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				Chapter 1

				Carrie Brownhill was standing outside the stage door of the Starlight Theatre wondering how to respond to her friend’s outrageous comment.

				‘So. What would you actually do if Huw had an affair?’ Rowena asked again.

				Carrie paused longer than she should have done before answering, partly because her teeth were chattering with the cold but also because the prospect of her fiancé, Huw, shagging another woman was something she’d never even dreamed of. ‘You mean if I actually caught him with someone else?’ she said.

				‘Well, I don’t mean in the act, with his pants round his ankles,’ said Rowena in between puffs on her cigarette. ‘I just wondered what you’d do if you found out he was dipping his wick on the other side of the fence.’

				‘Oh, blimey. I don’t know,’ said Carrie, stamping her feet to keep warm. It wasn’t surprising she was freezing, because (a) it was February, and (b) she and Rowena were dressed like fifties tarts. They were taking a break from a dress rehearsal for the local drama society’s production of Grease. One of the Pink Ladies had set fire to her wig which had triggered the smoke alarms and sent the director into a hissy fit. It had also given Rowena the chance for a sneaky cig.

				‘Now come on, honey. Would you be calm and dignified or turn into the vengeful bitch from hell?’ drawled Rowena, getting into the part of her character, Rizzo, but managing to sound more like Marge Simpson.

				‘Oh, calm and dignified, of course,’ simpered Carrie, pretending to be Sandy.

				Rowena took a long, slow drag on her ciggie, then blew out a smoke ring. ‘Bullshit, honey.’

				‘Okay. Maybe you’re right. If I caught Huw with another woman, I’d probably go totally berserk and wreak vengeance on him.’

				‘What? Pour paint stripper over his car?’ said Rowena, flicking her ash into a tub of winter pansies.

				Carrie feigned horror. ‘The Range Rover? My God, no. I love that car. It’s my baby. I couldn’t hurt it.’

				‘Cut up all his clothes, then?’

				Carrie thought for a moment, then felt her mouth stretch in a smile of glee. ‘No. Way too clichéd. I’d make the punishment fit the crime. Hit him where it really hurts.’

				‘You don’t mean you’d do a Bobbitt?’ gasped Rowena.

				‘Oh, much worse. I’d pour sugar in the fuel tank of his Massey Ferguson.’

				‘His what?’

				‘His Massey Ferguson. It’s his new tractor. He adores it. He said he’d like to shag me in it.’

				‘You farming types are all pervs,’ declared Rowena, throwing her cig end on to the flagstones and grinding it out with her foot. ‘Ow. Buggering hell. I’ve just burnt my bloody foot! These ballet pumps are as old as the hills.’

				Carrie laughed as Rowena hopped about cursing cheerfully. The two of them had been friends since university, where they’d both studied English and drama. Now they were stalwarts of the local drama society in Packley, the Oxfordshire village where they both lived. Carrie had met Huw at university too, and they’d been together ever since. She’d once dreamed of appearing in the West End but had ended up helping him run his farm business instead. It was a full-time job just keeping up with all the admin while he managed the dairy herd and small business units at the farm. But if she ever had a pang of regret about not making it in professional theatre, she felt the rest of her life more than made up for it. She knew she’d never have to sabotage Huw Brigstocke’s beloved tractor, slash his clothes, or wreak vengeance on him. In two weeks’ time, she and Huw were getting married at Packley church. Everyone was coming. The drama society, the Young Farmers, their university friends, at least half the village—it felt like half the county in fact, because Huw’s mother knew absolutely everyone.

				‘Carrie? Rowena?’ A vision in pink peeped nervously round the door of the theatre.

				‘Out here, Hayley,’ said Carrie.

				‘I just came to warn you that we’re ready to start again and Gina’s been looking for you. She’s already ballistic that I set off the fire alarm,’ said Hayley, shivering in her Pink Ladies outfit.

