coming.’ I raised one eyebrow at him challengingly, almost willing him to argue. 
 
   He looked away sadly, unable to meet my eyes as his blonde hair flopped down across his forehead. 
 
   ‘I think you’ve made yourself perfectly clear, Lizzie. I said hello for old times sake, not to try and gain sympathy. I know that would be a fruitless effort. The past is the past but I know one thing; I made a mistake with you, Lizzie' he reached out and took my hand in his.    
 
   My mind desperately tried to stop my hand from cooperating, but my heart said otherwise. I felt his fingers entwine with my own and ached for his embrace. 
 
   His voice became a whisper as tears threatened to form in his eyes. 
 
   'You were the one for me, Lizzie and I pushed you away. You know my number; if you ever want some company, even as friends, then call me. I couldn’t think of a better person to spend my time with.’ 
 
   His eyes bore into mine pleading with me to say something. Behind him, a family fought over which cheese to put into their trolley, the mother reprimanding the older child, whilst the father winked in conspiracy. Something shifted in my heart strings as I looked back towards Will. Had he not been so selfish and mindless, that could have been our future together, as a family. Instead he had chosen to disrespect me and ruin the love that we had. Only a fool would go back for seconds. I snatched my hand from his. 
 
   A static crackling filled the air and a harsh, high pitched voice boomed over the echoing speakers. 
 
   ‘Customer Announcement, Customer Announcement. Please could Elizabeth Saunders come to the customer services desk, Elizabeth Saunders to the customer services desk.’ 
 
   Will stood speechless as I turned without words and walked away from him. 
 
   Each step feeling lighter and freer than I had done in six years, the moment of clarity I had so desperately been searching for, all of a sudden so clear and obvious. Will had never truly been in love with me. 
 
   At the beginning it had been lust and excitement. Love for each other had developed but never really on a deep, heart rendering level. We had become obsessed with one another, our lives gradually entwining and as we'd grown together it had become familiar and safe. Neither of us had resisted it, instead we'd let it carry us along thinking we were doing the right thing. 
 
   All of the signs had been there that things weren’t right between us. Yet it had taken Will's affair to finally open the canyon that we'd been tight-rope walking across. A canyon that could never be filled. What we had hadn’t been worth saving. Which is why neither of us had fought to do so.  
 
   ----------
 
   A small, heavy set ethnic lady sat behind the customer service desk looking grim and eyeing me suspiciously as I approached. 
 
   'Hi, you just made an announcement for Elizabeth Saunders. I'm the one and only.' I said, half tempted to courtesy as I smiled at her.  
 
   Her face remained impassive and grim. 
 
   'Yes, there is some policeman upstairs in the main office waiting to talk to you' she replied in a strong Jamaican accent. 
 
   My face froze. 'Policeman? Why? What’s going on?' I was aware my voice sounded desperate but I didn’t care. 
 
   I looked down at my nearly empty basket. Did they think I had stolen something? Perhaps I had been looking too intently at the ready meal section. I had lingered in the aisle longer than necessary reading calorie content on all the offers. Perhaps they suspected me of planting a bomb? 
 
   'All I know is that they need to speak with you – they don’t tell me anything more.' She raised her arms up crossly and continued 'I am nothing but a worker here. You understand?' her agitated voice was now ringing incredibly loud across the store.  
 
   I lowered my head in embarrassment. Not only was I about to be arrested but the Jamaican lady was going to assault me first if I wasn’t too careful. 
 
   'OK' was all I managed to mutter as I followed her towards the back door of the store. 
 
   She led me through a staff only entrance and up a small flight of stairs. I felt a little like I was walking the death row, green mile. My last supper in the basket I was still holding on my arm. 
 
   We arrived at a brightly lit room with two policemen and a man in a suit.  The Jamaican woman spoke first. 
 
   'Sir, I have brought you Ms Elizabeth Saunders.' She beckoned me forward. The man in the suit rose up and stepped forward. 
 
   'Thank you, Marcia. You may go back to your duties now.' 
 
   The Jamaican woman smiled brightly. ‘Thank you, Sir' and she walked out of the room with not so much as a nod in my direction. 
 
   Well I certainly wouldn’t be sending her any letters from prison. 
 
   I looked worriedly towards the man in front of me. He spoke before I had a chance to. 
 
   'Ms Saunders, thank you for coming along. Please do not be alarmed' he said slowly.  
 
   My eyes caught the sly look he gave to the police officers beside him. Heart pounding, I couldn’t bear the suspense any longer. They obviously had their wires crossed and were mistakenly accepting me as a criminal. 
 
   I would have to make a run for it.  It was my best chance of avoiding being escorted off the premises in handcuffs and a police car. If I could make it to Stella's house she would know what to do. 
 
   I looked down towards my feet. Although I was wearing my flat round toe pumps, I could probably make it as far as the car park. Then what? 
 
   I looked up again at the two muscular policemen. They wouldn’t have any problem taking me down. I would have to try and grab a can of hairspray on the way out - sprayed in their eyes it could be very effective and would buy me at least another five minutes escape time. Those minutes would allow me just enough time to run across the road. Or maybe towards the disabled toilet? That would be a good hiding place. 
 
   The man in the suit turned away from me and reached for something behind him. My thoughts jerked wildly. This was my chance to run. I hadn’t done anything wrong but there was no point arguing my innocence. Will had always warned me that the police were corrupt.  They could plant evidence, forge signatures or even make me out to be a diplomatic spy if they so chose. I took a deep breath. It was now or never. 
 
   He spun around quickly. 'Ms Saunders, do you recognise this item' he said, holding up a transparent plastic bag housing a beige leather purse, in front of him. 
 
   Adrenalin buzzing through my veins, I managed to focus on the object he was showing me. 
 
   'Yes, what are you doing with my purse?' I asked confused. Why was this man in possession of my purse? 
 
   The taller of the policemen spoke. 
 
   'Ms Saunders, we've detained a woman suspected of shop lifting. Upon inspection of her belongings we came across this' he gestured towards my purse. 
 
   'I’ve been robbed?!' Shock rendered me speechless. How on earth had someone managed to take my purse out of my bag without me noticing? When had it happened? Will surely would have noticed had it taken place when we were speaking. 
 
   I looked across at my purse. It was relatively new and had been a treat to myself after the split. Well aware that it had cost much more that the average woman spends on a purse, I had deliberately been keeping it safe. It was an investment in myself. 
 
   'Is it OK?' I asked concerned. 
 
   The policemen looked at one other before the taller one spoke. 
 
   'We believe that nothing has been removed and therefore all your credit cards and cash remain present' he confirmed. 
 
   I sighed. Men really didn’t understand did they.  
 
   'No, I meant is the purse OK? Can I see it please.' Reaching for the purse I picked it up and studied the beige leather. There was a slight scratch on the back but aside from that, the gold button clasp was still unscathed. I breathed a happy sigh of relief. 
 
   'She's OK.' Opening the inside I ensured that they were correct in relaying that my belongings hadn’t been taken. All ten credit cards and twenty three pounds in cash remained. 
 
   I caught the officers shaking their heads in disbelief. The man in the suit stepped forward again. 
 
   'Ms Saunders, the police will need you to make a statement; it shouldn’t take any longer than a few minutes and then you can be on your way.' He pulled out a chair at the nearest table indicating for me to sit down. 
 
   The officers and store manager carefully explained that their security man had been suspicious of a shifty looking woman. Surveillance had ensued and she'd been caught on video stealing food from the frozen section. 
 
   I had felt sympathy for the woman at this point. She must have been extremely desperate to have stuffed a frozen lamb leg into her bra. However, my compassion quickly turned to anger as I was shown footage of her pick-pocketing my purse from my bag, in the vegetable aisle. She had managed to do it so fast it was no wonder I hadn’t been aware of it. Thank goodness she'd been caught. 
 
   It didn’t take long to make my statement and return my purse safely to its rightful place. I thanked the police officers and store manager and promised that I would be more vigilant of my bag in future. One outcome was certain. I would have to buy a new bag, a more secure one. 
 
   By the time I made my way out of the store, I was looking forward to getting home. It had been a very long day. I wanted to relax, eat and forget the entire supermarket fiasco with Will and the purse. 
 
   Only then did I remember that my lamb madras with free bhaji accompaniment was still on the supermarket shelf, waiting to be purchased. Lady luck was nowhere in sight. 
 
    
 
   

 
   

CHAPTER NINEAs I approached our red brick Victorian terrace property, I noticed a familiar expensive four wheel drive parked nearby. Through the dark tinted window I could make out the outline of a slim woman draped over the steering wheel. 
 
   'Stella?’ I rushed towards the car and banged on the window. Reaching for the handle, I opened the driver’s side door and was greeted with puffy eyes and body racking sobs. 
 
   'Honey what's wrong?' concern spilled out of me. Stella was clearly in a state and had been for some time. 
 
   'Why are you sitting crying by yourself in the car? Come on, let’s get you inside.’ I reached forward and grabbed her handbag from the passenger seat, whilst she desperately tried to prevent thick, black mascara aided tears, from streaking her face any further. 
 
   ‘I-I tried calling you, I tried about five times but you didn’t answer’ she sobbed. 
 
   Damn Edward. Setting my mobile to silent mode had become a new habit. At least it prevented me from continual checks to ensure that the phone hadn’t suddenly broken. Or that reception wasn't being received. Neither had proved to be a problem. Yet.  The only glaringly obvious problem to date was Edward's lack of contact. 
 
   ‘Sorry hon, it's on silent.’ 
 
   I helped her out of the car, through the red street door and into the direction of the kitchen. She sat down at the small dining table with a sigh and blew her nose loudly into an already wet handkerchief. 
 
   Flicking on the kettle, I kicked off my shoes.  
 
   ‘I popped to the supermarket to get groceries and ended up having a mini dilemma' I said flippantly. 
 
   Stella looked at me questioningly but I ignored her. She clearly wasn't in any fit state to listen to a commentary of my run in with Will. 
 
   'The icing on the cake was a middle aged housewife, pick-pocketing my purse.’ 
 
   Stella's eyes widened in surprise. 'Thank my lucky stars that she was spotted by the security guard, otherwise I wouldn’t have been able to offer you a cup of tea right now, let alone your favourite biscuit.’ I reached into my carrier bag and pulled from it a large packet of sugary biscuits. 
 
   Stella’s face lit up as she immediately opened the packet and picked up a swirly pink treat. 
 
   'You got pick pocketed?' her serious tone returned and her body stiffened. Her older, sisterly instinct could always be relied upon.  Being twenty eight years of age didn’t matter; she would always look out for me. 'And what is this dilemma?' 
 
   'Doesn't matter now, it’s resolved and my dilemma was forgetting to buy any dinner for myself’ I lied, keeping my voice light to try to lift the heavy atmosphere. 
 
   ‘So are you going to explain why I've found you sitting heartbroken on my doorstep?’ I looked at her with concern waiting for her to explain her presence. 
 
   Stella's hard demeanour crumbled and she dropped her head into her hands. 
 
   ‘Oh Lizzie, I’ve been so stupid.’ 
 
   I noticed a sheepish look sweeping across her face. 
 
   ‘I mean, Miles is hardly ever home, always working late, attending business dinners or work events. When he does decide to put in an appearance, you’d think I was his personal maid the way he treats me’ her voice began to rise. 
 
   ‘Gone are the days of greeting me with a kiss, these days it’s a grunt. If I'm lucky. And that’s only during sex. Even that’s taken a back seat. We used to have marathons, nowadays it’s a chore once a fortnight. The closest I get to a marathon is watching it on the television.' 
 
   I listened not interrupting. Stella's sad and disharmonic energy was overwhelmingly present. When had her marriage reached this stage? How had I not noticed? 
 
   'He even told me the other day, not to go to the trouble of preparing the salmon en croute I'd heated in the microwave. Apparently he isn’t keen. I would have been grateful, but for the fact that he’s worryingly forgotten I can’t boil an egg. Emily has been our nanny-come-cook for the past five months. Five months! And he hasn’t even noticed. I am at my wit’s end Lizzie’ her face began to crumble again. 
 
   'Maybe he's got a lot on his plate with work' I suggested carefully. 
 
   For as long as Miles and Stella had been an item, I couldn’t remember a time when he didn’t have a business call glued to his ear or an email that he had to respond to. I sometimes wondered if he was a sadist. It wasn't normal for someone to live and breathe their work in the way that he did. 
 
   ‘Nearly a year Lizzie, that's how long I've been unhappy for. Questioning my relationship day in, day out. It's not healthy' she looked down sadly at the half eaten biscuit in front of her, wrapping her hands around the rapidly cooling mug of tea she'd barely touched. 
 
   'I guess I can hardly be blamed for getting a bit carried away with someone at work, can I?’ she lifted her eyes to meet mine. Then swiftly glanced away again, unable to hold my stare. 
 
   I sat up straight in the dining chair, in shock. 
 
   'Carried away with someone at work? Stella! Are you mad? You are willing to throw a ten year relationship down the drain, for a quick fumble by the photocopier? Please tell me you are joking?’ I said indignantly. 
 
   ‘See’ she whined ‘I haven’t even told you anything yet and already you’re judging.' She stood up straightening her dress. 
 
   'Forget it, I knew you wouldn’t understand. I’ve made a mistake coming here.’ She reached for her bag and car keys. 
 
   I jumped up quickly to stop her. In my haste, tipping over my half full cup of coffee that bled its way towards the edge of the table and onto the floor. 
 
   'Shit' I muttered, grabbing a tea towel and chucking it on the spillage. 
 
   Stella walked towards the door. ‘Thanks for the tea, I’m off home now and please don’t mention any of this to mother. You’ll only worry her and create more drama for me to deal with.’ 
 
   I tried to grab her arm as she walked out of the room. 
 
   ‘Stella, don’t be so silly, come back. Of course I understand. I’m sorry. It just came as a bit of a shock, that’s all.’ 
 
   She paused at the front door and turned back to look at me. 
 
   ‘Just because you think I have the perfect marriage doesn’t mean I do. I’m not happy Lizzie. Regardless of what anyone thinks or says – I’m going to please myself for once. And do what I want to.' 
 
   I watched helplessly as she slowly and sadly walked towards her car without a backward glance and drove off. 
 
   I spent the rest of the evening strategically avoiding answering phone calls, through fear of having to listen to my mother rant about the latest ongoings. 
 
   Lost in thought over Stella’s situation, I didn’t hear Mel creep in and neither did I see the male accompaniment she had brought with her. Only as my focus settled on a pair of dirty navy lace up shoes, did I jump in shock. I looked up to see Hugo grinning at me. 
 
   ‘Evening you. I didn’t mean to scare you' he said in his posh, elocute accent. 
 
   I pulled the blanket draped over my feet towards my lower body. My short grey t shirt was hardly passable as nightwear, especially in front of guests. Even if it was only my weird next door neighbour. He was still a man. 
 
   'Hello Hugo' I smiled up at him awkwardly, annoyed at the interruption. 
 
   'Didn’t you hear Mel call out as we came in? You looked like you were away with the fairies, although I wouldn’t be surprised if the television was the distraction. It’s loud enough for me to enjoy from my own living room’ he said cheerily. 
 
   He sat down on the sofa opposite me, oblivious to my less than chatty hosting skills. 
 
   ‘Mel’s just making us all a hot chocolate. We went to see a brilliant play. Based on the life of Ted Hughes. Rather interesting and certainly something I’d like to see again’ he said thoughtfully.  
 
   Cupboards banged and cutlery clinked loudly from the kitchen. Goodness knows how Mel had managed to sit for two hours through a play without wanting to create a scene, when even making a hot drink was a drama. 
 
   She had the shortest attention span of anyone I knew.  I remembered back to when she’d treated me to tickets to a play written by a hot American actor, neither of us realising at the time that the actor wasn’t appearing in the play himself. After a very mundane hour of listening to abstract verse, Mel had found it necessary to jump up in the eerily quiet auditorium and shout ‘he’s behind you’ and laugh manically at herself.  
 
   Needless to say, we were mortifyingly ushered out, whilst the actors pretended the incident had never happened and the audience gasped in horror. 
 
   It was worrying how Mel had managed to restrain this side of herself for a full two hours with Hugo. Did she really like him that much? 
 
   ‘So a night in by yourself then?’ Hugo asked, leaning across and picking up the gossip magazine I’d been reading earlier. His face registered obvious distaste as he scanned the front cover. 
 
   I sighed wearily. 'Yes, I seem to be having quite a lot of these lately' I said, picking at the stray cotton threads of the cushion I was resting against. 
 
   'My best friend at the moment is Ben & Jerry’s. My life consists of all work and no play’ I added sulkily. 
 
   It wasn’t strictly true but I hadn’t been out since Carl's party, and I had noticed earlier that not only had I demolished the last of the biscuit stash, but also the ice cream stash. The worst part was, I didn’t even remember doing it. One spoonful here and there certainly added up. 
 
   Hugo nodded sympathetically. 
 
   ‘Well Mel tells me you have an exciting new job. Something where you get to travel a lot? That's fantastic. I’ve always wanted to travel more. The furthest I’ve been so far is Athens.' 
 
   I suppressed a surprised laugh. Mel wasn’t one for many luxuries in life, but I knew she had much bigger aspirations than settling with somebody whose holiday highlight had most likely been an amphitheatre tour of Athens. 
 
   ‘Hello doll’ Mel appeared in the doorway with three steaming cups, haphazardly held in her hands.   
 
   ‘Hot choccie for you both. Take it quick, it’s hot’ she said as I reached out for the silver glittery mug held in my direction. 
 
   Not only had she prepared hot chocolate adorned with a heaped spoonful of whipped cream; she’d also managed to rummage some marshmallows from somewhere. If only I’d known earlier we had marshmallows. I was definitely beginning to think she had a secret sweet stash she hadn’t told me about. 
 
   Mel curled up on the sofa next to Hugo, very cosy and close I noted. In fact, she was beaming. I saw the way his hand found hers and stroked her fingers. I smiled to myself, happy that Mel had found someone she felt comfortable with. The question was, how long would it last.... another day, a week... a month? 
 
   ‘So,’ she began excitedly ‘I overheard something about travel. Was Hugo telling you all about our backpacking around Asia plans, for this summer?’ 
 
    
 
   

 
   

CHAPTER TENMy affirmations were really beginning to kick in. I had awoken for the sixth consecutive day before the alarm clock had its chance to shrill. The so called self help 'trash', as Mel had referred to it, which I had purchased from the book store in a moment of madness and confusion, had resulted in a deep sense of new found spirituality.  
 
   I, who had once thought meditation meant humming to oneself and swaying like a loon, now understood it to be a wonderful way to get in tune with the inner self. Or at least to have fifteen minutes of peace and quiet without unnecessary interruptions. I had found that telling people I was off to meditate, created a reaction similar to something I would expect had I said I was off to masturbate. They looked at me oddly and kept their distance, the exact outcome I had needed and hoped for. 
 
   The crazy week of my rendezvous with Will, supermarket pick pocketing incident and Stella's revelation, were all well behind me. Saturday had come around once again and I was looking forward to meeting Carl for lunch.  
 
   Since his birthday party, we hadn't had a chance to meet for our usual get together due to his work commitments.  Over a phone conversation to arrange lunch, he'd informed me of his new love interest, Stuart, who had a spiky pink Mohican and a 'great tight arse'. Stuart sounded as promising as Dan and Harold had just three weeks previous. 
 
   I quickly dressed and glanced at myself in the full length mirror, remembering to affirm that I looked amazing and radiated wholesome beauty. The book had informed that within weeks of repeated affirmations, I would truly begin to see desired results. I wasn't entirely sure what 'wholesome beauty' would look like. Would I begin to resemble a nutritional but pretty bag of Quinoa? 
 
   I couldn’t wait to tell Carl about my new exercise regime, even Mel had commented on how much happier I seemed since I had started it. The self help books had also influenced this new pathway, teaching that exercise created a clear mind and body. Given that Edward had been cluttering much of my thoughts, I decided that I was in need of a mind workout. 
 
   Jogging was my chosen form, by way of exercise.  Samantha had happily asked me to join her on her morning running circuit once she'd discovered my intentions. However I quickly set her straight. Why would any sane person want to jog outside in all weather conditions be it sun, rain or wind? 
 
   The living room was the perfect circuit for me. The added bonus being that I didn’t need to invest in trainers or sportswear, my pyjamas and tote socks worked just as effectively. Even the running machines at the gym couldn’t offer the same amount of entertainment choice as the living room television. Both music channel and soaps fought for my attention as I jogged around the room in circles. 
 
   This morning, I had introduced weight lifting into my regime. My arm muscles had began to ache within minutes of attempting to repeatedly lift the two, extra large cans of tinned sweetcorn above my head. Despite this, I had pressed on, fighting through the agony until I had managed the obligatory ten minutes the book had suggested. It had paid off; my arms were looking ever so slightly more defined. 
 
   Carl was waiting impatiently, already seated at the long bench table in the sushi bar where I'd agreed to meet him.  
 
   'Hey girlie' he stood up to kiss me on both cheeks, casting an admiring glance at my new crystal bead bracelet. 
 
   'I love it, I want one' he said gently touching the multi faceted edges of the beads. 
 
   The bracelet had been sold to me by the same lady that had recommended the self help book section. Each uniquely coloured crystal boasted different properties. Currently, most of my hope was pinned on the pink bead; rose quartz. Supposedly harnessing powers to bring about love and romance. I'd given it a week to work its magic, otherwise Carl would be welcome to it. 
 
   Carl's newly bleached hair stood out against his deeply tanned skin.  I noted he'd already ordered his food as a waiter set down a bowl of edamame and a plate of salmon sashimi in front of him. 
 
   'I like your new hair; suits you' I said before giving the waiter my usual order and helping myself to a piece of the salmon on Carl's plate. 
 
   Carl nodded his gratitude, too busy crunching on the salted edamame. He looked up suddenly mid mouthful and his eyes widened. 
 
   'Before I forget, as there's too much to catch up on' he winked slyly. 
 
   Knowing Carl, he was referring to himself and all that he wished to update me with. He wasn't one for impeccable manners or feigning interest in anyone's life but his own. 
 
   'A business associate of mine, Edward, came to my party. Apparently he's been trying to contact you?' 
 
   The salmon lodged itself in my throat as I spluttered in surprise, completely caught off guard. 
 
   Carl shoved forward his glass of Elderberry juice with a hasty 'Drink' instruction. I did as I was told, trying to calm both my breathing and my nerves. I finally found my voice as the consumed salmon found its way down into my stomach.  
 
   'He's been trying to contact me? What do you mean? What did he say?' 
 
   I waited impatiently as Carl chewed his salmon slowly, my stomach dancing with suspense. 
 
   Oblivious to my interest, Carl shrugged his shoulders. 
 
   'Just that he'd been trying to call but the number you gave him wasn't correct. I told him I’d get you to call him.' 
 
   'You did what?!' I said loudly. 
 
   A wave of nausea swept through me. Edward was expecting my call. I would have to call Edward. I sunk my face into my hands as Carl looked at me defensively. 
 
   'What did I do? I thought it was to discuss a job proposal? I didn’t want to give him your number just in case you'd purposefully given him the wrong one.' 
 
   I lifted my head in disbelief. 'Carl, I have been waiting for over two weeks for Edward to call me to ask me out. I have practically been in purgatory waiting for my mobile to ring.' 
 
   He suddenly had the good grace to stop eating as realisation sunk in. 
 
   'Oh right, I see' was all he managed by way of apology. 
 
   'When did Edward contact you to tell you this?' I asked trying to keep my voice calm and the irritation I was feeling from flaring into anger. 
 
   'Last week I think. He sounded very keen to talk with you. In fact, he was quite insistent that I give him your number.' 
 
   My irritation dispelled and I felt my emotions floating upwards into a happy bubble of excitement. Edward was very keen to talk to me. 
 
   Carl retrieved his wallet from his small suede messenger man bag. Flicking it open he located what he was looking for. 
 
   'Edward's business card.' He held out the thick black matt card towards me. 
 
   Embossed in sleek platinum coloured engraving was the name Edward Wainwright, followed by three international mobile options. 
 
   'Thanks' I said taking the card and inspecting it closely. 
 
   It held no further secrets. I secured it within the zipped compartment of my purse with the same amount of care and delicacy as I would handle a butterfly. 
 
   My food arrived just as Carl was finishing his last mouthful. Almost calculatedly, whilst I ate he took the opportunity to launch into details of his new relationship with Stuart. Not pausing for breath, he talked whilst I nodded encouragingly. 
 
   My mind drifted to Edward and the phone call I would have to make when I returned home. I suppressed an anxious frown and tried to concentrate on Carl as he recounted Stuart's willingness to share a bath together. Quite frankly, the bath antics of the gay lovers was as far removed from my level of interest as learning a knitting pattern.  
 
   Edward's face floated into my thoughts and I let myself surrender to the daydream. 
 
   ----------
 
   The house was empty upon my return home, my head still clouded by Carl's incessant two hours of chatter. I sat quietly on the sofa, grateful for the peace and stillness. I needed to collect my thoughts. Edward's business card was rested upon my lap, mockingly taunting my self esteem every time I looked downwards. 
 
   The clock hands on the large display opposite to me slowly made their way around the face, as I sat and stared into the distance. 
 
   Only when the clock chimed and I realised that I had been lost in an altered state of consciousness for quite some time, did I focus on the mobile phone held in my right hand.      
 
   Taking a deep breath, I concentrated on the business card before me. It was time to make the call. After two weeks of assumed rejection, I would finally get to speak to the man I had been waiting upon. But would it be all I hoped for? 
 
    
 
   

 
   

CHAPTER ELEVENI was nervous. My palms were sweaty, my hair was starting to flatten and my forehead was beginning to look greasy.  It wasn’t quite eight o’clock yet but I hoped he'd arrive soon. 
 
   I surveyed my outfit for a third time. A simple black shift dress and black suede stilettos. It was enough; classy, elegant and safe. I just hoped he didn’t have intentions to take me bowling or to the cinema. My mind started to go into overdrive at the horror of having to trade stilettos for flat, ugly bowling shoes. 
 
   Headlights flooded the hallway. He was here. Grabbing my bag, I dashed towards the kitchen and slugged down the final dregs of my glass of wine. My nerves began to steady as the cool liquid took effect. 
 
   A gentle tap at the door ensued. Taking a deep breath, I walked casually into the hall, aware he could see my every move through the stained glass panelling.  Gently opening the door, I felt my face flush. He was even more handsome than I’d recalled. Wearing a blue suit, no tie and carrying an extremely large bunch of exotic flowers, he smiled. I noticed as his eyes drank me in and began to twinkle. 
 
   'Wow Lizzie, you look stunning' he said with a genuinity and warmth I had never before experienced from a first date. 
 
   'Why, thank you' I allowed my eyes to fix firmly on his, ignoring the palpitations it sent riveting through my body. 'You look rather dashing yourself. Almost as good as those beautiful flowers you're holding' I gestured him to come inside. 
 
   As he stepped into the hall I felt his presence tower above me. His well built frame, obvious beneath his suit. He handed me the flowers and I delicately took them, leading us through to the kitchen. I silently prayed that he wouldn’t notice the half empty wine bottle and empty glass that sat on the table. I didn’t want him thinking I was a lush. 
 
   'Nice place you have here' he said nodding his head and looking around the room. 
 
   I shrugged, a little embarrassed. 'Thanks, it’s actually my friend Mel's house. I’m just a tenant.' 
 
   I span around searching for a vase, grateful for the excuse to shield my mortification. I was in my late twenties and I didn’t even own my own property. There was no use lying about it; if he and I were to marry, he'd be expecting me to sell and contribute towards the family home at some point. Now I’d been upfront, he probably assumed I had a huge savings balance instead – responsibly contributing on a monthly basis. 
 
   Except I had no such thing. I didn’t even own a car. My total worth came down to thirty eight pairs of shoes, four large suitcases of clothes and three diamond rings. If I online auctioned the majority of it, then I could raise a couple of thousand pounds at most. Enough to buy a one way ticket to Africa and become a volunteer on a reserve. At least they provided accommodation and food. Realistically, I’d probably only need five pairs of shoes there and certainly no more than one suitcase. 
 
   He leaned against the worktop in a comfortable manner; at ease as if he were in his own home. 
 
   'I’ve always loved apartment living. I have a house in the country that I rent out, and here in the city I have an apartment in the Docklands. However, I'm mostly overseas at the moment' he said as I finished arranging the flowers in a vase. 
 
   I turned to face him and once again felt my face flush. He was perfect in every way possible. I was sure it wasn’t my imagination but there seemed to be an electric current between us. 
 
   Struggling to find words to hold a conversation with him, I politely nodded. His presence was unnerving me, my thoughts were becoming erratic. His effect on me was glaringly obvious. 
 
   'Shall we go? I've made dinner reservations at Le Garçon if that's suitable for you?' he asked boring into my eyes. 
 
   ‘Sounds perfect’ I lied. I had absolutely no idea where Le Garçon was and I wasn’t keen on French food. However, nothing could spoil the feeling of rightness that was taking over me as we headed out into the night together towards his car, my arm in Edward's. 
 
   ----------
 
   Le Garçon was small, dimly lit and appeared as if it belonged in a fairytale. A quaint, cottage style façade covered in climbing ivy; it emanated a warm, inviting ambience through its decorative, leaded windows. 
 
   Edward put his arm around my shoulders as we walked the short distance to the doorway. I felt safe, protected and strangely like I belonged there within his embrace. 
 
   We were greeted by Marcel, a pretty French woman who upon seeing Edward blushed deep scarlet and stumbled on her welcoming speech. Marcel couldn’t hide her envy as she led Edward and I to our discreetly situated table at the back of the restaurant. Slightly secluded from the other diners, our very own small, open fire with burning embers, was positioned to the left of us.  Funky abstract art and sculptures occupied the walls and edges of the room. 
 
   I was wide eyed with delight, drinking in the atmosphere and décor. 
 
   ‘Edward, this place is amazing - an absolute gem’ I had never been taken somewhere quite as quaint and romantic before. 
 
   Edward laughed and reached across for my hand, gently intertwining his fingers in mine. For the first time that evening, I didn’t blush. It felt natural. 
 
   'I’m so pleased you appreciate it as much as I do. I wanted to bring you somewhere special' he said taking a sip of his wine. 'You see, Lizzie, I've been thinking about you lots since we met at Carl’s party. There was something different about you and I would love to get to know you more.' 
 
   My heart skipped a beat at his words and I allowed myself to smile. 
 
   'Well if truth be told I was very much hoping you'd get in contact.’ 
 
   We both locked eyes and I felt his hand gently squeeze mine, the irony of my comment not lost on either of us. 
 
   The waitress brought us the starters and I tried to eat as delicately and ladylike as possible. It was a divine selection of exotic pickles, cured meats and pate. I was aware I had to refrain from scoffing the entire plate in the space of a few minutes. Edward had no such problem. He dived in heartily, eating quickly. I was tempted to join in with his vigour for the food but decided against it. Men may like women with healthy appetites but seeing them shovel food into their mouth on a first date, was perhaps crossing the boundary. 
 
   As the wine flowed and the evening progressed, so too did the conversation and I found myself telling Edward about my job. Carefully avoiding letting him know it was an independent agency, I instead gave him the impression I worked for a reputable large travel corporate. A woman has her standards. 
 
   Edward briefly filled me in on his many business ventures and I soon realised that he didn’t settle for average. He claimed part of his success was credited to not waiting for opportunities to come to him. I hoped this indicated he wasn’t the type to play games in relationships. I had played enough games to last me a lifetime. I wanted someone honest and direct. Well, perhaps not too direct. It's never good for a woman's self esteem to know her hips are huge in a particular dress. I wanted someone honest and tactfully direct. 
 
   As we chatted about our friends, social life and family, we found we both shared the same sense of humour. Every time I laughed loudly, and on one occasion slightly snorted, Edward laughed with me, eyes locked on mine and twinkling. The connection between us was palpable. 
 
   Surprisingly he didn’t refrain from opening up to me, telling me how difficult it had been to be orphaned as a teenager; especially as an only child. Mentally, I made note that this meant no awkward Sunday lunches or stand off’s with interfering in-laws. Outwardly I tried to look sympathetic. 
 
   After a little too much wine, I was conscious that I had begun to feel light-headed and was becoming slightly more exaggerated in my flirtation. As Edward signalled to settle the bill, I excused myself from the table and headed for the restroom. 
 
   My hair had flattened slightly and my eyes weren’t as smoky as when I'd left the house but my complexion was flushed and sparkling. I looked radiant and I knew full well it was courtesy of my dashing dinner date. Throwing my head over, I tried to add more volume to my hair with my fingers in an attempt to give myself a more sensual air. 
 
   Heading back to the table, I approached to find Edward speaking on his mobile. His previous happy demeanour was replaced with a look of irritation. 
 
   'I don’t have time for this. It’s difficult to talk now anyway' he said angrily to the person on the other end of the line. 
 
   As I passed him to seat myself, he snapped the phone shut and his face softened. 
 
   'Sorry, business and incompetent lawyers' he said standing up and signalling that we should leave.  
 
   Marcel was quick to fetch my coat and Edward gallantly helped me into it. However, his body language suggested he was no longer in the moment. He looked deep in thought and I felt slightly awkward as we said our thanks and I followed him back to his car. 
 
   It had been an almost perfect evening and as I sat alongside Edward on the journey home, my stomach twitched at the thought of him kissing me farewell. He'd certainly expressed his attraction to me. We'd found ourselves more than at ease in each other’s company. Even now as he lightly chatted about his impending business trip, I felt like I was in the presence of an old friend. Except this friend was sexy, charming and gentlemanly. 
 
   As I pretended to listen to his chatter, my mind was awash with thoughts of ripping off his suit and letting him do things that friends certainly do not do to one another. Was he feeling the same way about me? 
 
   Our gentle laughter filled the car as he pulled into my road and delivered the punch line for the joke he had been telling. 
 
   The lights in the living room glowed softly through the Indian silk curtains. Mel was home. 
 
   'Here we are then' Edward brought the car to a stop outside the house and turned to face me. 'I hope you had a good evening. I had a really wonderful night, I've thoroughly enjoyed getting to know you a bit better, Lizzie.' 
 
   I tried to suppress the toothy smile that was spreading across my face and continued to fiddle with my seatbelt, nerves causing me to avoid eye contact. 
 
   'Yes, I've really enjoyed myself too. Especially the food. It would be great to do it again sometime.' 
 
   Shit. That had come out completely wrong. I sounded like I was more concerned about gaining another free meal than spending time in his company. My realisation made me cringe and I looked up in embarrassment. 
 
   'Sorry, what I mean is, I'd love to spend more time with you. I enjoyed tonight.' 
 
   Edward laughed. 'I know what you meant' and his eyes locked with mine. 
 
   I knew he was assessing whether to lean in to kiss me. My heart jumped into my throat.  
 
   I opened the car door hastily, breaking the moment. 
 
   'OK, so thanks again' I lifted one leg out of the car smiling in Edward's direction, trying to hide my mortification at my actions. I was behaving like a teenager. So nervous was I to let him kiss me, that I was scrambling from his car. 
 
   Edward looked amused and reached out, grabbing my arm gently before I had a chance to escape.  
 
   'I'll call you, Lizzie - let's do this again.' 
 
   My toothy smile beat my nerves to spread itself proudly across my face 'Sure, I’d love to.' 
 
   His grip dropped from my arm and he turned to start the car engine. I walked the short distance to the street door, knowing his eyes were watching my every move and feeling his stare against my back. Turning to wave him off, I watched as he winked at me before slowly driving away.  
 
   It had been a magical evening and I felt secure in knowing that he too had felt the connection between us. He'd even made reference at the dinner table to it being the start of something potentially special. I couldn’t have asked for a more perfect unfolding. 
 
   Why then did I have a niggling feeling of impending disaster in the pit of my stomach?  
 
    
 
   

 
   

CHAPTER TWELVEStella was heating up the children's porridge as Miles walked into the kitchen. 
 
   'Morning darling' he said chirpy, seating himself at the large oak dining table and reaching for the coffee pot. 
 
   'Morning' Stella rolled her eyes, back turned to her husband. 
 
   He hadn't returned home for dinner last night as he'd been working late. She'd spent the evening alone once again, thinking about Chris. 
 
   Ever since Stella had told Lizzie of her affair she'd felt like a guilty child waiting to be caught and reprimanded. She constantly looked for excuses to blame Miles, his annoying habits, the way he spoke, the things he did. Deep down she knew the fact of the matter was partly that she had fallen out of love with her husband. Chris on the other hand – Chris was sensitive, loving, and fun; everything Miles used to be. 
 
   'Darling, I was talking to Adam the other day. He mentioned there's a corporate sailing weekend in Cowes we may like to attend. I thought you might enjoy it?' Miles' voice cut into Stella's thoughts. He looked up, waiting for her reaction. 
 
   Stella stiffened; the last thing she wanted was to spend a full weekend with her husband. Did he really expect after six months of being unavailable that she would want to pander to his whims for forty eight hours solid? 
 
   'Hmm sure, but what will we do with the kids?' Stella asked, distracted. 'Emily's already told us she wants to cut down on weekends.' 
 
   Emily was the children's nanny. The type of woman who was unfortunate enough never to have been taught how to dress feminine or apply make-up, the end result being a woman that lived in baggy trousers and oversized t-shirts with her hair scraped back. 
 
   Stella had been dying to make her over for the past five months, but short of taping Emily to the dressing table, she was having none of it. She had said on more than one occasion that the girly look wasn't for her and she felt comfortable in her baggy masculine clothes. Stella secretly wondered if Emily was hiding a set of testicles in the jeans. It would make sense as to why she also had a slightly hairy chin. 
 
   Miles ignored Stella's comment. He was already engrossed once again in the finance section of his newspaper. 
 
   Stella looked at his neat, clean cut appearance. His short, cropped blonde hair, perfectly waxed into place. She thought back to the days that she'd found him irresistible. He'd been young and ambitious and such a catch for his age.  One of the only men she knew at the time to drive a Porsche and rent their own apartment within minutes of the city. 
 
   Stella on the other hand, had been poor and lazy. Her sole ambition to find someone that could give her a wonderful life and take care of her. How she'd thought she'd hit jackpot when he asked to take her for dinner. The romance had blossomed and within a year she was a banker’s fiancée, socialising with the women she'd often admired, those who lunched at exclusive hotels. 
 
   Nearly ten years later, Miles was still oblivious to the knowledge that Stella had spent the first couple of weeks prior to their date, stalking him. 
 
   Aged just twenty-two, Stella had first spotted him at a restaurant where she was on a date with a property lawyer. She had purposely suggested the upmarket, out of town venue, because her date looked more suited to an OAP day out, than her attractive young self. She hadn't minded; the lawyer drove a Bentley and paid for her every whim. 
 
   Miles had been dining with colleagues when he'd caught her attention on the way to the ladies room. He had an encapsulating aura about him and Stella knew from his expensive watch and suave suit, that he was exactly what she'd been looking for. 
 
   She had made it her business in the weeks that followed to check out his status. Eventually a chance meeting, whereby she had strategically bought a coffee and waited outside his office to bump into him, brought them together. The coffee spillage down her new smart but provocative top, triggered his gentlemanly and generous ways as she'd expected. Before she knew it, they were laughing over fresh coffee and cake. 
 
   The relationship developed far sooner and more deeply than she'd expected. Not only had she landed her catch – she'd fallen in love with him too. 
 
   'Right - I must dash. Big meeting this morning with the board about the merger' Miles folded his newspaper and stood up, walking closer to her, adjusting his tie. He looked serious, lost in thoughts of work. His eyes softened as he neared his wife. She really was beautiful. He was the luckiest man alive. 
 
   Miles finished straightening his tie and leaned towards her. 
 
   'Darling, I know I’ve not been around much of late, but I promise you when this merger is over I’ll make it up to you.' 
 
   With that he kissed her softly on the cheek, picked up his briefcase and headed for the door. 
 
   Stella heard the door close and leaned back against the sink and allowed the tears to flow. 
 
   What was she doing? Miles was a good man. His old self was still there; admittedly buried a little beneath a surface of stress and work commitments, but he was still the same Miles she had fallen for. 
 
   Chris couldn’t take his place. Her affair was eating away at her. She had to end it fast, before things got out of hand and people got hurt. 
 
   She heard voices drifting from upstairs and quickly wiped her eyes. Emily's drilling voice was demanding the children get downstairs to eat their porridge. 
 
   Moments later, as Freddy and Jacob ran into the room pretending to be aeroplanes, making loud whizzing noises, Stella knew that her priorities had to change. Her children were her life. She couldn’t hurt them by continuing to betray their father. 
 
    
 
   

 
   

CHAPTER THIRTEENI walked into the office and felt the tense atmosphere before I'd even seen Ronnie and Sam, exchanging sharp words in low voices. 
 
   I sat myself down at my desk and prepared for the day ahead. Despite having lots to do, my mind was awash with overbearing thoughts of Edward. 
 
   Mel and I had spent most of the weekend dissecting my date and had come to the conclusion that although the connection between us had been real, Edward was a charmer and potentially in a relationship already. The call he'd received at the dinner table had been under huge debate. Mel had argued that business calls did not take place late in the evening; on the other hand, calls from irate girlfriends did. She had a fair point. 
 
   Mel knew I’d been devastated by this analysis and had spent much of Sunday baking pasties and fairy cakes in the hope I'd eat myself into a happier frame of mind. Unfortunately it had the reverse effect. I now felt fat and devastated. 
 
   There was too much work to be done to allow Edward to occupy my thoughts, so I ploughed into updating new rates onto the system. I didn’t notice that Ronnie had left the office, or that Samantha had spent the morning sniffling away at her desk, until almost midday. Samantha's usual happy complexion was puffy and sullen. 
 
   'Sam, what’s wrong?' I stopped loading rates and walked hurriedly across to her desk. 
 
   Thankfully the office was quiet of customers and I was relieved to see her manage a smile as I perched against her pedestal.  I had enough of my own problems today without having to be a fairy godmother for Sam, but it was the least I could do. 
 
   'Ah, there's no problem Lizzie. I know you’re busy and I didn’t want to start distracting you with silly issues. Ronnie's annoyed with me, that's all' she smiled sheepishly. 
 
   'I made the mistake of accidentally forwarding an email to the office of his son Teddy. The email was confidential. Ronnie has since had phone calls from Teddy's office and its all blown out of hand' Sam said, bottom lip quivering. 
 
   I jumped to her defensive. 'That's not your fault. Whatever issues lie between Ronnie and Teddy are their problem. We all make mistakes with forwarding emails. Give Ronnie a couple of days; he'll come around' I said encouragingly, hoping that she would see there was no point crying over something so trivial. 
 
   I had just discovered that the man I had obsessed about and felt great connection with, was likely to already be in a relationship. Not to mention he had very nearly charmed the knickers off me. That was something to cry over. 
 
   'You're right Lizzie, I can’t let this affect my work. These things do happen. Onwards and upwards, huh' Sam gave a small sigh and stood up, rubbing her eyes. 
 
   'I'm off to make tea and tidy myself up. I'll bring you back a coffee and a bourbon cream' she said walking off in the direction of the kitchen. 
 
   Ronnie came back to the office during the afternoon with two packets of chocolate mini rolls, one each for Sam and I. He looked a lot less harassed. 
 
   'Sorry I haven’t had much of a chance to speak with you this morning, Lizzie' he said, hanging his jacket on the coat stand. 
 
   'I thought we could have a catch-up at some point today on where we're at with the Marbella trip and the article.' He stopped to collect his unopened mail from Sam's desk and walked towards his office. 
 
   'Sure, I’ll just grab my notes and I’ll be in to give you a progress update' I smiled sweetly. 
 
   As soon as Ronnie had passed me I frantically began typing notes. My impending visit to Spain was fast approaching and there was a lot to arrange on both a business and personal level. All of which I hadn’t gotten around to starting yet.  
 
   ----------
 
   By the time I returned home that evening, Edward was as far removed from my mind as the current state of affairs in my mother's love life. All I wanted was to take a hot bath and relax. 
 
   Mel was preparing dinner as I entered the kitchen and the waft of creamy mushroom and chicken made my mouth water. It still amazed me how someone so disorganised within every other area of their life, could manage to create complex culinary successes and not leave a hint of destruction in the kitchen. I, on the other hand, couldn’t toast a slice of bread without using two worktops, three knives and four plates. 
 
   'Mmm, smells scrummy' I said leaning past her to take a look into the casserole dish. 
 
   Mel shrugged non-committedly. 'It's just something I rustled up; there’s not much in the fridge and I used up your mushrooms. There's enough for you here if you want some.' 
 
   'Ask a silly question, get a silly answer' I rolled my eyes. 'Of course I want some.' I skipped out of the room relieved there was one less chore on my list for the evening. 
 
   Hugo joined us for dinner in front on the television. We listened as he recalled amusing stories from his job as a camera operator at a production company. I came to realise that it didn’t matter if you spent twelve years working towards your career goal. It didn’t necessarily mean you’d enjoy it once you secured it. Hugo was a prime example. He claimed that working with ego inflated, Z list celebrities, was just as soul destroying as his first job working in a chicken factory. I silently gave thanks that I had found a job I enjoyed. My banking career was long forgotten since starting at RJ's. 
 
   After the plates had been cleared away, Mel retreated with Hugo to his apartment to watch a DVD. Hugo had lingered, half tempted to invite me along out of pity, but Mel's suggestive looks were far more promising. 
 
   As soon as they were gone, I ran myself a bath and sunk into the warm, bubbly water. Tilting my head back against the rim of the bath, I closed my eyes and let my body relax. 
 
   I wasn’t sure if I had been staring into space or dozing, when my mobile shrilled loudly from the adjacent room, making me jump. It was no doubt Stella returning my call from earlier. We hadn't spoken in over a week and as much as I didn’t agree with her scandalous office flirting, I didn’t want to fall out with my only sister. 
 
   The ringing stopped and I allowed myself to relax back into the cooling water. Not a minute later my mobile made a second beep, alerting me to a message received. 
 
   The bath water began to feel cold against my skin; unable to relax further, I climbed out and wrapped myself in my dressing robe. 
 
   The once white fluffy robe that had been stolen from a five star hotel on a weekend break with Will, now looked like an oversized, threadbare grey flannel. I steadfastly refused to spend a substantial amount of my hard earned money on a new robe, when I could buy a new dress for the same price. Besides, it wasn’t as if Mr Ideal would be seeing me in my robe anytime soon. Mr Ideal felt about as distant in my future as the Milky Way to Mexico. Perhaps my destiny was singledom. My threadbare robe destined to forever hang off my bathroom hook, never making contact with a male species. 
 
   I sulkily retreated to my bedroom and lay on the bed, ignoring a third beeping sound from my mobile. A great peacefulness washed over me and I closed my eyes. 
 
   'Lizzie wake up' Mel’s voice boomed loudly into my thoughts, disrupting my dream and shocking me awake. 
 
   My robe tie was digging awkwardly into my hip. I glanced at the clock and was horrified to discover not only had I slept through the night but I was due to leave the house for work in less than ten minutes. Jumping up, I ran into the kitchen. 
 
   Mel was sitting at the small, round dining table, dressed smartly in a nipped waist skirt suit, with what appeared to be a fox trim. She looked like a glamorous but slightly ridiculous fifties film star, tucking into the plate of fried breakfast before her. 
 
   'Oh my goodness, I cannot believe how late I am.' 
 
   I picked up the empty kettle and filled it with water, trying to ignore the greasy saucepans littering the sink. 
 
   'Yes I had a feeling you'd overslept so thought I’d better wake you before I left' Mel said, taking a bite of dry toast. 
 
   'Thanks. I must have needed the sleep. Ronnie isn’t due in until eleven so hopefully Sam can cover for me. I'll have to text her and let her know' I reached for a teabag to put into my cup. 
 
   'Yes, well your phone kept beeping before. I think it’s in the living room' Mel said taking her last mouthful of toast and wiping her mouth. 
 
   No sooner had I retrieved my mobile from the living room when there was a knock at the door. Mel answered it, allowing Hugo to step into the apartment. 
 
   'Foxy lady' Hugo said, kissing Mel on the mouth and reaching behind to squeeze her bottom. 
 
   'Well I thought I'd make the effort for my prince' Mel said breezily.  
 
   I rolled my eyes, partly in disbelief - Mel had usually quit her pleasing act with men after the first few dates - and partly in irritation. They made such a wonderful couple but their lovesick manner towards one another was beginning to grate on me. 
 
   Hugo nodded in my direction 'Morning, foxy lady number two.' 
 
   Mel laughed as Hugo purposefully surveyed me from head to toe, taking in my old robe and greasy hair. 
 
   'Piss off, Hugo.' I wasn't in the mood. Hugo and Mel might be high on love but I was late for work and fully aware I was a site for sore eyes, first thing in the morning. 
 
   I took the tea into my bedroom and pulled the mobile from my pocket to text Sam. I was already very late. Two missed calls and a text message flagged up on the screen. 
 
   Clicking open the caller display, my heart skipped a beat as Edward's name stared back at me. I breathed in sharply. Edward had been trying to call. I read the accompanying text message. 
 
   'Not ignoring me I hope? Lunch this Saturday? x' 
 
   My heart sped up, as an overwhelming feeling of excitement and happiness swept through me. Edward wanted to see me again. Edward had tried twice to call me. The logical part of my brain cut into my fervour. Edward was a charmer. Edward possibly had a girlfriend. Edward could be trying to use me.  
 
   I pushed the thoughts aside. Saturday wasn't a day to cheat if you had a girlfriend. What harm could a lunch do?  'No harm' was the answer my heart replied. 'Damaging' was the answer my logic screamed at me. 
 
   Ignoring the ticking clock and the voices in my head, I highlighted Edward's name and pushed the call button. I wasn't about to make a foolish mistake - I would let Edward know exactly what I thought of his proposition.
 
   

 
   

CHAPTER FOURTEENI hadn’t expected it to be such a gloriously sunny day.  The weather forecast had predicted rain and cloud. I looked across at the outfit already prepared in advance of my second date with Edward today. I would have to rethink. The black leggings and top would look dull and wintry.  
 
   I frantically searched in my wardrobe for my white jeans. A woman couldn’t go wrong in white. But then I wasn't in LA or the South of France, I was in London; and the likelihood of showering rain and splattering mud was highly probable. It was a chance I would take. The jeans elongated my legs and lifted my bum. 
 
   Rummaging through my underwear drawer, I found a plain thong in an off grey colour. As it was only our second meet-up, I would need every deterrent possible to stop me from wanting to strip off for Edward. The thong would ensure that my jeans would remain firmly closed. My stomach fluttered at the thought of seeing him in less than an hour. 
 
   Carefully applying my make-up, I opted for a natural look. It was time for him to see the real me. I left my hair half loose and swept the remainder up at the sides. I looked fresh faced and rosy.  
 
   By the time I walked into the living room, Mel and Hugo were sitting huddled on the sofa eating toast. 
 
   Hugo looked me up and down nodding his approval. 'You look nice. Where are you off to?' 
 
   Mel put down her plate and stared at Hugo aghast. 
 
   'Haven’t you been listening recently? For the past forty eight hours, Lizzie's been talking about today. It's her lunch date with Edward' she looked towards me and rolled her eyes. 
 
   I laughed and walked into the kitchen to check the time. Edward had said he'd collect me at midday. It was eleven fifty-five. I swallowed nervously, trying to ignore the loud rumbling sounds coming from my stomach. Why did my stomach always rubble when I was nervous? It was highly unattractive. Opening the cupboard, I took out a biscuit hoping that a few mouthfuls would quieten the noises. 
 
   The doorbell rang just as I took the first bite. He was here. Mouth full, I quickly swallowed the half chewed food and made my way towards the door. Mel beat me to it, leaping off the sofa and padding into the hallway. She had been dying for the chance to meet Edward again and assess him. I only hoped she'd be subtle about it. 
 
   I stopped in my tracks, taking the opportunity for a final deep breath to calm my nerves. A small crumb of biscuit hit my windpipe, instantaneously causing me to erupt into a coughing and spluttering fit, as I struggled to breathe. Oh goodness, this couldn’t be happening. I was choking. 
 
   A vision of Edward seeing me on the floor contorting and foaming at the mouth was at the forefront of my mind. Running towards the tap, I desperately tried to gulp down water, aware of Mel's voice gaining distance. 
 
   ‘She's in the kitchen Edward. Choking, by the sounds of it.’ 
 
   I cringed. Mel would feel my wrath later. Whatever happened to friends covering for one another? She could have at least pretended to him that I was giving CPR to an elderly neighbour. But no. Mel was good at telling it as it was. I tried to take deep breaths to steady my breathing as Edward and Mel entered the kitchen, chatting. 
 
   Aware that my face was red, eyes watering from excessive coughing and droplets of tap water splattered across my top, I no longer felt like a sophisticated English rose. I suspected that image had been replaced by a look reminiscent of a deranged, rabid dog. 
 
   Edward was dressed casual in a pair of jeans and a white tee shirt. He was holding a small gift bag in his hands and smiled at me like I was the prettiest vision he'd laid eyes on. 
 
   'Hello, you' he said reaching out for me. 
 
   'Hey' I replied, fanning myself with a take-out menu as I leaned forward to kiss him on the lips.  
 
   He gripped both of my arms and held me out to survey me from head to feet. 'Simply stunning' he said pulling me close and hugging me. 
 
   Mel watched from behind him with a grin on her face and gave me a thumbs up sign. Hugo entered the kitchen in bare feet and ragged appearance and stood beside her. 
 
   'Hello, mate' Edward reached out to shake Hugo's hand. 
 
   'Haven't stopped hearing about you' Hugo said tactlessly, as both Mel and I looked at each other in horror and sent up a silent plea for Hugo to shut up. 
 
   Edward laughed and pulled me close against him. 
 
   'Far less I should think than the amount I've been raving about Lizzie.' He winked at me supportively. I felt my face flush. Never had a man made me feel this comfortable in his presence. 
 
   Edward rattled the gift bag in his hand. 'I bought you a little something' he said handing it towards me. 'I saw it the other day and thought of you.' 
 
   Taking the bag, I noticed Mel step forward to get a better view as I pulled out a small box. It was unmistakably a jewellery box.  Flipping open the lid, revealed a stunning bean shaped pearl on the most delicate of white gold chains. It was exquisite. 
 
   'Oh Edward, it's gorgeous' I gushed, handing him the chain so that he could put it around my neck. 
 
   'I’m glad you like it, it's very you' he said genuinely. 
 
   I glanced down at the shiny pearl now taking pride of place and felt my heart swell. Edward thought I was a 'pearl girl', not a yellow gold medallion or a large, silver heart girl. A sophisticated, pure and delicate 'pearl girl'. My mother would approve. Although she would be tempted to say he was rather cheap for not buying me a diamond necklace instead. 
 
   I caught Mel looking at Hugo with disdain. I couldn’t recall him ever bringing her more than a pack of her favourite biscuits. Hugo looked back at her with amusement. 
 
   'Don’t worry - you'll get your one later' he told her with a large grin on his face. 
 
   The joke wasn’t lost on any of us and we all smiled as Mel's face flushed red with embarrassment. 
 
   'Right, I think we had better set off, Lizzie' Edward said looking at the clock. 
 
   'I'm ready to go.' I was happy to get away from Mel and Hugo. I couldn’t wait to have Edward to myself. I picked up my bag and walked towards the door. 
 
   Edward said his goodbyes and followed me out of the house. His convertible roof was down and the sunshine had warmed the cream leather interior of the car. He unlocked the door and I slid into the passenger seat. 
 
   'So where are we going?' I couldn’t think of anything better that spending the next few hours together in a quaint country pub beer garden, or a waterside restaurant, sipping on chilled wine. 
 
   Edward started the engine and checked his mirrors, reversing off the driveway. 
 
   'Well, firstly we need to stop off at Richardson's Delicatessen and pick up the hamper.' 
 
   My ears pricked up. Hamper? What did we need a hamper for? The last hamper I’d seen was three winters previous after purchasing a book of unwanted raffle tickets. I would have preferred to donate the money than been entered into the draw but the charity worker had insisted.  
 
   Nonetheless, I'd been excited when I received the call announcing I’d won first prize; a hamper was on its way to me. Deciding that I would give the caviar to Mel, the foie gras for myself and put the vouchers towards gifts, it was a great disappointment when it finally arrived. No such luxuries had been present; simply a tin of spam, various homemade jams and a jar of gherkins. I had seen more appeal in dog food. Despite my dashed expectations, it had solved the problem of what to give Will's mother for a Christmas gift. The old bat had probably never tasted spam so good. 
 
   'Is the hamper for us?' I asked confused. 
 
   Edward laughed. 'Of course it's for us. I’m taking you for a picnic.' 
 
   A picnic? That was in no way comparable to the champagne lunch for two overlooking the Thames, that I had secretly hoped for. My heart sank. 
 
   'Great' I said over enthusiastically, as I turned to look out of the window trying to hide my disappointment.  
 
   Did he honestly think that I would enjoy being taken to a field, sitting on a thin blanket and eating cheese sandwiches? Looking down at my white jeans, I squashed a feeling of resentment.  Neither mud nor grass would be an ideal outfit companion. Not to mention my dislike for anything crawlie. 
 
   'I used to go to a particular place when I was younger and I thought it would be nice to share it with you' Edward said fondly, reaching across to stroke my fingers, oblivious to my dashed hopes. 
 
   We approached Richardson's and Edward pulled up the car on double yellow lines directly outside.  
 
   'You had better hurry up if you're parking here, you'll be ticketed within minutes' I said anxiously. Edward hopped out of the car. 
 
   'Won't be a moment' he chucked the keys towards me as he rushed into the Deli 'If you see a traffic warden, move the car for me.' 
 
   I looked down at the heavy set of keys in my hands. The car was worth at least double my annual salary. I was wearing pumps that would barely enable me to reach the foot pedals and my sunglasses were purely for fashion purposes, offering zero resistance to UV rays despite the dark lenses. There was no chance I was going to even attempt sitting in the driver's seat, let alone physically drive the car. I'd end up driving straight into a shop window.  
 
   Not minutes later, Edward came out of the entrance carrying a small blue box and a heavy duty carrier bag. 
 
   'Press the boot button for me Lizzie' he called out walking around to the back of the car. 
 
   Studying the polished walnut dashboard with its many interesting buttons, I wondered which one related to the boot. A small button with a white symbol reminiscent of a circle caught my attention. I pressed it gently; hoping to hear an unlocking click. 
 
   Immediately, sirens began sounding loudly around me as an American voice repeatedly boomed from the car speakers. 
 
   'Step away from the vehicle; this is a warning. Step away from the vehicle; this is a warning.' 
 
   Automatically my hands flew up to my ears, trying to drown out the piercing noise.  Urgent tugging at the keys in my hands ensued, as Edward reached across for them. The pitch of the sirens was rising and passers-by were beginning to slow and watch the spectacle. 
 
   'Step away from the vehicle; this is a....’ 
 
   The sirens suddenly stopped. Tranquillity resumed, I removed my hands from my ears sheepishly, looking at Edward in embarrassment. 
 
   Straight faced he leaned across me, pressing a large button with a car rear symbol clearly displayed. I heard the boot click open behind me. 
 
   'I think you meant to have pressed this one, not the warning alarm' he said smirking at me. 
 
   Clearly he thought I was an idiot. Undoubtedly mentally likening me to 'all women drivers' that have no clue of road awareness or vehicle control. I wasn't going to confirm his assumption. 
 
   'Actually, I only pressed it because of the shifty looking man across the road' I lied, narrowing my eyes suspiciously, in the direction of an elderly man dressed in dark clothing sitting nearby. 
 
   Edward followed my gaze just as the elderly man reached behind himself and grabbed a walking stick. We watched together intently as the man struggled on wobbly footing to stand and steady himself. 
 
   Shit. Why did I have to choose the only person nearby that was an invalid? Edward looked back towards me and laughed. 
 
   'Yes I can see why you might have thought he was dangerous' and began loading the boot with the box and bags. 
 
   Ignoring him, I waited in silence until we set off again. My jeans were already starting to feel uncomfortable and we hadn’t even arrived at the picnic ground yet. I stared out of the window hoping by the time we got to our destination, wherever it was, it would be threatening rain and we'd be forced to retreat to a country pub instead. 
 
   No such luck. Not thirty minutes later we arrived at a local forest area swamped in brilliant sunshine. 
 
    
 
   

 
   

CHAPTER FIFTEEN'Here we are.' Edward said excitedly turning off the car engine and rubbing his hands together.  
 
   I wasn’t sharing his enthusiasm. He'd brought me to a place that was known for its open field area. A place where children played football and families walked their dog. Had I wanted to spend my afternoon dodging balls or being chased by Jack Russell’s, I would have ventured to my own local play area. Less than five minutes from my home. 
 
   My eyes glanced around the car park at the other vehicles. I wasn't surprised to note that the majority were of the 4x4 variety. The owners without doubt had large mortgages and families. Their Saturdays naturally had to be spent enjoying budget, creative days at local parks. 
 
   I, on the other hand, was single, mortgage free and expecting to be spending my weekend experiencing finer things than grass and sparrows. 
 
   Removing my sunglasses for a clearer view, I slowly stepped out of the car and turned to Edward. 
 
   'Are we having the picnic here then?' I asked, hoping my face didn’t portray my distaste. I didn’t want him thinking I was spoilt but I had been so looking forward to doing something romantic together. Especially after our meal at Le Garçon. Edward walked towards the boot and unloaded the box and bags. 
 
    'Well, there's a special spot I want to take you to' he said looking at my bemused face.  
 
   'Follow me.' He picked up the box under one strong arm and began walking left towards a dense area of larger trees. 
 
   I looked towards the huge welcome sign and public footpath directly to the right of us. It led straight into the main field. 
 
   'Why are we going the wrong way? There's a perfectly good footpath there waiting to be used' I said sarcastically, looking down at my pumps as they scratched against twigs and rubble underfoot. Edward spun around and took my hand in his. 
 
   'Just follow me' he repeated. I did as I was told and followed hesitantly alongside him. 
 
   The eerie silence in the shaded forest irked me as we walked deeper amongst the trees. I looked around hoping to see another couple strolling but instead was met with stillness and echoing sounds of twigs snapping underfoot. Edward broke the silence, making me jump. 
 
   'Nearly there. Can you see that clearing up ahead?' 
 
   In front of us a small opening amongst the trees, gave way to bright sunshine and a limited view of green grass. I let out a happy sigh of relief. 
 
   'Yes I can see it!' Never had I been so relieved to see grass. Thoughts of Edward and I sharing a thin blanket and a cheese sandwich took on a new appeal and appreciation. For a moment I had begun to wonder if we would be dining in a tree. 
 
   Edward was the first to step through the clearing into the sunlight. I squinted and reached for my sunglasses as my eyes readjusted to the brightness. We were in a very large area of grassy field. Turning to where Edward was facing, I stood transfixed and gasped. Ahead of us, a huge yellow and red striped balloon was being fired up by a team of men in black outfits. 
 
   'There's our ride' Edward said smiling widely, pointing towards the balloon.  
 
   Edward had arranged a hot air balloon ride for us? I felt myself go giddy with the excitement and romanticism. How could I have doubted this wonderful man. Taking an air balloon ride had always been a distant dream. I couldn’t think of a more perfect day or person to share it with. It was far better than any blanket or cheese sandwich I could possibly imagine. 
 
   'Edward, this is amazing. Beyond belief' I said excitedly, sidling up closer to him. I could feel my heart pounding in my head as Edward smiled and put his spare arm around me. Together we walked towards the magnificent site. 
 
   'I've arranged for it to transport us to a secluded spot within the grounds of a friend’s estate. It's a truly stunning setting and I know you'll love it.’ 
 
   Suppressing an overwhelming urge to jump up and down with joy, I thought of Mel. We'd often daydreamed about having acquaintances in high places with whom to attend polo days and high tea. Now I was about to live the dream. Maybe if they were home, I could introduce myself. That's all that was needed. A simple introduction could lead to various masquerade parties and royal functions. It wouldn’t hurt to introduce myself as Lady Elizabeth Saunders, would it? It certainly had a distinct ring to it. 
 
   'Looks like the balloon is just about ready to set off. Let me speak to the pilot and see' Edward said, interrupting my thoughts. 
 
   I looked on, as he walked across to the group of men untying the large ropes, responsible for keeping the balloon grounded. The heater roared loudly as it fired up hot air into the balloon. It was going to be a magical experience. Edward came jogging back towards me. 
 
   'The pilot's ready, we need to go now whilst the wind is behind us.’ 
 
   I followed Edward towards the carriage of the balloon and felt my stomach flip. I didn’t have a problem with heights but surely being ten thousand feet above ground in a wicker basket couldn’t be safe, could it? I pushed my fears aside. 
 
   Edward unhooked the basket door and I stepped inside the surprisingly spacious box. It was wide enough to lay down. I’d heard of the mile high club, but what about the hot air club? I remembered my off-white thong and quickly put the thought from my mind. The pilot joined us and secured the door.  
 
   'We're off' he shouted before unleashing more fire from the burner to encourage heat into the balloon. 
 
   We gently rose from the ground and I felt the temperature of the air change around me. Edward stepped close to the edge of the basket and pulled me in front of him. 
 
   I watched from within the safety of his embrace as the ground began to slowly appear smaller beneath us. A great peace and calm descended over us; it felt as if we were floating on air. The view of London stunning, basked beneath us in sunlight. I pushed myself back against Edward, feeling his broad chest against my shoulders.  
 
   'You OK babe?' he asked, concerned. I smiled as I turned to look at him. 
 
   'I'm more than OK. I'm so happy right now' I said honestly. Edward squeezed me tightly in his embrace and I wanted to stay there forever. 
 
    
 
   

 
   

CHAPTER SIXTEENThe balloon set down in the gardens in front of a large stone castle with turrets. Extensive rows of rose bushes and leylandii formed thick hedging and colourful bordering. The property and grounds had looked impressive from the air amongst the surrounding countryside; yet up close it was even more spectacular.  An expansion of greenery playing host to a medieval building. I was expecting Robin Hood to appear from the bushes at any moment. 
 
   We stepped out of the balloon basket, into the lush garden and I immediately felt the early afternoon sun rays burning into my skin. I couldn’t wait to explore the main house. Edward had told me that the owners weren't in residence but that wouldn’t stop me from taking a peek through any available windows. 
 
   'That was the best experience I’ve ever had.' I turned to watch as the balloon slowly deflated before us and floated limply to the ground. Edward picked up the blue box and carrier bags. 
 
   'Well I hope you've worked up an appetite' he said, heading towards the left side of the castle. 
 
   Up ahead in the far distance I could just about make out an elaborate gazebo area, moderately covered with honeysuckle and wild ivy. Nearby stood a wrought iron table and chairs. Gently shaded from the sun and surrounded by beds of brightly coloured flowers, it was the perfect location to lunch. Edward was striding confidently towards it. 
 
   Following behind him and enjoying the sunshine, I began to envision myself standing in the gazebo in an exquisite bridal dress, hair curled and an antique platinum band on my finger. It would be an idyllic location for a marriage ceremony. I had always assumed I would marry on a beach in an exotic location but now I’d seen the castle, my mind had been swayed. I didn’t know anybody that had married in a castle. Only Cinderella, but she was hardly a realistic contender. I tried Edward's surname against my Christian name. 
 
   Mrs Elizabeth Wainwright. 
 
   It had a certain 'je ne sais quoi' but it didn’t sound as elaborate as I hoped my married name would be. Called out over the speaker of a doctor's surgery waiting room, it wasn't a name that would make people want to crane their heads and take notice. I wanted something different. Unique. Perhaps I could consider keeping my own surname and having a double barrelled? Mrs Elizabeth Saunders Wainwright. No, that wouldn’t do. It was more suited to a headmistress of an all girls school. There was always the option of changing my surname by deed poll. Mrs Elizabeth Annabella Windsor Wainwright? 
 
   'That sounds better' I said smiling to myself. Edward looked around at me. 
 
   'What sounds better?' he asked questioningly. 
 
   I startled. I hadn’t realised I’d said my thoughts aloud. A bird chirped nearby breaking the silence. 
 
   'The birdsong' I lied. 'It sounds better here than in London. All we get in London are Sparrow or Pigeon.' 
 
   Edward laughed. 'Very true' he said approaching the wrought iron table and dragging it up onto the gazebo. 
 
   I watched helplessly, knowing that the wrought iron need only brush against my jeans to leave rust marks. The sweet smell of the surrounding honeysuckle was making me hungry. I watched eagerly as Edward emptied the contents of the box onto the table.  A large piece of cooked black pudding was given pride of place on the table. I grimaced, concentrating on stopping myself from heaving. Richardson's was known for its vast array of blood sausage. It hadn’t occurred to me that Edward might have planned a feast based solely around this one delicacy. 
 
   The honeysuckle was looking more appealing by the moment. Since I’d incorporated a more spiritual approach into my life I’d become more in tune with nature, gaining a deeper appreciation for all things home grown. Recently I’d even bought basil from the supermarket.  It was of the dried variety but that didn't matter. At one time it had been freely growing wild.  Just as the honeysuckle was now. I reached towards the carrier bag on the floor. 
 
   'Let me help' I said, pulling out a bottle of expensive champagne. Edward had taste. Not only were we picnicking in the grounds of a castle, there wasn't a bottle of bucks fizz in site. 
 
   Setting the champagne on the flat surface, a luxury assortment of food now adorned the table. Smoked salmon, cheeses, olives, pates. Exotic fruits and breads had been placed down to join the black pudding.  
 
   Edward sat down opposite me and pulled two champagne glasses from the box. I noted the lack of plastic beakers and took great delight in toasting my glass against his, hearing the clink. I was now a Lady that lunched, in the purest sense of the phrase. 
 
   I was enraptured as we ate, listening to Edward talking about his interests, sharing funny stories and further explaining his work. It was obvious that we came from slightly different backgrounds; I didn’t have anyone called Rupert in my social circle and hadn’t known until aged twenty that château briand was in fact beef, not wine. Yet as we chatted and laughed together, I realised we shared lots of the same opinions and views on life.  
 
   I cut myself a generous piece of Brie and picked up a small fig. I had always overlooked figs as an unattractive and medicinal fruit. Clearly, I had been buying them from the wrong store. These figs were juicy and sweet and complemented the cheese perfectly.  
 
   Edward finished what he was saying about helicopter trips and pointed to a large ruby red rose bush at the base of the gazebo. 
 
   'Magnificent colour roses aren’t they' he said getting up and walking towards it. 
 
   I watched as he bent down and carefully broke the largest of the budding roses away from the tree. He turned back to me, rose in hand and called out 'for you my beautiful lady' in a funny voice. 
 
   I laughed, walking over to him to take the rose from his hand. He seemed almost too good to be true; every gesture full of romance and feeling. No other man had ever hand-picked a rose from a tree for me. More or less every rose I’d ever received came wrapped in cellophane with a petrol station label attached to the packaging. 
 
   As I reached out for the rose, he caught my hand and pulled me close, leaning down and, without warning, kissed me passionately. A shock of electricity jolted through my entire being as I lost myself in his kiss. There was no thought behind it, just pure ecstasy. 
 
   Breaking gently away from me, his face was beaming and his eyes sparkling as they looked into my own. I had never felt a kiss so intense and so well matched. 
 
   'Wow' he grinned widely. 'That was something else.' So he had felt it too. My heart leapt. 
 
   I laughed biting my lip to stop myself from breaking into the biggest smile imaginable. I had found my Mr Ideal. My eye caught a gold reflection amongst the bushes causing me to squint. 
 
   'What’s that?' I asked, intrigued at the mysterious gold sparkle. Edward followed my gaze towards the glinting light. Walking forward, he bent down between the bushes pushing aside the branches. 
 
   'It's a plaque' he said, dusting across the large gold sign with his hand. I joined him to take a closer look, my eyes widening in surprise as we read aloud an epitaph wording together. 
 
   'Here lies Lord Emmanuel Henry Bowen Parker 1872 – 1953 & Lady Margaret Anne Bowen Parker 1877-1947. May they rest in peace.' 
 
   Edward looked above and around us, as the realisation dawned that we were lunching and kissing upon the grave of deceased. I burst into laughter as Edward looked at me horrified. 
 
   'I had no idea; I’d always assumed this gazebo was purely an aesthetic feature.’ 
 
   'Don’t worry; at least we put on a good show for them. Imagine how many years they've been lying under those trees waiting for some entertainment!' I exclaimed light heartedly. 
 
   Edward pulled me close and grinned. 
 
   'You have a wicked sense of humour' his eyes bore into mine 'and for that I must punish you with a kiss.' 
 
   We stood kissing for what felt like an eternity. I had found the man I wanted to kiss forever. Out of nowhere, droplets of rain began to fall harshly against my face and arms. I pulled away from Edward. 
 
   'Quick, it's starting to rain. We need to get undercover' I said, looking around for shelter. My white jeans would never survive a heavy shower of rain. I'd be exposing my off grey thong within minutes. 
 
   'Don't worry – it's all taken care of' Edward said, taking my hand and leading me away from the gazebo, in the direction of the castle entrance. 
 
   'The staff at the house agreed to take care of tidying everything. The estate chauffeur is waiting to take us back to my car.' Our pace picked up speed as the sky clouded over threateningly above us. 
 
   Chauffeur? I hadn't even thought of how we'd be getting home. Edward had truly thought of everything. Never again would I refer to men as being useless at organisation. 
 
   We ran together the half mile towards the black car waiting discreetly at the entrance of the castle gates. I looked back towards the property, my heart a little heavy; I hadn’t even managed to get a peek inside.  I'd even deleted memory space on my mobile to accommodate a few photos. Edward had found it funny that I'd spent most of the balloon ride taking shots. Little did he realise I would be spending the rest of the evening daydreaming, whilst I looked over my treasured photography. I had tactfully managed to capture him in almost every picture. I couldn’t wait to show Mel. 
 
   The chauffeur opened the door of the car as Edward waited for me to climb inside. 
 
    
 
   

 
   

CHAPTER SEVENTEENAs I walked past the rows of terraced houses, I was a little disappointed to discover that number thirty two was just a few more doors along. It was all too normal. 
 
   Mel had led me to believe that the mysticism and uniqueness of the experience was different to anything I’d encounter elsewhere. Her insistence that I book a reading with Psychic Rose had been compounded by my new found love of all things alternative. 
 
   Number thirty two was a white rendered terraced house. A red chalk drive hosted a Ford Fiesta.  Although I hadn't expected a broomstick as the preferred method of transport, the sight of the car dampened my excitement. Scepticism began to descend upon me. I was rather fond of my assumption that Rose would have gypsy roots and a basketed push bicycle, accommodating overflowing lavender sprigs. 
 
   Walking towards the porch area, I pushed the doorbell.  A fat ginger cat pounded past me, meowing at the door. She did at least have a cat.  Albeit not a black one. 
 
   As the door was opened I struggled to contain my dismay. Rose was a tiny middle aged woman dressed fashionably in jeans, chunky jewellery and wedge shoes. Her hair reached just below her chin in varying honey tones. It was the work of a talented colourist. In essence, she looked well kept and trendy. 
 
   'Hello, do come in love' she turned sideways to allow me space to walk past her. 
 
   'Hi' I said as the cat took the opportunity to rush past. I followed its lead into the very ordinary, half wallpapered hallway. Not a pendulum or candle in site and certainly no whiff of joss sticks. Only a distinct smell of burnt toast floating in the air. 
 
   'I'm sorry I might be a bit early, I didn’t want to miss the bus' I rambled, heart pounding with anticipation as she led me to a door on the left. Rose chuckled knowingly. 
 
   'Not to worry. Try to calm your nerves, dear, as I can feel your anxiety from here.' She pointed towards a small table with two chairs either side. ‘Now pop yourself down on the chair there and I’ll fetch you a glass of water.’ She disappeared with a clonk of her wedge shoes and I took the chance to survey the room. 
 
   Dusky mint green walls surrounded me, the large bay window adorned with elaborate swag curtains and white muslin nets.  There wasn't anything to suggest this woman was remotely interested in things alternative; let alone that she was psychic herself.  I waited nervously for her to return, hoping the newspaper article Mel had read about the accuracy of Rose's 'gift' hadn't been fabricated. I'd waited three weeks for this appointment. 
 
   She was back within minutes carrying a glass of water which she set down on the table, and took her seat facing me. I noticed she had French manicured nails. Didn't psychic people care more about planting herbs to make essences, than having their nails done? 
 
   'Now dear, I don’t work by using any tool, by which I mean tarot cards, crystal balls or suchlike.  So I’ll only be able to tell you what I feel, hear or see. OK?' 
 
   Nodding my head willingly, I held my breath as she said she was preparing to connect.  Did this mean she'd start chanting, tribal dancing or calling upon the dead to have spirits join us? I was relieved when all she did was smile. Moments later, her face suddenly took on a serious look. 
 
   'Firstly dear, I'm shown that the recent past hasn’t been easy. There's been a separation from a man. Another woman taking his attention.' My heart started to pound.  
 
   'I'm given the name William and I feel this man is better left in the past. Hampering after him dear will only cause you more heartache. You must shut the door on him to allow a new love to enter.' 
 
   I felt the hairs on my arms stand up. How on earth could she know about Will? 
 
   'The new love has already crossed paths with you. He is closer than you think. I am shown a bear. I feel this has relevance. I am also shown a recent change of job that involves travel overseas. This job is part of your destiny. It has appeared for a reason, dear.' She paused to look at me. 
 
   'I feel there may be a desire to seek new pastures with work. You should stay where you are. It’s very important for all that’s about to unfold.' 
 
   I frowned; I wasn't planning to leave RJ Travel. And what was about to unfold? 
 
   'A close friend will leave on an overseas journey with a man that holds her heart. She will return a different woman. The letter ‘S’ is shown and I want to put 'sister' with this name. She is harnessing a secret she wishes to share. Love links again with this. There will be a great reveal dear. Sooner than you think. Spain is shown to be of significance.' 
 
   She stopped talking, finally meeting my eyes and looking as if she was no longer in an altered state. 
 
   How could she pick up so much in such a short space of time? Speechless and astounded, I suddenly had a new found respect for the small, very ordinary lady sitting in front of me. She had no way of knowing about Will, Stella, work or my upcoming visit to Spain. I found my voice. 
 
   'I must say I'm amazed at the accuracy of information given. Everything you've said has made some sense. I’m unsure about the change of job or new love but hopefully someone shows soon as you've predicted' I said optimistically.  
 
   In truth if someone didn’t show up soon I'd be forced to consider buying wool in bulk and a few kittens. There was only so many years left to avoid becoming the old maid cliché. But she said I’d already crossed paths with this new love. Could it be Edward?  
 
   'Just out of interest will I have any children?' I asked curiously as she stood up to indicate the end of the reading. I glanced at my watch. Sure enough, twenty five minutes had passed already. 
 
   'Yes dear. Three children will link to you and one will be a child that isn’t of your blood.’ 
 
   'Isn’t of my blood. You mean adopted or fostered then?' What did she mean? Did I really look the adopting type? I couldn't even imagine having my own child let alone willingly adopting somebody else’s. 
 
   She didn’t answer. Instead she held out her business card and waited for payment. 
 
   'It doesn't matter' I said hurriedly, fishing in my purse for money and handing her the payment. It was typical that even my psychic reading couldn’t be straight forward. Story of my life. 
 
   The ginger cat from earlier bounded into the room and jumped up on the table. 
 
   'Get down Teddy' Rose said, gently tapping the cat on its bottom. 'You'll put hairs everywhere.' In one swift movement the cat landed on the floor and padded from the room. 
 
   Teddy the cat. It was a cute name for an animal. 
 
   'I know of a Teddy too, except this one is a man, not a cat' I joked. Rose smiled warmly. 
 
   'Do you dear?' she said, eyes twinkling. 
 
   I looked at her questioningly. Did I imagine it or did she smirk too? Clever clogs, probably thinks that she knows it all I suppose. 
 
   By the time I reached the bus stop, I felt slightly relieved. Rose had confirmed Will wasn’t the one for me and deep down I'd known this was true. Since our supermarket incident I hadn’t so much as given him a passing thought. Edward on the other hand, had taken precedence in my thoughts and was firmly rooted there. Thinking of Will no longer made me feel sad or bitter. I no longer wished him a slow, painful revenge, but instead hoped he'd find a level of happiness. 
 
   Edward was the one I had hoped she'd pick up on but the reference to new love had been limited. Especially irrelevant was the connection to a bear. What on earth was that supposed to mean. Canada perhaps? 
 
   Mel was sitting on the sofa snuggled in Hugo's arms as I arrived home and walked into the living room, dumping my bag on the sofa. 
 
   'You're back. We've been waiting for you. I thought it was only supposed to take half an hour?' Mel said, sitting herself up straight. Hugo absentmindedly pulled her back closer to him. 
 
   'It was really enlightening. Stuff I didn’t expect, but no mention of Edward. She said something about a close friend going off travelling with a man, which must be you two. Otherwise it was pretty much about not changing work as its part of my destiny and a great reveal.' I kicked off my shoes and walked towards the kitchen to put the kettle on. 
 
   Mel followed me, setting herself down and demanding a word by word account of what had been predicted. She listened carefully as I repeated Rose's words. 
 
   'What about this new love then? Surely if you've crossed paths you'd know. It must be Edward? But then wouldn’t she have said you'd been seeing him? Or perhaps you've yet to meet him and she was getting mixed information.' Mel said sceptically. 
 
   'I guess so.' I didn’t want Mel picking apart Rose's predictions. I had been going over her words on the bus journey home and it was a comfort to know that if Edward wasn't my new love then at least I was finally about to meet my someone special. Hope was something I’d been waning thin of, of late.  
 
   'I’m going to make myself some lunch. Are you and Hugo going out or would you like me to make extra?' I said changing the subject and immediately hoping I wouldn’t be taken up the offer. The last thing I wanted to do was prepare lunch for three people and then have to endure the two love birds feeding each other. 
 
   'No thanks. We are going to pop out after. Hugo has been working on some new music and he wants to run ideas past me’ Mel grinned at me knowingly. 
 
   'I’m sure he does. Especially as there’s been a distinct lack of guitar playing since you entered his life.' I kept my voice low so he wouldn’t hear me from the other room. 
 
   In the month since Mel and Hugo had become an item, Hugo had spent more time in our apartment than his own. It was hardly believable that in less than two months they'd both be hoisting backpacks onto an airport conveyor belt to start their travel adventure together. He had certainly proved that he was in adornment of Mel and would do anything to make her happy. Even the Asia trip. As much as he claimed the idea to be his own, it had been Mel's childhood desire. Mel deserved the happiness. She hadn't had the easiest life. 
 
   ..........
 
   It wasn’t long before the flat was quiet and empty. I snuggled into the sofa allowing myself the luxury of a glass of Mel's wine with my lunch. 
 
   Despite my trip to Spain being in less than twenty four hours, I hadn't begun to pack. The wine and hearty risotto dish would hopefully give me the encouragement I needed to start the momentous chore that loomed ahead. I was looking forward to allowing myself some time to think over Rose's words. 
 
   My phone beeped.  Mel had undoubtedly forgotten something and I'd be on orders to take it next door to her. I stopped chewing, setting down my fork and picking up my mobile. It was a text message from Edward. 
 
   'Hello gorgeous. Just landed in Hong Kong. Will call soon x' 
 
   My heart flipped, a smile spreading across my face and my appetite vanishing. It had been a week since our picnic and despite two hurried phone conversations, there hadn't been any further contact.  
 
   Although he'd explained he'd be tied up with his Asia and Middle East trip, I had wondered if it was an excuse. The message diminished my fears. Edward was still thinking about me. Surely he was the new love that Rose had referred to? 
 
    
 
   

 
   

CHAPTER EIGHTEENMel and I both sat on my yellow suitcase in order to squash down the overflowing clothing encased. Technically I was only allowed 20kg of baggage. However, I was hopeful that as long as I could find a male attendant on the check in desk, I’d be able to flirt my way into extra allowance, free of charge.   
 
   Needless to say, that didn't include the extremely overweight wheely case I would be taking as hand luggage. It didn't matter that it was a struggle to pull along. I'd only need the five minutes of breezing it through passport control to convince them that it was as light as a feather. Hopefully my arm muscle workout would pay off.  
 
   Ronnie could hardly expect me to appear as RJ's Marketing Manager if I was limited to packing one suit. Even Mel had agreed that the fortnight in Spain would require the nine pair of shoes I'd packed.  
 
   Our body weight flattened the case slightly and I grabbed the zip, slowly managing to secure it closed. 
 
   'I told you it would all fit' Mel said proudly; standing up. 
 
   Agreeably she'd done an impressive job of including everything. It had undoubtedly helped that she'd vacuum packed the first two layers of clothing for me. I stood up beside her, dusting off my jeans. 
 
   'All I need to do now is decide what I'm going to travel in.' I walked across to my wardrobe, looking at the two options I had purposefully left myself, to choose between. One being for comfort and the other being for glamour. 
 