				‘Gina is the love child of Simon Cowell and Attila the Hun,’ declared Carrie, picturing the show’s director searching the theatre for her and Rowena like a headmistress looking for girls smoking in the ladies’ room. ‘Can’t a leading lady have some privileges? Tell her I’m just taking a call from Hollywood. Tell her,’ she said dramatically, ‘that George Clooney has asked me to play the part of Scarlett O’Hara in his new remake of Gone with the Wind.’

				Rowena let out a giggle.

				‘It’s okay, Hayley. I’m coming,’ said Carrie, finally taking pity on Hayley, who was so naive she might actually tell Gina what Carrie had said.

				‘I expect Gina will be on the warpath for the rest of the night now because we’ve sloped off,’ grumbled Rowena.

				Carrie flounced towards the door, flinging back her hair like Scarlett would have done. ‘Frankly, darling, I don’t give a toss!’

				***

				A week later, Carrie was belting out the show’s finale to a packed theatre.

				‘You’re the one that I want…’

				‘More! More! More!’ chanted the audience.

				Carrie went for the big one. ‘The one that I waa-nnt!’

				The audience leapt to their feet, stamping the floor and almost shaking the roof off the theatre.

				‘Listen to that,’ hissed Rowena as they made their bows. ‘Don’t you just bloody love it!’

				Carrie felt like a giant pink bubblegum about to pop with joy. Every night had been a sellout and a roaring success, and if her voice was on its last legs, she didn’t care. They might not be in the West End, they might only be amateurs, but they were bloody good ones. The curtain dropped and the girls chattered excitedly as they dashed off stage.

				‘Let’s get changed and get to the bar. I need an urgent dose of spritzer and Huw can pay for it. I tried to spot him in the audience but he must have been right at the back.’

				‘Knowing Huw, I’ll bet he’s waiting now, with one of those totally clichéd bouquets he’s always sending you,’ said Rowena.

				Carrie sighed dramatically. ‘I just hope he’s bought red roses this time. Yellow ones are so-ooo passé, darling.’

				She wouldn’t really mind if they were yellow roses, or even a bunch of dandelions. All she wanted was to see Huw, who had promised to be at her final performance even if it did mean calling in en route from his stag weekend. In fact, she wouldn’t mind if he turned up half naked with a ball and chain round his ankle, just as long as he’d made the show somehow. This had been her final performance as Carrie Brownhill; the next program would have her new name in it: Carrie Brigstocke. Tonight was special in so many ways; she couldn’t wait to hear what he’d thought of her performance.

				‘I hope Oxfordshire Life sends a reporter to the wedding,’ she said.

				Rowena mumbled a reply through a face full of cleansing cream. ‘I should think it will be picked up by the nationals. You might end up in Hello!’

				‘Now you’re taking the piss, Rowena,’ laughed Carrie.

				‘Would I?’

				‘Yes, you would.’

				Ten minutes later, Rowena was handing over a drink as Carrie scanned the packed bar for Huw’s unmistakable profile. He was normally easy to spot, even in a crowded room. Six foot five in his stockinged feet, a shock of thick sandy hair, and shoulders like Hercules. Stooping slightly because he was self-conscious, of course.

				That was what she’d first fancied about him when they’d met at their university freshman dance: that combination of capable shoulders and self-deprecation. She never could resist a man who didn’t know how sexy he was. Flashy blokes turned her right off, but Huw, who’d braved the laughter of the entire rugby club to ask her to dance, had won her heart straightaway. She still remembered their first shag in his tiny student room, the ancient water pipes creaking and the sound of the rugby club belting out ‘Roll Me Over in the Clover’ from the student union.

				Over by the bar, she caught sight of Rowena batting her eyelashes at a strange man with a fake tan and an outrageous toupee. Pulling her mobile from her handbag, Carrie checked the screen. No message from Huw. Yet he’d promised faithfully to be here tonight. He always managed to make her last nights, had never missed one except for the time Millicent had had a Caesarean and he’d had to stay with the vet. Carrie hadn’t really minded; the herd came first, and anyway she’d been crap that evening.