   Considering I hadn’t seen my mother in four months, it would be wise to make the effort for her. She despaired enough for me as it was, let alone encouraging her by wearing leggings and a long tee shirt. 
 
   The trip had come about much faster than expected. Since my meeting with Ronnie, Sam had been drafted in to help make the necessary arrangements with Time & Travel magazine. 
 
   I'd been relieved that Ronnie was open to my suggestion of taking an additional one week's holiday leave on top of the one week work trip. I suspected he'd only agreed as a result of my reluctance at booking hotel accommodation on the company expense account. My mother would never have let me hear the end of it, had I not agreed to stay with her. The prospect of having to endure a fortnight of constant criticism and her new boyfriend wasn't a relishing thought. 
 
   On the upside, the meetings with Teddy's office and the tour of the newly constructed hotel wouldn't take longer than a few days. Ronnie had instructed me to establish all correspondence with the hotel Marketing Director, thus keeping Teddy's knowledge of RJ's involvement to a minimum. 
 
   I'd already confirmed with my contact Sasha to arrange a photo shoot to accompany the article I’d be submitting to Time & Travel magazine. Sasha had happily agreed to the terms proposed, not questioning the reasons behind the free marketing and advertisement. As far as I could divulge from our conversations, Teddy was simply an investor in the project and his physical involvement was minimal. Ronnie didn't seem to be aware of this. 
 
   I was concerned I still hadn't spoken properly with Stella since her visit. Despite a few snatched, short phone conversations over the past few weeks, she had avoided any reference to her situation. 
 
   My unannounced visit to her the previous week had resulted in a wasted trip. Stella hadn't been home and Emily had taken the boys to the cinema. I wondered how much longer Stella could continue to avoid me. She would find it much more difficult once I was in Spain with our mother. Her lack of contact wouldn’t go unnoticed.  
 
   My case packed, I joined Mel and Hugo in the kitchen. In less than ten hours I’d be on a flight to the sunshine.  Despite my hesitations about staying with my mother, I was looking forward to the trip even though she had warned me that there were various functions she would be expecting me to attend. Knowing my mother, my name had probably been listed since she'd discovered I was coming to visit. 
 
   I thought back to my many trips to Marbella over the years, each and every one with an unexpected adventure involved. What would the next two weeks hold? 
 
    
 
   

 
   

CHAPTER NINETEENMy metal capped heels click clacked along the polished marble floor as I made my way to baggage reclaim. Arms burning from the strain of pulling the carry on luggage behind me, I continued forward as fast as my feet would allow me. It was no time to falter. I had more important things on my mind. Namely my mother, waiting just a hundred yards through the glass exit doors ahead.  
 
   As luck would have it my extra large yellow suitcase appeared on the conveyor belt amongst the first few to be unloaded. I pushed to the front of the belt, aware that the good looking man on my flight who had been seated in row 17A, was now directly facing me on the other side, smiling across. His tanned skin and sun bleached hair even more prominent than it had been from his position near to me on the flight. 
 
   Aware that my case was approaching fast, I spotted an opening and moved into position. Flicking my hair to one side, I bent lower ready to reach out, noticing Mr 17A's vigilance of my every move. My cleavage looking optimum as I bent forward, I shyly looked up to smile at him as seductively as I could muster, hoping he appreciated the view. 
 
   Brushing up on my sensual flirting skills was compulsory if I was to stand a chance of keeping Edward. He had yet to see my sexual side. The practice would stand me in good stead. 
 
   The plastic handle of my case began to move past me and I reached out to grab it. Securing my grip, I was caught offgaurd. Not fully appreciating the heavy weight of the case, my grasp failed to have any effect. The case continued on past me, taking my limp hand with it. 
 
   The unexpected pull took me to the left as I felt my heels give way. As if in slow motion, I went from being partially upright to lying on the floor in a heap, my suitcase safely mounted on the conveyor belt and continuing its journey around again. I looked towards the feet of a well dressed Spanish gentleman under whom I was splayed. He stared down at me. 
 
   'Are you OK? Humiliation washed over me and my hands trembled. 
 
   'I'm fine thanks.' I jumped up quickly, looking downwards to my cream silk top, now smeared with a dirty brown stain. One of my newly French manicured nails had snapped cleanly at the tip.  
 
   I felt my cheeks flush with heat as I noticed the amount of curious glances in my direction. Some smiling, others concerned. A few of them probably thinking I deserved to trip, considering I had opted to wear four inch heels for the journey. I resisted the urge to lay the blame at my mother's incessant quest for perfection. I'd have happily been wearing flat pumps if it I wasn't so worried about her opinion of my appearance. 
 
   Trying my best to ignore the interested glances, I scoured the belt for my case. I sighed. Amongst a sea of dark cases there was no yellow beacon to be seen. 
 
   A gentle tap on my shoulder and a scent of spice surrounded me. I turned. There he was. Mr 17A. I inwardly cringed. He'd undoubtedly witnessed the entire scene. 
 
   'Hi' he smiled. 'Couldn’t help but notice your small mishap and I saw this coming my way' he pointed down to my case 'so I thought I’d grab it for you before you went for a second trip.' 
 
   Up close he was handsome in a surfer type, carefree way. His navy shirt and cream chino shorts sporting a discreet upmarket logo. I giggled at his wit, relieved to see my case. 
 
   'Thank you. I’m awfully embarrassed, tripping over whilst trying to lift it off. Typical woman – no strength!' 
 
   He was making me nervous. He wasn't my usual type but his confidence was alluring. His light hazel eyes were searching my face inquisitively. 
 
   'I wouldn’t have you down for a typical woman. Far from it in fact' he smiled. 
 
   My pulse quickened. He was flirting with me. He was interested. Although he wasn't Edward, he wasn't a bad runner up. It would be silly of me to dismiss him completely. 
 
   'I'm Lizzie' I said, holding up my hand in a mini wave. 
 
   For the second time in the space of five minutes, embarrassment washed over me. He wasn't standing five feet from me, he was standing directly in front of me and here I was waving at him, like a moron. He cut me off before I could redeem myself. 
 
   'Listen Lizzie, I'm staying at the PYT hotel, let me take you for dinner one night' he reached into his pocket, producing a business card and handed it to me. 'Give me a call anytime this week and we'll make plans.' He looked distractedly past me. 'Need to dash now, I can see my case coming around’ he said reaching out. 
 
   I automatically leaned in closer. His hand reached for my upper arm and squeezed it gently. I quickly moved my head away from him, hoping he didn’t catch my misinterpretation. 
 
   'Nice meeting you Lizzie, see you soon, I hope.' Another flash of those hazel eyes and he was gone, jogging to the other side of the belt to collect his case. 
 
   I closed my eyes for a moment, grateful for my back to the audience behind me. What on earth was wrong with me? A perfectly normal man chatting me up for two minutes and just because he moves closer, I assume he is leaning in for a kiss. 
 
   Edward had truly screwed with my man compass. I could no longer trust myself to behave like a rational adult.  I tried to put Edward from my mind. 
 
   By the time I reached the automatic exit doors my mother was clearly visible at the front of the barrier. Her hair was different, it looked bouncier, thicker even. Her eyebrows were perfectly arched and her nose slightly thinner. As soon as she spotted me she dramatically held up her slender, tanned arms.  
 
   'Darliiing! It’s been far too long' and within moments she was squeezing me like she hadn't seen me in years. 
 
   'Let me look at you' she said stepping back from me and eyeing me up and down. I noticed she lingered a little too long on my new suede belt and I mentally reminded myself to keep it well hidden if I wanted to see it again. 
 
   'You look fabulous, a little heavy on the hips and fuller in the cheeks. But that’s nothing a few days of salad won’t sort' she said with a dismissive wave of her hand.  
 
   Ignoring her comment, I looked at her closely not quite believing the transformation. She was almost a walking Barbie doll. Albeit an old one. Her legs sinewy and toned, her face almost wrinkle free and her hair bouncing with every step. She'd changed dramatically in the four months since I’d last seen her. 
 
   'Have you been working out?' I asked, my voice heavy with astonishment. 
 
   'Working out' she laughed lightly 'I practically live at the gym these days darling. It doesn’t pay to sit on your bottom all day at my age, unless you want a fat, wobbly one' she smirked, not a line appearing around her mouth. 
 
   'Sampson prefers women that look after themselves. He also has a high sex drive and if I want to keep up with him there is no option but to get myself worked out.' 
 
   I frowned. If there was one subject I didn’t want to discuss, it was my mother's sex life. Especially after an early start to the day and a three hour flight. Oblivious to my irritated glance in her direction, she continued talking. 
 
   'He was only saying to me the other night how astonished he is at my flexibility since I started yoga. He was surprised I could lift my legs so far up over his shoulders.' 
 
   I groaned. Not five minutes in her company and already I was starting to regret the trip. 
 
   'Mum, please stop. I really don't need to hear this. I'm pleased you’re happy but spare me the details.' I shook my head in disbelief. 
 
   'Don't be such a prude, Lizzie' she tutted, picking up her pace and walking ahead of me. 
 
   She really knew no boundaries. But there was a part of me that was slightly jealous. Jealous of my own mother. The fifty year old that could swing her legs over her head and was having more sex than her twenty-something daughter. My new found confidence was already beginning to wilt. 
 
   We neared the car; a silver sports convertible that would struggle to accommodate my large suitcase into its boot. I would be forced to hold my smaller hand luggage on my lap. 
 
   A Spanish man rushed over to help as both my mother and I struggled to lift the large yellow case. 
 
   'Gracias' she purred in her over accented Spanish, as the case slotted into the small space available. She was never one to miss an opportunity to flirt. 
 
   That was when I heard the yelp. I noticed the partially opened passenger window, silently hoping my mother hadn't brought a third party with her. She had indeed. 
 
   Opening the door, there on the passenger seat was what appeared to be a white leather holdall. Yet I knew better. 
 
   'Coco. Enough!'  my mother's voice drilled from the right of me. 'She has to learn to stop yapping. It’s driving me up the wall. The other girls aren't like this’ she said exasperated.  
 
   I gingerly picked up the holdall and peeked into the side mesh panel. An adorable chocolate brown Chihuahua pup, no bigger than a bag of sugar, wagged its tail excitedly at me. 
 
   My nose began to twitch. Sadly, no matter how adorable I thought Coco was, she'd have to keep her distance. Edward still hadn't called but once he did, I’d have our date to look forward to. The last thing I needed on returning to the UK, was puffy eyes and a red nose. Placing the dog holdall in my foot well, Coco immediately stopped whining. Perhaps I had a way with dogs. It was a shame that didn’t apply to men. 
 
   I hoisted the wheelie case onto my lap and closed the door, trying to ignore the heat and my dirty cream top clinging to my sweaty body. My face felt greasy and I had a sneaking suspicion my eye make-up was more under my eyes than on them. A quick look in the flip down mirror confirmed my fears. 
 
   'I look a mess; once we're home, I’ll take a shower and freshen up. Then I can fill you in on everything' I said, flipping the mirror back up so I didn’t have to face my street urchin appearance. My mother turned to look at me. 
 
   'That reminds me, darling. Sampson and I are having a small gathering Wednesday evening and you need to be prepared. One of the men is unattached. We thought you might benefit from meeting him. He's rather dashing. And wealthy of course.' 
 
   I stared at her incredulous. Was there never a moment when she didn’t think of setting me up? She hadn't yet enquired of Edward, despite my conversations updating her. Clearly, she didn’t believe the relationship had a chance of longevity. 
 
   I sighed loudly; it wasn't worth arguing with her. To keep the peace I would have to attend her party and allow her play matchmaker. It was unlikely I would have anything in common with her chosen suitor. It wasn't the first time I’d had to endure the process, and I was certain it wouldn’t be the last. 
 
   'Fine' was all I had the energy to muster as she put her foot down and began to speed along the motorway like a formula one pro approaching the finish line. 
 
   By the time we arrived at the large white villa reminiscent of a mini American White House, I felt emotionally drained. Looking at the grandeur property still had the same breathtaking effect each time I visited.  My mother had bought the villa years previously when the recession had hit. Yet now, as celebrity and fame graced the south of Spain, the value had increased dramatically. I tiredly followed my mother towards the heavy double entrance door, Coco's holdall held tentatively in one hand and my hand luggage in the other.  
 
    
 
   

 
   

CHAPTER TWENTYStella hadn’t spoken to Lizzie properly in over a week. Since her revelation, she had felt distanced from her sister. The guilt at Lizzie's reaction towards her relationship with Chris had been too much to deal with. Except now that Lizzie was in Spain with their mother, Stella had began to panic. What if Lizzie said something? Of course she would never do such a thing intentionally; but it was easy to experience a slip of the tongue without realising.  
 
   The twins had been playing up all week. Only yesterday she'd been summoned by the school deputy; she'd learned the boys had dismantled the school's four foot high Lego display for an upcoming competition. Embarrassed for her children’s reckless behaviour, Stella had readily agreed to reconstruct the display alongside her children in after school hours. 
 
   She sat with her head in her hands. Her life was in pieces. Two unruly children, an unhappy marriage, a whimsical affair and to top that, she had no idea where she'd find time, let alone instructions, on how to build a multi-storey Lego fire station, complete with trucks. 
 
   She had thought about leaving her job. It would be one way to distance herself from Chris and avoid any further damage to her marriage. She certainly didn’t need the money. The part time hours she worked barely paid for anything and Miles earned more than enough. But her job was her lifeline. She couldn’t imagine having to spend each day doing the domestic chores and fussing after the twins. 
 
   She laughed to herself at the irony. All of those years seeking the pampered wife lifestyle and she'd found it with Miles, only to realise it didn’t satisfy her. Shopping and lunching in fine venues had been fun at the start, but she'd soon bored of it. The other wives were only concerned about status. Conversations revolved around new cars, houses or their husband's promotions. 
 
   Stella had longed for real conversation and friendship. Lizzie had been a saviour at that time. Stella knew her younger sister envied her lifestyle and it made her sad to think of her beautiful Lizzie, envying a life so materialistic and hollow. Aside from Miles, Stella didn’t really have anything. The money and status had no longer mattered to her. 
 
   Once the twins had come along, life had taken on new meaning and for a couple of years things had been bliss. They had been wonderful babies and many a day had been spent by Stella feeding, dressing and playing with them. That was until they had started school and Emily was brought in as backup. Slowly the boys had developed more into their own personalities and Stella was once again at a loss with her place in life. 
 
   The job had been offered by an old friend she'd bumped into, at the boys’ playgroup. Cindy was a single mother who had successfully started to build a reputable catering company from the confines of her own kitchen. Less than a year later she'd established herself a head office and large kitchen in the centre of the city. Stella had been with her from the beginning, working as her right hand assistant. She had enjoyed growing the business alongside Cindy. Cee Cee's was now sought after for private functions and events, catering the needs of many celebrities and affluent businessmen alike. She couldn’t imagine it not being a part of her life. 
 
   Stella walked over to the large limestone fireplace and picked up an old photograph of herself and Miles. Two happy, younger faces smiled back at her. 
 
   She sighed, reminded of the times when life had been happy and the word 'problematic' had no place in her world. 
 
   The boys would be home from school soon, and she didn’t want them seeing her once again tear stained face. She replaced the photograph and dabbed at her eyes with a tissue. 
 
   Could it be that the children picked up on the disharmony in the household? Was her sordid affair with Chris, the root of their naughty behaviour? It was said that Karma worked in mysterious ways. 
 
   Miles had suggested going for dinner that evening but Stella had declined. She couldn’t bear any longer than necessary in her husband's company, certain that he'd notice her change in behaviour. She lied, telling him that she was too busy; the boys needed help with a school project and Emily wasn't available. 
 
   She loved Miles and hated lying to him. She'd never want to intentionally hurt him. It made her once again question herself. Why was she continuing her relationship with Chris?  
 
    
 
   

 
   

CHAPTER TWENTY ONEThe heat was intense, far more so than I’d remembered it to be in late spring. I still hadn't heard from Edward. Three days of anxiously waiting for his call, whilst having to endure my mother's remarks. It had been a mistake telling her that I was waiting for him to get in contact. Even Sampson had begun to shoot my mother warning looks when she continually raised the question of Edward's whereabouts. It wasn't an easy task to flippantly respond, whilst trying to conceal my bitter disappointment.  
 
   Once again, he had left me hanging. The niggling doubt of whether he was already involved with someone was beginning to surface, despite my best efforts to squash it. 
 
   My meeting with a member of Sasha's project team on the day after my arrival in Spain had gone particularly well. Ronnie was pleased with my report on the status of the project. It was a relief to hear that the hotel was on schedule for its launch, especially as Time & Travel magazine had allowed us space to run the article in the June edition. We couldn’t afford to mess things up; I'd had to pull enough strings already. 
 
   There was also the launch prize giveaway to arrange. A trip for two, complete with accommodation in the newly refurbished hotel. I'd put it to one side, conscious that there were still nine remaining days of my trip to get things underway. More than enough time. 
 
   The biggest shock had been meeting Sampson whom I had naïvely assumed from my mother's description, would be of her usual taste and status. 
 
   I couldn’t have been further from accurate. Sampson was a tall, athletic, mixed race man who appeared to be at least five years younger than my mother.  From the distinction of his large biceps and broad chest, which he preferred to be on show at all times, he spent many an hour lifting weights and working out. 
 
   Since arriving, I had been treated countless times to his warm smile and jovial personality.  For the first time in years, I was pleased my mother had found somebody likeable and grounded. She may not have been the best mother at times, but she deserved some happiness. 
 
   Mitsy, Treacle and Lavender, joined by a tiny Coco charged out from the side path and bounded towards me, their excited Chihuahua tails wagging back and forth. Four small pairs of legs jumped up at my clothes leaving tiny, dusty foot prints as I bent down to pet them. Even though I had asked my mother to enforce restriction and not allow them near me, she'd taken no notice. Surprisingly though, I hadn’t started to show any familiar signs of my allergy. 
 
   The current self help book I was reading focused on mental intentions. Curious as to its authenticity, I had followed the instructions to affirm and visualise that my physical ailments were no longer present. Oddly, it appeared to be working. I picked up Coco and cradled her in my arms. It wasn't often I got the chance to indulge my inner child with fluffy pet cuddles. 
 
   'Lizzie, darling' my mother's voice sounded from behind me on the terrace. 
 
   I spun around to face her and noticed she had changed from her casual linen trousers into a white chiffon kaftan dress. She looked as glamorous as a model stepping off a catwalk. 
 
   'I think you'd better hurry and get ready. Our guests will be arriving soon and I’m sure you don’t want them to see you like that.' She did her best look of disdain at my sweaty, bikini clad appearance, before sauntering off to join Sampson on the large, outdoor wicker lounging bed.  
 
   I hadn’t been allowed to forget the gathering that was being hosted that evening. I'd even been roped into helping to prepare the food and drinks. Did my mother really have that little faith in my hosting skills, that she believed I would greet her guests dressed in a bikini a size too small, showing four days worth of bikini line growth? 
 
   I heard the first of the guests arrive downstairs as I put the finishing touches to my make-up. Pulling the price tag from my new silk coral dress, I slipped into it, careful to avoid the still wet deodorant on my armpits. I checked my reflection in the wardrobe door mirror. My mother would be hard pressed to find fault. The delicate silk dress hung beautifully in its halter style. Whoever Mark was, I hoped my mother would appreciate the effort I had made on his behalf. She needn't know that I had been intending to save the dress for my third date with Edward.  
 
   My heart fluttered at the thought. I quickly slipped on my shoes and went downstairs before the sadness and disappointment could envelope me once again. 
 
   The terrace area had been lit by large fire flames, held by intricate wrought iron holders. Music pouring out softly from hidden wall speakers and tea lights scattered around every surface offered a warm ambience. The marble dining table was awash with a feast of cold meats, fish and salads.  
 
   A handful of people I didn't know were milling around chatting at ease amongst themselves. I noticed Mark immediately from my mother’s description. Slightly separate from the rest of the group, he was sat by the pool area, beer in hand. I walked across to him. 
 
   'Mark?' I asked tentatively. 
 
   He looked up from his beer, eyes widening, clearly taking me in. He quickly looked away again, taking another gulp of his beer. The beer missed, trickling down to his chin. He wiped it with the cuff of his jacket. 
 
   'Depends who's asking' he replied arrogantly.  
 
   I watched as he greedily drained the remainder of his beer, placing the empty bottle amongst some nearby pot-plants.  A Neanderthal man with no finesse. It didn’t matter that his black hair, chiselled cheekbones and full lips made him startlingly attractive for a man. Nor did it matter that he was dressed in a suave outfit that reeked of class and distinguished taste. My mind had been made up; I didn’t like him. 
 
   'Nobody's asking' I spat with contempt, spinning on my heel and walking back towards the others. 
 
   Edward would have never dared be so rude to a woman. Just who did he think he was, talking to me like that? 
 
   'Idiot' I muttered under my breath, loud enough for it to be heard by Mark. Not a word of apology or action came in response. He couldn’t have cared less. 
 
   I headed straight for the opened bottle of Bollinger chilling in a bucket near the doorway and poured myself a glass. Riled by Mark's rude manner, there was only one way I was going to get through tonight surrounded by pretentious, arrogant people and I had decided that it was going to be in a champagne induced state. 
 
   I guzzled the sparkling fizzy liquid quickly, allowing a feeling of detachment to settle within myself. I noticed my mother drifting towards me with a small army in tow. 
 
   'Lizzie, I'd like you to meet Josef and his wife Tilde.' My mother gestured towards a tall, thin man and his equally willowy, fair haired wife. 
 
   'Hello Lizzie, it’s wonderful to meet you' he said in a slow Scandinavian accent. I smiled warmly, listening politely as he began to speak. 
 
   Within minutes, I found myself wishing I had managed to gulp another glass of champagne, given that his chosen topic of conversation was the current economic financial trend.  
 
   Amusingly, I began to hiccup, courtesy of the fizzy liquid that had now found its way comfortably into my bloodstream. My mother shot daggers in my direction. It wasn't in her book of ladylike manners to hiccup in the presence of company. 
 
   Unexpectedly, my next hiccup gave way to a loud yawn. I desperately tried to keep my mouth closed as my nostrils flared in defiance. My mother looked horrified and whisked both Josef and Tilde over to Sampson. I took the opportunity to replenish my champagne flute. 
 
   The evening passed in a blur of introductions, numbing conversation and people with expensive clothes and boring personalities. My mother’s loud, false laugh echoing across the terrace, far too often. 
 
   I was aware that Mark had made every effort to distance himself from the others for the best part of the night and was now being cornered by Sven, a nightclub owner. Categorically nightclub, but in fact no more than a legalised strip club. Earlier in the evening, I had been assured by Sven that if I wanted a change in career, he could easily find a position within the club for me. My polite smile had given way to images of myself, gyrating my cellulite affected thighs up against a pole. For someone that had still not mustered the courage to dance sexily for her partner in the depths of darkness, I didn’t feel this would be a viable career move. 
 
   The champagne began to take its desired effect; I was becoming even more detached and aloof from the happenings around me. I looked across at Mark again, visibly bored into a stupor by Sven. His dark hair reminded me of Edward. He wasn't as broad or tall, but he had something moody and destructive about him that I was starting to feel drawn to.  
 
   Walking in his direction, he looked questioningly at me as I interrupted the conversation and grabbed his arm. 
 
   'There you are, I need to borrow you for a moment.' I nodded apologetically in Sven's direction. 'Just play along' I whispered to Mark, aware that a few of the others had noted our departure from the terrace and were watching as we headed towards the house. 
 
   'So couldn’t resist me any longer huh?' He smirked at me sideways, self assumingly nodding his head. I kicked his left ankle hard. 
 
   'Ouch!' he jumped, slightly startled. 
 
   'Well don’t be so cock sure of yourself and assumptive, or you'll be getting a few more of those.' 
 
   'Ooh, feisty. I love a woman that has a temper.' He narrowed his eyes as he said this and I felt my stomach twist. Something about his temperamental personality was making me feel turned on. It was entirely unexpected.  
 
   The lounge was off to the side of the villa and was secluded from the terrace in both sight and distance. 
 
   I released my grip on Mark's arm and walked across to the large, inviting sofa, plonking myself into the middle of it.  The room began to whirl around me and I struggled to keep my focus. I was vaguely aware of Mark standing in front of me, looking down. His hands reached out to tenderly stroke my hair. 
 
   'You're a funny one, Lizzie. I've been watching you all night, coming across as the perfect enraptured guest, knowing that you secretly couldn’t give two hoots. You'd most likely prefer to be standing in a cheesy nightclub dancing away.' 
 
   Impressive. He'd read me well. Spotting a bottle of water on the table, I leaned forward to retrieve it. Mark stepped in, picking up the bottle and opening it gently; he pushed my head back to allow me to drink from it as he held it in his hands. An act so simple, yet so erotic. I felt stirrings deep inside myself. He was making me want him. 
 
   He looked handsome amongst the soft glow of the lamps. His dark tousled hair, at least two days of stubble and well weathered skin, all tempting me to move closer to him. 
 
   'Like what you see?' He looked into my eyes with intent. 'What about seeing more?' his comment lingered for a second before adding 'I certainly wouldn’t mind seeing more of you.' 
 
   It felt as if time was standing still as the electricity of lust built up in a heady daze between us, each of us holding the other's gaze. 
 
   'Look at you two lovebirds sneaking off' my mother’s voice boomed from the doorway. She swayed gently with a glass of champagne in her hand, unaware that her dress was transparent against the low lighting of the room, and the bright lighting of the hallway. 
 
   Mark immediately backed away from me, running his hands through his hair and avoiding my eyes. 
 
   'Mother' I seethed, making furious eye movements for her to leave the room.  She ignored me, sipping more champagne and smirking. I turned towards Mark. 
 
   'She's drunk. Take no notice of her.' 
 
   'Stop being so childish Lizzie. I'll close the door and give you both a little more privacy.' She turned clumsily, pulling the door towards her and winked at us before closing it. I shook my head in disbelief. 
 
   Mark burst into laughter. 'Your mother is crazy.' 
 
   His laughter was infectious and I found myself grinning at him. The interruption had surprisingly made me feel more sober.  
 
   Mark's lips were on mine before I realised what was happening. His slight stubble grazed against my skin as I closed my eyes. His tongue was soft and gentle. I waited for the feeling of passion to sweep over me that had been lingering just moments before. Oddly I didn’t feel anything.  
 
   As his kiss gradually became more urgent, I felt his hands shifting from my back around towards my breasts. Repulsion crawled across my skin like an army of ants. I opened my eyes and gently pulled away from him. 
 
   'Everything OK?' His breath was heavy and close to me. He looked so sexy. I wanted myself to want him. How could I not be feeling sexually attracted to him. What was wrong with me? I smiled encouragingly. 
 
   'Everything is wonderful.' I leaned forward and pushed myself closer to him. 
 
   Within moments his mouth was on mine again, kissing me fast and seductively as his hands explored my body.  
 
   It wasn't working. Unable to lose myself in the moment, I felt irritation beginning to build as his stubble continued to graze against my skin, and his wandering hands started to feel rough against me. 
 
   I focused on the Persian rug a short distance away. A pretty peach and cream decoration, blending perfectly with the rest of the room. I was almost certain my mother had received it as a gift from her Elvis wannabe ex-partner. Sadly he hadn’t the same taste in clothes. I stopped my train of thought. Shouldn't I be daydreaming about what Mark could be doing to me on the rug, not who bought it? 
 
   Mark reached for the zipper on my dress, as he took my hand and placed it suggestively against his hardness. Repulsion swept over me. 
 
   'Stop Mark, I can’t do this. Sorry, but I just can’t.' I stood up and looked down at him. 
 
   Confusion plastered itself across his face. Still so handsome and sexy but his forehead creased in misunderstanding. 
 
   'I don’t understand - I thought you were enjoying it?' he was standing facing me, waiting for answers. The air of sensuality was replaced with an awkward silence. 
 
   Shifting my weight from one foot to the other, I didn’t quite know how to explain it.  It wouldn’t be fair to tell him that his kiss and touch irritated and repulsed me. Nor would it be fair to say that despite his sexy appearance, I felt more thrill at the prospect of eating a chocolate digestive than having sex with him. I gave a small, regretful shrug of my shoulders. 
 
   'It's not you Mark. It's me.' 
 
   His face filled with distaste and anger at my words. 
 
   'Of course it’s you. Do you not realise how many women would love to be in your position?'  He shook his head angrily at me. 
 
   'You've just made a big mistake' he said, standing up and fixing me with one last stare from his dark, moody eyes.  
 
   I watched as he stormed from the room and headed towards the front door. The loud slam reverberated through the marble hallway as he departed. I stood alone in the darkness, watching his car speed off into the night from the safety of the hallway window. 
 
   That had been slightly awkward and humiliating for both of us, particularly Mark. However, at least I wasn’t now naked and having to disguise my repulsion with fake pleasure. I had never been good at acting. 
 
   I breathed a sigh of relief and slowly climbed the stairs to my bedroom. My mother had a lot to answer for. 
 
    
 
   

 
   

CHAPTER TWENTY TWOI looked in the mirror and sighed sadly at my reflection. My hair hadn't adjusted to the change in water and frizzed heavily around my face. I noticed my skin was looking dry and the small wrinkles around my eyes were becoming more pronounced. I was only twenty eight years old and already in need of Botox. The sleepless night I’d had after my incident with Mark hadn’t helped matters.  
 
   Guilt loomed like a blackened cloud above my head. Although I wasn't in a relationship with Edward, it didn’t feel right to have overstepped the flirting boundary with Mark. A small part of me argued that sexual advances were physical acts of basic human need, whilst the other part questioned my morals. 
 
   What if I had enjoyed Mark's advances? It would have led to sex. Did I really want to be sleeping with other men whilst Edward was at the forefront of my interests? Was there really any hope for Edward and I? 
 
   It didn’t help that most of the people I knew at my age were already mothers. Or at least in long term relationships. Here I was, becoming a desperate case that saw every opportunity from doing the food shopping to putting petrol in the car, as an opportunity to meet someone special. 
 
   I had even jokingly made reference to joining my mother and Sampson at their weekly Salsa class. Sampson had been quick to point out it was for advanced dancers only. My mother's face had been a picture of relief. My suspicions were that she'd alluded to the other attendee's that she'd once represented the UK at the Latin dance championships. Of course no such thing had happened. 
 
   Edward had brought such hope and romance into my life that I didn't want to contemplate whether it was to be short lived. The two dates we'd been on in the time that we'd known each other had been enough to convince me that we could have something special. Given that he hadn't called me, I would have to begin to accept that maybe he didn’t feel the same way. 
 
   I grabbed my bag, which had become surprisingly light since visiting Spain and headed out towards my mother's car. Soreena had suggested we meet in Puerto Banus. 
 
   A friend for many years, Soreena was a petite blonde who had grown up in Marbella but had a passionate distaste for everything Spanish. Her wealthy English parents had provided her with all that money could buy. Everything, except a stable personality. 
 
   Mel and I had met Soreena in our late teenage years, when my mother had first moved to Spain and we'd visited for a temporary period. Mel's quirky ways paled in comparison to Soreena's. Finally Mel had met someone she could mentally empathise with.  
 
   The three months of living in Marbella had been a blast and Soreena had introduced us both to the delights of the high life, and the breathtaking Spanish scenery, mainly discovered by accident after too many drunken nights and wrong directions home. 
 
   Neither of us had managed to keep in regular contact with her after she'd emigrated to Dubai, to live with a wealthy Arab oil tycoon. It was only by chance that my mother had recently bumped into her family member. After polite conversation, she'd learned that Soreena was back living in Marbella following the relationship break down. It didn’t take me long to track her and arrange a lunch date. 
 
   As I pulled the car into the valet parking area outside the venue at which we'd agreed to meet, I allowed myself one last check in the overhead mirror. It didn't matter that five years had passed since we'd last seen one another; Soreena was an open and direct person. 
 
   Even our phone conversation to arrange the lunch, had been as easy and fluid as if we'd last spoken only days prior.  If anyone would know what to do about Edward, Soreena would. For all her demanding and spoilt ways, she imparted wise, thoughtful advice.  
 
   The port looked as luscious and elegant in the sunshine as it did every time I visited. Palm trees lined the roads, as various super cars and exquisitely dressed people passed by me. Most were headed for the front line, where large yachts, liners and boats took pride of place on the water, and the surrounding restaurants, shops and bars catered for the wealthy and indulgent. 
 
   I weaved in and out of people as I headed towards the entrance of Don Leones restaurant. There was no sign of Soreena. The restaurant was already filled with diners and the open awning meant I was in full view of those seated. I fished in my bag for my bronzer compact and brush. Touching a little of the powder onto my cheekbones for accentuation, I caught the reflection of a familiar profile. 
 
   Mark was seated at the back of the restaurant sitting happily in the company of an older, well dressed woman. They were smiling and appeared relaxed together. Mark's moody, serious look was replaced with a carefree and content air. Bile rose in my throat; the last thing I wanted was an embarrassing scene. The woman was reaching across for Marks hand, gently placing hers over his. Their body language was solemn. 
 
   'Oh my word! Look at you.' Soreena's voice caused me to snap shut my compact as I was greeted with a tight hug and lots of thick blonde hair in my face. 
 
   We squealed in unison with excitement. Stepping back to survey me, I was shocked as I took in Soreena's more rounded appearance.  She was twice the size I'd last seen her at and her usual well preened demeanour was lacking finesse. 
 
   'Soreena, you look so different - very healthy' I said tactfully, hoping the shock on my face hadn't revealed my true thoughts. 
 
   'Oh do be quiet, Lizzie – it's written all over your face that I’m bigger and more unkempt than usual.' She laughed loudly, oblivious to the stares from the diners at the table near to us. 'Well it's only to be expected, I suppose, given that I had an arsehole of a fiancée. He treated me like a queen until I realised it was all pretence and he was no more than a controlling, manipulative monster.'  
 
   Her face creased into a huge smile and she grabbed my arm and marched me into the entrance before I could comment. 
 
   Aware of Mark's back to me on the far left side of the restaurant, I was relieved when the waiter directed us to a table towards the front right. I seated myself facing forward and hoped Soreena wouldn’t pick up on my nervousness. 
 
   'So, aside from the fact that you clearly eat a lot less than I do, what else have you been doing with yourself these past years?' Soreena asked inquisitively, picking up a bread roll from the basket between us and breaking a piece off. 
 
   Putting Mark from my mind, I filled her in on my split from Will, followed by stories of Mel, Edward, my work and finally my incident with Mark. Her eyes grew wide as I told her the story, beginning at my mother's gathering and ending with a dramatic voice that Mark was here in the restaurant. Right at this very moment. 
 
   'No?' her head instinctively flew in all directions and if I wasn't so on edge I would have laughed. 
 
   'Where is he? I can't see him' she said still craning her neck around, attracting attention from nearby tables. The waiter discreetly approached.  
 
   'I'm sorry madam, is there a problem? Would you like to order something else?' 
 
   'No' we said in unison a little too loudly and rudely. There always had to be one person to ruin the moment and the waiter had dispelled our drama. 
 
   'I do apologise. I assumed you were trying to get my attention.' He looked uncomfortable as he scuttled away. I hoped it wasn't his first day. 
 
   'OK, in a moment, look to your left. Past the fat man with Caesar dressing on his chin, beyond the redhead with the pink necklace and fake boobs. He's the one in the light blue shirt, sitting with that old bulldog of a woman.' I instructed Soreena. 
 
   She discreetly turned her head far longer than the few seconds that she should have, and turned back towards me with a shocked expression. 
 
   'Mark Williams?! All this time you've been chatting about Mark Williams?' she picked up her large glass of wine and took a healthy gulp. She burst into laughter. 'I can't believe you turned down Mark Williams!' Good on you for not wasting your energy on that one.' 
 
   I eyed her questioningly. Soreena knew everyone along the coast and if anyone was to know the tit for tat stories that had circulated, it was bound to be her. 
 
   'Firstly, the woman he is dining with is his elderly mother. She had him late in life and they have a notoriously close relationship. Quite frankly, I'm shocked you managed to get as far as your living room with him, without her tagging along.' 
 
   Big strike number one. Moody Mark had an interfering mother. I wasn't sure if I felt relief at the fact she was his mother or horror, seeing as I’d assumed she was flirting with him. Soreena continued. 
 
   'He is also known as a total slag along this coast. I bet you would be hard pushed to find anyone that hadn’t at some point had their legs wrapped around him.' She smirked slyly. 
 
   'You've slept with Mark?' I gasped. 
 
   'Well if you can call it that; I was young and he was available. It lasted a whole two minutes before he had to rush off somewhere. Probably to go and call his mother' she smiled. 
 
   Laughing, I picked up my wine glass. 
 
   ‘Now I’ve discovered he's a sex mad mummy's boy, I don’t feel quite so bad about turning down his advances.’ 
 
   Surprisingly, Soreena's revelation had made me feel much better about things. Mark was used to flirting and luring women into his bed; I was only intended as another notch on his bed post. Being disloyal to Edward didn't come into the equation; I had simply been seduced by Mark and thankfully, it hadn’t worked. Looking up, I smiled at Soreena. 
 
   'I think it's about time us girls got around to planning a night out, don't you? Think of all those men waiting for us to change their lives.’ We both giggled and got stuck into the huge seafood salads that were sitting untouched before us. 
 
   During lunch, I had learned all about Soreena's recent relationship and life in Dubai. Amongst the glitter and glamour of it all was a sad, touching side. 
 
   Soreena had been promised a life of diamonds and instead had been forced to endure Swarovski crystal. It was only natural she'd leave him in the end; Soreena would never settle for less than perfection. 
 
   As the wine flowed, so too did further revelations. I learnt that Soreena had recently met a new prospective partner whom she was keeping under wraps. Furthermore, that Mark had once been caught by his mother in bed with another person.  Unexpectedly, the other person was a man named Michael. After my astonishment subsided, I felt slightly sick that I’d allowed Mark's tongue to come anywhere near me. 
 
   Soreena excused herself to attend the restroom, as I finished eating the last remnants of my braised pears. Only as the waiter approached to clear our table, did I spot Mark walking towards me. Unable to hide my awkwardness, especially after the stories that had been revealed, I averted my gaze. It wasn't enough to avoid the harsh stare that he fixed upon me as he got closer.  
 
   Hoping to avoid a scene, I focused my attention on the waiter and requested the bill. It worked. Mark carried on walking straight past me; without a word of recognition, he headed for the door. His mother, frail and elderly, followed closely behind him. 
 
   Soreena returned just as my pulse started to settle back to its regular pace.  
 
    
 
   

 
   

CHAPTER TWENTY THREEPacing the terrace, I couldn’t help but smile as I noticed Coco copying my every step.  I'd already conversed with Ronnie in preparation for my meeting with Sasha later in the day. A photographer would be present along with Sasha's creative design team.  
 
   Despite my workload, Edward plagued my thoughts. No longer could I find excuses for his sheer ignorance. Any feelings of hope and excitement had been replaced with anger and humiliation.  He hadn't called in six days. 
 
   Soreena hadn’t skipped a beat when I'd told her the situation. She had looked at me with sympathy before shaking her head in bewilderment. 
 
   'Wake up, Lizzie - it's obvious he already has a girlfriend' was all she had replied. Enough to make me tremble with sickening realisation. I'd been played. Charmed, dined and wooed. And I’d fallen for it hook, line and sinker. 
 
   There probably wasn't even a business trip to Hong Kong or Abu Dhabi. And if there was, his wife or his partner was likely to be sitting by his very side, unaware that he'd planned to shamelessly seduce me. The phone call he'd received at our very first dinner had been the red flag, yet I’d stupidly dismissed Mel's theory, eager to see him again. What a foolish woman I’d been. 
 
   Coco stopped pacing alongside me, tilting her tiny head upwards to look at me. Bending down I scooped her up, allowing the small, wet, puppy kisses against my face. Fuck Edward; I didn't need him anyway. I had Coco for kisses and laughter. At least for another week. 
 
   Three hours later, with my notes and Ronnie's brief secured in my handbag, I made my way to the Venetia Plaza Hotel. As I approached the exit into the centre of Marbella, the grandeur presence of the newly built hotel could be spotted half a mile away. They had certainly done a wonderful job of the concept. 
 
   On approach, I passed through two marble archways until I reached the Venetian style façade, complimented by an extremely large, ornate water feature at its entrance. Mosaic gold and silver flooring added elegance and exclusivity alongside exotic trees and shrubbery.  Parking beside a construction lorry, I noticed the sandy beach and blue sea just visible near to the hotel's pool area. 
 
   As I’d agreed to meet Sasha in the main lobby, I took the opportunity to walk the longer route towards the entrance. Even though the hotel was still under construction, it was evident that a huge amount of financing and energy had gone into the project. The attention to detail was unsurpassable, even in its incomplete state. 
 
   Reaching the main entrance, I walked into a vast high ceilinged space to be greeted by walls of water and an oversized statue of a bronzed centurion. A woman with sharp elfin features and hair pulled back so tightly that she'd given herself a face lift, was speaking loudly into her mobile. 
 
   'I don't care. I was told that Teddy or another member of the board would be here this week to oversee things. Once again it's been left to me.' Her pointed jaw was tightening with each word. 
 
   Stepping into her line of view to make her aware of my presence, she raised her finger to me and continued speaking. 
 
   'I know it's my job but I will not be held responsible if the board isn't happy with the overall design. I have a meeting now with an independent agency regarding marketing. We'll have to continue this conversation later.' She hung up the call and smiled politely walking towards me. 
 
   Up close, I realised Sasha wasn’t as young as I'd originally assumed her to be. Her eyes were dark and thundery. Extending my hand I announced myself, expecting a warm exchange. 
 
   'Yes, I know who you are. Let's get started on the tour. The photo shoot is already underway' she commanded, ignoring my outstretched hand. Reaching for her clipboard, she buttoned up her black blazer. 
 
   The tour droned on steadily, Sasha's monotone voice lulling me into a bored state. It was hard to believe this was the same woman I'd had email dealings with. The hint of humour and wit displayed in her written communication was a far cry from the flat energy she exuded. After the first hour I'd already seen most of the important areas that would be included in the review, including the mesmerising indoor garden area, with colourful plantation and water features. 
 
   Workmen and builders continued to go about their jobs around us, oblivious to Sasha's critical stares in their direction. She led me to one of the superior show suites, currently playing host to the design team and photo shoot. 
 
   'That's it babe, just move that cushion a bit to the left' a gruff male voice called out from behind a free standing light reflector. 
 
   Sasha clapped her hands loudly in an attempt to demand the attention of all those present. Her ridiculous endeavour gained sly glances and little co-operation. 
 