				Rowena returned. ‘Who’s your friend Wiggy?’

				‘Oh, just one of my many fans. He said he thought I’d put in a performance of poignancy and vitality, a combination he’d rarely seen in amateur theatre.’

				‘Bloody hell. Does he want to get your knickers off?’

				Rowena frowned, seemed almost offended but then grinned and declared, ‘Doesn’t everyone, darling? Has lover boy phoned yet?’

				Carrie was puzzled at the sudden change of subject but dismissed it. Everyone was tired and overemotional. She shook her head. ‘No. Not even a text.’

				‘Maybe he’s decided to stop off at the Red Lion for a nightcap on his way home from London.’

				‘He promised he’d be here for the play. I wouldn’t mind but he’s already had a two-night bender in London with his mates. How long should a stag party last?’

				‘Depends who he’s met,’ said Rowena.

				Carrie snorted. ‘How can he have met anyone?’

				‘Well, I know the concept is hard to grasp, but you never know, he could have decided to grab his last chance to escape and run off with a Serbian lap dancer.’ Rowena’s eyes glinted wickedly.

				Carrie laughed. ‘Well, if he has run away, I hope she likes his cold feet in bed.’

				All around them hugging and kissing was breaking out like the plague, a sure sign that the after-show party was breaking up.

				‘Look, Huw’s obviously not coming, so I’m going home,’ sighed Carrie, fishing for her car keys from the depths of her bag. ‘You don’t think anything could have happened to him, do you? He is with that bunch of Young Farmers and some of his rugby club mates. He could have been stripped naked and chained to a statue.’

				Rowena rolled her eyes skyward. ‘There is no way that Huw has got involved in anything like that. He’s far too responsible. I’m sure he’ll be waiting and desperate to make it up to you, if you know what I mean.’

				Rowena was right, thought Carrie. After ten years together, she ought to know Huw well enough. In fact, she thought, as she drove home from the theatre towards Packley Farm, she had a pretty good idea exactly what he’d be doing right now. He’d be sitting by the fire with a large bunch of flowers and an apology. All of which she would graciously accept—after she’d made him suffer just enough.

				Relief swept through her as she saw his Range Rover parked in its usual place in the farmyard. At least he’d made it home. There were no lights on in the farmhouse; maybe he’d gone straight up and was waiting for her in bed. Pushing open the front door with her bottom, she fumbled for the light switch.

				‘Oh!’

				Fur brushed her legs. She sighed in relief as the farm cat wound his way round her ankles.

				‘Hello, Macavity,’ she laughed as the cat rubbed his warm body against her calves with a welcoming miaow.

				Then Huw’s voice cut through the gloom. ‘Carrie? Is that you?’

				‘That’s a very clever trick, Macavity. You sound just like my fiancé,’ Carrie joked before flicking the light switch. Huw was sitting by the hearth, one arm hanging over the edge of the chair, the other clutching a tumbler of whisky. ‘Hello. Have we had a power cut?’ she said, depositing her stuff on the tiled floor.

				‘No.’

				‘Then why were you sitting in the dark?’

				He downed the rest of his whisky before answering. ‘Dunno. Guess I just felt like it.’

				‘You just felt like it?’

				Carrie crossed the kitchen. Her skin prickled when she saw him close up. There were dark shadows under his eyes, which also had a glazed look in them. He stank of whisky too; she could see the almost-empty bottle at the side of his chair.

				‘I was upset that you missed the play, but there’s no need to hit the bottle,’ she said lightly. ‘I’m not going to start hurling china at you. You missed a treat. I was great, you know. Everyone said so—’

				‘I’m sure you were. You always are,’ he said. Picking up the bottle, he sloshed whisky into the glass, spilling half of it on his trousers. He was completely plastered. 

				She swallowed down a rising feeling of unease. ‘How much have you had?’ she asked.

				‘Enough. So what? It was my stag weekend.’

				She flinched. It wasn’t like him to be whiny either. She put it down to too much booze and too little sleep.

				‘Sounds like you’ve had quite a time, but I was expecting you at the play. Where’ve you been?’

				He shrugged. ‘Just driving about.’

				Carrie frowned. Huw did not drink and drive. Huw didn’t even break the speed limit. Huw played by the rules, unless it was on the rugby pitch. ‘You were driving about drunk?’ she said, unable to believe it.

				He took a slug of the whisky and wiped his mouth with his hand. ‘No. I drove first. Then I got drunk. Do you have a problem with that?’

				The edge of sarcasm in his voice made her hackles rise. This wasn’t the man she’d known for the past ten years, and it definitely wasn’t the one she was looking forward to marrying in two weeks’ time. This wasn’t her Huw. She tried to stay calm, hoping he’d cool down and sober up.

				‘I don’t have a problem with you drinking on your stag weekend, but I do have a problem with you acting like this. I don’t deserve it.’

				He raised his glass and tilted it, peering at the liquid as if he didn’t want to meet her eye. Then he shrugged as if to say he didn’t care what she thought or deserved. Carrie began to simmer. She’d had enough.

				‘Look, Huw. If you’ve had a row with some of your mates over bloody rugby or a poker match or something—or you’ve just got pissed off with each other—I don’t mind. But I won’t have you thundering home in this state and taking things out on me. I’m not sure how much whisky you’ve had, but I think it’s enough—’

				‘Can’t you just shut up?’

				Her mouth fell open. This wasn’t the gentle, placid giant she loved, but an angry bull of a man. She was shaking but she stood her ground, wound her five foot two frame up, and said, ‘Shut up? I asked you a perfectly reasonable question. Just because you’ve fallen out with the tribe, don’t blame me.’

				His knuckles whitened round his glass. He glared at her. She was angry herself and determined to face him down, because what he was doing was so unfair. Missing her last night, coming home pissed and behaving like a total shit.

				‘I just won’t be treated like this, Huw. I won’t—’

				‘Can’t you see how hard this is for me?’ he said softly.

				Her heart started ricocheting madly. She knew something was very wrong. ‘Hard for you? What do you mean?’

				He was staring down at his glass again, swirling the whisky round in circles. ‘I’ve been sitting here for hours wondering how I was going to do this, but it’s no good,’ he said.

				She felt a cold sweat breaking out on the small of her back. ‘Huw, what are you talking about? I don’t understand you.’

				‘I don’t really understand myself, Carrie, but I do know there’s something I need to tell you.’

				‘Like what? Has your mother ordered the wrong flowers? Has the cake company gone bust?’ She tried one last stab at humor, pretending that he was only joking, that he wasn’t going to say something terrible, but he shook his head.

				‘It’s been tearing me up for weeks, Carrie. I thought the stag weekend would help—make me realize that this was what I wanted, that I’d be fine once all this wedding shit was over, but it’s no good. I can’t do this to me, and certainly not to you, love. God knows I’ve tried, but I just can’t do it. Carrie, I can’t marry you.’

			

		

	
		
			
				

				Chapter 2

				Four months later, the sun was hot on Matt Landor’s back as he glared down at his boss’s face. The two of them were standing on the wooden veranda of the medical station, sheltering from the midmorning sun. Dr. Shelly Cabot was glaring back at him, arms folded, and Matt was trying desperately hard not to smile. If he did, she might think he wasn’t serious, and he’d never been more serious about anything in his life.

				‘It’s not that bad, Matt. You’ll be back here before you know it,’ she said in the voice she often used before inflicting major pain on one of their patients.

				‘It would be so much better if I didn’t go at all,’ he said, shifting position so she had to blink against the sun to answer him.