   'Let's take five minutes everyone. I need to check the shots so far' said the gruff voice again. 
 
   Grateful for the reprieve from Sasha's rising tension, I walked towards where the voice was situated, obscured behind the light reflector. Coming face to face with the mystery photographer, a hint of a smile played on my lips. The momentum of surprise almost rendered me breathless. Mr 17A was stood staring back at me.  
 
   'You. What are you doing here?' he asked stunned, his face paling. Sasha joined us as I looked in confusion at Mr 17A, my smile vanishing.  
 
   'David, I see you've already met Lizzie? 
 
   David. Mr 17A was called David. I hadn’t paid any attention to his business card since our airport rendezvous - it was undoubtedly somewhere at the bottom of my handbag. Except David didn't look as pleased to see me as I would have expected. He shrugged, lowering his eyes. 
 
   'Yes, we met at the airport' I volunteered, watching as David began to wring his hands. He was acting very strangely indeed. No hint of the helpful, dashing stranger that I’d met five days previously. 
 
   A tall blonde girl entered the room, her silky hair swaying around her shoulders. 
 
   'Here you go' she said in a strong Australian accent, passing David a cup of coffee. Sasha watched with interest, a slight smirk on her lips. 
 
   'Fergie' she said to the tall blonde. 'Meet Lizzie'. Fergie's face lit up into a broad smile as she moved across to shake my hand. 
 
   'Hi, nice to meet you' I said, whilst discreetly surveying the room and its fixtures. David remained quiet, fiddling with his camera, unable to look up. What was his problem? 
 
   Sasha took out her notepad, walking towards David to review the photo's he was staring intently at. She turned back towards me with a glint in her eye. 
 
   'Fergie heads up my design team. She's an absolute star.'   
 
   'I don't disbelieve it, you only need to look around to see what an amazing job you've done' I replied generously.  Fergie giggled, a small smile of pride forming on her face. Sasha agreed, nodding.  
 
   'Yes, especially now that her husband David is here to do the photo shoot, capturing all that hard work' she looked at me purposefully.  
 
   The sharp intake of breath from David was enough to cause all three of us to look in his direction.  
 
   Lying creep. He was married. He'd gone out of his way to try to be a knight in shining armour at the airport and yet he was already involved. I looked again at Fergie. Tall, beautiful and talented.  Blissfully unaware of what a letch her husband was. My hands trembled in anger and my voice cracked as I forced a chuckle. 
 
   ‘Let's hope David does Fergie justice with his photos. I wouldn’t want her hard work going to waste.'  
 
   Sasha smiled at me tightly. 'Right, I think that's just about everything. Shall we make our way downstairs to tie things up?' 
 
   Ignoring the smug, satisfied look on her face and glancing one last time at David in disbelief, I nodded my agreement and followed her out of the room. 
 
   The next hour was spent discussing proposed content, layout and photo options to be included in the review and by the time we were finished, I was looking forward to getting back to the villa. My energy had been spent. The thought of a home cooked meal and a chilled glass of wine, far more appealing than any date with a man. 
 
   Driving home, I allowed the fears that had burrowed themselves deep after my split with Will, to resurface. Could any man be trusted? 
 
   Too anguished to think about Edward and riled by David’s deviousness, I let out a painful sigh. If staying single meant protecting myself from being made a fool of, or having my heart squeezed as if in a vice, then I was willing to embrace the aloneness. Being in love was far too complicated.
 
    
 
   

 
   

CHAPTER TWENTY FOURMy Taxi approached the queue of expensive cars lining up outside the venue to park. I was looking forward to my evening of drinks with Soreena. Any thoughts of men and deception had been pushed to the back of my mind. Tonight was about enjoying myself. 
 
   Large naked flames burned brightly from granite holders either side of Silks doorway as the Taxi drew closer. A mixture of international guests poured out through its entrance, champagne in ice buckets prominent fixtures on outdoor tables. I recognised faces from the crème of the Marbella social scene.  Slightly visible through the smoky windows and gold signage, a throng of people sipped cocktails and danced amongst themselves. 
 
   With my new tight white and navy striped dress, deeply tanned skin and platform heels, I felt confident I would blend well. 
 
   'Just here will be fine.' I instructed the driver. 
 
   Immediately pulling to a halt, the Spanish driver turned off the engine and pointed at the metre. Opening my purse, I paid him the extortionate fare before smoothing down my hair and carefully getting out of the Taxi.  
 
   Confidently striding the few metres towards the buzzing entrance, I noticed a group of stylish Scandinavian men on the sofa to the right of the doorway. On approach, one of the men gave a nudge and distinctive nod in my direction. I averted my eyes, smiling coyly and throwing my shoulders back to enhance my impressive cleavage. Tonight I was feeling sexy and I wanted everybody to know it. Lizzie had landed and was ready to party. 
 
   My feet had other ideas. With each step, my new shoes loosened, threatening to fly off.  Carrying on striding purposefully towards the roped entrance, I tried gripping the inner sole with my toes. Surely it wasn’t possible for my feet to have shrunk in the six hours since I'd purchased them? I would have to head straight for the ladies loo and stuff out the toe area with toilet tissue. Already my glamorous image was fast disintegrating. 
 
   The burly Colombian bouncer stepped aside to allow me access into the heaving bar brimming with an array of people, most of whom were pleasing to the eye and sporting designer clothes and watches.   
 
   Soreena had said she and H would be located in the quieter, back area of the bar. I looked to the raised platforms at the far end adorned with crystal chandeliers and purple velvet seating. Under the glistening crystal, Soreena could easily be spotted in a bright fuchsia dress; her long blonde hair curled into a wild messy mane. She looked stunning. 
 
   Weaving through the crowd and catching many sly looks from competitive women and flirtatious men, I headed for the platform. The small, well built man gazing adoringly at Soreena was clearly smitten. Stepping up onto the raised floor, I smiled broadly at Soreena and her date. 
 
   'Hi.' Soreena stood up to greet me, kissing me on both cheeks. It had only been a few days since our lunch date but she looked slightly slimmer and radiant. H was clearly doing her a world of good. As if on cue, he stood up beside her. 
 
   'Hello babe, nice to meet you.’ His stocky frame, broken nose and square jaw gave him a masculine rough edge. Reaching across to kiss me on the cheek I was surprised by his broad East London accent. 
 
   I seated myself next to Soreena in full view of the bar. H stepped past me, his aftershave wafting heavily in the air. 
 
   'What you drinking babe?' he asked stepping down from the platform and signalling to the waitress nearby. A man with manners. I liked him already. 
 
   'I'll have a peach Bellini please.' I reached across to the slightly damp serviette next to Soreena's drink and discreetly scrunched it into a ball. 
 
   'What are you doing?' Soreena asked forehead furrowed. I ignored her; slipping off my shoe under the table and reaching down to put the damp ball inside. 
 
   'Much better' I said testing the shoes tighter fit. 'I've got shoe issues - keep slipping off as I walk' I said turning around to ensure H was out of earshot. Soreena caught on.  
 
   'So' she asked excitedly. 'What do you think? First impression?' 
 
   'He's very manly, I don’t think you'll be getting into any trouble with him taking care of you' I joked. 'Plus I like his manners. Straight up to the bar to get me a drink and refill yours too' I said approvingly. Soreena nodded happily. 
 
   'I know, I keep wanting to pinch myself. I can’t believe I've met someone so nice.' 
 
   H was back within minutes, passing us our drinks. The queue for the bar was at least two persons deep and it hadn’t gone unnoticed that he'd managed to get served immediately. 
 
   Sitting opposite to Soreena and I, he spent the majority of time focusing on Soreena as he spoke, his sharp sense of humour causing us both to laugh heartily and often. Soreena seemed very taken with his supposed role as an import/export entrepreneur. I suspected otherwise.  He didn’t strike me as the type to know how to turn on a computer, let alone run a successful business. I kept my opinion to myself, cautious of bursting Soreena's love struck bubble. 
 
   I sipped my third fizzy peach Bellini and allowed myself to take pleasure in the light headedness that engulfed me. I set my head back against the cushioned wall and stretched out my legs. It had been lovely spending time in H's company but the bar was heaving and the music upbeat and danceable. I was desperate to get up and enjoy myself, not sit and play the gooseberry in a love nest. 
 
   Excusing myself, I stood, picking up the remainder of my drink and stepping down to the bar area, with the intention of circuiting the room before heading towards the toilets. 
 
   A pretty brunette smiled at me as I tried to push past her, her eyes swiftly travelling from my face down to my cleavage. She flicked her hair across to the side. 
 
   'Hey sexy, do you want to dance?' she asked provocatively. 
 
   Wincing, I quickly looked behind me in the hope she was talking to somebody else. No such luck. Her eyes were fixed on me. Gripping my drink tighter, I glared ahead. There were enough men present to provide me with a daily date for the next six months, yet I had attracted a woman. I diverted and headed straight for the ladies loo. A sudden urgency overcame me to check I didn’t have a large 'I want muff' sign written on my forehead.   
 
   The dimly lit toilet was already occupied. Standing against the door frame, I observed my profile in the large floor length mirror opposite. Thankfully my make-up had remained in place and my hair had kept its volume. I smiled smugly, pleased with my reflection. It wasn't often I had a look good, feel good evening, and the mirror didn’t lie. No wonder women were also interested. I felt a light elbow nudge in my ribs. 
 
   'Mind if I join you babe?' H said, sidling up against me. Close. Too close. 
 
   Resting himself against the door frame and crossing his arms, he looked side on into my face, his diamond encrusted watch reflecting in the mirror. 
 
   'I never knew Soreena had such good looking friends' he said fixing me with a flirtatious stare.  
 
   I stiffened. Was he hitting on me?  
 
   'Where's Soreena?' I asked changing the subject.  
 
   The toilet flushed from behind the doorway and I heard the water faucet being turned on. Thank goodness I wouldn’t have to stand here alone with him for much longer. His heavy aftershave was making me feel nauseous. His close presence unnerving me. 
 
   I looked pointedly at him, waiting for a response to my question. H had taken his mobile out of his pocket and was staring intently at the screen.  
 
   'Are you listening to me? I asked where Soreena is?' Irritation filled my voice. H continued staring at his mobile, face pale. Distracted, he slowly looked up.  
 
   'Erm, she's at the table still' he said placing his mobile back into his pocket. 'I need to quickly meet a client outside, do me a favour and tell Soreena I’ll be back in a bit.'  He reached into his back pocket pulling out a wad of money and unpeeled four fifty Euro notes.  
 
   'Here, take this and buy yourselves a bottle of champagne' he pushed the fifty's into my hand, his fingers lingering slightly too long on mine. Instinctively I pulled my hand away, suspicions confirmed. I hadn’t been imagining it; he was definitely making a move on me.  
 
   'Save me a glass, babe.' Winking at me, he reached his hand to tenderly move a piece of stray hair from my face, oblivious to my flinch. 'This party is only just getting started.'  
 
   The door opened behind me and with it came an unpleasant waft, penetrating the air. A blonde woman in her forties wearing a short red dress stumbled past me, clearly drunk and sniffing uncontrollably. Steadying her weight against the wall, she tried to discreetly check her nostrils in the large mirror. Both H and I stepped out of her way, watching in amusement. She turned suddenly, catching me looking at her. 
 
   'Got no powder on me nose, have I darling?' she said, tilting her head back to provide me with a full view of her inner nostrils.  
 
   Shaking my head in disgust, I backed into the toilet. Some women really have no shame. She was undoubtedly high on cocaine. I slammed the door shut leaving her standing there in a drunken, drug induced faze; I caught H fixing me one last time with his intent stare.  
 
   By the time I exited the toilet, H was no longer to be seen. Panic arose inside of me. I had a dilemma. It would be more than awkward to tell Soreena about his obvious pass at me. Yet I couldn’t lie, Soreena would sense something was wrong between us.  
 
   I needed to find H and set things straight. If he wasn’t interested in Soreena then he needed to be honest with her. She'd been through far too much to be messed around by a big shot in a Rolex.  
 
   Walking back towards the platform area, I was relieved to see that Soreena was talking animatedly with two women. The relaxed laughter assured me that she knew them. I continued straight past the table, towards the exit.  
 
   The night air was humid and close as I stepped out onto the terrace. The crowd had emptied and the sofas were now accommodating those wanting to relax. Passing the heated flames, I stepped onto the sidewalk. 
 
   H couldn’t have gone too far; it was unlikely he would be meeting his client in another area. I looked up the street noticing a large black limousine parked on the corner. Heading towards the car was a small figure. I could just make out H by his distinctive bowled walk. If I was quick, I could catch him up and say my piece. 
 
   My heels clipped the pavement as I did my best to run along behind him. My breasts were struggling to stay put in my gel boost bra. Clamping my arms across my chest I gradually closed distance. The street lights had faded and the empty road echoed my footsteps. 
 
   'H! Please wait up.' I called out. He stopped walking and looked around in surprise.  
 
   'Lizzie, what you doing here?' he raised his hands in surprised fury. 'Go back inside' his face was thunderous.  Taking a step back, I chuckled sarcastically. 
 
   'Shouldn’t that be what are you doing?!' I said incredulously. How dare he be annoyed at my behaviour, when he was the one with the audacity to flirt whilst on a date with my friend.     
 
   Did he really think I’d be interested in him? He didn’t have a patch on Edward. Despite the fact that Edward had recently been relegated to my no hope list. 
 
   Headlights blinded me as the black limousine engine suddenly started up in front of us and the passenger door of the car shot open. A large man, dressed head to toe in black wearing a balaclava jumped out.  A chill glided through me, as palpitations filled my chest.  H lunged forward pushing me forcefully into the road, his voice filled with fear.  
 
   'Run Lizzie!'  
 
   Caught off guard by the force, I stumbled backwards hitting the concrete floor. Breathtaking pain shot through my back, my shoe flying off in the opposite direction. Up ahead I could see H being manhandled into the back of the limousine. Trembling, I tried desperately to crawl towards the pavement. 
 
   Before I realised what was happening, arms were lifting me up from behind, out of the road.  Strong arms carrying me to safety. Relief flooded through me as tears began spilling down my face. Thanking the heavens that I was safe, I surrendered myself to the control. 
 
   'Please help my friend' I pleaded to my mystery hero, frantically trying to get my bearings of how far I was from the black limousine. 
 
   'Hurry up and get her in the car' a gruff Latino voice said from behind me. I stiffened. The arms tightened around me and a black car door came into view. 
 
   'No, no please.' My voice didn’t sound like it belonged to me. I wanted to feel brave and courageous but it wasn’t like I had seen in the movies; I was being kidnapped.  
 
   Trying desperately to think of a way to escape, my mind remained blank. With only one shoe and a short tight dress, the odds were stacked against me.  I punched forward with my right fist. It hit air. Kicking backwards hard with my left shoe, I felt it come into contact with something. 
 
   'Ouch! You stupid bitch. Get in the car' came the voice of my offender. I was shoved head first into the car onto the leather seat next to H. His hands had been bound and his lip was bleeding.  
 
   'Lizzie, don’t panic, it'll be OK' he said, his voice wavering. I could sense his fear. 
 
   Two more men with balaclavas got into the car, one of them propping me up and binding my wrists. I didn’t have the energy to argue. Looking down, I saw my dress was smeared with dirt and my big toenail was bleeding. One of the men pushed past me and sat near to H. 
 
   The engine started up and the car began to move.  
 
   'Please, where are you taking us?' I whimpered. I didn’t want to die. It wasn’t my time yet. I still had so much to do. Edward's face came into my mind. I hadn’t even had a chance to walk down the aisle, and my life was going to be cruelly cut short by three fat Latino men in balaclavas.  
 
   The fat Latino finished binding my wrists and pointed at H. 
 
   'Why don’t you ask your little friend Malcolm here' he said aggressively.  
 
   Malcolm? Who was Malcolm? Confusion clouded my thoughts for a moment; then clarity set in. Oh my goodness - they'd made a mistake. They had mistaken H for a stranger called Malcolm. 
 
   Probably some petty criminal that owed them drugs or money. I felt a glimmer of hope for the first time in five minutes. 
 
   'You've got it all wrong. We don’t know a Malcolm!' I said loudly, looking towards H for support. Ignoring my comment, he remained suspiciously quiet and continued looking at the floor. The fat Latino nearest to me, shook his head, laughing.  
 
   'Silly woman, you've no idea what you're talking about.' 
 
   'Leave her alone.' H said, looking up timidly and shuffling forward in his seat. The man in the balaclava nearest to him punched him hard in the stomach. 
 
   'Where’s the fucking money Malcolm?' he screamed, before pulling H closer to him and threatening to hit him again.  
 
   I couldn’t bear to watch. Poor H was being mercilessly beaten for something he had no involvement in. Who on earth was this Malcolm they kept talking about? H doubled over, whimpering. 
 
   'I'm sorry, I’ll get the money. Please just let me go, I’ll get the money.'  
 
   I admired H for his tactic; pretending to play along in the hope we'd be freed. The car came to an abrupt stop. My stomach churned. This was it. We'd been driven to a desolate area in the middle of nowhere and would now be executed. Instead of Malcolm, who was probably somewhere in Marbella sitting in his Jacuzzi, sipping on champagne. 
 
   Grabbing H's wrist, one of the men ripped off his watch in a swift movement. 
 
   'What’s this piece of fake shit?' he said, inspecting the watch before stamping on it. 'You think you can go around playing the big man, huh Malcolm? Yet you owe Mr Flavio 200k. Well Mr Flavio ain't playing no game here. You understand? He wants his MONEY.' 
 
   Ears ringing from the abusive language of the kidnappers, I stared at the watch smithereens on the carpeted floor of the car.  A blue plastic mechanism stared back at me. The watch was fake? 
 
   A large wet patch started to appear at the crotch of H's trousers and the smell of ammonia filled the car, stinging my nostrils. The Latino's started laughing.  
 
   'You've pissed yourself, you chicken' they taunted, digging each other playfully in the ribs. 'Your friend Malcolm's pissed his pants.'  
 
   I looked at H and realisation dawned on me, as his eyes pleaded into mine for compassion. 
 
   'You're not called H are you?' I seethed. ‘You’re Malcolm, aren’t you?' I had a sudden urge to bolt forward and kick him in the balls.  
 
   Laughing to myself in disbelief, I recalled my earlier conversation with Soreena. H was known throughout the coast as a successful socialite. He was respected for his business acumen and gentlemanly ways. Yet here he was now, with ammonia soaked trousers, pleading to three limited vocabulary Latino brute's. If only Soreena could see his macho façade at this moment. 
 
   Opening the car door, I was pushed forward. 'Get out.' 
 
   Heart pounding, I stumbled from the car onto sandy terrain. The floor felt cool against my one bare foot, as I struggled to balance the other leg in my four inch platform shoe. My dress had ridden up to reveal the top of my thighs. H was dragged out beside me.  
 
   'Please don’t hurt me.' He sank to his knees crying. Bile rose in my throat. I was managing to keep what little dignity I had left. If I was going to suffer my fate then I would accept and embrace it.  
 
   The tallest of the Latino men hoisted H to his feet again and undid the bindings around his wrists. Sensing the man closest to me move forward, I flinched, squeezing my eyes shut. I didn’t want to know what he was going to do to me. He grabbed my hands cutting my wrists loose of the rope. 
 
   'Stop crying you pussy' he looked towards H. 'We are letting you and the girl go. This is your last warning. You have until Monday to get the money. Or else.' The way he said else made me shiver.  
 
   I watched in shock as they walked towards the car and got in, one of them spitting in H's direction before closing the door. The engine started up and the limo drove slowly away as I turned towards H, feeling like a woman possessed. My hands were trembling with trauma. H looked at me sheepishly. 
 
   'Lizzie please, you've got to understand’ he began. I cut him off mid flow, anger fuelling me. 
 
   'Oh yes, I understand.' I spat my words at him, fury descending upon me like a black cloud. 'You're just the same as your watch. A fake exterior to try and impress people when really you're just a small time crook called Malcolm.'  
 
   I, being one of those people that had unwittingly fallen for his charade, resulting in kidnap and verbal abuse. Not to mention also getting stranded in the middle of nowhere with a torn dress, one shoe and grazed limbs.  
 
   Taking off my remaining shoe, I reached up and knotted my long hair into a bun. I had no intention of staying in the sandy deserted area where we'd been dumped. Realistically I only had two choices. Go left or go right. Looking up at the approaching sunrise, the decision was made for me. The right direction was bathed more in light. I'd go right. At least I’d top up my tan on the long walk home. Wherever home was. H limped forlornly behind me.  
 
   'Lizzie please... just listen.'  
 
   Ignoring him, I carried on walking. Wincing with each painful step as small stones dug into my feet, my appreciation for cushioned soles and fluffy slippers blossomed.  
 
   Exhaustion set in and I stopped for a moment allowing my eyes to adjust to the breaking twilight. Moments later, adrenalin and relief flooded through me as I spotted a small farmhouse dotted on the horizon. If I could reach the farm, I could take shelter in one of the barns and rehydrate with milk from the cattle.  
 
   Instantly rebuking myself, I stopped my train of thought. I was unmistakably still tipsy and dehydration was setting in fast, muddling my mind. A small laugh escaped from my throat at the thought of my mother finding me sleeping in a haystack, and talking to a goat. 
 
   Aware that H's footsteps had quietened behind me some time ago, I turned around, my mouth dropping open at the sight of him speaking into his mobile. Enraged, I swiftly ran back in his direction, the small stones underfoot no longer an issue. I was just in time to catch the end of his conversation ordering a Taxi to collect him.  
 
   'You have your bloody mobile?!' I raged at him furiously. I had been walking at least ten minutes and the whole time he'd had his mobile and didn’t think to inform me. 
 
   'Yes, well, I was trying to tell you to stop walking. I wanted to work out where we are so I could call a Taxi. Except you wouldn’t listen and insisted on hobbling in front' he replied, reaching into his back pocket and pulling out money. Gritting my teeth, I sat down on a nearby rock. 
 
   'I suppose you forgot to tell me you had huge amounts of cash too' I said sarcastically. 
 
   'Shut up, Lizzie. The Taxi will be here soon. We're not actually that far from the town. It's a good job I have GPS in this phone' he handed me the mobile, pointing at the map on the screen. 
 
   Disbelief stumped me for words for a few seconds. 
 
   'Oh, so not only did you have cash and a mobile. You had GPS too. How very convenient' my voice cracked with anger. 
 
   I had a sudden overwhelming urge to impart the same fate on his mobile as the kidnappers had to his watch, but I stopped myself. I needed a lift home and he was my only option. I only hoped that Soreena hadn’t called the police since our mysterious moonlight flit. Even more so I hoped she'd taken my bag home with her. The chances of it remaining safely untouched on the bar seat were very slim. 
 
   Cool, early morning air chilled our skin and it felt like we'd been waiting for weeks by the time the Taxi appeared. Stomping barefoot and eagerly towards it, I got into the front seat, giving the driver orders to drop me home first, leaving H to sit in the back of the car. 
 
   'Lizzie please, we can't let Soreena know about this.’ H let his voice trail off, aware the driver was looking at him in the rear view mirror. He leaned forward and whispered 'or the police.'  
 
   I folded my arms and stared forward, unable to meet his eyes. Silence ensued between us. I'd let him sweat for a while. If he honestly thought I was going to involve the police and risk getting kidnapped for a second time, he was very mistaken. I had heard all sorts about informants; fingernails being ripped away, ears chewed off and limbs being cut into pieces. I suddenly had a new found appreciation for my body. My earlobes were quite pretty on the contrary.  
 
   'Fine, I won't say a word to anyone' I said steadily, pausing. 'On the condition that you think up a plausible explanation to Soreena for our disappearance'.  
 
   Not twenty minutes later we approached my mother's villa. For once I was thankful she was a late riser and didn’t insist on locking the terrace doors. The car came to a stop and for the first time in an hour I felt able to breathe normally. Quietly making my way out of the Taxi, I pushed the car door gently closed, but not before turning to look squarely at H. 
 
   'Do not dare to fabricate a story to Soreena that we left together or spent the night together' I warned. ‘I also want my bag back in one piece. If not the deals off.' I quietly tiptoed up the driveway towards the house, tired and frustrated. 
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   

 
   

CHAPTER TWENTY FIVEStella had her back to her computer monitor and was staring mindlessly out of the window. The office was small but stylishly decorated. A lime green chaise lounge took pride of place on the far wall adjacent to her desk, underneath a heavy square mirror. Retro light fittings and white Louis IV replica furniture completed the modern, chic look. Even the desk chair on which Stella sat had cost a small fortune. Cindy had expensive taste and it reflected in her choice of interior design. 
 
   The phone on Stella's desk startled her thoughts as its loud, ringing tone penetrated the silence. Begrudgingly she spun around and picked up the handset, adopting the voice she reserved for clients.  
 
   'Good Morning, Cee Cee Catering.' 
 
   'Stella it’s me. I'm running late - can you cover for me if Cindy calls?' Chris' breathless voice pleaded down the phone. 
 
   Irritated by the interruption, Stella snapped 'Yes, fine. Just don’t be too long' and replaced the receiver. 
 
   The feelings she had for Chris were fast becoming short lived. She hadn’t expected the relationship to develop past the fun, flirtation stage and Chris seemed to be falling in love with her. Every waking moment was wracked with guilt lately. She was putting her marriage at jeopardy and Miles was becoming suspicious of her mood swings. She couldn’t keep up the pretence for much longer. She'd have to make a choice. Miles or Chris. 
 
   A brief look at her inbox told her that there were forty three unopened emails to deal with, not to mention the already endless work list which had to be worked through. Stella felt numb.     
 
   Her broken sleep owed to the fact that she had once again wrestled with the idea of resigning. It was the only way she could distance herself from Chris. Cindy would be devastated. Two years of hard work together had made the business a success. She would feel let down. Stella also knew her job was her saviour. She couldn’t imagine working alongside anybody else. Cindy was not only her boss but her good friend.  
 
   Stella sank back against the white mesh of her chair.  She'd have to tell Chris that things were over. Miles and her children had to come first. She'd been a fool to even get swept up in Chris' web.  
 
   Stella knew in her heart of hearts that Miles truly adored her and despite his lack of attention recently, he would go to the ends of the earth for her. It wasn’t his fault the merger was taking up all of his energy. Even the children had said that daddy didn’t seem to be spending as much time with them. They hadn't taken the opportunity to go and find themselves an alternative father figure, though. Stella had made up her mind. As soon as Chris arrived in the office, she'd have to break the news. 
 
   Clearer headed and feeling lighter now that the decision was made, Stella steadily began replying to emails and calling clients, her deft self slowly returning. 
 
   The door swung open behind her shortly after eleven. Stella's stomach clenched and her face paled. Chris had arrived. She finished typing her sentence before turning around and bracing herself for the conversation she was about to have. 
 
   'Morning' her boss Cindy breezed, kicking the door shut behind her with her foot as she shook off her coat. 
 
   Stella groaned. Cindy never came to the office much, and the one day of the week that she had chosen to put an appearance, was the very day which Stella needed alone with Chris. 
 
   Cindy looked at Stella's worried face. 
 
   'Are you feeling OK?' she asked walking towards her desk. 'You look pale.' 
 
   Stella replaced her frown with a smile.  
 
   'Yes I'm great. Just trying to work on that order for Harpers and it's taking longer than I expected' she lied. Cindy nodded her head and walked towards her office. 
 
   'Tell me about it; I had them calling me all of yesterday, making additional requests' she said, looking towards Chris' desk. She inclined her head in the direction of the desk. 'Where's Chris?' Stella shrugged her shoulders and lifted her palms. 
 
   'No idea, running a bit late I suppose' she said as uninterested as she could muster. 
 
   'OK. Well I’m going to get cracking on the Rogerson proposal' Cindy replied, settling herself down against her bureau and opening her laptop. 
 
   Stella nodded and focused back on her screen, her stomach tightening and tears threatening to appear. The talk with Chris would just have to wait until tomorrow.  
 
    
 
   

 
   

CHAPTER TWENTY SIXMy mother eyed me wearily as I made my way into the kitchen, the events of the previous night still plaguing me.  I had lain awake for the remainder of the early hours in a state of utter disbelief. Any hope of catching much needed sleep had been cut short upon the arrival of my mother's aerobics group, hosted on the terrace. It had provided a slight distraction watching both men and women of varying ages prance around in ridiculous outfits to my mother's commands. Yet now it was over, the thoughts of H, the kidnap and Edward were resurfacing themselves. 
 
   Unaware of my ordeal, my mother proceeded to prepare me a large breakfast and suggest various plans for the day ahead. I stared tiredly and absentmindedly out of the window; zoning out from her voice. 
 
   'Coco's really taken a likening to you darling' my mother said as Coco snuggled into my lap with a small sigh, tucking her paws beneath her. 
 
   'Stella called last night when you were out. Nothing much to tell you. The children were in bed so I didn’t get to speak to them. Apparently she and Miles are looking into a short holiday away somewhere.'  
 
   I spun my head around to face my mother; senses suddenly heightened. Stella and Miles were planning a break away, together? That possibly meant that Stella had seen sense and ended her office flirtation, concentrating instead on rebuilding her marriage.  
 
   Trying to keep the relief from my voice, I gently moved Coco to the floor and walked across to the sink.  
 
   'That'll be nice for them. Stella's seemed a little stressed lately; the rest and recoup will be good for her.'  
 
   My mother nodded distractedly in agreement, cracking eggs into a frying pan. 
 
   'Yes, she's not been herself lately. I’ve noticed during our phone conversations she's been a bit snappy but I take no notice. She does work hard, our Stella. It's natural to get stressed.' 
 
   Shaking my head in annoyance, I turned away from her. As always Stella was the prodigal daughter. She couldn’t do any wrong in my mother's eyes. Even if she did find out about Stella's misdemeanour she would make excuses for her.  
 
   I, on the other hand, couldn’t do enough to earn my mother's approval. I shuddered thinking about how she'd react knowing that I was involved in a kidnap. Furthermore, that I was one of the very few people that really knew of H's secret life as Malcolm, the petty criminal. 
 
   Yawning, I took another sip of my strong coffee, stomach churning at the sight of the greasy breakfast my mother was dishing onto a plate for me. My life had been on an upward trend; my work unexpectedly fulfilling, the short lived romance with Edward giving me hope, and the trip to Spain a much needed time for adventure and fun. Why couldn’t anything go to plan? Even my friendship with Soreena was hanging in the balance. She hadn’t responded to any of my calls. 
 
   'Don't forget the charity auction is tomorrow evening darling. I suggest we go shopping for a suitable dress later this afternoon' my mother said, placing the full plate of food in front of me. 
 
   Damn. I had totally forgotten about the charity auction. The icing on my currently stale cake. Tickets had already been purchased and my name had been added to the guest list. Excusing myself at this late stage wouldn’t be a possibility. I would have no choice but to attend.  
 
   'OK, let's go shopping later. I have a few bits of work to tie up this morning' picking up my knife and fork I cut into the overcooked bacon.  
 
   Lying didn’t come easily to me but it was the better alternative than being honest with my mother. She wouldn’t understand my need to be alone. I couldn’t think of anything more apt than locking myself away for a couple of hours and processing all that I’d been through in the past week. My mother reached for her handbag. 
 
   'Eat up. I’m popping out now to meet friends. Let's both try and be ready for when I get back, around two.' She walked towards the back door before turning around a final time. 'Sampson is at the gym, he should be back in another hour so you've a while to yourself.' 
 
   As soon as my mother left, I threw the remains of my breakfast into the dustbin. Climbing the stairs up to the first floor bedroom I was currently occupying, I was grateful for the hour of peace that stretched before me. Not only did I feel drained, I felt emotionally flat. Devoid of any feeling on my life and situation. 
 
   Coco joined me on the bed as I stared up towards the ceiling, watching rainbow colours dance on the wall as the crystal light fitting refracted sunshine. 
 
   Psychic Rose had told me that there would be a great reveal in Spain. Was that connected in some way to my kidnapping? And how far off was the mystery new love she had referred to?  In less than five months I would turn twenty nine and any hope of being married before the age of thirty was fast becoming slim. 
 
   My mobile phone shrilled loudly, causing Coco to scuttle hurriedly from her position beside me and out of the room.  Annoyed at the interruption I grabbed the handset, seeing an unknown caller ID displayed.   
 
   Tutting in frustration, I answered, knowing that it would be yet another call from one of Sasha's team regarding the hotel feature. 
 
   'Hello?' I snapped, not caring that my attitude wasn't professional. I'd spent more than enough hours going over the free marketing proposal for the launch. It wasn't fair to allow it to also cut into my holiday leave. 
 
   'Lizzie it's me.' My heart stopped beating as a burst of emotion sent waves through my entire being. Edward. My voice softened at the sound of him, unable to resist the feeling of hope and excitement. 
 
   'Edward, I wasn’t expecting to hear from you' my words were barely audible. The anger and dejection I’d felt for the last couple of days replaced with a feeling of vulnerability. 
 
   'Babe, I'm so sorry. I know I said I’d call and I didn’t. Something happened' he said slowly. His voice was filled with raw emotion. Concern rippled through me. Was he hurt? 
 
   'What's happened? Are you OK?' 
 
   'I'm fine, shocked at first, but now I’m OK. It's not really something I can discuss over the phone. I need to see you. Tell you everything.' He waited for me to answer as my heart pounded in my chest. The silence seemed to pass between us for moments before I found the right words. 
 
   'OK, let's meet but I'm not home for another four days. My flight doesn’t get in until Thursday morning.' 
 
   'Coincidence or fate' Edward laughed. 'Neither does mine. I'm on the eleven o’clock into Gatwick; let’s meet there? I’m flying out again soon after, so it's either then or waiting until the following Monday when I return?' he suggested.  
 
   Monday was another week away - I couldn’t wait that long. I needed to see Edward and I needed to hear his explanation.  
 
   'Let's meet at Gatwick, I think I arrive slightly earlier that you do. I'll wait for you in one of the coffee shops. Call me when you land’ I instructed eagerly. 
 
   'OK, see you Thursday.' I could hear the relief and joy in his voice as we said our goodbyes. 
 
   Placing my mobile on the bedside table, a sensation of intense satisfaction involuntarily passed through me. He hadn't forgotten me. He still wanted to meet me. Why would he suggest meeting at the airport if he already had a girlfriend travelling with him? Wouldn’t that make it highly difficult for him? Could it simply be that something had really happened to prevent him calling?  
 
   I'd felt the same connection during our phone call that I’d felt every time we spoke or met. A frission of energy. Something deep inside was telling me that I had to hear Edward out. I had four days remaining to ponder whether to reopen the door to love. I only hoped I hadn’t made a grave mistake in allowing a man to once again wreck havoc with my emotions. 
 
    
 
   

 
   

CHAPTER TWENTY SEVENMy mother was waiting impatiently for me in the living room, standing by the fireplace. She looked divine in a midnight blue floor length dress with a dragonfly shaped diamond encrusted broach, fixed delicately against it. Her face was thunderous. 
 
   'Where have you been? We're almost ready to leave' she scolded.  
 
   My eyes flitted towards Sampson relaxing in a chair on the terrace, his cravat not yet tied, smoking a cigarette. He didn’t look any more in a rush than I did. Picking up the suit bag housing my exquisite gold sequinned dress, I folded it across my arm. 
 
   'Sorry I'm late; I've only got to put my dress on and I'm ready.' 
 
   My mother looked anxiously up at the clock above the fireplace, not seeming to have heard what I had said. She'd been acting strange for the last twenty four hours; it was unlike her to get nervous about attending a function. If anything, such an event would usually encourage her to become overly animated and excitable. 
 
   'Just hurry up. Be ready to leave in ten minutes' she snapped coolly at me. 
 
   I wasn’t going to entertain her mood. Walking out of the room, I rushed upstairs to slip on my dress. It hadn’t escaped my attention that my mother was wringing her hands nervously as I left the room. Something was very wrong. 
 
   ----------
 
   The dragonfly ball was being held in one of Marbella's most exclusive hotels. There was an air of excitement as we approached the venue. A red carpet had been laid out and photographers were fighting amongst themselves to get photos of the glitterati that graced the carpet. Amongst those attending, there was publicized to be various celebrities, a well known Hollywood movie star and even a Saudi prince.  
 
   My mother had been suspiciously quiet the entire journey. She looked fraught with nerves as we walked towards the carpet and the main entrance. This was her chance to shine. Every year she had attended this ball and never once had she failed to make an elaborate entrance, posing shamelessly for photos.  
 
   I walked slightly ahead. I had no desire to be photographed for magazines. My dress clung perfectly and the hairdresser had done a superb job pinning my hair into a loose twirled bun. I could only think of wanting Edward to be here with me. My heart fluttered at the thought of seeing him in less than three days.  
 
   Spending most of the previous day weighing up my feelings towards him, had led to the conclusion that the connection we had was worth putting myself in harm’s way for. If Edward wanted to play me, this would be his last chance. But deep inside, I knew Edward was about to make everything right. 
 
   The photographers snapped away, calling out for attention as I passed them. Half tempted to stop and pose, I quickly reconsidered as I almost tripped on the hem of my gown. I didn’t need my photograph in a magazine to make me feel special. Edward did that just by looking at me.   
 
   It had been no use trying to put him from my mind. Any attempt at romance in Spain had so far been disastrous. Nobody had measured up to him and I had to face facts; I had fallen slightly in love. 
 
   'Lizzie lift your shoulders back and stop walking like you're hunched over' my mother hissed from behind me. I turned to her with a quizzical look - she hadn’t stopped for the photographers?  
 
   'Why didn’t you get your photo taken?' I asked confused. My mother was acting more absurd by the minute. She'd usually be doing acrobatics at the flashing cameras. Instead she was busying herself with my composure. She looked at me like I'd asked a silly question. 
 
   'It’s not all about one having one's photos taken. There are more important things than one's ego' she chided, pushing her shoulders back and lifting her head a little higher.   
 
   Oh goodness - she was reverting to her posh voice already and we'd only just arrived. Sampson smiled knowingly at me, from beside her. I had never understood why she felt the need to change her way of speaking around people who intimidated her. I had once overheard her talking with a well known socialite and fondly refer to the royal family as 'distant relatives'.  Heaven only knows what the person must have thought, especially as my mother had been standing with a cigarette in one hand and an ashtray in the other.  
 
   The main ball area was themed as a winter's ice wonderland, despite it being late spring. As I followed my mother and Sampson across the small bridge towards the large marquee, it was like stepping into a movie set.  
 
   Swans swam in the small stream beneath us that ran through the lush garden, people on stilts moved around us dressed as icicles, snowflakes and wonderland creatures. The large waterfall had been frozen over and smoky dry ice with blue tinted lighting provided a surreal illusion. Large ice sculptures sat proudly around the venue amongst icy arrays of seafood, shellfish and cold meats. 
 
   I looked towards one of the fountains providing free flowing champagne as a waiter appeared, and as if sensing my need for a drink, handed me an already filled glass.  
 
   Spotting friends, my mother and Sampson headed off in their direction. I recognised the man as the Swedish one from my mother's gathering. The last thing I wanted was to spend another evening listening to his stories.  
 
   Walking over to the bar area, I sat down alone at one of the unoccupied tables. Soreena was due to be here anytime soon. I didn’t relish the idea of having to see H again, but since he'd been honest with her, it wasn’t my place to judge their relationship. If she wanted to be with him then that was her choice.  
 
   Thankful and relieved that she'd finally returned my calls and assured me there was no issue with our friendship, I didn’t want to push her any further on the matter.  
 
   My breathing quickened as I noticed Mark towards the far end of the crowd, his mother by his side and a tall elegant woman to his right, arm linked in his.  I hoped my mother didn’t spot them.  She'd be devastated. Despite informing her of Soreena's revelations on his sexual prowess, she still held out hope that I might change my mind and entertain him as a boyfriend. I hadn’t dared to let her know I’d already rejected him. She would undoubtedly see it as the biggest social faux pas I could inflict on her. 
 
   'Lizzie' Sampson whispered coming up behind me, catching me unawares. Spinning my head around smiling, we came face to face.  
 
   'You startled me' I said lightly, noticing that his usual relaxed demeanour had vanished, replaced with anxiety. He fiddled nervously with his cufflinks. 
 
   'What's wrong?' I kept my voice low, aware that a woman nearby was watching us with interest. Lowering his eyes his voice took on an urgent whisper. 
 
   'I wanted to get you on your own to ask you something whilst your mother isn't about.'  
 
   I felt my heart skip a beat. I had already managed to attract one disaster after another on this trip. Surely my mother's boyfriend wasn’t about to make a pass at me? Granted, he was attractive for an older man and his body would be strong competition against even the fittest of younger men. But I wasn’t interested.  
 
   Yet if he'd heard of my incident with Mark or my all night disappearance with H, maybe he assumed I was the type of woman that would be interested in a little fun on the side? 
 
   Butterflies of panic fluttered inside my stomach.  I needed to stop him before he made a huge mistake. My mother had never been this happy; if I was to ruin it for her I would never forgive myself. 
 
   'Sampson' I began calmly 'please don’t take this the wrong way because I think you're a lovely guy.' I held his eyes and continued ‘if I was maybe ten years older and you were single I could understand the attraction. But as it is, you're my mother’s boyfriend.' I said the words clearly and slowly, letting them hang ominously between us.  
 
   Sampson looked at me for a few seconds, wide eyed and unnaturally still, before bursting into laughter.  
 
   'Lizzie, you fool - I'm not interested in you! Lovely as you are, you could be my daughter’ he shook his head in disbelief, laughing loudly and attracting the attention of those nearby. 
 
   Heat spread like wildfire from my neck to my face. Flushed with embarrassment and mortified at my admission, I forced a playful chuckle and dismissively waved my hand at him, desperate not to look the fool that I felt inside. Reaching for my hand, Sampson's worried expression returned.  
 
   'What I did want to ask you is whether you'd accept me as your step-father?’ 
 
   I tried to register his question as silence descended between us. Shock rendered me speechless.  
 
   'You want permission to marry my mother?' Sampson was asking me for my mother's hand in marriage? Jumping up excitedly, I threw my arms around his shoulders and kissed him on the cheek.  
 
    'Oh Sampson! Of course you have my permission.'  
 
   My mother had finally met someone that wanted to marry her. Not only that, but he was a normal, loveable person. There was hope for me yet. If my mother had managed to steal Samspon's heart, then Edward was every bit as accessible for me. Sampson hugged me warmly. 
 
   'Shh, let's not make a scene; we don’t want your mother suspecting anything' he winked, grinning excitedly.  
 
   He pulled a small box from his pocket and secretively showed me the ring. The huge princess cut diamond threw off a rainbow of colours, as it reflected the light overhead. My mother would be ecstatic. She'd always dreamed of remarrying and with a diamond that size there was no chance of her turning down Sampson's proposal. Sampson gazed at the ring sentimentally.  
 
   'It's our three month anniversary today, so I thought it was a good occasion to ask her.' I nodded my agreement.  
 
   My mother had not only met someone who was caring, loving and funny but he also wasted no time in wanting her as his wife. I felt a sudden overwhelming emotion of yearning. Would this ever happen for me? Or was I destined for a life of solitude, forced to attend every annual charity ball with my mother and never a partner of my own? Before I had a chance to ask when Sampson would present the ring, I heard my mother's voice. 
 
   There you are, I've been looking for you two.' My mother came walking gracefully towards us. Sampson quickly slipped the ring box back into his pocket.  
 
   'I’m waiting for Soreena to arrive' I said, watching as my mother pulled out the chair next to Sampson and sat herself down. She looked distracted and picked nervously at her fingernails. 
 
   'Soreena's already here darling, she's looking for you. She said she'd argued with this new man of hers and looked quite upset if you ask me.'  
 
   I bristled. How had H already managed to upset Soreena despite me warning him she was in a delicate state? Biting down on my lip, I tried not to let my unease get the better of me. If H showed his face tonight, I would take great pleasure in letting everybody present know his real name and occupation. 
 
   'There's Soreena' my mother said, pointing towards the champagne fountain.  
 
   Soreena looked forlorn as I watched her refill her glass and drink the contents in one gulp. I recognised the intent. She was on a self destruct mission. This was not the place to do it. I walked swiftly across the lawn to where she was standing alone. 
 
   'Hi, I’ve been waiting for you' I said kissing her on both cheeks and standing back to admire her pretty lemon chiffon dress. She looked at me blankly. 
 
   'You were right Lizzie. Men are bastards.' Her lip quivered and I spotted the onset of tears. 
 
   'Let's go sit over here and talk about it' I said, delicately steering her towards a secluded trellis area.  
 
   My anti-men phases always came back to bite me. It wasn’t the first time someone had assured me I was right about men; except last time the word had been 'arseholes'. Clearly I was preaching too much of my feminist ways to my friends. Of course I didn’t think men were arseholes or bastards.  I thought of my most recent dealings with Mark and David. Well not always..... 
 
   'What's happened with H?' I said as soon as we were seated. Soreena avoided my eyes.  
 
   'He's had to go' she said quietly, drumming her fingers nervously against the chair. I was confused. 
 
   'Go where?' I asked taking a sip of champagne.  
 
   I needed to slow down on my drinking; already I was on my second glass. It was good fizz though, not the cheap stuff I usually bought back in the UK. That always left a bitter taste and gave me hiccups. This champagne was like silk. 
 
   Soreena looked up, tears now falling freely and struggling to hold back sobbing noises. 
 
   'He's moving back to London to be with his wife!' she took a deep breath to steady herself. 
 
   His wife? I gritted my teeth. More like he needed to go on the run from Mr Flavio's men and his huge debt. I tried not to let my doubt show. 
 
   'When did he tell you he had a wife?' I asked suspiciously. Soreena's eye make-up was threatening to run down her cheeks. I rummaged in my bag for an old tissue. 
 
   'He didn’t tell me he had a wife but it's obvious he has or else he wouldn’t be running off to live in London would he' she said dramatically. I passed her a piece of tissue with half a boiled sweet stuck to it. 
 
   'For your eyes' I said, also passing her my small hand-held mirror.  
 
   It had always intrigued me seeing other women cry and they not care about how it affected their make-up. I wasn't sure if that made me a perfectionist or just plain old vain. 
 
   I had a dilemma. H clearly hadn’t told Soreena about his situation, despite her reassuring me he had. If Soreena was to salvage any part of her relationship with him, she needed to know the truth. She was my friend and my loyalties should lie with her. Once she knew all the facts perhaps she'd feel better about his dramatic exit from her life. She could do so much better than him anyhow. I took a deep breath.  
 
   'Soreena, there's something you need to know.' Soreena's head shot up and her eyes looked questioningly into mine. 'It's about Silks and both H and I disappearing that night.' Soreena's eyes narrowed and she waited for me to continue. 
 
   'It doesn’t sound like H has told you the full story of what happened to us' I said carefully. 'He didn’t want me to tell you, he asked me to promise him I’d keep it a secret from you' I sighed. 
 
   Hearing myself say the words I knew I had made a big mistake agreeing to keep quiet about his charade. Soreena was staring at me oddly, a wild look in her eyes. 
 
   'You bitch' she hissed, standing up and backing away from me. She wiped her tears with the back of her hand, smudging her mascara.  
 
   Alarm bells went off in my head. Had she misunderstood what I was about to say? Surely she didn’t think that something other than kidnap had gone on between H and I? 
 
   She lunged forward before I had a chance to speak or move away. 
 
   'How could you?' she screamed. 
 
   The slap came far sooner than I was expecting. My cheek stung as the contact with her palm was made. Instinctively I reached up my hand to my face, feeling the skin tingling and burning. 
 
   Soreena looked down at her hand, a fresh wave of tears flowing from her eyes and then turned away, storming off towards the bridge. 
 
   I sat for a few moments in shock. I couldn’t blame Soreena for jumping to conclusions; she was in a fragile state, but there was no excuse for slapping me, without first hearing me out.  Spotting my compact mirror on the floor, I picked it up gingerly and looked at my reflection. 
 
   The slap had left an angry red mark.  Looking around tentatively, I was relieved to be hidden behind a hedge and the trellis. No one appeared to be glancing in my direction. I spotted Soreena's lemon dress weaving past the bridge in the direction of the main entrance.  
 
   The brass band suddenly started up and a microphone static filled the air. The charity event was about to start. I would have to locate my mother and Sampson and get seated.   
 
   Quickly backing into a corner, I hastily applied bronzer to my reddened cheek before heading back into the main crowd.  I took my seat next to Sampson near the front of the lawn, with an uninterrupted view of the stage.  
 
   Each year the opening auction raised huge amounts of money for charity. My mother played a key part in being one of the most generous bidders.  Most people didn’t realise that she was always accompanied by a wealthy partner and was spending their money, not her own. I hoped poor Sampson didn’t suffer the same fate. However, judging by the size of the engagement ring he was preparing to give her, he wasn't short in the finance department.  
 
   The event organisers obviously wanted to ensure this year’s bidding was no different. My mother was seated in prime position.  
 
   'Darling, whatever happened to your make-up?' my mother whispered, looking at my face with distaste. 
 
   I looked quizzically at her, pretending I had no idea to what she was referring. Discreetly looking down at the polished cutlery in front of me, I tilted my head to try and see my reflection in the knife. 
 
   'You should tone it down a little, it’s far too dark' she continued disapprovingly. 'There's also a rather nice man for you, seated on table eight. He is recently single, lives in Monaco and looking to settle down' she said moving her eyes to the left, in the direction of table eight. 
 
   I casually looked towards table eight. Five women were seated with three men. Two of the men appeared to be in their fifties and the third man sat in a wheelchair with an oxygen tank attached. There was no mistaking him for less than seventy years old. I turned to my mother. 
 
   'Are you joking? There's two men at least double my age and a third that looks like he is about to drop dead any moment' I said incredulous.  
 
   Did she really think I was that desperate for love that I’d have to consider someone that probably couldn’t eat solid food and needed Viagra in the bedroom department? My mother waved her hand at me dismissively.  
 
   'Stop being so fussy Lizzie - the darker haired one is very attractive for his age. It wouldn’t hurt you to give him a chance' she snapped, annoyed at me. 
 
   I knew it wasn't for my best interests she was trying to palm me off with a man old enough to be my father. It was the part about him living in Monaco that had sparked her attention. Undoubtedly she was hoping that I would fall madly in love and move there, so that she could visit and tell her friends she had a third home in Monaco.  She'd already told everyone she had a second home in Anguilla. What she was alluding to, was the company owned property in which Miles stayed on his work visits to Anguilla. She'd only accompanied both he and Stella on one trip, but it had resulted in an elaborate lie that she divided her time between both here and there. Sampson looked at me and smiled sympathetically. 
 
   'Lizzie isn't interested in older men' he said to my mother. 'Leave her be and let her make her own choices.' 
 
   I was grateful for the interlude even though it did mean Sampson hadn’t forgotten my crossed wires conversation earlier. My mother huffed like a scolded child and picked up her champagne glass. What on earth attracted Sampson to her spoilt, childish ways was beyond my understanding. 
 
   I settled back into my seat as the music started up again and the lights dimmed. The auction was about to begin and a hushed silence descended around us. A rotund woman in a sparkling red dress took to the stage. She smiled in our direction as she walked to the podium and I immediately looked to Sampson who was nervously clutching at his cravat. Was he going to publicly propose to my mother from the stage? My mother would be in her element if he did. She had taken great pleasure in showing off their relationship to many of her associates in the couple of weeks that I had been in Spain.  
 
   'Good Evening Ladies and Gentlemen' the woman's voice boomed out. 'Welcome to the 15th Annual Dragonfly Ball,' she paused waiting for the crowd's applause to die down. 'We are delighted you are able to join us at this wonderful event in support of the Jenson Michael Trust.'  
 
   I looked across at Sampson and noticed the trickle of sweat on his forehead. My mother was sitting very still beside him. She looked almost statuesque. Looking around the marquee, I surveyed the hundred other guests all seated, bodies angled towards the stage and large screen area. The woman in the sparkly dress continued. 
 
   'Before we begin this evening, I have a special request from one of our long standing supporters and benefactors.' 
 
   My breath caught in my throat. Had my instincts been correct? Had Sampson planned to propose on stage to my mother? My heart thudded in my chest as I looked eagerly toward him wide eyed. It was such a romantic and wonderful setting; I couldn’t help but feel proud to be welcoming this man into our family. 
 
   The woman's voice rang loudly across the room again, as Sampson caught my eye questioningly. 
 
   'Please take this opportunity to welcome to the stage Ms Saunders.'   
 
   An array of applause swept loudly around me as my mother slowly stood up from her seat, ignoring both Sampson and I, and made her way to the stage. My body felt rooted to the spot, unable to move. 
 
   I noticed Sampson looked just as confused and shocked as I felt. People around us were standing up and cheering as my mother walked towards the static mic and host. Sampson looked at me nervously. 
 
   ‘What's going on?' 
 
   Shrugging my shoulders, my heart began pounding, threatening to burst from my chest as my mother took the mic. Dread washed through me. She wouldn’t dare to auction me off, would she? I turned around fearfully scanning the crowd. The attendee's were a mixed age group but it hadn’t escaped my attention that most of the men that had arrived alone were middle aged. I shuddered.  
 
   I was going to be auctioned off to a fat, sweaty, balding man who would assume that because he'd donated a small fortune for me, I would do anything he wished. I thought of the man at table eight, imagining him forcing me to eat sushi from his hairy chest or suck chocolate mousse from his wrinkled toes. Feeling nauseous, I grabbed the chilled bottle of water in the centre of the table and poured myself a large glass. Sampson caught my attention and signalled to the stage. 
 
   The large screen behind my mother flickered to life. A photo of my mother and Sampson cuddling and gazing lovingly into the camera filled the screen. My eyes quickly met with Sampson’s, who had paled next to me.  Every other head in the room seemed to shift their attention towards our table. What on earth was going on? My mother's voice commanded attention back to the stage.  
 
   'Thank you for allowing me this opportunity' she said in her over the top attempt at speaking posh. Cringing with embarrassment, I hoped that nobody else had recognised the change of inflection in her voice.  
 
   'You see, today is a special day for me and my partner Sampson.' My mother looked towards our table as she said this. Both Sampson and I shifted in our seats, unsure what to expect.   
 
   'Three months ago today, I met a wonderful man who has since turned my life around' my mother said happily, pausing for effect as the crowd cooed in delight. The still photo on the large screen began to blend into other images, one of my mother and Sampson on the beach, another smiling over a bowl of pasta, continuously changing; all showing the happy couple at various stages. 
 
   I smiled across at Sampson; it was a lovely unexpected gesture that my mother had planned, if perhaps a little over the top. Sampson however, seemed to be glowing with pride and raised his glass of champagne up to the stage, blowing a kiss. 
 
   The photos came to an abrupt stop and the screen filled with red love hearts.  
 
   'Sampson Riley, thank you for being a wonderful support and partner' she cooed across the mic looking directly at him. Her loving gaze was returned and I noticed Sampson reach towards his pocket. I bit down on my lip excitedly. I knew what Sampson was thinking. This was the perfect moment to propose to my mother.  
 
   Behind my mother; the red love hearts gave way to white writing and the screen stilled. A hushed silence descended across the crowd as four words appeared. 
 
   My mother looked towards the screen and I followed her gaze, gasping as I read the sentence. 
 
   Sampson, who had already removed the ring box from his pocket, was walking towards the stage to join my mother. He stopped in his tracks looking at the screen. My mother leaned forward speaking loudly and purposefully into the mic. 
 
   'Sampson, Will you marry me?'  
 
   Picking up my glass of champagne, I took a large gulp and sank lower into my seat. My mother was standing vulnerable on a stage in front of an entire marquee of people, asking a man she'd known for only three months, to marry her. Whatever had possessed her to think this would be a good idea? Clenching my fists, I dug my nails hard into my palms and didn’t dare to breathe. 
 
   Sampson skipped the last couple of steps onto the stage and swooped my mother up into his arms, kissing her. A large cheer came from the crowd in response and I unclenched my fists, allowing myself to breathe a sigh of relief.  
 
   Clapping excitedly along with the rest of the audience, I looked on as Sampson got down on one knee, presented the ring box and carefully opened it. My mother gasped at the sight of the diamond as Sampson took her hand and slid the ring onto her slender finger. 
 
   'I couldn’t think of anything I’d like more than to have you as my wife' he said as my mother wiped away surprised tears. 
 
   'You were going to propose to me?' she asked in shocked amusement. Sampson cuddled her again, nodding his head. 
 
   I smiled widely, looking around at the happy faces in the crowd. An engagement always brought good feeling. Even the sour faced old maid on the next table, who was known to be as hard as a wire brush, was wiping away a tear.  
 
   The screen behind them changed to a flashing congratulations sign and the crowd applauded enthusiastically, as my mother and Sampson made their way off the stage. 
 
   I stood up and greeted them both with kisses as they approached the table, discreetly squeezing my mother's hand in support. The music started up again and the lady in the sparkly dress took centre stage and began to explain the auction rules. 
 
    
 
   

 
   

CHAPTER TWENTY EIGHTAs the charity auction got underway I glanced across towards Soreena's still empty seat. Since our altercation earlier, she hadn't been seen. I had been tempted to call her and try to resolve things but decided against it until my temper was calmer on the matter. After all, I didn’t want to make things worse between us. 
 
   'Lizzie, are you around tomorrow?' my mother asked breaking away from Sampson's embrace and turning towards me. 
 
   'Yes I think so.  I have to tie up a few things to do with the launch, but otherwise I'm free' I said, hoping fervently she hadn’t decided to throw an impromptu engagement party.  My mother picked up her fork, tucking into the dressed crab in front of her. 
 
   'Good, I was thinking we could have a family celebration.' She took a large mouthful of food, her eyes glassy with excitement and champagne. 
 
   Family celebration? But I was the only family she had in Spain and as far as I knew most of Sampson's family lived in Jamaica and America. 
 
   'Which family are you referring to?' I asked confused. She stared at me.  
 
   'Us three and Sampson’s Jemima of course.' She took another bite of crab, avoiding looking up. 
 
   Jemima? But she was Sampson's teenage daughter that lived in New York with her mother. I was on the understanding that Sampson had an awkward relationship, and limited contact with the seventeen year old? Sampson put down his fork and looked strangely at my mother. 
 
   'My Jemima?' his face registered confusion ‘but she's in New York.’  
 
   All eyes turned to my mother who was smirking happily to herself. 
 
   'Well darling, I knew how important getting engaged would be for us and since I haven't met Jemima in person, I've arranged for her to fly over tomorrow and join us for a celebration' she patted Sampson's hand affectionately. 
 
   An awkward silence descended as I stared down at the food in front of me, unsure where to focus my attention. My mother should have never taken it upon herself to invite Jemima to Spain. What would have happened if Sampson had refused her proposal; Jemima would be arriving into a war zone.  
 
   Sampson stayed silent; his expression devoid of emotion. My mother's eyes darted towards mine with a worried look as she started to register concern.  
 
   'That's wonderful news' I prompted, trying to lighten the mood and encourage Sampson into a response. Sampson continued to stay quiet for a few moments whilst my mother made further frantic eye movements in my direction. He suddenly looked up with a grin and squeezed my mother's arm. 
 
   'Yes I suppose it is' he said with a smile. 
 
   As my mother's composure relaxed, I was amused to discover that she had given Jemima the impression I would be escorting her around Marbella, showing her the sights. I had two days remaining in Spain to tie up the launch, settle things with Soreena and prepare myself for my airport meeting with Edward. If my mother thought I'd be sipping cocktails next to a teenager in a beach bar, whilst ogling seventeen year old Spanish boys, she was very mistaken. 
 
   Excusing myself from the table, I decided to find a quiet place to call Soreena. The longer things were left unsaid, the less chance we had of resolving the matter before I returned to the UK. Especially now I would be forced to endure a family celebration. 
 
   Weaving my way through the tables, a hushed silence swept around the marquee. The auctioneer had stopped speaking and faces around me were registering shock. Nervous giggles and sly looks were being directed towards where my mother and Sampson were seated, staring intently at each other, blissfully unaware. 
 
   An arm reached out and grabbed me. Flinching at the force, I span around to see Mark smirking at me. 
 
   'What on earth do you think you are doing?' I sneered, releasing my arm from his grip.   
 
   His dark hair had been slicked backwards, giving him an almost lecherous edge. How had I found this man attractive? Mark pointed behind me towards the stage, the smirk fixed firmly on his face. 
 
   I turned, following his gaze and recoiling in horror. The presentation screen was alight bearing a photo of my mother with her breasts half exposed, sitting astride a chair. A side profile of Sampson dominated the photo, muscular tanned buttocks and manhood on display. I swallowed hard, forcing back bile as ripples of nausea overcame me. Mark moved in close to my ear. 
 
   'Looks like someone's mother got their photos mixed up.'  
 
   I shuddered, feeling the heat of his breath against my face. He licked his lips. 
 
   'Looking at your mother's tasty breasts has made me realise I was sniffing at the wrong tree.' 
 
   My stomach lurched as he grinned at his admission before walking past me towards his table. 
 
   Three staff began scrambling to unplug power to the screen, causing an almost immediate reaction; the photo disappeared and blackness took its place.  
 
   I looked over towards my mother's table where she was sitting hand over her mouth, staring into space. Sampson was next to her, head bent forward in his hands.  
 
   Rooted to the spot in shock, I didn’t know what to do. My mother's sex life had just been publicly displayed. The photo had left no room for error. She had been clearly visible as had Sampson's huge manhood.  
 
   No wonder my mother had taken it upon herself to propose to him after just three months. He was a rarity.   
 
   I began slowly walking back towards our table wondering what I could possibly say to make the situation bearable. The auctioneer started speaking again apologising for the malfunction, no reference being made to the photo display.  
 
   As I approached the table, my mother eyed me tearfully and Sampson smiled weakly at me, embarrassed. I sat down next to my mother taking her hand. 
 
   'Try not to get upset about it. Most people probably didn’t see it anyway' I said in an attempt to sound reassuring. However, I knew that the only people present that hadn’t seen the photo properly, had to have been blind or deeply religious. My mother looked at me distraught and wild eyed. 
 
   'I didn’t realise that picture was even on that file' she said, tears spilling down her cheeks. 
 
   I rubbed her arm, aware that people were glancing slyly towards the table watching for our reactions. Sampson put his arm lovingly around my mother’s neck and stroked her shoulder. 
 
   'Don't worry about it, babe. It’s our engagement night – who cares what they think.' He looked around fiercely, eyes challenging those looking in his direction. I watched as people lowered their eyes, not wishing to pry further. My mother remained with her head firmly facing downwards in shame. 
 
   The awkward atmosphere was broken with the sound of the band striking up the chords of a lively song. A hustle of excitement washed across the crowd as people stood and headed towards the stage area to dance. 
 
   'Come on, let's dance.' I took a firm grip on my mother's arm and pulled her up, out of her seat. 
 
   'What are you doing?' she hissed at me fiercely, wrenching her arm from my grip 'I have socially humiliated myself and you expect me to dance it off?' She laughed incredulous. 
 
   I gritted my teeth in frustration. It hadn’t occurred to her that not only had she embarrassed herself, but had also done the same for Sampson in the process. Her usual selfish demeanour was rearing its ugly head. 
 
   'Yes I do, as a matter of fact' I said, yanking her arm again and forcefully marching her towards the dance floor.  It was only out of fear of further humiliation, that she didn’t resist my force and instead plastered a smile on her face. 
 
   A larger lady in a navy dress edged closer to us, swaying her arms to the music and shuffling her feet with as much grace as a chicken. 
 
   'Psst' she hissed in my mother's direction. 'I just want to say, fancy you bagging yourself a man like that! My golly that's a big man' she winked conspiratorially 'If you know what I mean.' 
 
   Startled, I looked at my mother who appeared just as shocked, but suppressing a smile as her face lit up. 
 
   'Good on you, dear' the woman said before moving back towards her friends; all of whom nodded their approval in my mother's direction.  
 
   Raising my eyebrows and smiling in surprise at my mother, she glowed with pride, her look of humiliation of moments earlier, now forgotten. The song came to an end as the event organiser took the stage and people began to make their way back to their seats.  
 
   Sampson raised an eyebrow at me as my mother confidently took her seat and placed a kiss on his lips. I watched in amusement as she drank the last of her champagne and clapped excitedly as the host announced the auction was about to start.  
 
   Turning towards me, Sampson whispered 'Whatever you said or did kiddo, it worked wonders' and patted my back in thanks.  
 
    
 
   

 
   

CHAPTER TWENTY NINESoreena had called the day after the charity ball, expressing profuse apology. After leaving the auction, she had gone to H's house to establish exact details of her assumed happenings and to deal him the same fate as she had my cheek. Through fear of knowing that I would be in a delicate position after causing a rift in my friendship with her, H had told her the truth of the kidnapping.  
 
   Her call had surprised me. Far from being angry and disappointed at H's revelation and deception, she had told me that she felt a deeper connection to him. Two people living a life that wasn't true to their own selves. She'd used the term twin-flame. I wondered if she also had been visiting the self help section of the book store.  
 
   As much as I felt reluctant at agreeing to show H compassion and empathy, I vowed to Soreena that what happened would be kept confidential. Since arriving in Spain and rebuilding my relationship with her, I didn’t want to spend another five years without having contact. Even if it did mean I would have to see H again. Especially since she'd agreed to lend him the money needed to repay his debt. 
 
   Looking around at my mother's spacious white oak kitchen with its pretty mosaic tiles and black marble work surfaces, I felt a pang of sadness. In less than twenty four hours I would be flying back to the UK and my life there.  
 
   The only future contact with Soreena and my mother would be via telephone or email for a while. As much as my mother and I had our differences, this trip had been memorable and our bond seemed to be developing stronger as the years passed. Thinking about the surprise visit she had arranged for Jemima had brought a fresh perspective; she was finally looking past her own needs.  
 
   Jemima was currently with Sampson and my mother on a day trip around the sights of Marbella. Far from being the stubborn, troublesome teenager we had been led to believe, she was a reserved, shy, sweet natured girl.  
 
   In the day since her arrival, I’d taken great delight in spending time in her company. A wild mane of afro hair, chiselled features and long willowy legs, in a few years she would most certainly be fulfilling her dream of modelling. Sampson wasn't so thrilled at this career choice, certain that her naïve ways would cause her to be taken advantage of.  I had disagreed, encouraging her to aim towards her goal. After all, who wanted to turn twenty eight and realise they hadn't achieved anything that they'd set out to? 
 
   Our family celebratory meal the day previous, in a small Italian restaurant, would have been perfect if only Stella could have been present. The laughter, warmth and happiness that radiated around the table really did suggest that family links were special. It was the first time in many years I’d truly felt part of a family unit.  
 
   Stella hadn't sounded surprised upon hearing the news of our mother's engagement. Part of me wondered if she had already known about the planned proposal. Yet her distant, numb responses on the telephone also suggested she wasn't fully focused on the news. Not that my mother had noticed in her heightened state of happiness. 
 
   The kitchen clock chimed loudly causing me to jump with a start. Four o’clock. I still hadn't received a response from Ronnie. My final meeting with Sasha and her team had gone particularly well earlier. She had appeared impressed with the draft copy of the press release, voicing small concerns yet nothing that couldn’t be amended. 
 
   David's photography had been more of an issue. We had both agreed that the lighting and angle in all of the shots hadn't provided the most flattering images. A second shoot had already been arranged under Sasha's direction. As long as the images were ready ahead of the launch and publication run, it wouldn’t cause problems my end.  Ronnie however had raised various questions that needed tying up before the end of the working day.  It wasn't much help if I was to remain clueless as to what those questions were. 
 
   The electronic gates began whirring in the distance as I concentrated on my inbox.  From the garden, the dog’s high pitched howls and barks alerted me that my mother and the others had arrived home. I closed my laptop as a bustle of voices and shopping bags echoed through the hallway. 
 
   'Darling, it's us. Can you lend a hand please' my mother’s voice called out to me.  What possibly could they need help with when there were three of them? 
 
   Walking into the cool, dim hallway with Coco and Lavender two steps ahead of me, I noticed Sampson's Land Rover through the opened door, packed full with bags. Some of them had already been deposited in the hallway entrance. 
 
   Jemima struggled up the steps, the dogs circling her feet as she proceeded with trepidation, arms weighed down with goods.  
 
   'What's all this stuff?’ 
 
   Jemima laughed, eyes twinkling. 'Crazy, isn't it - it's all for my new room. We got so much stuff' she gently laid the bags amongst the pile and bounded off towards the car for another load. 
 
   New room? What was she talking about? I walked towards the car, shaking my head as I watched my mother standing by the open boot, unhelpfully staring intently at her nail. She looked up.  
 
   'There you are. We need an extra set of hands to get all of this inside' she gestured towards the loaded car. 'I've just broken a nail, so I'm not going to be much use. I'll go stick the kettle on and leave you to it.' 
 
   Sampson appeared from behind the electronic gates almost hidden by a cardboard box as tall as it was wide.  
 
   'It’s lucky we managed to get this off the roof rack before we drove up the hill. The box is threatening to spill open' he said loudly in the direction of my mother, already nearing the hallway empty handed. 
 
   My head span in confusion. Had I missed something? They had told me they were off to spend the day showing Jemima some of the sights and yet now they were unloading enough goods to build a hotel. Grabbing two surprisingly heavy carrier bags from the car, I walked back into the hallway, past Jemima and towards the kitchen. 
 
   'That was quick' my mother said, filling the kettle with water; the table was littered with plaster wrappers and the offending nail fully secured. 
 
   'What are all of these bags for?' I asked, trying to keep the discernment from showing in my voice. My mother avoided my gaze, turning her back towards me.  
 
   'They're for Jemima's room.' Her tone was high pitched and excitable. It didn’t sound natural, forced even. 
 
   'What do you mean, Jemima's room?' I asked slowly, walking around to face her. Unable to avoid my eyes, she looked at me sheepishly with a small shrug of her shoulders.  
 
   'Don't get annoyed, Lizzie. Believe me, it's not my ideal situation either. But Sampson, he seemed so happy at the idea' she lowered her eyes. 'How could I say no?' 
 
   I opened my mouth in shock, a small laugh of disbelief escaping as I digested her words.      
 
   'Jemima is moving in here?'  
 
   'Well, not for too long. Well I hope not. But for now, yes. At least until she knows what she wants to do next. She's not been happy in New York, you see' my mother's voice trailed off and she sighed, sitting herself down.  
 
   I knew my mother well, and right now she was despairing at her lack of control. Jemima was hardly going to be any trouble, but my mother wasn't the nurturing type. The thought of having an adolescent in her household would be hard for her. It had been enough having two of her own daughters living at home at one time. 
 
   I sat next to her, a wry smile on my lips. Less than forty eight hours after her engagement and she'd acquired herself a ready made family. Not quite what she'd been looking for, I suspected. 
 
   'Look, she'll be no trouble and you might even enjoy the female company. Give it a few months and I'm sure she'll be on her way again.' I said encouragingly.  
 
   Given that summer was fast approaching, it was unlikely Jemima would be going anywhere before the summer parties ended and life in the Costa del Sol calmed again. I didn't share this thought with my mother, wise enough herself to conclude likewise. 
 
   The kitchen door opened and Jemima swept into the room, Lavender in her arms and Sampson behind her. 
 
   'I'm so excited. I've put all the bags in the hallway, we can take them up after and get started on the decorating.' Her enthusiastic tone was hard not to smile along with. My mother's composure changed, she grinned warmly at Jemima's infectious excitement.  
 
   'OK. Let's have a coffee and then we can get started.' 
 
   Watching Sampson put his arms around my mother's shoulders and kiss her lightly on the head, I wondered if this was the start of a new phase for her. The much needed chance to be at some level a mothering figure to Jemima, and realise that she was capable of giving love as well as receiving it. It takes a stranger to sometimes help us to see the error of our ways and perhaps Jemima was that stranger. 
 
   'Drink up, Lizzie, we've got Jemima's room to sort' my mother instructed giving me a sly wink as she stood up and followed Jemima out of the room.  
 
   Who'd have thought I’d be spending part of my last twenty four hours in Spain decorating? Ronnie's email and my farewell dinner with Soreena were a distant thought as I climbed the stairs towards my new 'family'.
 
    
 
   

 
   

CHAPTER THIRTYPassport control was heaving as I made my way towards it, heart heavy at the sight of hundreds of nationalities impatiently queuing for entry into London. Joining the shortest queue behind an Italian woman and her small child, I noticed my skin looked tanned in comparison to the airport ground staff. I hoped Edward would appreciate my healthy glow.     
 
   My stomach flipped at the thought of him. I'd spent most of the night tossing and turning thinking about our meeting, terrified at the outcome. It was far from ideal meeting at an airport café but I was intrigued to hear his explanation for not being in contact.  
 
   My holdall began to weigh heavily on my arm. Placing it on the floor in front of me, I noticed that both queues either side of me were moving a lot quicker than my own. I glanced down to the front of the queue, frowning as I spotted a policeman assisting the passport clerk.  
 
   A shady looking male in dark clothing and glasses was being questioned intently as the policeman stepped forward to secure the man’s arm. I jumped with a start as the male broke free of his grip and sprinted forward, past the passport clerk.  
 
   Security personnel rushed from all angles as alarms sounded loudly overhead. Those queuing alongside me began to look around wildly, the child in front of me starting to cry hysterically at the commotion. I groaned. This couldn’t be happening - a possible illegal attempt to enter the UK on the same day of my important meeting with Edward. 
 
   My mind began to race as I tried valiantly to block out the alarm klaxon and chaos around me. Would this mean a security alert on flights that were arriving into the airport within the next hour?  
 
   By my calculation Edward's flight from Abu Dhabi was due to land in approximately forty five minutes. Heart pounding, I crossed my fingers tightly in the hope he wouldn’t be diverted to another airport, our planned meet up becoming another unfulfilled promise. A lump formed in my throat and I swallowed back disappointment. Why couldn’t life ever seem to go in my favour?  
 
   A few of the international tourists around me began to crouch down against the floor, worried expressions on their faces. What were these people doing? A bomb hadn’t gone off and neither was there sign of fire, so why crouch against the dirty, grey carpeted floor?  
 
   I glanced towards my white linen skirt, totally inappropriate for UK spring weather but showing off my tanned legs to their full potential. There was no chance I would risk ruining my clean appearance by allowing my skirt within inches of the grubby carpet. I crossed my arms defiantly and remained standing, feeling ridiculously like a goddess amongst worshippers.  
 
   The klaxon abruptly stopped and a burly man in a luminous orange visor took to a platform nearby. Static blasted from speakers around me. 
 
   'Ladies and Gentlemen we apologise for any distress caused to you at this time. Please be advised there is no, I repeat no, imminent threat at this airport. The situation has been resolved and is now under the instruction of the Metropolitan Police. We thank you for your co-operation and kindly ask you to continue with your journey.' 
 
   A great wave of relief and applause swept through the hall, as people rose up and began dusting off their clothing and chatting with neighbouring strangers. My heart fluttered as I bit down nervously on my lip. So I would be seeing Edward as planned. Grinning to myself excitedly, I picked up my holdall. 
 
   The queue started to filter forward as the Italian woman in front of me turned around and patted down her child's head.  
 
   'Grazie Dio!' she exclaimed, breathing out dramatically.  
 
   I politely shrugged, replying 'Si.' 
 
   Did she think I was Italian? Over the past two weeks I had been mistaken on almost every occasion for being Spanish. Although it frustrated me as my skill of the language was limited, I had quite enjoyed the prospect of appearing Mediterranean. It was complimentary that I hadn’t fallen into the pasty skinned, lager lout Briton bracket.  
 
   Glancing at my mobile, the screen remained blank. No calls yet from Edward. He'd be landing within the next half an hour and I still had to collect my luggage and find a place to freshen up. 
 
   Ten minutes later I had finally made it to the front of the queue. I cautiously stepped towards the clerk desk. 
 
   'Passport please' said a thin, tired looking man who clearly disliked his job.  
 
   I handed over my passport on the correct page, grimacing at the sight of the small photo. Taken six years previous, it had been during a stage that pencilled eyebrows and a large pencilled mole had been a fashionable look.  Whoever had decided to term a mole a 'beauty spot', had unwittingly caused me to spend the best part of five months looking like a bug had flown into my face, and splattered itself above my lip. 
 
   'OK' the man said handing me back my passport and gesturing me past.   
 
   Heading straight towards baggage reclaim to collect my case, my palms were sweaty at the knowledge that Edward's flight was due to land soon. I had less than twenty minutes to make myself look presentable. 
 
   I found an unoccupied toilet as soon as I entered the arrivals lounge and set about my transformation. The soap dispenser was unsurprisingly empty but a quick rummage in my hand luggage produced a small bottle of travel shampoo. Not ideal but better than only water. 
 
   Stripping off my top that smelt distinctly of aeroplane, I leaned over the sink in my bra to shampoo my upper half. The tiny Chinese cleaner mopping the floor of the far cubicle eyed me peculiarly as I soaped my armpits. Ignoring her, I rinsed and dried myself before removing my make-up with a wipe.  
 
   Knowing that I’d have to be quick in order to wash and change outfits before my meeting with Edward, I had pre packed clean jeans and a white fitted t shirt on the top of my hand luggage. Enough to look sexy but also simple enough to appear that I had spent a plane journey wearing it.   
 
   I lightly applied fresh make-up and liberally sprayed myself with a delicate perfume. Finally I let down my hair, tying it back again carefully in a neater manner. 
 
   Standing back, I observed myself in the mirror. I looked fresh and pretty. I most certainly did not look as if I had spent three torturous hours squashed into a cattle class flight, with no replenishment other than a powdery coffee and finger sized malt biscuit.  
 
   'Look nice. Better' the tiny Chinese lady said, appearing from behind me, nodding her head fast and giving me a much needed confidence boost. Uncharacteristically I leaned forward and hugged her. 
 
   'Thank you.' I gushed sincerely, as she once again eyed me peculiarly and backed away awkwardly from my embrace.  
 
   By my calculation, Edward would have landed ten minutes ago, which gave me just enough time to make my way to Café Zero and secure a table. My heart started to pound hard with every step I took towards my destination. He'd be calling anytime soon to say he's landed. 
 
   I looked down at my handbag incredulously as my phone started to ring from deep inside. Fishing around quickly for my mobile, my mouth became dry as his name flashed across the screen. Taking a deep breath, I pressed the answer key. 
 
   'Hey.' I said brightly and a little too zealously. What had happened to my plan to play my cards close to my chest? At this rate I'd be declaring my love to him by the time we'd sat down. His voice sounded tired and rushed through the phone.  
 
   'Hey babe, I'm here. Awful flight. I'm just about to collect my bag and will be with you in ten – OK?' 
 
   'Yes OK, I’m here already, I’ll have you a coffee waiting.' I was careful to sound normal, my overenthusiastic tone replaced with reserved caution. 
 
   'Thanks babe, see you in a bit.' We rang off and I stared at the phone screen. The moment I'd been waiting for had arrived. 
 
   A strange calmness and sense of peace had been restored within me. Whatever fate had in store, I was prepared for it. Be it with Edward or without him. 
 
    
 
   

 
   

CHAPTER THIRTY ONECafé Zero was ideal for a chat. It had comfortable secluded leather booths and a menu filled with Italian delights. I ordered two coffees and chose a free booth in the corner, sitting down anxiously.  
 
   In my heart I knew the feelings I had for Edward were far from a crush. I was on a slippery slope. If the outcome of our chat over coffee meant that I wouldn’t be seeing him again, it would be hard not to feel crushed. 
 
   Through a throng of people, I spotted him walking towards the café, my stomach doing its usual flip and my heartbeat picking up pace. Messy hair, dark circles around his eyes and a thinner appearance gave him an unkempt look. His creased, incorrectly buttoned shirt flapped open at the bottom as he walked towards me. His usual perfectionist self, a far cry from the unruly image I was studying. He glanced around the booths and finally his eyes rested on where I was sat. His face breaking into a luminous smile, he bounded over as I stood up to greet him. 
 
   'Hello gorgeous' he said immediately, pulling me towards him and kissing me passionately. I didn’t have time to hesitate as he wrapped his strong arms around me tightly and his lips locked onto mine. A wave of electric coursed through my body as my eyes closed and we kissed, every nerve ending going into overdrive. Seconds passed and he gently broke free from me and still holding me, stared down at my face. 
 
   'I've been waiting over two weeks to do that' he said smiling. I was spellbound. Unable to move my eyes away from his or remove the tell tale grin on my face. The Edward drug was overflowing within me. I bit down hard on my lip, hoping to snap myself out of it.  
 
   'Sit down' he ordered, his smile just as luminous as his eyes swept across me in delight. I did as I was told and watched as he stacked his bags neatly out of the way and slid into the booth facing me.  
 
   The waitress approached with our coffees. Grateful for the distraction, I waited for the flushed feeling that was still lingering through me, to subside. 
 
   'Perfect timing - I haven’t had a decent cup of coffee since I left Spain this morning.' The waitress set down the steaming cup in front of me and I felt a great sense of contentment. Here I was with Edward and a hot cup of mocha latte. Life was good. 
 
   Edward was watching me intently. Reaching across the table for my hand, he took it gently within his. 
 
   'Babe, I'm sorry I've not been in touch. I've had a hell of a few weeks and I didn’t want to drag you into it all. I thought it best it I stayed away until things calmed down.' He was searching my eyes, a pleading look in his own.  
 
   I shifted uncomfortably in my seat, so enraptured by his look of pleading that I didn’t dare speak; I needed to hear what he had to say, not trusting myself to be critical enough. 
 
   'As I had to be abroad for a couple of weeks, and knowing you were in Spain with no chance of us meeting, I thought it would be best to explain in person, when things were clearer' his eyes looked pained. I was aware of his hand sweating against mine. My stomach began to knot. This didn’t sound good. I pushed my coffee away, uneasy. 
 
   'Edward, what's going on? You're making me nervous. I won’t pretend I'm happy that you just vanished and didn’t get in contact. But you look different. You look tired - are you ill?' I asked concerned.  
 
   Things were starting to add up; the conversation, his appearance.... I silently prayed that it wasn’t anything life threatening. I had only just met him. How cruel could life be to take him away so soon. He put down his cup and shook his head. 
 
   'Lizzie, I have a daughter.' He said it slowly, waiting for my reaction. I stared at him blankly waiting for him to continue. His voice cracked slightly. 
 
   'Well, I’ve only just found out I have a daughter. She's six. Her name is Maddie.'   
 
   I sat transfixed, shocked for him.  
 
   'You mean to tell me that you didn’t know until a few weeks ago that Maddie existed?' I said, my eyes widening and my grip on his hand tightening in support. He looked crestfallen. My heart went out to him. 
 
   'No. I had no idea. Her mother was someone I dated briefly whilst I was working in Manchester on a temporary project. It wasn’t anything serious. She was the one that ended it. She told me she wasn’t ready for commitment. How ironic' his tone was bitter. He was clearly hurt and baffled by the situation. 
 
   'She rang me out of the blue shortly after my picnic with you. Said she needed to meet me urgently. It was something in her voice that made me take notice. We met and she told me I have a daughter. Said she didn’t feel it necessary to tell me until now.' He snarled as he spoke the words. I could feel his anger. How selfish of this woman to deny a father the existence of his own child. 
 
   'Have you met her - Maddie?' I asked tentatively. Edward’s eyes softened immediately, his face lighting up.  
 
   'Yes, she's perfect. A real little princess. She even called me Daddy.' He smiled as he recalled aloud the two days he had spent with her before his trip. 
 
   'It’s funny, I’ve only known her for eighteen days, but now I couldn’t imagine my life without her.' He shook his head in disbelief.  
 
   I squeezed his hand reassuringly, my heart swelling with love. This man had spent two weeks in turmoil having just found out he had a six year old daughter. I had spent the very same two weeks thinking the worst of him for not calling me. Feeling ashamed of myself, I apologised. 
 
   'I'm sorry I doubted you. I thought you didn’t want to know me.'  
 
   He smiled softly, reassuringly. 'It's not your fault, Lizzie. I should have contacted you to explain the situation but I couldn’t find the words to talk about it over the telephone. I’m so relieved at your reaction' he said, leaning himself across to kiss me gently again on the lips. 
 
   'What do you mean by relieved? Did you expect me to walk away purely because you have a daughter now?'  
 
   I heard myself say the words and realised their significance. Edward had a daughter. Any relationship that developed between us would now include a third party. I mentally wondered if I could handle the situation. Someone else's child, perhaps becoming partly my responsibility. Maddie was six though. That meant no nappy changes, bottle feeds or sleepless nights. Surely a six year old girl would love dolls, make-up and clothes. I could do this. I could easily do this. Edward spoke and my attention was averted back to our conversation. 
 
   ‘I just didn’t know if it would be too much to expect of you. Thanks for being so supportive, babe.’ I could tell from the way he was looking at me, I wasn’t the only one to feel my stomach flip. 
 
   We sat for another hour, ordering food and chatting about Maddie, before moving on to Edward's trip to the Middle East and Asia. I wasn’t that interested in most of what he was saying about acquisition and restructuring out there. Yet looking at how animated he became when he talked of his work, was enough for me. 
 
   I was careful not to mention the hotel launch in Spain, as I didn’t want Edward knowing the full details of my work. Especially since he was falsely under the impression I worked as Marketing Manager for one of the UK's largest travel companies. It would be embarrassing to have to put him straight. It would also mean explaining about my being sacked from my banking role. Not to mention spending four months finding a new job so basic it barely paid my bills. There had to be a more appropriate time to be honest. Now wasn't that moment. 
 
   Instead I filled him in on the personal side of my trip, explaining about my mother and Sampson. Bringing Mark into the conversation accidentally, I noticed Edward's face cloud over questioningly. I smiled reassuringly. There was no need for Edward to know about my recent interactions with Mark. I felt my face flash a sudden hot deep red at this memory. Edward stopped talking. 
 
   'Are you OK? You're really flushed' he asked concerned, his eyebrows furrowing. 
 
   Waving my hand in front of my face to cool myself down, I laughed lightly. 
 
   ‘Hot flush - must be the coffee. So where are you off to this afternoon?' I said, changing the subject, cross with myself. 
 
   Despite the briefness of our meet up, I felt relieved our travel plans had coincided or else I wouldn’t have seen him for at least another couple of days. 
 
   'I’ve got to head to Dublin for a meeting with a potential investor. It's only a short two day trip. To be honest, I'm looking forward to it being over and getting back to London.' I looked at his face as he said this, registering his tiredness, and agreed. 
 
   'Dublin is supposed to be lovely' I said, thinking of the glossy brochure we had in the office on Ireland getaways. Edward looked at me strangely and his eyes twinkled.  
 
   'Come with me' he said excitedly. I looked up in shock.  
 
   'Come with you?' Are you mad, I’ve only just got back myself. Work is busy. I can’t just swan off to Ireland for a couple of days' I said laughing.  
 
   He had invited me to go to Ireland with him. My mind was racing with questions. What did this mean? Should I go? Would we sleep together? His voice interrupted my thoughts. 
 
   'Just ring in work and tell them you're ill. It's Thursday anyway. You'll only be missing tomorrow and by Monday you'll be back. Come on Lizzie, live a little' he joked looking at me hopefully, anticipation written across his face. 
 
   My insides were dancing. I couldn’t think of anything I’d like more than to spend a weekend with Edward.  I had to play it cool though. I didn’t want him to think I wasn't used to men randomly whisking me away on the spur of the moment.  
 
   'Oh, OK I suppose I could then.' I kept my voice even, trying to appear as unfazed as possible. ‘I need a flight though and I don’t really have appropriate clothing with me.’ Ireland wasn’t exactly Spain.  Even at a push I was doubtful I could get away with diamanté flats and white linen shorts.  
 
   Edward looked over at my extra large suitcase propped up against the next booth. 
 
   'Lizzie, I think you have more than enough clothes. Leave the flight with me. Give me your passport and I’ll be back in a bit' he said standing up and holding out his hand.  
 
   Eagerly I searched in my bag and produced by passport, squirming with embarrassment as he checked the photo page, smiling to himself. 
 
   As soon as he was out of sight, I excitedly called Mel. She'd already texted me twice since I'd landed and was desperate to know the outcome of my meeting.  
 
   Mel answered on the first ring. I briefed her quickly on the situation trying to ignore the elaborate gasps and shocked intakes of breath.  
 
   'He's taking you to Ireland with him?!' My goodness Lizzie, he's keen. Let me know how he is in bed. Don't forget, reserve all judgement until the deed is done. That has to be the catch with him, a small one. Remember though, it's not the size, it's what they do with it that counts' she said in a serious tone. I laughed. 
 
   'Well you'd know all about that, wouldn’t you?' I retorted, referring to our private joke about her relationship with 'Little Liam'. She huffed sarcastically. 
 
   'Ha-bloody-ha, funny woman. Right, I’ll let you go as I am meeting a client now. Have fun honey and don’t do anything I wouldn’t do.' She blew kisses down the phone and hung up. 
 
   Edward had been gone five minutes already and I didn’t want to waste time beating about the bush. It was time to call Ronnie. 
 
   Hands shaking, I dialled his direct line. As the phone began to ring, I desperately hoped it would go to voicemail so I could leave a message. It was always so much easier to feign illness to the voicemail than the boss. Ronnie answered on the third ring and my heart sank.  
 
   Putting on my best sick voice, I explained the holdup at passport control whilst Ronnie listened sympathetically, before beginning to talk work. Trying to sound engaged in the conversation, I allowed myself to add the odd cough and sniffle throughout.  
 
   Five minutes into the call he finally picked up on my supposed illness and despite my reassurances that I would be OK, insisted I take a long weekend to rest. My weak attempt to argue 'no' was cut short as I heard him beginning to falter. I quickly agreed that it was best I return to work on the Monday in optimum health, before wrapping up the conversation. 
 
   I hesitantly placed my mobile on the table in front of me. Was I doing the right thing? Lying to my boss and involving myself with a man that had everything a woman could ask for. 
 
   My mother had always warned me of men that appeared too good to be true. She often said they were the ones who would not only break a woman's heart, but break her soul. Then again, this was the same woman that had told me never to trust a man with brown shoes. If her track record was anything to go by, then I was probably best to ignore any advice she gave. 
 
   Stopping myself from over thinking the situation, I signalled to the waitress for another drink. She brought me the freshly squeezed orange within minutes of my request and I sipped the refreshing liquid and thought about two whole days with Edward.  
 
   Strangely, the fact I didn’t have appropriate clothing, underwear or hair supplies for Irish weather didn’t bother me. All I could think about was getting to know Edward better. 
 
   I was lost in a daydream of a long luscious walk along the Dublin countryside with Edward and a Jack Russell we'd rescued along the way, when he strode swiftly back to the booth and sat himself down. He smiled and waved a flight ticket in my face.  
 
   'There you go' he said, handing me the paper triumphantly. 'One Dublin bound flight ticket for you. I've also rang the hotel and made another reservation for a room as I wasn’t sure if you'd prefer your own privacy' he said delicately.  
 
   Picking up the ticket, I noticed he had booked me into business class. I stifled an excited giggle.  
 
   'Thank you for arranging for the flight' I said appreciatively leaning forward and kissing him on the lips. 
 
   His arrangement for the hotel was still hanging between us. I lowered my eyes, avoiding his stare. Would he be comfortable with my reassurance that I didn’t need my own privacy? I wanted nothing more than to hop into his bed with him, but I had learnt that being too open wasn't always the best policy. Perhaps it was best to take things slow. 
 
   'About the room, that’s very gentlemanly of you' I said, slowly looking at him. 'Except I'm happy to share a room if you'd like?' The words had slipped out of my mouth before I could stop them.  
 
   I bit my tongue. I could not be trusted to say another sentence. I inwardly groaned; face flushing with heat and mortification. A small voice in my head telepathically pleading with Edward not to reject my unabashedness.  
 
   I looked up. Edward was smirking at me. 
 
    'I’m happy to share too. I’ll cancel the other room' and he pulled out his phone and immediately called the hotel in front of me, his lustful gaze never leaving mine.  
 
    
 
   

 
   

CHAPTER THIRTY TWOThe flight was short and smooth. As soon as we had boarded the small plane, I was overtaken by fear of suffering from a bout of travel sickness. I had spent many a flight a puce shade of green, head bowed low between my legs. I didn’t relish the thought of heaving into a sick bag in front of Edward. There were some things women avoided and regurgitating stomach contents in front of a new boyfriend was one of them. 
 
   Edward had noticed my tension as the plane took flight, reassuringly holding my hand whilst explaining various breathing exercises for me to try.  I'd felt more than silly, taking deep breaths and exhaling extra slowly, but I didn’t want him to know that he'd wasted fifteen minutes on calming my flight 'nerves' when all I had was plain old travel sickness.  
 
   Thankfully the flight was over in less time than it had taken me to mentally plan what underwear I’d be wearing that evening. 
 
   We were now standing in Dublin airport, luggage already collected and both of us feeling the effects of two trips within one day. Although I was sure we made an attractive looking couple, it was fair to accept this was neither of our finest moments. I looked at Edward's tired, pale face. He'd been rather quiet since we landed. 
 
   'It will be nice to get to the hotel and have a shower before dinner' I said wearily. I was so tired myself, all I wanted to do was shower and go to sleep. Was that normal?  I was finally going to be alone with Edward with multiple opportunities on how we could spend our time. The shower fantasy didn’t even include him in it. Perhaps I was overtired and my brain wasn’t functioning properly. 
 
   'Yes, I was thinking along the same lines' he said, wheeling our cases towards the glass exit doors. Following beside him, I stifled a yawn. 
 
   The early evening air hit us with a cool blast. Looking out past the Taxi rank and buildings, the distant green valleys just were visible in the fading light. Excitement surged through me, giving me new found energy. We were in a truly romantic setting and aside from the two business meetings Edward had, the rest of the time could be used in any way we pleased. I was already imagining hiking trips into grassy mountains. Perhaps we'd find a cave where we could spend the night together by candlelight.  
 
   I'd never been hiking but it looked so much fun. It had also been years since I’d owned a backpack and had any sort of nature driven adventure. Granted, sleeping in a tent, wearing ugly hiking boots and eating tinned food wasn't ideal, but it was part of the experience.  
 
   Edward walked across to the nearest Taxi and signalled for me to be getting in the car, whilst he helped the elderly Irish driver to load up the boot with our luggage. 
 
   I listened to the driver's strong Irish accent muttering about the size of my suitcase. After a few manoeuvring attempts by Edward, the boot of the car finally clicked shut. Our hotel was centrally located and the driver immediately knew our destination.  
 
   'Tis a nice hotel you've chosen yourselves' he said approvingly.  
 
   'Yes, I've stayed there before and found it to be more than comfortable' Edward agreed. 
 
   Looking out of the window, we rode past old style taverns and quaint local shops with pretty window displays. I closed my eyes and allowed myself to lull into a deeply relaxed state, the conversation between Edward and our driver gradually fading out. 
 
   We arrived at the hotel in less than twenty minutes. Opening my eyes, the car came to a halt and I heard the driver’s door slam. The large Victorian building stood magnificently proud on the parade of shops. The bell porter, dressed in a top hat and long, red velvet tails immediately came to meet the car and our luggage. Edward truly had good taste. 
 
   Settling the Taxi fare, he joined me at the hotel entrance. A ruddy faced doorman appeared from nowhere and discreetly opened the large, gold framed glass doors. The huge open lobby area stood before us, decadent and elaborate. Crystal chandeliers hung from the ceiling, large paintings and antique mirrors adorned walls, and rich cream granite covered every surface, creating a soft, welcoming ambience.  
 
   Edward strolled purposefully towards the reception desk, leaving me to follow him. The pretty, young brunette on reception smiled warmly as Edward approached and I couldn’t help but feel irked by this. I made a note of her name badge, Lucinda.  
 
   'Welcome back, Mr Wainwright' Lucinda said professionally to Edward. She'd remembered his name?  
 
   'Thank you.' Edward responded nodding slightly. 'I have a reservation for myself and Ms Saunders here' he said taking hold of my arm and pulling me closer.  
 
   I smiled pleasantly at Lucinda and was disappointed to see her warm reaction to me. She clearly liked Edward; it was obvious from her body language. 
 
   'Welcome to the Connor Hotel, Ms Saunders' Lucinda said, presenting a card key across the counter. 'You'll be staying in the Grand Suite on the Upper Level’. I tried to suppress my smile at the mention of grand suite. 
 
   'Thank you' Edward said warmly, picking up the card key and smiling at me. 'Follow me' he said confidently striding across to the gold elevator doors to the right of us.  
 
   Following him into the elevator, I felt a nervous flutter in my stomach as we began to ascend. This was it, the beginning of my weekend with Edward. Digging my nails into the palm of my hand to steady my nerves, the doors opened to reveal a long corridor with only three doors. Edward headed towards the nearest door and secured his card in the lock.     
 
   'My usual suite' he said, turning to me and winking. The door clicked open and Edward walked into the large open room, immediately kicking off his shoes.  
 
   I followed hesitantly, lingering in the doorway as I took in the overly large sofas arranged around an ornate fireplace. A dining table and study area was to the back of the room, and open double doors led to a spacious bedroom, housing a large four poster bed, big enough for six people. It was almost as big as the entire flat I shared with Mel. 
 
   So this was how the wealthy lived - a far cry from my usual standard double hotel room with a coffee making facility and one foot wide wardrobe. Not to mention the irremovable plastic hangers that hung in the closets of budget hotels. I suspected that the only plastic in site within this hotel room was the fifty inch plasma television screen. 
 
   A gentle knock at the door ensued as the Porter made his entrance with our luggage. I felt slightly sorry for the small man as he struggled to heave my heavy luminous case into the room. Edward walked forward to help him. 
 
   'Thank you' he said, discreetly pushing a note into the Porters hand. The small man nodded his head in gratitude before wishing us a good evening and making his exit. I stood awkwardly by the sofa, unsure what to say or do.  
 
   'Well' I said, smiling shyly and leaning against the cushioned arm of the chair. 'It's a lovely room.' I looked around distractedly, hoping to hide my anxiety. We were alone and Edward's head was cocked slightly to one side, a mischievous smile on his lips. 
 
   He slowly walked towards me, eyes twinkling. Deep inside a rivet of energy coursed through me. He really was handsome. And oh, so sexy. Even in his dishevelled state of tiredness. My body began to respond to his suggestive gaze, a sudden desire and longing sweeping so strongly within and around me that I almost couldn’t stand.  
 
   Grabbing my hand, a jolt of electricity shot through me at his touch and I allowed him to slowly lead me to the bed. With each step closer, I could feel the intensity building, as incredible lust and wantonness overtook me. 
 
   It no longer mattered that I was wearing mismatched underwear or that I hadn’t had time to freshen up. My mind was only filled with wanting Edward.   
 
    
 
   

 
   

CHAPTER THIRTY THREEI woke up in Edward's embrace slowly stretching my arms above my head, conscious not to wake him. A glimmer of sunshine beamed through a gap in the drawn curtains. A perfect day for a leisurely stroll around Dublin. Edward stirred next to me as I gently sat up against the pillows. 
 
   'Morning' I smiled happily at him. 
 
   Even at this early hour he looked ruggedly handsome. A fleeting thought of whether I had crease marks on my face, or a dribble patch on my pillow breezed across my mind, disappearing as fast as it came. Edward made me feel so comfortable in myself, he wouldn’t take any notice. 
 
   'Good morning' he said tiredly rubbing his face. I got out of the large bed and walked across to the curtains, drawing them back to allow the sunshine to flood the room. 
 
   'Gorgeous day outside, perhaps we can go and have breakfast at a café?' I said, enthusiastically peering at the view of the busy road. Edward walked up behind me and placed his arms around me hugging me loosely, his naked skin against mine. 
 
   'Or perhaps we can stay in bed all day?' he suggested, tiredly groping my breasts and kissing the top of my head.  
 
   I laughed, pushing him away. As tempting as the thought was, we had an entire weekend ahead of us to explore one another. I headed towards the bathroom to get showered, Edward following closely behind me. 
 
   We decided to eat in a small café on the corner of O'Connell Street. The city buzzed around us as we watched employees rushing to their workplaces, and shops beginning to open as the first drove of shoppers appeared on the streets, armed and ready for a day of spending. 
 
   I had chosen to wear a pair of jeans and a loose top, keeping make-up to a minimum. Edward looked relaxed in his cream chinos and a polo top. Humour and ease flowed between us as we enjoyed each other's company. 
 
   I caught the glance of a woman passing by, attractive, well dressed and such envy within her gaze. It was a look that was easy to recognise, as I too had spent many occasion observing happy couples, wishing I could be as lucky. Yet now I was one of those couples. 
 
   Edward took a large bite of his egg muffin and turned to me. 
 
   'I have my business meeting at two o’clock; it shouldn’t last any longer than a couple of hours so I thought we could perhaps go for a stroll before I head off. Once I’m gone it gives you a couple of hours to yourself' he said, wiping his mouth with a napkin. 
 
   On the stroll to the café I had spotted at least five shops I wanted to explore. A couple of hours would just about be sufficient. 
 
   'OK, well I may check out one or two shops and have a wander around' I said casually, mentally picturing which clothing I'd be trying from the department store adjacent to the café. The window display had enough tantalising creations to fill a whole day's shopping. 
 
   Edward reached into his back-pocket, taking out his wallet. Removing a large amount of notes, he pushed them into my open messenger bag, propped beside me.  
 
   'Treat yourself to something nice.'  
 
   Astonished, I almost dropped my coffee cup from my grasp. Without checking my bag I couldn’t be sure of the exact amount he had stuffed inside, but I had watched him remove at least six fifty Euro notes. Three hundred Euros to treat myself?  
 
   'Thank you, I’ll see what treasures I can find.' Leaning a little towards him to kiss his cheek, I grinned excitedly. 
 
   No man had ever presented me with such a significant amount of money. Will had once given me an envelope of notes which I had naïvely thought was for me; until he'd told me it was our backdated council tax money. It wasn't quite the same thing. Three hundred was enough to buy a complete new outfit including shoes and a bag. I couldn’t wait to get started.  
 
   Breakfast finished, Edward suggested we take a walk to the famous Trinity College. I would have happily walked to the moon if he had suggested it, so I nodded encouragingly, letting him lead me through narrow alleyways and past pretty buildings on a long tour of the city. 
 
   'My father used to bring me here when I was a small boy' he said as we stood facing the magnificent college admiring its history and presence. 
 
   'We lived here in Dublin for a short period of our lives, after my mother passed away. My father did his best to keep me entertained' he said nostalgically.  'His business was struggling at the time and what with my mother gone, and me to care for, I think he felt a bit lost.' I squeezed his hand supportively. 
 
   Other than briefly telling me he'd been orphaned, I'd not heard him mention anything of his childhood. Now I understood why. His emotions were raw, painful even.  
 
   'It wasn’t until we moved back to the UK and I went away to boarding school that our relationship started to break down. I hardly saw him' he said looking deep in thought. 'I blamed him for a lot, even though it wasn't his fault’ he smiled down at me sadly and his fingers stroked mine. 
 
   'I would have loved to have known him better.' 
 
   I moved my hand soothingly across his back, not saying anything. His mother had evidently died before his father. And then to lose his father also? What loss for a young man to suffer. I felt emotionally moved that he'd opened up to me. Wrapping both of my arms around his ribcage and resting my head against his shoulder, I was unsure what to say. 
 
   He turned suddenly towards me, unexpectedly excited. 
 
   'Hey, I just had an idea what we can do later' he said grinning. I looked suspiciously at him, not sure I was going to like what he was about to suggest. 
 
    'And what might that be?' I asked hesitantly. 
 
   He tried to contain a smile. 'A ghost hunt. There's this old castle nearby and they do an organised tour every evening.'  
 
   I laughed, patting him gently on the back, thinking that he was joking. I noticed his smile was still fixed and he was waiting expectantly.  
 
   'You're actually serious you want to go ghost hunting?' I asked astounded. 
 
   'Oh come on Lizzie, it'll be fun. Dare to live!' he said humorously.  
 
   'OK, OK. Let's do it then. Let's go ghost hunting' I replied with a smile. 
 
   It was hard to comprehend that this successful business man, who was used to fine places, would want to walk around a dark castle searching for things that go bump in the dark. It was also very attractive; he surely wasn't one to be bored around. Whatever the reason, it was a welcome distraction from the emotional conversation about his parents. Plus it would provide extra opportunity to snuggle up close to him. 
 
   Edward showed me some further points of interest before we began the long stroll back to the hotel, my hand in his. I had always thought it was a little strange seeing couples holding hands; I had never been comfortable with publicly displaying affection. However, with Edward I couldn’t think of anything more natural. I didn’t feel silly; I felt proud. 
 
   Back in the suite I made us hot drinks and checked my emails whilst Edward prepared for his meeting. 
 
   Ronnie was urging me to get the final press release version across to him and I had yet to discuss with Sam the arrangements for the luxury weekend prize winner. I sighed to myself; the next couple of weeks were going to be busy. All the more reason to enjoy the weekend ahead of me. 
 
   Hearing the shower facet turn off, moments later Edward stepped into the bedroom still wet, with a small towel wrapped around his waist. I felt myself flush as I looked at him, lustful adrenaline coursing deep within. He looked at me, catching my expression. 
 
   'I hope you're not having naughty thoughts' he said smirking. I felt my face heat up even more, as I desperately tried to maintain my composure and concentrate on my emails. 
 
   'Don’t be so ridiculous; I'm just thinking about work.' I drummed my fingers on the table and bit my bottom lip, narrowing my eyes as if in deep business thought.  
 
   Edward removed his towel and walked past me to the wardrobe. Unable to avert my eyes from his perfectly formed body, my head turned in his direction. He spun around quickly, catching me off-guard. 
 
   'Ha! Caught you' he joked walking towards me. 
 
   I gave in to him as he gently took my hands from my laptop keyboard, stood me up and kissed me, leading me towards the bed. 
 
   An hour later I set off towards Grafton Street, Edward's money burning a hole in my purse, waiting to be spent.  
 
   I headed directly to the large department store that had caught my eye earlier with its window display. Passing through the revolving door into the cool store with its lightly fragranced ambience, a frisson of excitement and contentment buzzed through me. I hadn't been this happy in a long time. Not only was I on a weekend break with an amazing man, but I had money in my pocket and a store full of exquisite treasures to explore. 
 
   Allowing myself a leisurely stroll amongst the various sections, I lingered at the bag display picking up a small suede holdall perfect for travelling. I could benefit from a new holdall, especially now that I might be making more impromptu trips with Edward. I dared to allow myself to imagine Edward and I taking another trip together, suede holdall on my arm. No large yellow suitcase in site. Edward would be impressed. 
 
   My eye was drawn to a dusky pink, shiny rucksack in the shape of an elephant. It was adorable. A perfect little girl's rucksack. My breath caught in my throat. Maddie. She'd be the ideal recipient for such a gift.   
 
   Chastising myself, I let the thought slip away as quickly as it came. Edward had only just discovered Maddie; it certainly wasn't my place to be buying her gifts, especially as I hadn’t even met her… 
 
   Picking up the bag, I quickly walked towards the cashier before I had a chance to change my mind. It was Edward's money I was spending - surely he'd be happy I put it to good use on his daughter? 
 
   Moments later and with one pink elephant rucksack purchased and wrapped, I headed out of the store, drawn towards a neighbouring shoe shop. My heart fluttered with anticipation as I surveyed the window display. Was it normal to experience such a rush of excitement when seeing row upon row of divine styles?  
 
   I'd once read that shopping was better than sex. The feeling that flowed through me as I walked into Zuldo left me wondering if the article may have been accurate.  
 
   The layout inside was far smaller than the grandeur impression of the exterior.  Brushing past an elegantly dressed woman trying a delicate cream leather stiletto, I watched as she slipped the shoe onto her foot; the perfect fit, her legs appearing more defined and elongated. She smiled triumphantly into the mirror at herself. The young assistant beside her caught my gaze. 
 
   'Would you like any help madam?' she said in a strong Irish accent, well matched to her fiery red hair. 
 
   She'd called me madam? I was twenty eight, not forty eight years of age. 
 
   'Just browsing, thank you' I said, politely hiding my distaste at being aged twenty years. The woman was slipping off the cream stiletto and handing it back to the assistant. 
 
   'I'll take them please' she instructed kindly. 
 
   Collecting the display shoe from the shelf, the assistant placed it in the box and walked towards the counter. I continued browsing the store, slightly disappointed to find that nothing was catching my attention in a must-have way. The cream shoe had been by far the best in the shop, both versatile and flattering. I would have to try them for myself. 
 
   'Excuse me' I said, grabbing the attention of the attendant as she passed. 'Do you have those shoes in a size four?' I asked, indicating the box she was holding. 
 
   'I’m terribly sorry madam.' Wincing, I tried not to roll my eyes at her comment. 'These are the last size four and they've already been taken.' She smiled apologetically and continued towards the till.  
 
   My heart sank. The shoes would have been the perfect footwear for my recently purchased brown silk dress. Why could I never be the person to get the last pair. 
 
   I looked towards the elegant woman, watching as she rifled in her expensive designer handbag for her purse. She probably didn’t even need those shoes. Undoubtedly she had enough money to buy the entire store if she so wished.  
 
   'I’m terribly sorry, I seem to have misplaced my purse' the elegant woman was saying, a look of embarrassment sweeping across her face. 'Would you be so kind as to put these shoes to one side for me and I’ll return later to pay for them' she asked pleadingly.  
 
   Ha! She didn’t even have her purse in order to buy the shoes. Surely it was store policy that they couldn’t preferenciate customers, especially if I was willing to buy the shoes instead. 
 
   The assistant smiled, causing me to frown. 
 
    'Of course, that's not a problem' she said kindly. 'Let me pop your name on a note and we'll set those aside. I'm off duty soon but my colleague will be able to assist you' she said, offering the lady a pen and paper to write her name. 
 
   Watching in mild shock at my ill fortune, the elegant lady scribbled something and handed it back to the assistant. Pinning the note to the box, the assistant looked up. 
 
   'OK Germaine, we've set those aside and I’ll leave a message you'll be back to pay and collect them.' 
 
   Thanking the assistant, Germaine exited the shop, as I followed her lead, unaware of my irritated glances in her direction. 
 
   Grafton Street quickly lost its appeal after another hour of numerous unsuccessful shoe shop visits. Ironically, I had discovered and purchased a stunning biscuit coloured dress in a small boutique off the main street, which wouldn’t be in its full glory unless I found a cream shoe to team with it. The likelihood was slim indeed. 
 
   Glancing at my watch, it was almost time to head back to the hotel. Edward would be finishing his meeting and I still needed to check my emails. I'd had enough shopping for one day.  
 
   Walking towards a small bistro I sat down and picked up the menu. A delicious array of mouth watering options danced in front of my eyes. I looked up, spotting the waitress approaching to take my order, my eyes drawn in surprise to the green metallic shop front behind her. Zuldo. 
 
   'Can I get a latte and a brie and spinach panini please' I requested distractedly, as an idea formulated in my head. The waitress began jotting against her notepad as I abruptly stood up, surprising even myself, and making her jump.  
 
   'Sorry but I have to go, scrap that order.'  
 
   Picking up my bags with a sense of purpose, I headed towards Zuldo, heart pounding. Was I really going to go through with this? 
 
   My palms were sweating as I walked through the entrance doors into the familiar shoe haven, heading straight for the counter. A middle aged woman stood at the till arranging shoes into boxes.  
 
   'Hello' she said smiling pleasantly. 'Can I help you?' 
 
   I smiled as warmly as possible. 'I’m here to collect some shoes that were set aside for me. Although I'm unsure if my sister came in earlier and already picked them up' I lied confidently. The woman bent down under the counter. 
 
    'Let's see' she said checking the shelves. 'What name were they under?'  
 
   'Germaine’ I said quietly, looking around discreetly to ensure that the real Germaine hadn’t chosen the same moment to appear. 
 
   The assistant placed a box in front of me with a note pinned to it, lifting the lid to reveal the delicate cream leather creations. I nodded excitedly. 
 
   ‘Yes, those are the ones.’ Looking at the shoes again was confirmation that my decision had been the right one. They were meant for me. 
 
   My heart thudded as I paid the assistant, all the while holding my breath in fear that I would be caught out. No sooner had the cashier handed me the receipt and newly purchased shoes, I turned on my heel and made a rapid exit from the store. Satisfaction flooded through me as I scuttled along O'Connell Street, towards the hotel. Mission accomplished. 
 
   Edward was already waiting for me as I walked into our hotel suite, happily swinging my shopping bags. 
 
   'Hello, good shopping trip?' he asked looking up from his laptop, a frustrated expression on his face. I carefully placed the bags down and went across to where he was sitting.  
 
   'Yes, I got a few nice bits' I said cheerfully, sitting myself down next to him and kissing him on the cheek. 
 
   'Are you OK?' I asked hesitantly. My stomach lurched. He was avoiding my eyes. Surely he couldn’t have found out about my shoe fiasco already? Had I been caught on CCTV? The realisation of my actions sank in.  
 
   Edward closed his laptop and put his arm around me, drawing me close to him and kissing me passionately. All thoughts of my fraudulence drifted away as I lost myself in his embrace. 
 
   'I am now' he said, pulling away from me and smiling. 'I had a rather heated business meeting with a client; I’ve suggested a follow up dinner, tomorrow evening. Partners included'. Edward looked at me. 'I think you'll like his wife, I’ve met her before. She runs a health food business.' 
 
   I nodded enthusiastically. He had used the word partners. I tried to stifle an excited laugh, Edward considered me his partner. Not a woman he was seeing, but a partner. The type of word that usually indicates, or precedes, marriage. The laugh came out like a funny sounding squeak. Edward looked at me strangely. 
 
   I hadn’t imagined in my wildest dreams that less than forty eight hours after leaving Spain, I'd be holed up in a luxury hotel with Edward.  
 
   I couldn’t bear to envisage the disappointment and hurt that I’d feel if things changed once we left Ireland. I had to make every moment count.  
 
   Seductively, I straddled Edward, slowly unpinning my hair and allowing it to tumble loosely down. Removing my top in one swift motion, I pressed my breasts against him and looked firmly into his eyes, noting his surprise and lust. I had wasted far too many years being prudish and shy with other partners. It was time to show Edward that I could be his every fantasy. 
 
   

 
   

CHAPTER THIRTY FOURThe rain fell hard against the windows waking me with its gentle tapping. Opening my eyes I noticed the empty space beside me. I vaguely remembered Edward whispering to me whilst I was in a sleepy state that he was going for an early morning jog.  There had been no contemplation on whether to join him. In addition to my tiredness, my body ached in places I didn't know it was possible to ache.  
 
   The previous afternoon and evening was a vague blur of passion and room service. Any plans we'd had were casually discarded, as the hours had ticked by. 
 
   I got up, walking straight towards the bathroom with the intention of showering, before tucking into the pre ordered breakfast that awaited me.  The idea of revelling alone in the luxury of the grand suite was an enticing one. Not thirty minutes later I was seated at the dining table, newspaper open, pouring myself an orange juice when my mobile rang. Instinctively I knew it would be Stella.  
 
   Picking up my phone, her name flashed across the screen. Edward would be back at any moment. I answered hastily.  
 
   'Hey hon.' 
 
   'Lizzie, where are you?' Stella asked, urgency and exasperation in her tone. Something was wrong. 
 
   'I’m in Ireland, is everything OK?' A feeling of dread entered my consciousness. What if something awful had happened? It wasn't the time or place to be weighed down with Stella's issues, but my loyalty was with my family.  
 
   'Ireland!' Stella's shriek pierced my ears and I held the handset further away as her voice gave rise to hysteria. 'What are you doing in Ireland?’ 
 
   I felt myself prickle. Could I not go anywhere without having to inform her of my every step? Or had my mother put her up to finding out where I’d disappeared to? Irritation replaced all thoughts of worry as I bristled at her shocked response. Allowing a few seconds to pass, I kept my voice even. 
 
   'I’m in Ireland with Edward. He asked me to join him here.' Biting down on my lip, I waited for the usual barrage of questions. Stella's voice softened uncharacteristically.   
 
   'It’s about time you were lavished with attention. But once you return to the UK I really need to see you.' 
 
   I put down the carton of orange juice I’d been holding. Stella's kind comment had been hinged with a desperate edge, causing me concern. 
 
   'Stella is everything OK?' Where was my composed, stoic sister? Something was amiss. 
 
   'Things are fine Lizzie, nothing for you to worry about. You just enjoy yourself and let me know when you're home.’ 
 
   ‘As long as you're sure?’ I asked, relieved that whatever her issue was, it would be able to wait.  Although I was concerned for my sister, the thought of spending my final day alone with Edward outweighed anything else. 
 
   'Positive. I'll speak to you soon, petal' Stella said softly before cutting the call. I sat staring at the screen. I loved Stella dearly; she'd been more of a mother to me than my mother at times. However she hadn't called me petal in years.  
 
   The door opened and Edward walked in, soaked through in his joggers. 
 
   'Morning' he said, kissing me on the cheek and pouring himself a coffee. 'Awful weather out there' he reached across for the newspaper.  
 
   Ignoring him I bit into my toast, pre-occupied. On reflection, perhaps I hadn’t been as supportive to Stella of late as I could have been. If she was entertaining office flirtation then maybe problems at home with Miles and the children were worse than I had anticipated. It wouldn’t hurt me to make a special effort to see her once I landed tomorrow morning. Besides, the thought of her Sunday roast made my mouth water. I would call in advance to make sure she was cooking. Edward broke into my thoughts, looking up from his newspaper. 
 
   'I’ve arranged for a car to take us to Drimnagh today. There's a castle there that I thought you might like to see.'  
 
   'I'd love that' I replied, silently wondering if Edward had access to a bottomless pit of money. Had he never heard of public transport?  
 
   As much as it was convenient to be chauffeured everywhere I didn’t want to become too comfortable with this luxurious lifestyle. In less than a day, I would be back living in my flat share and fighting for a standing space on the London Underground. A chauffeured car would be as distant in my reality as a genie's lamp. 
 
   'Wouldn't it be fun to take a bus or the train there?' I ventured quietly. Edward looked up from his newspaper in surprise. 
 
   'You want to go by train?' he said raising his eyebrow questioningly and suppressing a smirk. I felt a little ridiculed. 
 
   'Yes I do, as a matter of fact' I retorted, smiling sweetly at him. Edward smiled in return and gave a little nod of his head. 
 
   ‘Whatever you want, we shall do. Train it is then.' He looked back down and continued reading his newspaper. 
 
   Grinning to myself triumphantly, I took a sip of my fresh orange juice. I would show him just how much fun public transport could be. 
 
   ----------
 
   We arrived in Drimnagh, my shoes squelching as I disembarked from the train. Edward followed closely behind me, shielding his face from the lashing of rain that poured from the skies above.  
 
   I was determined to keep a smile on my face despite the circumstances. The train had been overcrowded and we'd only managed to find one unoccupied seat. Edward had insisted on me taking the seat and himself standing for the entire one hour journey.  
 
   In the guide pamphlet I had picked up at the station, it had suggested taking a stop prior to Drimnagh to explore a small fishing village. Unfortunately I had misjudged the distance between the station and the village.  
 
   Three quarters of an hour spent walking in heavy rain, with an umbrella that blew inside out every five minutes, did little to lift our spirits. At least we were now in Drimnagh, a little wet but both in one piece. 
 
   'It's stunning' I said, turning to Edward and pointing at the beautiful green countryside that stretched into hilly regions either side of us.  
 
   'I know, it's beautiful; and the Castle is only twenty minutes on foot in that direction' Edward said, pointing east. I stopped walking and looked up at him. 
 
   'Have you been here before?' I asked in disbelief.  
 
   Edward laughed. 'Of course I have.' He looked down at me, eyes twinkling. 'And the last time I came, I also took the train on a rainy day' he said with a grin. 
 
   I felt myself flush with embarrassment. The chauffeured car now made sense. He'd been trying to save me from a disastrous journey and I’d automatically judged him for it. 
 
   'Edward' I began slowly, turning to face him. 'I'm so sorry. I had no idea' I stammered apologetically. 
 
   He lifted his finger to my lips, his face still smiling warmly and affectionately at me. 
 
   'Shh, no apologies. We're here now and we are going to make the most of it.' He took my hand in his and we headed east towards the castle, oblivious to the rain and water puddles underfoot. 
 
   ----------
 
   We arrived home in time to briefly relax before preparing for dinner. The castle had been a magical experience. Edward had claimed to know much of its history and I’d listened enraptured as he'd relayed stories of battles and destruction. Some so elaborate that I wondered if he'd invented them himself. 
 
   Putting the finishing touches to my make-up, I admired my dress in the mirror as Edward whistled to himself in the bathroom. We were meeting his client in less than thirty minutes at the restaurant. Carefully taking my new cream shoes from their box and ignoring the large 'Germaine' note still attached, I slipped them onto my feet. Although they were slightly higher than I was expecting, I was reminded of the elegant woman in Zuldo as I looked at my reflection. My calves slender, and my ankles delicate.   
 
   Edward walked into the bedroom buttoning up his dinner shirt and smelling of lightly spiced aftershave.  
 
   'You look exquisite' he said stopping to admire me as I twirled in front of him.  
 
   Walking across to him, I reached up to fasten his tie as he looked at me strangely. Catching the reflection of us together in the mirror, it dawned on me that we were very much a couple. In only two days our relationship had shifted into something far more serious. 
 
   'Right mister, we had better be making tracks' I said, immediately lightening the fusion between us.  
 
   Edward opened his mouth to say something and then must have thought better of it, as instead he turned, grabbing his suit jacket and wallet. I followed him out of the hotel and down towards the chauffeured car he had arranged, with silent thanks. My cream shoes wouldn't have bode well with the rainy puddles. 
 
   The restaurant was large and dimly lit. We were led by the Maitre d’ to a circular table situated centrally, beneath a large lighting fixture based on bare bulbs and feathers.  
 
   'It's good we're here in advance' Edward whispered, sitting down next to me at the table.  
 
   I picked up the wine list, scanning the options and balked, catching sight of the prices. I could feed myself lavishly in my local supermarket for one month based on the cost of one of the cheaper bottles of red.  
 
   'Don't worry - it's all chargeable or claimable' Edward said with a wink as if reading my thoughts. He stood up suddenly.  
 
   'Here they are' he said discreetly moving his head towards the two people being led by the Maitre d’ in our direction. 
 
   I followed his lead, standing up, my breath catching in my throat. An overweight greying man in a navy suit approached the table. Next to him, the elegant woman from Zuldo whom I was already familiar with for all the wrong reasons, nodded in recognition. Edward moved forward, shaking the man's hand and gesturing towards me. 
 
   'Conrad, let me introduce you to Lizzie' he said, before kissing the elegant woman on both cheeks. I stood transfixed, unable to think clearly, my heart pounding. 
 
   'Germaine, looking as beautiful as ever' Edward said smoothly to her as Conrad moved across to greet me. Germaine looked in my direction, holding out her hand. 
 
   'It's nice to meet you' she said in her passive Irish accent as her eyes swept over my outfit from head to foot.  
 
   I couldn’t be sure but her mouth twitched as her gaze lingered on my shoes. Taking a deep breath to calm my nerves, I met her eyes and tried not to flinch.  
 
   'Lovely to meet you also' I replied gracefully; before adding 'your dress is fabulous'.  
 
   There was only one way out of the situation and that was to be as complimentary and flattering as possible. As of yet, she hadn't made any distinct hint that she knew who I was. On the contrary, it was highly unlikely that she would remember me; we hadn't spoken to one another in Zuldo. Reasoning with myself, I began to feel slightly calmer. I was over-reacting as usual. She smiled at my comment. 
 
   'Thank you' she said, seating herself opposite me. 'May I say in return that your shoes are fabulous.' 
 
   Her smile turned to ice as she fixed me with a knowing stare. My stomach turned to water and my skin began to prickle with heat. Yes, she'd remembered me. Edward chuckled beside me. 
 
   'You ladies and your shoes.' Conrad rolled his eyes and Germaine smiled. 
 
   'Yes; some of us would kill for our shoes.' She looked at me as she said this. Avoiding her gaze I stared down at my bread roll, trying to calm my anxiety. 
 
   The conversation flowed casually as I remained quiet, a polite smile fixed on my face, nodding every so often to affirm my involvement and interest. It was hard to stop myself from sneaking a glance at Germaine. Every time I dared to, her eyes immediately caught mine. Her large steak knife glistened threateningly at me as her comment floated around in my mind. My judgement had lapsed. Had I chosen a crazed knife wielding manic to con out of a pair of shoes? Germaine the destroyer. Picking up my wine glass, I gulped the remains hastily, wishing for the evening to come to an end. 
 
   'Thirsty are we?' Edward said amused. Germaine narrowed her eyes and looked towards her untouched glass, picking it up. 
 
   'Here have mine, I don't want it' she said kindly, holding out the glass to me. I hesitated; there were various ways for a person to spike a drink.  
 
   Edward nudged me, his eyes darting from mine towards Germaine's outstretched hand.
 
   'Lizzie, Germaine is offering you her drink' he instructed, waiting for me to react. 
 
   Begrudgingly I reached out to take the glass from her grasp, my eyes wide as her fingers let go of their grip, moments before I managed to secure the stem. As if in slow motion, a wave of red wine tumbled in a flow towards me, seeping into the white table cloth and racing closer and closer to my beige dress. 
 
   Edward leapt up next to me, swiftly grabbing the overturned glass before it could lose anymore of its content.  
 
   'Lizzie, are you in a trance or something?' he asked sternly, the veins in his neck pulsing with fury.  
 
   Humiliated, I apologised profusely, my face hot with embarrassment as a waiter approached to clean the remainder of the spillage.  
 
   'Don’t worry, sweetie' Germaine cooed at me. 'Accidents happen'. Ignoring her smug reaction, I looked upwards to hold back the tears threatening to spill onto my face. 
 
   My eyes lingered on the lighting fixture above us, mentally envisioning the cord breaking and the monstrous creation falling down onto Germaine's head. How satisfying it would be to coo her own words back at her. 'Don’t worry sweetie, accidents happen.' 
 
   Our food arrived shortly after, giving Edward and Conrad the chance to discuss business and leaving Germaine and I to make small talk. I nodded politely, mainly for Edward's sake, as Germaine took pleasure in describing her successful healthcare enterprise, using words I barely understood. I didn’t care whether yoghurt was pro-biotic, macrobiotic or even antibiotic. However, remembering my mother’s phrase 'Keep your friends close and your enemies even closer', I suddenly started to take more interest in the health properties of granola. 
 
   By dessert the atmosphere was more relaxed, helped along by my fourth glass of wine. I didn’t even give rise when Germaine sarcastically suggested to all, that my grape intake had been met for the next year. Edward laughed, taking my hand under the table and reassuringly stroking my thumb. Germaine could dig at me as much as she wanted but I would be the one going home with new shoes and a handsome partner. Even her attempt at ruining my dress with wine had failed. Edward looked at his watch and then at me. 
 
   'We should be heading off soon' he said tiredly. He looked from Conrad to Germaine apologetically. 'We have an early flight back to the UK.'  
 
   Relief swept through me as Edward called the bill and we finished the last of our drinks. Germaine had been given countless opportunity to 'out' me and it was highly unlikely she was going to bring up the shoe matter now that we were preparing to leave. 
 
   The four of us stood up, heading towards the exit. Walking beside me, Germaine's eyes were fixed downwards on my shoes. Edward and Conrad followed behind us chatting, as my stomach twisted with each step. Germaine remaining unusually quiet was making me more nervous. I pushed open the door and the damp night air greeted us with its cool breeze. 
 
   'Thank you for a wonderful evening' Conrad said graciously shaking Edward’s hand before stepping forward to me. Edward reached out to hug Germaine. 
 
   'Thank you for your lovely company' he said as she lapped up the attention. 
 
   I followed Edward's lead saying my goodbyes, eager to get back to the car as quickly as possible before Germaine could utter another word. Conrad and Germaine turned to leave as the valet parking approached with their car. I waved happily in relief, pleased to be released from the torture of my shoe sin. Germaine stopped suddenly and turned towards me. 
 
   'Oh Lizzie, before I forget' she said steadily, her face hardening 'about those shoes...'  
 
   My stomach jumped into my throat as I stood rooted to the spot, panic sweeping through me in waves. My perfect weekend with Edward would be shattered once he discovered my deceit, especially if the outcome was detrimental towards his business relationship with Conrad. He would never trust me again. Germaine spoke.  
 
   'I have the same pair on hold, I'm going back to collect them on Monday' she said smugly, before climbing into the passenger seat and waving goodbye. 
 
   Edward shook his head beside me in amusement, as I stared in disbelief, watching Conrad and Germaine's car fade into the distance.  
 
   'I think she was a little jealous of your shoes' Edward chuckled, as I allowed my blood pressure level to recover.  
 
   Fate had brought Germaine and I together and I had learned a valuable lesson from the experience. Never again would I take shoe shopping so lightly. 
 
   We leisurely made our way back to the hotel. It was our last evening in Dublin and all I wanted to do was remove my clothing, nestle myself in Edward's arms and forget all about Germaine and my shoe fiasco. 
 
   Edward was upbeat at the outcome of the conversation with Conrad, and after a lengthy run down on how things could proceed for him, we eventually got to bed.  
 
   My wish of undressing and being nestled in his arms was quickly fulfilled. The shoes however, stayed on, at Edward's request.
 
    
 
   

 
   

CHAPTER THIRTY FIVEIt felt strange as the Taxi approached my road and drew up outside my familiar red street door. It seemed as if I’d been away for months, not weeks. Dragging my suitcase up the two concrete entrance steps, I moved forward to ring the doorbell.  
 
   The door flew open before I had a chance to press it. Mel stood in the doorway, deeply tanned and looking sensational. How had she managed to achieve a darker skin shade than my own, in the UK spring weather? 
 
   'Oh my word, you're finally home' she said dramatically, taking hold of my suitcase and heaving it inside the doorway. 'We have so much to catch up on' she clapped her hands in excitement as I laughed and hugged her.  
 
   Following her towards the kitchen, I noticed a large abstract ornament of many different colours dominating one corner of the hallway. 
 
   'What on earth is that?' I asked pointing to the monstrosity and making no effort to hide my distaste. Mel laughed at my expression. 
 
   'It's a light, it changes colour. Very funky. Adds a bit of zing' she said walking across to the kettle and flicking the switch.  
 
   I had been gone a little over two weeks and Mel had already set loose on the electricals. I scanned the kitchen making sure no other crazy fixtures had been introduced.  
 
   'Come' Mel said patting the empty dining chair 'come sit and fill me in.' I did as I was told, sinking into the comfortable seat and feeling thankful that it was a Sunday morning; Mel set down a steaming cup of tea in front of me, accompanied by a slice of cheesecake. 
 
   'Did you buy that?' I asked pointing down towards the plate. Mel grinned, shaking her head. 
 
   'I made that from scratch' she said proudly, watching as I tucked in and nodded my head in approval. It was divine.  
 
   'Since when did you become a domestic goddess?' I joked, taking another mouthful. 
 
   'Enough questions' she said sharply. 'I want to hear about Spain, about Edward, about everything!' she tucked her legs up underneath her getting settled into the chair.  I took a deep breath. Where to start.... 
 
   Nearly two hours had passed by the time I finished bringing Mel up to date on my situation.  It had taken a further two cups of tea and three quarters of a packet of hobnobs. 
 
   'So when are you seeing him next?' she asked referring to Edward.  
 
   I hesitated to answer, unsure of what to say. After we'd landed in London, Edward had needed to leave immediately for the train to Manchester to see Maddie. I relayed this to Mel. 
 
   'Well if he really likes you, he'll be in touch sooner than you expect' she said knowingly. I agreed, hoping in my heart that he'd be in touch this evening.  
 
   I'd only been home a few hours and I was missing him already, a dull ache in my heart. Chastising myself, I quickly changed my thought pattern. I was an independent career woman, not a love sick puppy.  
 
   Mel rushed to answer her ringing mobile as I heaved my suitcase towards my bedroom, dreading the thought of unpacking and washing the mountain of clothes encased.  I wondered whether living with Edward would mean I would be expected to do his washing. He'd mentioned that he had a cleaner but if I was ever to become his wife, would I be required to take on that role? 
 
   'Stop it' I muttered aloud, frustrated at my thoughts.  It wasn't healthy to affirm myself as an independent career woman in one moment and in the next moment envision myself as Edward's dutiful wife. I was losing my grip on reality. Edward was dominating my thoughts again. And where did Maddie fit into all of this? 
 
   ----------
 
   Mel hovered in the doorway, watching me staring into space. 
 
   'Uh oh' she laughed 'someone's got a man on the brain'. I laughed and walked towards her, noticing she was holding something in her hand.  
 
   'I’m love sick and helpless' I groaned, pulling a sorrowful face. 'I’m bored already with unpacking; come fill me in on all your gossip.' I took hold of her arm and walked us into the living room. Sitting down on the sofa, I waited for Mel to sit in her usual place opposite me. Instead she lingered in the door frame, looking worried. Her hands tightly clasping something. 
 
   'Mel are you OK?' I asked, watching her staring at me strangely.  
 
   She opened her hand as I jumped up from the sofa, walking across to look more closely at the small strip of paper cupped in the palm of her hand. The light cream coloured strip, showed a faint line across it. 
 
   'Is that litmus paper?' I asked confused. Why was she offering me a piece of litmus paper? The last time I had seen a piece had been in my school chemistry class. Mel looked wide eyed and pale. 
 
    'I'm not sure' she said in a small voice, walking across to the recliner. Her bottom lip started to quiver, 'I'm pregnant, Lizzie.' 
 
   Although I heard her words they didn’t register for a few moments. Pregnant? The Mel who had always said she didn’t want children, couldn’t relate to children, was pregnant? 
 
   'Oh Mel' I said sympathetically bending down to hug her. 'When did you find out?' Her eyes filled with tears as she looked at me with devastation. 
 
   'Yesterday. My period was a week late so I stopped by the pound-shop and bought testing strips' she said breaking into a sob.  
 
   Pound-shop? Surely I hadn’t heard right. Mel had gone to a store that sold everything for one pound to purchase a pregnancy test? I shook my head in disbelief. 
 
   'Hang on' I said unclasping her palm to look at the paper strip again. 'You aren't basing your knowledge on this one strip are you?' I asked questioningly, trying to keep the frustration I was feeling from my tone. Mel looked at me teary eyed and annoyed. 
 
   'Of course not; there were three other strips in the box and they all said the same thing.' 
 
   Picking up the strip again, I studied the very faint line that ran across it. 
 
   'Mel' I said careful not to sound condescending. 'Let's get you a proper test?'  
 
   I was sorely tempted to add that buying a box of strips from a budget shop, which was also known to sell out of date food, meant the accuracy could be highly questionable. 
 
   'Hugo doesn’t know yet' Mel said in a small voice, ignoring my question. 'How will he feel when he knows I’ve ruined our travel plans?' she continued dramatically. 
 
   I took a deep breath. Mel was very right to be concerned; her being pregnant would cause all sorts of implications. However, part of me couldn’t digest the news until she had taken a proper test.  Our local pharmacy was less than a ten minute walk and would resolve the issue. 
 
   'I’m going to the chemist to get you another test' I said standing up and straightening my skirt. 
 
   My head span as I allowed recent events to float into my consciousness. My best friend was potentially pregnant. I still hadn't spoken with my sister, who had unknown issues with her life, and furthermore, I was falling in love with a man who appeared too good to be true. 
 
   Leaving Mel to sit fraught with nerves on the sofa, I put on my jacket and headed towards the street door with a heavy heart. Had it been too much to expect a normal, relaxing Sunday after a hectic two weeks away?  
 
   Approaching the chemist I quickly located the pregnancy testing kits and picked up two of the most expensive, with 99.9% accuracy. The Indian owner with whom I'd had many dealings, owing to constant insomnia after the split with Will, made no gesture of recollection as I paid him. 
 
   My mobile rang as I walked out of the store. The clouds above loomed gloomily and the first droplets of rain began to fall. I started to run the short distance home, ignoring the ringing from inside my bag. It would be Stella, wondering where I was.  
 
   Mel was still slumped in the same armchair when I arrived home, her eyes red from crying. Ignoring her protest, I grabbed her arm and marched her into the bathroom, peeling both of the pregnancy testing kits from their packaging and handing them to her. 
 
   'I want you to do both tests and then give them to me to check results' I said authoritatively, walking towards the door and closing it behind me. Tiredness was consuming me, my head heavy with stress and worry for both Mel and Stella. Mel appeared a couple of minutes later holding the tests despondently. 
 
   'I can’t bear to look at the results, it's only going to confirm what I already know' she said sorrowfully handing them to me. 
 
   I peeked at the first stick, ignoring the butterflies of nerves in my stomach. If Mel was pregnant it would affect my life too. What if she wanted to convert my room into a baby nursery? Where would that leave me? Sleeping next to the cot? Pushing my selfish thoughts aside, I studied the results displayed on the small window. 
 
   The packaging had indicated that if two blue lines appeared it was a positive result. One blue line appeared on each stick. The important second blue line failed to materialise.  
 
   Unable to contain my relief, I grinned widely at Mel. 
 
   'Both negative.' Feeling the nervous energy within me calming, I watched as Mel looked up in shock, eyes wide and mouth pursed.  
 
   'Negative? Are you sure?' she asked, grabbing the sticks from me and referring to the box of instructions. I watched as she furrowed in concentration, eventually breaking into a bright smile of excitement and hugging me closely. 
 
   'Thank you, thank you, thank you' she repeated as she danced up and down relieved. Mel had always been my closest friend, but her lack of responsibility exasperated me. I stood back and employed my serious tone. 
 
   'I suggest that in future if you have any pregnancy scares, you buy a proper test kit.'  
 
   However, Mel wasn't listening; she was already picking up her mobile and making a call, mouthing 'Hugo' to me, and pointing at her phone as the dialling tone began to sound. 
 
   I reached for my bag and took out my mobile, walking towards my bedroom. Stella's name appeared on screen beside the missed call sign. I pressed the call back key. She answered on the second ring.  
 
   'Hey, I was just wondering where you've got to?' she asked. I was relieved at her light tone, thankful that the remainder of my day wouldn’t necessarily be as dramatic as the morning had. 
 
   'There's been a bit of an issue here I’ve had to deal with; I’ll tell you when I see you' I answered cryptically. 
 
   'OK; dinner's going to be ready for four o’clock, so just come over when you're ready.' Her voice rose as the children's chatter in the background grew to deafening levels. 
 
   Saying goodbye, I hung up, retreating to my room to try to begin dealing with the unpacking for a second time. Mel appeared again a few minutes later, looking a lot happier. 
 
   'Hugo's coming over for dinner and we're going to finalise the trip plans.' 
 
   'I can’t believe you'll be going in less than three weeks' I said sorting a pile of washing into a basket.   
 
   I was going to miss Mel; four months without my best friend and living alone in the house was going to be no fun at all. Thank goodness for Edward.  
 
   'I know. I'm so excited' Mel said with a wistful look in her eyes.  
 
   I knew how much this trip meant to her. She had always wanted to travel. Unfortunately since her mother's passing she hadn't had the opportunity, being so focused on her work in order to cope with the trauma. Hugo seemed to have helped to release Mel's emotional ties.  
 
   My phone began to ring again on the dresser next to Mel.  
 
   'Get that for me would you' I said transferring more clothes from suitcase to washing basket. Mel answered on the third ring. 
 
   'Edward' she smiled, 'It's Mel.'  
 
   Stopping what I was doing, my heart starting to beat faster, I pulled myself up off my knees and rushed over to her, holding out my hand for the receiver. Mel laughed into the phone at something he had said to her. 
 
   'Here, I’ll pass you to Lizzie' she stated, handing me the phone. 
 
   'Hi.' I closed the door quietly as Mel walked out of the room. 
 
   'Hey babe, I’ve just got to Manchester. How's your morning been?' Edward's voice breezed back at me. 
 
   We chatted for twenty minutes, Edward filling me in on his disastrous train journey and his excitement at seeing Maddie again.  
 
   'Remember to give her the elephant bag' I reminded him. He'd seemed touched when I'd showed it to him in Ireland and said I’d picked it up for Maddie. Men generally had no clue when it came to buying for little girls and he'd said it was the perfect gift to give her from his trip. I later learned he'd been planning on buying her a pony. Not quite as practical. 
 
   We rang off, agreeing to speak later in the evening. A sense of contentment settled over me. He'd called me within hours of last speaking with him. There was no doubt anymore that he didn’t feel the same way as I did. Sitting on my bed, I allowed myself quiet time to process the events of the past four days. My life had gone from one extreme to the next.  
 
   Just four days previous, I had been a single woman fantasising about a man who didn’t seem to want me. Within one weekend that had changed to spending nearly every moment together, and being unable to imagine my life without him in it. I had fallen in love, deeply. I stared at the pattern on the ceiling. It was the most wonderful feeling to find love again; but a small part of my brain kept asking how long the fairytale would last?
 
    
 
   

 
   

CHAPTER THIRTY SIXI rang Stella's doorbell and waited patiently for what seemed like an eternity. Finally, the door opened and my small nephew Freddy stood smiling at me in a superhero costume; minus one of his front teeth. 
 
   'Auntie Lizzie' he shouted launching himself at me with force. 
 
   'Whoa, steady on Freddy' I said, bending down to kiss him as Jacob came running towards me also in a superhero costume.  
 
   'Did you bring us presents?' he asked excitedly, looking towards the large carrier bags I was holding.  
 
   'Wait and see' I said bending down to greet an uncooperative Jacob, before walking through the pristine hallway. Emily did a fantastic job of keeping everything so tidy, not a speck of dust in sight. 
 
   Stella was stirring something on the Arga as I entered the kitchen and set down the carrier bag. 
 
   'Hey, honey' she said, putting down the wooden spoon and coming over to kiss me. 
 
   Taking in Stella's thin and pale appearance, I tried not to let my concern show. I had seen her the day before I’d left for Spain and despite not looking happy, she'd still looked her radiant self. The woman that stood before me now, looked fragile and harassed. 
 
   'Boys, go and play outside please' Stella ordered as Freddy and Jacob continued to loiter around the carrier bags I’d brought with me. 
 
   'Oh, let them have their presents first' I said, watching as the boys' faces lit up and they jumped up and down excitedly. Although they didn’t look much like their mother, their similar personalities reminded me of Stella as a child.  
 
   I picked up the large carrier bag my mother had sent home for them, and also a separate bag of goodies I had bought especially as gifts. 
 
   'Take them outside and open them; there's one each of everything.'  
 
   Stella and I both smiled, watching as they endearingly dragged the bags between them into the conservatory area, their superhero capes flapping as they hurried. 
 
   'Where's Miles?' I asked casually, my heart pounding, hoping that things weren't worse than I had assumed. What if he'd moved out? 
 
   'Oh, he'll be home soon' Stella said sitting down opposite me. 'He's popped to his colleague’s house to drop off something they've been working on.' 
 
   It was Sunday. Alarm bells went off in my head. It wasn't normal practice to go to a work colleague’s house on a Sunday, to drop off work documents. I drummed my fingernails on the table top, distracted and uneasy. Stella suddenly looked animated. 
 
   'Well, mum's been on the phone keeping me updated on everything that's been happening whilst you've been away.' 
 
   Rolling my eyes in exasperation, I began to update her on my version of the events, certain that my mother hadn't been fully honest or forthcoming with her information. We laughed as I recalled the charity auction and Stella sat wide eyed in disbelief when I told her about the photo image of Sampson and our mother. 
 
   'She never told me that part!' Stella retorted, sitting open mouthed. It transpired there were quite a lot of parts my mother hadn't told her.   
 
   By the time I'd finished recalling my trip, Stella set down a hearty lamb dinner in front of me. The boys tucked into their plates with vigour either side of us, wearing the Indian headdresses they had unwrapped earlier. I noted Miles still hadn’t returned home and my anxiety for Stella grew, as I caught her glances towards the clock. Her meal remained almost untouched. 
 
   Stella had been intrigued to hear about Edward and had commented how animated and radiant I looked whenever I spoke of him. Giving her a detailed itinerary of our Ireland trip, I found myself voicing my concerns for the future, if I got too involved with him. Stella sternly reprimanded me, telling me to go with the flow of life and not question good tidings. I'd voiced that it was OK going with the flow, if the direction was towards a positive landscape. But what if the flow took me into a dark, dirty drain? She'd looked rather thoughtful at this comment, unable to respond. 
 
   The dinner was delicious, every mouthful a welcome blessing. I helped to clear away the dishes as the boys ran off to play, imitating police cars with high pitched noises. 
 
   Stella had her back to me and was loading the dishwasher when I decided it was time to broach the subject she'd been avoiding. Not once in the last couple of hours had she mentioned why she'd so urgently needed to see me.  
 
   I set down the cloth on the worktop, disturbed by her avoidance of the subject. 
 
   'Stella what's going on?' I asked concerned. 'Frankly you look ill, you've lost weight and I can see you're unhappy.'  
 
   Stella remained with her back to me, a small sob escaping from her lips. I reached out and put my hand on her shoulder, wanting desperately to reach out and hug my frail sister. I pressed on. 'You can tell me anything, you know that.' She slowly turned to face me, raising her hand to her eyes to wipe the tears forming. 
 
   'Lizzie, I've made a terrible mistake' she managed. 
 
   'OK' I said reaching out to take both of her hands. 'I'm sure it’s something that can be rectified. Tell me what's wrong and I’ll help you.' Stella stared at the floor vulnerably, unable to meet my eyes. 
 
   'It's about that person at work' she said in a small voice. 'It's developed into an affair.' 
 
   I tried to remain impartial but my head whirled with questions. Who was he? Did Miles know? That would explain his absence from dinner. 
 
   'Does Miles know?' I asked in a hushed voice. The children were playing in the hallway and I was aware they had superhero hearing to match their outfits. The time I had referred to Will as a 'bastard' had confirmed that. Stella hadn't been impressed when Freddy repeated it as his new favourite word. Stella looked panic-stricken at my question. 
 
   'Miles doesn't know anything' she began, her words coming slowly. 'I’m the one that's wracked with guilt' she said, wringing her hands anxiously. 'I've ruined my relationship with him haven't I?'  
 
   I tried to think of something wise to say as the silence stretched out between us. No words came to mind. 
 
   'Is this affair still going on?' It suddenly occurred to me that Stella may still be continuing the relationship with this new man, whoever he was. Stella jerked her head up, looking forlorn.  
 
   'No. I'm going to end it this weekend. I just need to find the right words.' 
 
   The front door slammed making us both jump. The boys ran past us into the hallway. 'Daddy!' 
 
   My heart jumped into my throat at the sound of Miles' voice. Stella had just enough time to compose herself and turn back towards the dishwasher before he entered the kitchen.  
 
   'Hello Lizzie' he said warmly. 'Fabulous suntan you've got yourself.' 
 
   'Thanks' I replied nervously, looking down at my golden arms. 
 
   'Hey, sorry I'm late' he said as I watched him nod in Stella's direction before opening the Arga door to retrieve his dinner. 
 
   'Did you manage to drop off what you needed?' Stella asked, briefly looking towards him, her face drained of colour. 
 
   'Yes, all sorted now' Miles replied sitting down at the dining table to eat. 
 
   I spent the next hour chatting with Stella and Miles about work and the launch; Miles was suggesting some good ideas I could run past Ronnie. Despite trying to catch Stella's attention to talk privately, she avoided my attempts and made no further mention or reference to her dilemma. Her resistance to discuss the issue puzzled me. Did she have feelings for her colleague?  
 
   It was seven o’clock by the time I returned home. Feeling physically and mentally exhausted, I changed into my comfortable pyjamas and sat on the sofa. It had been an extremely long, intense day and I still hadn’t had a chance to properly think about my own life and, more specifically, Edward.  
 
   As if telepathic, Edward chose that moment to call me. I answered eagerly, with an overwhelming surge of emotion at hearing his voice. I had fallen much quicker for him than I would ever have expected and it scared me. 
 
   We chatted about our day, him excited that Maddie had loved her gift and insisted on using it as her new school bag. He'd also agreed with Maddie's mother that he'd be taking Maddie for one weekend a month where possible, to spend in London with him. Maddie was exhilarated at the prospect, having never visited London before. Edward sounded slightly unnerved – unsure if he was fully equipped with the skills of fatherhood yet. I reassured him he'd be wonderful with her, wondering if offering my support to join them would be appropriate. I decided against it; it was their time together. Edward had six years of catching up to do with her. 
 
   We chatted some more, the conversation beginning to get slightly heated and sensual, until Edward's business mobile started to ring and interrupt our flow. I hung up frustrated, half tempted to drive to Manchester just to be with Edward for the night, certain that he felt the same. 
 
   Although I hadn't had many sexual partners, Edward and I had done things in Ireland that I had never experienced with another man. The years spent with Will thinking that I had an adventurous sex life, had been dissolved after only two nights of passion with Edward.  
 
   Mel had been impressed when I’d told her of my experience. She'd had more partners than I could count on all ten fingers and toes and even she had yet to find one that she'd consider amazing in the bedroom department. I privately thought that part of her problem was her fixation with bondage. Not all men wanted to be tied up or whipped. I felt especially empathetic towards Hugo - he looked the type to prefer roses and candlelight to a gimp mask or mouth gag.  
 
   My phone beeped with a text message from Edward. 
 
   Let's carry on where we left off? 
 
   Blushing to myself, I picked up my phone to respond. Sex messaging wasn't usually my style but looking down at my towelling pyjamas and fluffy socks, I wondered what Edward would think if he could see me. Maybe it was a blessing in disguise after all. 
 
    
 
   

 
   

CHAPTER THIRTY SEVENStella had agreed to meet Chris outside the local mini mart. Miles wouldn’t be home for another couple of hours and Emily had taken the children to their after school class. Two days had passed since she'd spoken with Lizzie about her affair, two gut wrenching, agonizing days of avoiding Chris and the task that loomed before her. She was more than ready to put an end to her involvement, yet it was the prospect of having to tell Chris that made her anxious. 
 
   Chris was standing outside the mini mart holding a large shopper bag, almost over spilling with food as Stella approached. Her palms were sweaty and her heart racing as she smiled her greeting. 
 
   'You look awful' Chris said immediately surveying Stella's pale and panic-stricken face. The tears began to form in Stella's eyes even before she began to speak. 
 
    'Chris' she began slowly. 'I can't do this anymore. It's not right' she began to cry softly as Chris leaned forward and embraced her. 
 
   'I know it isn't. I've been feeling the same way' Chris said softly, holding Stella even tighter. The distance in their contact and relationship in the last couple of weeks had been enough of an indicator for Chris to pick up the warning signals that something was amiss. 
 
   Stella felt the weight that had been carried on her shoulders for the past six weeks beginning to lighten. Chris had a family too, why hadn't Stella considered this before? It was undoubtedly affecting Chris in the same way as herself.   
 
   What was left to say? Stella wondered to herself. 
 
   'I'll miss you' she said simply and sadly. Chris hadn't stolen her heart in the way that Miles had, nor had Chris given her excitement or chemistry that Miles had given her in the beginning. 
 
   Chris hadn't even given her true love. Yet Chris had given her something she'd been desperately lacking of late. Empathy and companionship. And for that she was grateful. 
 
   Chris smiled, understanding Stella's emotions more clearly than Stella would ever realise.   
 
   ‘I'll miss you too, Stella.’ 
 
   Nothing more needed to be said. Stella knew she'd be seeing Chris at work. However there wouldn’t be any more stolen moments together. Any reference to their personal lives would once again be limited. Just two colleagues there to do a job, leading very separate lives. 
 
   Stella turned away, the guilt that she had been carrying, slowly vanishing with every step she took upon her journey home. Chris walked contemplatively in the opposite direction, knowing that whatever was shared with Stella was now well and truly over. That much had been evident within Stella's eyes. 
 
   By the time Stella arrived home, she felt a difference within her own energy. Knowing that days of anger and frustration at her actions were no longer on the horizon, was both uplifting and liberating. She vowed to herself for the sake of her boys that she would work at her relationship with Miles. She loved Miles, what more did a relationship need than love and understanding? He never needed to know of her involvement with Chris. He would assume the worst of the relationship and it would ruin their marriage. As far as Stella was concerned, she and Chris were finished. Her children and husband were once again her priority. 
 
   There was just one conversation left to undertake. Stella knew her sister wouldn’t judge her if she was honest and open. Lizzie had left countless messages to return her calls and she knew it was only a matter of time before she would come to the house to confront her. It was time to tell Lizzie the truth.  
 
   Stella picked up the telephone handset and began to dial Lizzie's house phone. Her sister would be relieved to hear that Stella had called an end to the affair. Lizzie had always held high ideals of marriage and family life and she didn’t blame her for being disappointed.      
 
   Stella's breathing began to quicken at the sound of the dialling tone ringing. Her concern was not about the affair itself, nor was it about letting her sister down.  What was causing Stella's heart to beat fast and hands begin to tremble, was how Lizzie would react upon hearing that Chris was a woman.
 
    
 
   

 
   

CHAPTER THIRTY EIGHTI stared numbly at my computer monitor, my mind awash with questions. Stella's unexpected phone call the previous day had left me with feelings I didn’t understand. I was relieved. Relieved that Stella hadn't been having an affair with another man. Was that normal? My mind repeatedly questioned my judgement. Why was it acceptable with a woman and not with a man? 
 
   'Lizzie' Sam nudged me with a Biro pen as she passed my desk. 'Ronnie wants to see you in his office' she said, raising her eyebrows. I stared at her. 
 
   'What for? We already went over everything this morning.' Sam shrugged, picking up her telephone and averting her eyes to her monitor. 
 
   Sighing, I reached across for my notebook, heavy with additional reminders and Post-Its. Aside from the increase in salary for taking on the additional marketing role, I was beginning to despair of the launch and its never-ending task list. I had been confident after my meeting with Ronnie earlier in the morning, that everything was under control, and he in turn was satisfied with my progress. Evidently, he'd thought of something else he wanted to include or amend. I strolled towards his office, head busy and heavy with thoughts. 
 
   Ronnie was standing with his back facing the door way as I walked into the cramped office. 
 
   'You wanted to see me?' I said with a hint of annoyance, my voice betraying my calm exterior. Deep in thought, Ronnie turned to face me with a wistful expression. 
 
   'I've been thinking. There's been a surge in the Spanish property market' he said, picking up a pile of documents on his desk. 
 
   'Yes, there has' I said knowingly. My two weeks in Spain had been enlightening hearing of the amount of Western Europeans buying second homes on the Costa del Sol. My mother's property value had rocketed based on sales of similar nearby premises.  
 
   'I'm going to look into opening a real estate company in the south of Spain' Ronnie said, catching me off guard.  
 
   Real estate? What did real estate have to do with the travel industry? And why was he telling me this? Voicing my questions, Ronnie chuckled lightly.  
 
   'It doesn't have anything to do with the travel industry, but real estate is how I earned my fortune' he divulged seriously, tapping his nose in wisdom. 
 
   He sat down in front of me, his intense stare making me feel uneasy. What had gotten into him? 
 
   'You, Lizzie, have something. I can see it' he said, nodding to himself. Astounded, I remained quiet, intrigued by his comment. What did I have?  
 
   He pulled out his wallet, removing the dog eared photo of Teddy I had so often been subjected to.  
 
   'It was in his eyes too' he said pointing to the photo of the chubby faced teenager. 'That passion and determination to succeed. The will and drive to be a somebody' he spoke his words clear and pronounced for effect. Evidently, he had lost the plot. I was a twenty eight year old roomie, with no savings, investments or drive for anything other than not turning into a replica of my mother. 
 
   Fair dues to his son Teddy, clearly he'd managed to combat his days as an overweight adolescent and was now a successful businessman. But why was Ronnie comparing me to Teddy? Had I become his replacement child? 
 
   'Ronnie' I said softly, cautious of my tone. 'I'm not sure I'm following where you're going with this?'  
 
   He looked at me in surprise, a sparkle of excitement in his eyes. 
 
   'What I'm trying to get around to saying, Lizzie' he began carefully 'is that if I open a real estate in Southern Spain, I’d like you to be the one to head it up.' He looked at me expectantly as I slowly digested his words. 
 
   My heart began to race with shock and adrenalin; I was being offered the chance to manage and run a new business start up in Spain. Ronnie had the belief and trust in me to make such a proposition. I bit down on my lip in excitement as pride overtook me.  
 
   'Oh Ronnie, I don’t know what to say' I gushed, thrilled at his proposal, ready to discuss it further, as reality hit me. What did I know about real estate? What did I know about Spanish property market regulations? Doubt set in immediately, overbearing all positive emotions. I frowned at Ronnie. 
 
   'But I don't know anything about the property market, neither here or Spain.'  
 
   Ronnie waved his hand dismissively, cutting me off. 
 
   'Lizzie, I can teach you everything you need to know. You're brighter than you realise. You've proven it, in the small amount of time you've been here. It also makes sense to offer you the position given that you have links to the area.' 
 
   I looked at Ronnie's reassuring expression. He really did have faith in me. It was a magnificent opportunity, but it was also a life changing one. Not something I could be expected to answer immediately. It would impact upon so many things. Namely, my relationship with Edward. I hesitated before answering. 
 
   'I need time to think this over, it's an incredibly generous and life enhancing opportunity but as you can appreciate, there's things I need to weigh up first.' 
 
   'Of course. I don't expect you to answer straight away. You have the launch to focus on. Not to mention that it will take a few months to get everything organised. The offer stands until after the launch. That should give you enough time to make your decision' Ronnie replied, standing up and adjusting his tie.  
 
   'I've got my three o’clock appointment due now - tell Sam I need annual stats on Stylus travel bookings' he said indicating that the meeting was over. 
 
   Walking back to my desk I tried to suppress my mixed emotions, tears threatening to spill from my eyes. Why was life so complicated?  
 
   Change always came in unexpected and challenging ways when I was least prepared. I put Ronnie's offer from my mind, already clouded with thoughts of Stella's affair and Mel's looming departure. One step at a time.  
 
   The rest of the afternoon passed quickly and I was relieved to arrive home ahead of Mel, allowing myself the solitude and silence to mull over my concerns. Stella's revelation had come as a great surprise but hearing her changed attitude and upbeat, confident self was a welcomed difference. I'd agreed never to refer to the situation again and whilst I felt it dishonest of Stella to keep it secret from Miles, I understood her reasons. 
 
   It had intrigued me to discover that Chris or Christine, as she was known, also had a similar family situation. Part of me wondered if the relationship had been formed on kindred-ship and empathy. Stella hadn't wanted to discuss the details, which had been a relief. Although I didn't have to agree with her choices, it wasn't my place to judge her. My mother thankfully didn't have any awareness of what had been going on. We both decided that it was best to keep it this way. 
 
   Especially once I had discovered Chris was Christine. She would surely have something to say about that.   
 
   My phone rang, Edward's name flashing across the screen. His third call of the day. He'd told me he'd call when he arrived back into London Euston from Manchester. I answered tiredly, my stomach alight with butterflies. 
 
   ‘Hey.’ 
 
   'Hi babe, my train just pulled into the station.' 
 
   I smiled to myself, he was home and back on familiar territory within meeting distance. 
 
   'Pleased to be home?' I ventured lightly. Edward laughed. 
 
   'Pleased to be available to meet you actually. I was thinking we could grab some dinner together? You can spend the night at mine?'  
 
   I took a deep breath to calm my nervous giggle. He had spoken on many occasions about his penthouse in the Docklands and I couldn’t think of any way I would rather spend my evening than with him. 
 
   'Sounds the perfect plan. Except I refuse to eat out. I shall cook for us' I said regretting the words as soon as they'd left my mouth. Edward didn’t skip a beat. 
 
   'Erm, based on conversation's we've had about food, I think it's safer we order a take out, than allow you to poison us with your cooking attempts' he joked.  
 
   It made me feel secure inside knowing he'd paid attention to the smallest comments I’d made. 
 
   We discussed meeting arrangements and all concerns within my mind were suddenly replaced with excitement at seeing Edward again. I eagerly packed an overnight bag, slipping a spare toothbrush into my toiletries case. A deep inner knowing was telling me it wasn't going to be the first or last overnight stay. Leaving a toothbrush at his place would hopefully be the beginning of what was to come.
 
    
 
   

 
   

CHAPTER THIRTY NINEHugo was waiting patiently in the living room as I ran through the list of reminders that Mel had prepared for me. Her bulging backpack took up much of the hallway floor space alongside his, both ready to embark on their Asian adventure. 
 
   'Don't forget to sort out the broadband, there's a new router being delivered next week' Mel instructed, forehead furrowed as she concentrated on reading her unfathomable handwriting. 
 
   'Also, my client Rita Murdoch is going to be coming here to collect her package on Tuesday evening. You've already got that in your diary haven’t you?' she asked, her voice heavy with concern. Laughing, I put my hand on her shoulder. 
 
   'Mel, stop it, you're stressing too much! We've already been over this list. Trust me. I'll make sure that everything runs like clockwork. It's under control.' 
 
   Grabbing the list from her hand, I pinned it back against the note board, shaking my head. 
 
   'Sorry. I do trust you Lizzie, I think it’s just nervous excitement' she grinned sheepishly.  
 
   I reached across and hugged her. Four months without her was going to be very strange indeed.  
 
   In the three weeks since I’d returned from Ireland, my relationship with Edward had evolved into something a lot more serious. Most evenings were spent together and any time with Mel had been limited, not least because of her almost identical relationship with Hugo. Both men had been fighting for the majority of our attention, and succeeding. However, knowing that Mel was in Asia and not as available to speak with, wasn't a thought I relished. I would miss my best friend. Hugo appeared in the doorway looking nervous. 
 
   'The airport cab has just pulled up outside. Are you ready?'  
 
   A lump formed in my throat as my eyes filled with water. Mel looked at me, bottom lip quivering. 
 
   'Bye doll' she said holding me tightly as I returned her hug, trying my hardest to remain composed. Turning to Hugo, I swallowed back tears. 
 
   'You make sure you look after her. And yourself' I said as he reached out to embrace me, whilst looking towards Mel. 
 
   'She's my world, I’d never let anything harm her' he replied with a smile, reassuringly squeezing my arm. His fluffy hair flopped against his forehead as he walked into the hallway, opened the street door and began to heave the backpacks onto the porch.  
 
   It was surreal to see Mel so happy in love with someone so unlike herself. I had no doubt that Hugo would look after her to the best of his ability. Mel couldn’t have asked for someone any more organised or efficient. She was in exceptionally safe hands. 
 
   Linking arms with Mel, we walked the short distance to the doorway together. 
 
   'Well I guess this is bon voyage' I said lightly, feeling Mel's excitement. She squealed, hunching her shoulders and smiling widely. 
 
   'I must be mad! I can't believe I’m actually doing this' she said, more to herself than me. 'I'll write you emails and once I get settled, I’ll call you to let you know how it is.' 
 
   'Yes, write me and take lots of pics. You will have an amazing time.' I picked up her smaller holdall and handed it to her, hugging one last time before she walked towards the waiting Taxi with Hugo. 
 
   Waving them off, I felt a great sense of loss. The five months I’d been living with Mel had been a bumpy journey of rediscovering myself and my friendship with her. By the time Mel arrived home from her trip, we would likely be at very different points in our lives.  
 
   Hugo wasn't one to waste time and I suspected that if the trip went to plan, a proposal would be on the cards. Furthermore living next door to one another wouldn’t be financially beneficial for either of them if they were planning a future. My room share arrangement would be hanging in the balance. I didn’t want to become Lizzie, the spare wheel. 
 
   I thought about my own life. Within four months I would either already be making plans towards a new life in Spain, heading up Ronnie's new real estate business, or hopefully, preparing to make future plans with Edward.  
 
   Grinning, I walked back into the house closing the street door behind me. In the short time I'd been with him, I'd learned the real meaning of love. Although we had yet to say those three important words to one another, my heart told me that what I had with him, was far different to anything I’d experienced before.  
 
   My mother had been more than surprised to learn of the developments within my relationship with Edward. I was in no doubt that Stella had been drip feeding her more information than I would like to have shared, but my mother's uncharacteristic interest in my love life was most welcomed.  
 
   There had been a significant change in her personality since her engagement to Sampson. Jemima, still staying with both her father and my mother, had been a blessing. My mother couldn’t speak highly enough of the teenager. Part of me wondered if she saw it as her second opportunity to be the mothering figure she hadn't been to myself and Stella.  Neither of us were complaining. The radical change in my mother was a relief. While it lasted, I intended to make the most of it.  
 
   I'd already planned to stay with her during my trip back to Spain for the hotel launch, just over a week away. This time, I was safe in the knowledge that I wouldn’t be subjected to any pre-arranged romantic dates or set ups. 
 
   The launch had been weighing heavily on my mind. Ever since Ronnie had proposed the real estate opportunity, I had been in two minds as to my reaction, conscious that I had only another ten days to weigh up my decision. A large part of me was looking upon it as a wonderful stepping stone within my career, helped immensely by the fact that I loved Spain. Yet my heart had other desires. Edward being the priority.  
 
   I still hadn’t found the right moment to tell him about my work. His assumption that RJ's was a large travel corporate was hard to correct, seeing as I’d allowed him to be misled into thinking that my role was far more important than the reality. Any conversations around the work topic I had strategically managed to avoid, without providing too much detail. There would come a time that I would need to be honest.  
 
   Despite making me feel sick to my stomach at the thought, I had decided that after the launch I would have to tell Edward about the real estate offer. Mel had warned me that it was relationship disaster to give him an ultimatum, yet I didn’t feel I had much choice. It was irrelevant that we had only just begun dating. Sampson had proved that love can blossom quickly and a man can know within a short time, if the woman is the one he wants to spend the rest of his life with. I didn’t have time or energy to waste. Ronnie's offer was far too grand to decline. Especially if it was for a man that didn’t want to show some level of commitment to a future with me.
 
   I wasn't expecting Edward to propose, simply to give me enough of a reason to feel that turning down the offer for the sake of our relationship, was justifiable. Surely that wasn't too much for a woman to ask? 
 
   Walking into the bathroom, I stared at my reflection in the mirrored cabinet. I'd regained a little of my original weight since things had progressed between Edward and I. Going to his apartment had become a regular routine, with most nights spent cooking together and cuddling on the sofa.  He'd even allocated me a special 'Lizzie' drawer within his wardrobe space. 
 
   Things were moving at a much quicker pace than I could have imagined. I'd even been harnessing thoughts of late about having children. It wasn't something I’d thought about since my relationship with Will, yet hearing Edward speak with Maddie on the telephone melted my heart. He was taking to fatherhood, like a duck to water.  
 
   The doorbell rang just as I finished tying my hair up into a tight knot. Stella and the children were here already. 
 
   'Pow Pow, Pow Pow.' Freddy's loud noises penetrated my ears as I opened the door, grimacing. 
 
   'Boys, keep the noise down please' I said, looking at Stella and smiling. The difference in her was evident just by her appearance. Glowing, flushed and healthy looking, Stella slapped Jacob's arm at the same moment as he reached forward to pinch Freddy for a second time. 
 
   She looked at me in exasperation. 
 
   'They haven't stopped misbehaving today. I hope you know what you're letting yourself in for.' She hauled the large overnight bag in beside her, as I ushered the boys towards the living room.  
 
   'Watch TV or something as we're not going to Tumble World for another hour' I instructed as the boys faces lit up at my words. 
 
   'Tumble world! Are you taking us tumble world Auntie Lizzie?' Jacob squealed in amazement, bouncing on the spot as Freddy threw down the cushion he was about to launch, startled. 
 
   'Yes, but only if you behave until then.' Behind me, Stella peeked into the room as both boys immediately sat quietly in front of the television, clearly on their best behaviour. 
 
   'How did you get them to do that??' she whispered in awe. Tapping my nose, I winked at her. 
 
   'Secret aunt powers.' 
 
   Laughing, we retreated to the kitchen to catch up over coffee. Stella's surprise dinner and hotel date she'd planned for Miles was taking place this evening. I'd happily agreed to babysit the boys for the weekend, to allow the couple the much needed time together to rekindle things. Edward was away on a two day business trip and with Mel also gone, the boys company would be a blessing.   
 
   As I sat listening to Stella's enthusiastic plans to surprise Miles with a theatre show and later a seductive lap dance, I marvelled at how things had changed for the both of us, in such a short space of time.  
 
   Only upon hearing the sound of shattering china in the living room, did I wonder if I had bitten off more than I could chew.  Both Stella and I walked hurriedly towards the room, where the small offenders stood with their smiles down turned in pleading and sorrow.     
 
   Spotting Mel’s overturned colourful light sculpture, now shattered into many pieces, I suppressed a smile. Perhaps there was one good thing to come out of Mel not being around after all.
 
    
 
    
 
   

 
   

CHAPTER FORTYEdward's car pulled to a stop outside the house fifteen minutes earlier than planned.   
 
   Thankfully, I was already prepared and waiting. Picking up my holdall and ignoring my sweaty palms, I walked towards the street door. Why was I nervous about meeting Maddie? I wasn't Edward's mistress and nor was she Edward's wife; just a little girl that probably wouldn’t take the slightest notice of me. Yet I wanted her to like me. More so, I wanted her to accept me. Maddie meant everything to Edward, without her approval our relationship would be put to the test. 
 
   Gulping back fear and ignoring my pounding heart, I strolled the short distance to the car, wondering if I had chosen appropriate clothing. My tight jeans and small heels weren't the most comfortable outfit choices; perhaps I should have dressed a little more casual, especially as Edward had plans to sight see.  
 
   Dismissing my worries, I caught sight of my reflection in the polished car bodywork. At least Maddie wouldn’t be able to tell her mother that I dressed as a sensible plain Jane. I looked hip and fashionable, if a little inappropriate for the day ahead. Edward got out of the car as I approached, looking me up and down appreciatively. 
 
   'You look nice; are you going to be OK walking around the Tower in those shoes?' he said, nodding towards my feet. I waved my hand dismissively. 
 
   'This is me you're talking to, I could climb Everest in a stiletto' I replied, blowing him a kiss and opening the door to get into the car. He was right, my feet would be ruined by the time I’d even stepped out of the car. But I wasn’t going to let him know that. I had my image to think of. Not to mention what Maddie might report back to her mother. 
 
   The little girl in the back seat was far prettier and daintier than the photo I recalled. She looked at me with her dark, wide eyes as I got into in the car, her long eyelashes tiredly struggling to stay open. 
 
   'Hello Maddie' I said in a bright voice as Edward got into the driver's seat beside me. He looked over his shoulder at Maddie.  
 
   'Maddie, this is my friend Lizzie. The one I was telling you about. Say hello.'  
 
   Maddie shyly waved her tiny hand and said a small 'hello' before turning her concentration to the window again.  
 
   Looking at Edward, I pulled a face to indicate how sweet she was. My nerves evaporated. I had enough experience of my nephews to know that Maddie was going to be positively angelic. Edward looked on proudly as I struck up conversation with Maddie, asking her about her school and friends. Her shy self quickly gained in confidence as she began to tell me about her teacher and pet dog.  
 
   I noticed Edward smiling at us both whilst he listened to our chatter and my faith in our relationship grew as I continued to build up rapport with Maddie. It was important to show him that we could get along harmoniously. 
 
   Nearing the Tower of London, my apprehension returned. Growing up in London meant I had visited the Tower countless times, yet I'd never quite managed to grasp the fascination people had with it.  
 
   Edward had insisted Maddie had to see it; purely because it was part of our heritage and history and would be an educational trip, as well as a fun one.  Not one to miss a quip, it was on the tip of my tongue to say that Bond Street would also fall into that bracket. But I thought better of it. It was Maddie's day out and I was merely the friend.  
 
   My conscience hadn't allowed it to flee my thoughts that Edward had introduced me to Maddie, as his friend. The word didn’t sit right within my mind. We were much more than friends but I understood that at six years old, a child didn’t need to know the ins and outs of our relationship. Yet surely she was aware of the word girlfriend? Pushing the niggling thought aside, I concentrated on Edward's instructions as he parked the car and Maddie clapped her hands in delight. 
 
   'Daddy will we be able to see the Queen today?' she asked excitedly unclipping her seatbelt and reaching for the door handle. Edward looked towards me and laughed. 
 
   'No darling, the Queen is probably busy at Buckingham Palace.' 
 
   He reached for Maddie's hand as we began the walk out of the parking facility, gradually weaving our way towards the Tower, through throngs of tourists. On approach, Maddie looked overawed at the large building, pointing delightedly at the array of black ravens littered around the grounds. Edward looked on amused as I adopted my storytelling voice and relayed the story of the ravens that were scattered about us.  
 
   'If they ever leave the Tower, the Tower will fall down' I said dramatically, watching as her expression changed to wide eyed shock.  
 
   Leaning in close to my ear, I felt Edward's hot breath against me and my stomach contracted with ripples of lust. How was it possible that he could reduce me to a simmering mess with one simple action?  Ignoring my blush and ensuring Maddie wouldn’t overhear, he spoke quietly in his sexy tone. 
 
   'You do know that the raven's supposedly have their wings clipped?' he raised a questioning eyebrow at me.  
 
   Any hope of sexual innuendo had been diminished at his words. Embarrassed at my misinterpretation I concentrated on his comment, nodding my head vigorously. 
 
   'Of course I do' I said, trying to sound convincing and to hide my surprise at this revelation. The ravens couldn’t fly even if they wanted to?  Why hadn’t I come to this conclusion sooner. Had I been the only one to naïvely believe the fabricated story of the tower collapsing?  
 
   Two hours passed, the tour lasting much longer than I had anticipated, as my feet blistered and ached.  Trying to act interested, I made enthusiastic sounds and comments for Maddie's benefit but my thoughts were elsewhere.  
 
   My mother's recent phone conversation was playing on my mind. She had convinced herself that she wanted a helicopter arrival at her wedding ceremony. This had been followed with reference to a ten foot high wedding cake.  Unable to resist commenting, I hadn't held back on informing her that she was once again trying to climb the social ladder with frivolity. Needless to say, the phone conversation had been cut short.  
 
   Guilt eluded me; I was pleased I had voiced my opinion.  For somebody that had already been married once before, it wasn't necessary to have such outlandish ideals.  Unsurprisingly, no mention of the helicopter or cake had been made to Stella. I questioned to myself if my mother deliberately enjoyed the provocation. 
 
   By the time we arrived at the rainforest themed café, Maddie was tired and complaining of hunger. Relieved to be free of the Tower experience, the sounds of the jungle blasting from speakers around us, was a welcoming change. Shortly after seating ourselves, a waiter in a lion outfit approached to take our order. 
 
   Conscious that my jeans had become noticeably tighter than usual in the past couple of weeks, I was tempted to opt for a salad. Due to Edward consuming a larger part of my life, contentment played a bigger role. Eating out had become a regular occurrence. But fine dining did not equate to healthy dining. Minuscule portions of meat on a bed of creamy sauce and copious amounts of good wine, was deceivingly weight gaining. I'd even stopped my jogging regime around the living room, figuring that the amount of sex we had would burn off more calories than weightlifting tins of baked beans. Sadly it seemed this was not the case. My hips and bottom continued to grow.   
 
   I'd explained to Edward only the previous evening that it had left me with one of two options; eat less or have more sex. Unsurprisingly he found the latter the most ideal solution. 
 
   'May I take your order please?' the lion man asked in an Eastern European accent. 
 
   I studied the menu one final time. The salad came with grilled chicken and mango relish. It sounded very refreshing. I looked up at the waiter and pointed to my selection. 
 
   'I'll have the 12oz steak and chips please' I said politely, avoiding Edward's smirk and my conscience repeatedly screaming the word salad in my head. The waiter looked from me to Maddie. 
 
   'And for your daughter?' he enquired.  
 
   Maddie looked up in confusion, her bottom lip trembling.  
 
   'She's not my mummy. She's my daddy's friend' she said in a stroppy voice.  
 
   My eyes caught Edward's and he looked away embarrassed. Anguished and dejected, I lowered my gaze, feeling crestfallen as Edward ignored the comment and provided the waiter with the remaining orders.   
 
   The waiter finished writing the remainder of instructions as I sat quietly, not wishing to say something I would later regret. Aware of my vulnerability, Edward reached under the table to squeeze my leg reassuringly. Jerking myself away from his touch, he looked at me in surprise, his eyes imploring me to communicate my thoughts. 
 
   A rush of emotion and questions swamped me. Why hadn’t he taken the opportunity to squeeze my leg in front of Maddie? Why did he only want to do it now that it wasn't a visible gesture? Not once throughout the day had he kissed me in his usual display of affection, or even held my hand. I couldn’t help but feel I was being treated as the 'other woman'. Except in this case Edward didn’t have a wife. I let out a long, painful sigh. 
 
   Aside from Maddie's occasional chatter about the day's sightings at the Tower, we ate the meal in relative silence. At one point Edward tried to joke with me but I purposely set my steely stare on him. It would take more than humour to win me over. 
 
   The roaring lion sounds and tweeting of exotic birds began to grate on my nerves and I was relieved when Edward paid the bill and suggested we walk back to the parking facility.     
 
   Maddie could barely keep her eyes open by the time we arrived at Edward's car to begin the journey back to his. Keeping my eyes fixed firmly ahead on the road, I ignored Edward's repeated glances of concern in my direction, getting intense satisfaction from his anxiousness. As Maddie finally succumbed to her tiredness, gentle snores sounded from the back seat. 
 
   'What’s up with you today?' Edward whispered in a questioning tone, purposefully keeping his voice low so as not to wake Maddie. 
 
   'This isn't the time or the place Edward' I said in an angry whisper; nodding my head towards Maddie. 
 
   Edwards’s forehead furrowed as he looked at me in genuine surprise.  
 
   ‘Babe, come on, don’t be like that. I don’t know why you’re angry at me. I thought today was a success?' he replied, voice cracking. The car approached his apartment block. The leaded security gate in front of us began to open automatically, giving way for us to continue downwards into the underground parking base. 
 
   Trying to keep my fears burrowed, I kept my tone neutral. 
 
   'Today was a success in terms of Maddie enjoying herself' I said, looking down at my hands and studying my nails. 'But I'm disappointed in you, Edward.' The car was suddenly saturated with the artificial light of the overhead halogens. Edward pulled forward into his allocated space and switched off the engine looking at me in complete surprise. 
 
   'You're disappointed in me? But why?' he asked with a genuine note of exasperation in his barely audible voice. 
 
   A small sleepy sneeze came from the back seat making us both look around. Maddie opened her tired eyes and yawned.  
 
   Edward locked eyes with mine with an unsaid plea to wait until we were indoors to continue the conversation. Shrugging my agreement, I watched as he opened the back seat door. 
 
   'We're home Maddie; let’s get you inside darling.' Picking up Maddie in his arms, much to her delight, I was left to follow behind them as I collected my belongings and made my way into the lift. 
 
   A feeling of anguish surrounded me as we exited the lift. The atmosphere between Edward and I wasn't good. Stepping into his apartment, I closed the door behind us as the onset of tears began to prickle against my eyes.
 
    
 
   

 
   

CHAPTER FORTY ONE'What happened to you?' Ronnie said studying my face with concern. Without the shield of my over sized sunglasses, my puffy tear stained face and eyes were obvious for all to see.  
 
   'I really don't want to talk about it' I said dismissively, walking across to my desk and turning on my computer.  
 
   Today's bakery delight was a chocolate Florentine. I swallowed back the fresh wave of tears threatening to engulf me, and concentrated on the delicate layer of chocolate covering the sticky muesli base. The way I was feeling, it would be demolished in one mouthful. There was no longer any point worrying about my weight. I was single. No man to keep up appearances for or to worry about. Edward and I were over. 
 
   Ronnie shook his head at my lack of engagement in conversation and walked into his office, muttering to himself. Avoiding glancing in his direction, I sank lower into my swivel chair and stared listlessly at the radiator. How could it be possible to function adeptly with my heart shattered into one thousand tiny pieces? A gaping, empty void that had been so filled with love and hope only days previous.  
 
   My life was in pieces. Again. Only this time much worse. My best friend was the other side of the world and I had an imminent hotel launch to attend. There was no escaping the reality of my situation. I had no time to be heartbroken.  
 
   My mind had over processed the last twenty four hours of events. I was no longer certain of anything. Everything within me felt numb. Although the pain of losing Edward hadn’t yet hit me, the waves of hysteria were already drawing close. 
 
   I could still picture his confusion as I'd tried to explain my dismay and hurt at being referred to as his friend. Not understanding, he'd repeatedly told me that Maddie was just a child and he didn’t want to confuse her. He hadn’t meant to offend me; he simply didn’t want to introduce any woman as a girlfriend until he knew that person was going to be in his life for the long term. My heart had ached at those words. They said everything I had put my faith into. He didn’t see a future in us. To Edward, I was simply Miss Right-Now. 
 
   In a tear-fuelled frenzy I had shouted at him, all the while him pleading with me to stop over reacting. He had tried to calm me, cuddling me, soothing me. And I had almost given in to him, been on the brink of wondering if I’d overreacted; if the pain in my throat at the thought of losing him was really necessary? If the pain that my heart was being torn from me, was really real?  And then he'd said the three words I’d waited so long to hear. I love you. Please don't go. I love you. 
 
   All of the perfect, happy moments we'd spent together in which he could have chosen to say those words, passed before my eyes. Moments in passion, in embrace, in laughter and even those in peaceful silence. Instead, he'd chosen to use them at a time I was feeling hurt and vulnerable. He'd used them like a hunter uses a net to catch his prey.  The special words I'd envisioned bringing us closer, were the last words I had heard from Edward before I had turned and walked out of his door and out of his life.  
 
   The countless calls and visits that had followed in the last twelve hours had done little to lift my spirits. In my mind, we were over. It didn’t matter how many times he apologised or how many flowers he bought. The damage had been done. And I had not over-reacted as he was so fond of saying. 
 
   'Morning' Sam said happily as she swung herself through the entrance door, bringing with her a blast of cool air. 
 
   Mustering 'Good morning', I picked up my Florentine and took a mouthful, crunching purposefully.  
 
   Sam eyed me peculiarly as she took off her blue raincoat and sat down. The raincoat was new and hideous. I'd seen similar things advertised in raunchy magazines, totally inappropriate for office wear. Ronnie wouldn't be impressed once he saw it. 
 
   'Good weekend?' Sam asked tentatively. 
 
   Why couldn’t everybody leave me alone today? Even my sleep state hadn’t allowed me any grace. Dreams of Edward and I on a sailing boat, in an ocean of orange water had plagued me. Waking at dawn in a tearful sweat, I had spent the next hour looking at online dream interpretations. It didn’t help to learn that orange water represented attack and deceit, whilst a boat could possibly mean war. Adding these things together amounted to Edward and I at war because of deceit. Strangely apt given the circumstances.  
 
   'Fine; ignore me then' Sam said sulkily as her phone began to ring. I continued staring at my screen not daring to look in her direction. My eyes were brimming with tears.  
 
   How could I have been so certain that Edward was 'the one'? My only hope now was that he was 'the one' before 'the one'. I couldn’t begin to imagine meeting somebody new and having to go through the uncertainty of the early stages again. For what? My heart to be crushed for a third time? I had thought I’d found that special soul mate in Edward and now it was over. 
 
   'Lizzie, it's Mr McIntyre' Sam called across to me, mispronouncing the surname. I groaned. Mr McIntyre was a nightmare client that appeared to get kicks out of ringing me regularly to look into random destinations. I was convinced he didn’t have any friends. To date, he hadn’t proceeded with booking any of his requested trips. Perhaps that’s what would become of me now Edward was no longer in my life. I'd be forced to spend my days ringing travel agents to get my social fix.  
 
   'OK' I muttered, pressing the button on my handset to pick up the call. Just over twenty six minutes later I had a provisional reservation for one Mr McIntyre on a round trip to Machu Pichu.  
 
   Considering only last week he'd had his heart set on an all inclusive ski trip in St Moritz, I knew it was highly likely I had wasted twenty six minutes of my life on someone with no intention of booking. Bizarrely, I felt gratitude towards him for the distraction. 
 
   Lunchtime came around quicker than I anticipated. Daring to take a peek at my mobile which I’d left on silent mode, my stomach jumped into my throat at the site of the three missed calls and one voice message. All from Edward. 
 
   Gingerly pressing the voicemail button, I closed my eyes and hugged my knees up to my chest as Edward's familiar voice came through the earpiece. 
 
   'Lizzie, come on babe; please stop ignoring me. Let's meet and talk through this. I miss you. Call me when you get this.' 
 
   Tears made their way down my face as a lump formed in my throat. I wanted to call him so much. I wanted to allow the dispute to pass over my head. Pretend that nothing had ever happened. Yet I wasn't one of those women anymore. The type of woman that the likes of Will and Edward could easily walkover, wrong and expect to forgive and forget. I had to prove to Edward that I wouldn’t accept that behaviour. 
 
   Ending the call, I wiped my eyes conscious that Sam or Ronnie could walk into the small kitchenette at any moment. I wasn't ready to share my news yet. The sympathetic looks and words of encouragement would do little to help my situation.  
 
   Picking up the large manilla file of documentation for the hotel launch, I flicked my way through the various notes and emails. Everything was more or less prepared and in place for the trip to Marbella in five days time.  The flights had already been arranged for both Ronnie and I, whilst Sam would stay behind and oversee the office.  
 
   Dread filled me at the thought of having to explain to my mother that Edward and I were no longer an item. Despite her recent supportive attitude, there would still be a degree of satisfaction that she had forewarned me of such a situation arising. He sounds too good to be true, were the words I could recall from the limited conversations we'd had in Spain. Perhaps my mother's intuition would be given more attention and credit in future discussions.  
 
   With Mel away, Stella was my only option of receiving a balanced argument as to how I should proceed with Edward. She didn't have Mel's straight talking, no-bull attitude, but she did have good judgement. Stella would know what to do. 
 
   Arriving home to an empty house brought a new level of depth to my despair. Alone in the large rooms with no plans to fill my evening, I began to question whether I had made the right decision. Had I over-reacted towards Edward? He wouldn’t have said that he loved me if he didn't mean it. What did he have to gain by lying about his feelings? Nothing. A man who didn't care about a woman wouldn’t call her continuously throughout the day leaving messages. Neither would he spend every spare moment with her. Had I been a fool and thrown away the best chance of a successful, healthy relationship that I was ever going to have? 
 
   The house phone rang just as I switched on the television to avoid muddling my mind any further with counteractive thoughts. Eagerly grabbing the handset, my hands shook as I pressed the answer key. 
 
   'Edward?' my heart thudded in my chest as the sounds of its beat echoed in my ears. This was my chance to make things right. To clear the air and to reason with him. 
 
   'Lizzie? It's me, Stella.' My sister's familiar voice sent ripples of disappointment through me. I bit down on my lip in dismay.  
 
   'Oh. I thought you might have been Edward' I said closing my eyes and taking a deep breath to stop my voice trembling. 
 
   'You sound upset. What's happened?'  
 
   Holding my breath in the hope of controlling the overwhelming barrage of tears that lingered behind my eyes, I struggled to compose myself.  
 
   'We've split up. Me and Edward. We've split.'  The words hit me with their full force and the emotion I’d been squashing all day came rising up from deep within, bringing with it a breathtaking realisation of horror.  There was no longer and Edward and I.  
 
   The cry that escaped from my mouth didn't sound as if it belonged to me as my body racked with sobs. 
 
   'Oh honey, stay right where you are. I'm coming over' Stella instructed in her forceful tone as I replaced the handset and curled myself into a ball, letting the emotion overtake me and grateful that my older sister would be there to comfort me. 
 
   By the time Stella had arrived, complete with two bottles of wine and a box of chocolates, I was a wreck. Filling her in on the situation took little encouragement. I wanted nothing more than to speak about Edward. To have the opportunity to once again attempt to decipher if my actions had been hasty and impulsive.  
 
   Stella listened patiently, not daring to interrupt as, in between sobs, I informed her of a word by word account of the exchange.  
 
   Sitting back nervously against the sofa, I took a gulp of the generously poured glass of wine and waited for her verdict. If anyone would know what to do, Stella would.  Finally, she began to speak and I listened eagerly to her advice, succumbing to the numbing effect the wine was having upon me.  Stella would make things better. 
 
    
 
   

 
   

CHAPTER FORTY TWOMy stomach churned as I neared the entrance of the hotel in which Ronnie was staying. Despite reassuring my mother that preparing me breakfast wasn't necessary, she had insisted.       
 
   Both Jemima and I had been forced to endure homemade granola bars and root vegetable smoothies, part of my mother's attempt to reinvigorate and energise the household. Except it was having the opposite effect, combined with my nerves. 
 
   Although I was pleased to be back in the Spanish sunshine to attend the launch, albeit only for a few days, there was a rawness to my emotions. Stella's skilful advice to ignore Edward's calls, resulting in making him want me even more, had backfired. The past five days having no contact with him, had been both gut-wrenching and heartbreaking. Even more so once his calls had stopped two days prior to flying to Spain.  
 
   Accepting the fact that I had ruined our chance of a relationship together was a bitter pill to swallow, especially as my heart had skipped a beat each time his name had flashed across my mobile screen. It had taken everything within my willpower not to press the answer key and admit that I wanted nothing more than to put aside our differences, and pick up where we had left off. I hadn't wanted to give up on what Edward and I had. However since his contact had ended, I was left with two choices. Continue life without him in the hope we would cross paths again - or call him and apologise.  
 
   Everything within my being was telling me to put aside my pride and make the phone call. But what if he rejected me?  
 
   Explaining the situation to my mother had only complicated the matter and my feelings. Of the wise advice that Stella had given me, my mother's words had surprisingly been the ones to resonate. Staring in disbelief at me as I'd recalled the argument, her comment had been sickeningly accurate. Why hold Edward responsible for doing what he felt was in the best interest for his daughter? 
 
   I had suddenly begun to view his actions in a different light. He was a man new to fatherhood, trying to protect his child from pain and misunderstanding. What right did I have to judge him? Would I have not acted in the same way had the roles been reversed? It was a question I honestly couldn’t answer.  
 
   Readjusting my loose bra strap beneath the blue shift dress I was wearing, I headed towards the reception area. The months of hard work that both Ronnie and I had contributed towards the advertising campaign would rest upon the outcome of the launch today.  
 
   Despite the adapted and pre-approved feature we had created to run in this month’s Time and Travel magazine, we were both hopeful the press launch would generate other positive reviews. The press interview and coverage for the winners of the RJ funded prize weekend break, would also be taking place later in the day.  
 
   I had noticed Ronnie's anxiety had been building steadily, more so evident at our dinner the previous evening. Sasha had informed us that Teddy would be present at the launch, much to Ronnie's relief. Meeting his son for the first time in sixteen years wouldn’t be easy for him.  My only hope was that he hadn't set his expectations too high. There wasn't any guarantee that Teddy would be aware of the campaign his father had undertaken on his behalf, especially given the fact that all of my dealings had been through Sasha. 
 
   The information I had received from her that Teddy was only one of many investors involved in the project, had been kept to myself. Too much work, money, time and effort had already been in-putted. Ronnie needn't know his son's involvement was slimmer than originally anticipated. 
 
   Ronnie was waiting by the reception area looking distinctly suave. With a slight tan, newly trimmed hair and chinos, he looked a very different man to the one I was used to seeing on a daily basis. Almost attractive if sixty year old men were my thing. Fortunately they were not. 
 
   'Morning Lizzie, you look wonderful as usual' he greeted me warmly.  
 
   I noticed he'd parted his hair to one side. It reminded me a little of how Edward chose to wear his hair. Taking a deep breath and ignoring the pain that lingered in my chest, I pushed the thought of Edward aside. There wasn't anything I could do to immediately resolve the situation between us. Furthermore, the launch was too important on a work level to allow my love life and emotions to dominate the day. 
 
   'Thanks Ronnie. Beautiful weather for today at least' I replied brightly, noticing Ronnie's anxious demeanour and fixing a smile of encouragement on my face. 'Are you ready to go?' 
 
   Ronnie breathed in deeply. 'As ready as I’ll ever be. Let’s do this' he said as he took the lead and headed towards the exit and queue of waiting Taxis.  
 
    I only hoped that everything went to plan for both Ronnie's sake and my own.  The responsibility for overseeing that the RJ's prize winners were looked after and cooperated with the publicity team, was with me. Given that the Real Estate opportunity Ronnie had presented to me had become a viable option now that my relationship with Edward was finalised, it was vital I proved my worth.  
 
   Ronnie would be expecting an answer to his proposition shortly after we arrived back in London. Knowing that the next forty eight hours would be my catalyst for important life decisions made me even more nervous. I hadn't yet discussed the offer with anyone, instead keeping it to myself through fear that I would be coerced into making a decision I wasn't comfortable with. The only person that would have given me an honest opinion without a selfish agenda was Mel. But it wasn't fair to burden her travels with my life hysteria, so I’d purposefully kept our weekly communication upbeat and light.  
 
   As our Taxi drew up outside the Venetia Plaza, the buzz of the launch was evident. Guests, press and recognisable socialites could be seen littering the main entrance as valet servicemen rushed from one car to the next. The champagne and canapé reception was being held in the beach front area, at the back of the hotel. It offered a spectacular view of not only the sea and Venetian inspired hotel exterior but the inner sanctuary, as it had been named. A large area of exotic plantation, waterfalls, infinity pool and a beauty treatment centre.  
 
   Despite being my fourth visit to the hotel, I was still astounded with the finished project. It was the type of hotel I'd grown up looking at photos of and wondering if one day I’d be able to afford to stay at. Interestingly, Venetia Plaza was being marketed as an affordable choice for the mid range holiday maker. Sasha had informed me that the investment vision had been to bring a slice of high end luxury at accessible rates, for budgeting individuals. If this morning was anything to go by, it had already attracted a very mixed and colourful crowd. 
 
   We had just over an hour before the presentation of the weekend break winners would take place, after the official hotel opening and unveiling. Two guests were already in transit courtesy of RJ Travel. Sam had been put in charge of arranging the flight details and transfer. I only hoped that she'd remembered to reiterate the conditions of the press photos and interviews that was part of the arrangement. Already agreed with both a travel and lifestyle magazine, both interviews would be reporting upon the prize winner's experience and promoting the hotel. 
 
   Ronnie looked on at the surroundings in awe, a hint of pride written across his face. Undoubtedly he would lay the credit for the project at his son's feet. As much as Sasha had been standoffish and difficult to communicate with face to face, I had to hand it to her; she had contributed an astounding amount to the overseeing. I suspected even more so than Teddy. 
 
   Spotting Sasha immediately across from us, I nudged Ronnie and indicated my head in her direction as she stood chatting with two well dressed men by the lobby steps. 
 
   'There's Sasha, do you want to meet her and see if she knows where Teddy is? Or would you like me to show you around the grounds first?' I asked Ronnie, watching amused as Sasha openly flirted with the smaller of the two men. 
 
   I felt Ronnie stiffen next to me, his breathing becoming heavier and rasping. I'd never seen him so nervous before. He rubbed his chin in consideration. 
 
   'I'll introduce myself to Sasha and then I think I'll try and get five minutes with Teddy.' 
 
   'OK' I said as we weaved our way through the crowd of loitering guests, Ronnie taking the lead. 
 
   Keeping a few steps behind Ronnie, I stifled a surprised reaction as he confidently strode within inches of Sasha and rudely broke into her conversation. 
 
   'Gentlemen, sorry to interrupt' he said, with an apologetic smile towards the two men who looked on baffled at Ronnie's interference. Ignoring their glances, Ronnie held out his hand towards Sasha. 
 
   'Ronnie Johnson of RJ Travel. It's a pleasure to meet you Ms Murphy.' 
 
   It took Sasha a few moments to compose her disappointment and annoyance, as her two counterparts nodded their goodbyes and moved away.  
 
   'Mr Johnson, how wonderful to finally meet you in person' she said sickly, aware that I was watching her intently.  Ronnie gestured towards me.  
 
   'And of course you've already met Lizzie.' Sasha gave a small tight smile. 
 
    'Yes, Lizzie. Hello again.' Not bothering to return a smile, I nodded towards her, thankful as Ronnie began to make polite small talk about the hotel.  
 
   Surveying the other guests as they chatted, I noticed many looking appreciatively at the surroundings. Without doubt the Venetia Plaza would be a success.  
 
   Ronnie cleared his throat bringing my attention back towards their conversation as he looked intently at Sasha. 
 
   'I was wondering if it might be possible to have a word with Teddy?  There's a few things I'd like to discuss' he said, unaware of the perspiration building at the corners of his forehead. I knew it wasn’t solely the heat of the sun. Sasha noticed it too as she fixed her gaze on the trickle of sweat. 
 
   'I didn't realise you knew Teddy?' she replied with a questioning look. 'But yes, shouldn’t be a problem. I believe he's in the main boardroom running over things before the presentation. Would you like me to accompany you?'  
 
   Ronnie paled slightly at her words as Sasha waited expectantly for him to say something. 
 
   Clearing his throat for a second time, he proceeded to wipe his forehead with the back of his hand. 
 
   'Sorry, this heat is really getting to me. Thanks for the offer but I know you have lots to do here, so just point me in the right direction.' 
 
   Sasha hesitated for a moment, eyes narrowing before pointing across at the right wing of the building, where the conferencing area was situated. 
 
   'Last room on the right with the plaque on the door' she said before adding 'It's been wonderful talking to you Mr Johnson, but I must slip away now as I’ve things to attend to before the unveiling.' 
 
   I shook my head as Sasha smiled in Ronnie's direction, choosing to ignore me, before walking off towards the beach front. 
 
   'How rude' I said indignantly, as soon as she was out of earshot. Ronnie chuckled alongside me. 
 
   'She was' he said nodding his head in agreement. 
 
   'Do you want me to show you where the boardroom is?' I volunteered helpfully, my heart going out to him as he struggled to control his shaking hands. He considered my offer for a few seconds as I glanced discreetly at my watch, aware that the prize winners would be arriving shortly. 
 
   'Yes please, Lizzie, it would be nice to have you there for support' he looked at me shyly. 'I’m a bit hesitant of how he might react when he sees me. Whereas I know he's enough of a gentleman to never make an awkward scene in front of a woman' he smiled. 'At least I brought him up well when it comes to the ladies.' 
 
   Inwardly I hoped he was right. The last thing I wanted was to be caught in a standoff, especially as I'd had no intention of being involved in the meeting. It was a personal matter and although I was honoured that Ronnie felt comfortable enough to ask me to share it with him, a part of me was hesitant. 
 
   Keeping my thoughts to myself, I escorted Ronnie towards the conferencing wing, deserted except for the few staff busying themselves in anticipation of the grand opening. Continuing down the brightly lit marble corridor, we approached the last door on the right.  
 
    
 
   

 
   

CHAPTER FORTY THREEStanding in the brightly lit corridor outside the heavy dark brown, double boardroom doors, I stood awkwardly behind a nervous Ronnie, waiting for him to knock.  Thankful that his back was turned towards me and he was unable to see my impatience and frustration, I breathed out slowly in relief as I heard him finally tap against the door.   
 
   We stood in anxious silence for a few moments until we heard the distant grunt of acknowledgement from inside the room.  Looking at Ronnie's terrified face, I gave up a silent wish that all would unfold in a positive way.  
 
   Preferably the Ronnie replica would smile happily at the sight of his father and thank us both for all the hard work we had in-putted into marketing his hotel. But realistically I knew that was unlikely to happen. 
 
   Ronnie pushed the door open with the purpose of a man on a mission. I quietly followed behind him into the large boardroom, feeling both awkward and out of place.  
 
   A tall ceiling and a plush cream and blue interior drew my eye in all directions, it certainly looked different to the last time I had seen it in its unfinished state. This was a boardroom fit for a king. A far cry from the RJ meeting room in which the three of us sat squashed around a Formica table, with the telephones ringing in the background.  
 
   Ronnie moved from in front of me and my gaze immediately flew to the man standing by the window. I gasped as my stomach jumped into my throat. 
 
   'Son' Ronnie said emotionally, holding out his hand and walking towards the window.  
 
   I watched in disbelief as Edward paled and slowly stood up, looking in my direction in utter confusion, as my pounding heart threatened to explode from my chest. 
 
   'Lizzie?' he said slowly, looking bewildered from me to his father and back again. Ronnie looked at me questioningly as my eyes flitted between both men, struggling to control my shock. 
 
   'Edward?' Why was Edward here and why was Ronnie referring to him as son? 
 
   The three of us stood rooted to our positions, unsure what to say or do, before Edward stepped forward towards Ronnie, a tear in his eye. 
 
   'Dad. What are you doing here?' Turning towards me with a look of hurt and betrayal, I felt my heart pierce as I looked into Edward's confused eyes.  
 
   'Lizzie, you also? What's going on - you haven’t answered my calls and now you're here. I don’t understand?' 
 
   Clarity hit me like a bolt of lightning as I tried to breathe deeply to control my palpitating heart and hands, dancing with nerves. Teddy was a pet name for Ted. Ted was used as an alternative for Ed. Therefore Teddy was Edward. Ronnie was Edward's father. Edward was the investor in the Venetia Plaza. Legs shaky, I walked across to the nearest chair and sat down. 
 
   'You two know each other?' Ronnie asked, narrowing his eyes and clearing his throat of emotion. He looked on confused, his gaze travelling back and forth between Edward and I. 
 
   Lowering my eyes I stared at the carpet. How could this be possible? How could the Teddy that Ronnie had shown me in his cherished old photograph, be the same handsome Edward that stood before me. 
 
   Not daring to look at Edward and once again see the hurt that was written within his eyes since our argument, I remained with my head lowered ignoring Ronnie's question. 
 
   Edward walked closer to me, each step he took, my stomach clenching with anxiety. Did he think I was here to mock him? To rub salt into the wound that was evidently raw for both of us? 
 
   'Lizzie's my girlfriend' he said to his father.  
 
   My mind whirled with shock as it registered his words. He continued walking towards me, finally stopping in front of me and towering over me, waiting for me to look up. Intense love rippled through me as my eyes looked upwards to meet his. Tears of happiness prickled behind my eyelashes as he held out his hand towards me.  
 
   'Babe, I don’t know what’s going on here but I love you and I’ve missed you this week. Let's not argue anymore' he said gently. 
 
   Unable to stop myself, I leapt up and wrapped my arms around him, feeling the familiar warmth and security of his embrace, as he gently kissed the top of my head and squeezed me tightly.  
 
   'I'm so sorry for doubting you. I wanted to call you and make things right but I didn't know if you'd want me.' My voice cracked as I looked into his reassuring eyes, imploring me to say the words he needed to hear. 'I love you too, Edward. I want us to be how we were' I whispered, as a buzz of contentment and hope settled within me. Edward's bright smile and twinkling eyes at my words told me all that I needed to know. 
 
   Gently breaking away from my embrace, Edward looked towards his father who was standing open mouthed with a shocked expression. 
 
   'So are you going to tell me why you are here and how you know one another?' he asked Ronnie. 
 
   Ronnie broke into laughter, startling me as he pointed at Edward. 
 
   'This is the Edward you've been telling me about?' he said, touching his head in disbelief. He turned to look at his son. 
 
   'Lizzie works for me, Teddy. I own RJ Travel, we have helped do some marketing for the hotel. Purely for selfish reasons on my part, in the hope I’d get to talk with you' he said, looking at his son with anguished eyes. Edward nodded neutrally as Ronnie continued. 'I put Lizzie in charge to specifically cover the marketing and meet with your team' he laughed again. 'I can't believe you're the same Edward she's been talking about for weeks on end.' 
 
   I felt myself blush with embarrassment; the realisation that my boss was also my boyfriend's father, hitting me with force. How had Edward failed to recognise my name despite the many emails that we had corresponded with his office?  
 
   Edward rubbed his face with his hands, eyes widening. 
 
   'I just can't believe this' he said with a hint of amazement. Ronnie patted his shoulder supportively as Edward looked at him, suddenly chuckling. 'You own a travel company now? Whatever happened to the real estate business?' Ronnie gave a small shrug of his shoulders, a hint of a smile on his lips. I turned to Edward. 
 
   'What about our emails? Did you not think it was strange that you were communicating with an Elizabeth Saunders, the same name as I?' 
 
   Edward looked sheepish. 'To be truthful, Sasha has been running the project and replying everything on my behalf. You know how busy I’ve been Lizzie, with the Middle East and Asia deals. This hotel has been the last of my worries.' 
 
   'But what about your names?' I asked looking from Ronnie to Edward. Ronnie Johnson and Edward Wainwright hardly indicated a legal father and son relationship. 
 
   'What do you mean?' Ronnie asked quizzically, looking towards Edward. Lowering his head, Edward let out a painful sigh, avoiding looking at either of us. 
 
   'I go solely by the name of Edward Wainwright now.'  
 
   'But son, your name is Wainwright-Johnson?' Ronnie said, clearly hurt, his voice barely audible. Edward shrugged slightly, looking vulnerable. 
 
   'Lizzie' Ronnie looked apologetically in my direction. 'Do you mind if I have a moment alone with Teddy. There's a few things that we need to discuss.' Wringing his hands nervously, he lowered his eyes towards the ground in contemplation. 
 
   I suddenly remembered why we were here in the first place. Ronnie had things to smooth over with his son. Standing up, I smiled at both men, seeing them in a new light; past the sorrow, shock and confusion that both of them wore expressions of.  
 
   Remembering Edward's words that he had been 'orphaned', I silently wondered if they'd be able to put aside their differences. Clearly there was a mountain of anguish and havoc unsolved between them. 
 
   'I'll leave you alone with your father for a while. We can speak after' I said kissing Edward on the cheek. Walking past Ronnie, I gently squeezed his arm supportively on my way out of the boardroom. 
 
   'Good luck' I whispered quietly. 
 
    
 
   

 
   

THREE MONTHS LATERThe white marquee had been erected and stood magnificently proud within the villa grounds. Creeping ivy and white roses had been entwined within its structure to form delicate decoration. A large ice sculpture of two doves took pride of place at the entrance, surrounded by petals. The tables had been decorated with forest foliage, as silver branches housing imitation white butterflies sat alongside flower and candle centrepieces.  
 
   Edward and I walked admiringly past the display and into the terrace entrance to be greeted loudly by my twin nephews. 
 
   'Auntie Lizzie' Jacob and Freddy said in unison, running speedily towards me, arms outstretched for a hug. Both five year olds looked handsome in their cream pageboy suits and peach silk ties and waistcoats. 
 
   'Hello darlings, don’t you look grown up' I said encouragingly, watching both their faces grin with pride as I leaned down to hug them. 
 
   'Mum said we're not allowed to do anything other than sit still and if we get any dirt on our outfits then Grandma won’t bring us gifts back from her honeymoon' Freddy volunteered, indiscreetly staring at the small grass stain already on his trousers. Edward laughed beside me. 
 
   'Well I think you should take notice of your mother, boys. If an hour of sitting still means that you might get a bag of goodies, then I'd say that was a good trade off' Edward said, winking at the twins conspiratorially, before holding his hand up for a high five. 
 
   'Yeah, high five' both boys shouted, punching Edward's hand in a display of male solidarity and running off towards the garden. Edward grinned, watching them. 
 
   'Well let’s hope that means they'll still be in one piece by the time the blessing begins.' He reached for my hand and gently stroked my knuckles with his thumb. 
 
   Since the launch we had spent little time apart. Adjusting to the revelation hadn't been easy at first, especially with Edward's hesitation to let his father back into his life. However, the closer he had grown with Maddie, the easier it had become for him to understand the importance of family. Ronnie was now a permanent fixture within Edward's contact list. The change within the relationship had also ensured that Ronnie had gained a granddaughter, as well as his son.  
 
   Ronnie was noticeably happier with the arrangement; even the office atmosphere seemed to have changed into a place of positivity. The decision not to come to Spain to head up the Real Estate hadn't been a difficult one to make; Ronnie had answered it for me by retracting his offer, much to my relief. The reason being that he wouldn’t be able to live with himself if he ruined his son's chances at a successful relationship. Especially since much had changed in the past few weeks. 
 
   I turned towards Edward and, standing on tip toes, reached up to kiss him on the lips. I was so lucky to have found someone that made me feel happy on every level.  
 
   'What was that for?' Edward asked, a hint of a smile on his lips as his eyes creased at the corners.  
 
   A sharp retort came from the landing above us as a door slammed, causing us both to look up. 
 
   ‘Goodness that sounded like Stella. I had better go up and see how they are getting on. Doesn’t sound like all is going to plan' I sighed, rolling my eyes and walking towards the stairs. 
 
   'OK babe, I’ll join Sampson, Miles and the others' Edward said with a slight squeeze of my hand. Breaking away from him, my heels clicked loudly against the marble as I ascended the staircase and walked towards my mother’s bedroom. 
 
   'You can’t wear it like that. It looks ridiculous' I heard Stella hiss at my mother as I opened the door and entered the room. 
 
   My mother was standing in front of her large, oval floor length mirror. Her peach bridal shift dress pinned up awkwardly to reveal the tops of her thighs and her toned, slender knees. 
 
   'Lizzie thank goodness you’re here. Tell mum how ridiculous she looks with the dress pinned up that extra six inches. There’s really no need!' Stella exclaimed throwing her hands up in the air to show her frustration. 
 
   I stared at my mother, astounded. Aside from her dress, her hair had been wrapped into a loose chignon, complemented with tiny freshwater pearls. A simple pair of diamond earrings and minimal make-up completed her look. She looked beautiful; a truly stunning bride. 
 
   'Mum you look exquisite' I said, eyes filling with tears as I walked towards her and kissed her gently on her cheek. 
 
   'Thank you my darling' she said wiping my eyes tenderly and smiling at me with heartfelt understanding.  
 
   'Oh, I don’t believe this.' Stella shook her head in frustration, crossing her arms and nodded towards the dress, waiting for me to comment.  
 
   Backing away from my mother, I studied her dress. The simple, well measured design hung perfectly against her figure. I knew it had cost a small fortune, despite its plain appearance. Yet Stella had a valid argument. The shortened length looked ridiculous, especially for a marriage blessing.  
 
   'I think I have to agree. The dress looked better in the dress rehearsal when you had it at the original length, just above your knee' I said, nodding my head in agreement with Stella. 
 
   'Oh don’t you start as well Lizzie' she said annoyed, looking to Jemima for support.  Jemima remained quiet, sitting on the bed watching, yet wisely not engaging in the discussion. 
 
   'I’m fifty years old and I've spent the last three months doing combined Zumba and Ceroc classes in order to shape these thighs. Ask Jemima. I want to show the bloody things off on my big day. Is that too much to ask?' Irritated she waved at us dismissively, moving closer to the mirror to consider her reflection carefully. 
 
   'Yes but we aren’t saying you don’t have good thighs, we are saying the dress looks better that little bit longer' I said tactfully, encouraging both Jemima and Stella with a furious nod of the head. 
 
   'They're only saying it because they want you to look your best' Jemima imputed kindly. 
 
   'Fine' my mother said defeated, indicating for one of us to unzip her. 'I’ll unpin the hem and wear it on the knee if that’s what’s going to get you three to stop nagging at me.'  
 
   Twenty five minutes later and with the hem back to its original length, my mother was finally ready. Standing beside her, Stella and I linked arms as Jemima poured four celebratory glasses of champagne. The only person missing was Mel. My mother had invited her to attend alongside the three of us as bridesmaids, but Mel had reluctantly declined. Still infectious with the novelty of their recent Asia travel, Hugo had surprised Mel with a romantic trip to Venice. Upon my return to the UK with Edward, I was certain to hear all about it. 
 
   Surrounded by my family, I felt a fresh wave of contentment descend upon me. What more could a woman ask for than to see her mother finally marry the man that she loved. Not to mention her sister happy with her husband and children, and her soon to be step-sister taking her first steps within the modelling world. Even more so, knowing that the man she was in love with herself, fitted perfectly within her life. 
 
   Rubbing my tiny pregnancy baby bump, I took the small measure of champagne Jemima had poured me and raised my glass alongside the others. 
 
   'To the girls' I toasted proudly, before carefully descending the staircase behind my mother, towards the gathering crowd of guests below. 
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