				‘We’ve talked about this. You need to get out of Tuman and go home to England. Drink tea. Play cricket…’ she said.

				‘Nice try, Shelly, but there’s a problem with that. I don’t drink bloody tea and cricket bores the crap out of me.’

				Shelly let out an exasperated gasp. ‘Matt, you know damn well what I mean. Go and do whatever the hell you Brits do. Get pissed and wreck a bar if you like. Just take a break. A proper break. For God’s sake, you could even try talking to someone.’

				That last piece of advice had Matt snorting in derision, but Shelly’s smile faded and her eyes hardened. ‘You’ve been here nearly a year and you’re overdue some decent leave. Even if you hadn’t been involved in the accident I’d still have expected you to go back home for a few weeks. After what’s happened, it’s an order, and if you don’t do as I say, so help me, I won’t have you back at all.’

				Ah, the accident. He’d known she’d bring that up sooner or later. It had been four weeks since it happened and he admitted he’d been shaken up by it… more than shaken, mate, a voice whispered in his head. He balled his hands into fists as he felt the tremor invade them, but finally let a smile touch his lips.

				‘Shelly, has anyone told you how sexy you look when you’re pissed off?’

				Her mouth opened in an O. ‘You cheeky, sexist basta—’

				‘Shhh. The children are listening.’

				On cue, a gaggle of kids burst out of the entrance to the medical station, swarming around them and dancing in excitement.

				‘Dr. Matt! Are you going?’ a boy shouted.

				‘When are you coming back?’

				A small girl slipped her hand in his, curling her warm fingers around his. ‘Why are you going away?’ she said, gazing up into his face.

				Matt held his breath. He couldn’t use a child to score points over Shelly, no matter how wrong he thought she was in sending him back to the UK, no matter how much doctors were needed in the remote South Pacific jungle community, or how much he wanted to stay. He smiled down at the little girl, who was now twisting the hem of her skirt round and round in her hands.

				‘Do you have to go away?’ she said.

				He squatted down on the veranda so he could be at her level. ‘For a little while, but I’ll be back very soon,’ he answered, laying emphasis on the soon, knowing Shelly was listening to his every word and would understand him perfectly.

				‘Good,’ said the girl. Satisfied, she let go of his hand and skipped off down the steps towards the stilted houses fringing the river.

				‘Kids, can you let me say goodbye to Matt properly, please?’ called Shelly.

				Laughing, the children raced off, leaving Matt and Shelly alone again. He could feel the sweat pouring down his back, his shirt sticking to him. Above them the sun, white and blinding, beat down like a furnace but the fierce heat felt kind on his skin. It was natural. It reminded him of where he belonged.

				Leaning on the veranda rail, he looked out over the clearing, the village, and the river, to the lush jungle that stretched endlessly all around.

				‘If you care about them, go home and take a break,’ said Shelly as the children piled into canoes at the water’s edge, laughing and squealing with glee.

				‘That’s emotional blackmail.’

				‘That you didn’t use on me when you had the chance just then. And that’s because you’re not the stubborn bastard you like us to think.’

				Matt kept his eyes forward. ‘Well, thanks for your support, Dr. Cabot.’

				‘And thank you for your cooperation, Dr. Landor. Now, your carriage awaits.’

				She nodded at the rusty Jeep idling on the muddy red track that led from the medical center to the tiny airstrip twenty miles away. It was the only way out of the village, other than by canoe or on foot; the only route to reach patients in the outlying communities and the only way home.

				‘You know this is ridiculous. You’re desperate for medics and you send one of your most experienced back home,’ he said as they walked down the steps to the track.

				Standing on tiptoe, Shelly brushed his cheek with her lips. ‘We can manage without you for a while, and despite what you think, you’re not the only hot-shit doctor in Tuman.’

				‘I never said I was,’ he growled.

				‘Really? You could have fooled me, the way you’ve been behaving, as if you want to take on the world single-handed. Jeez, you almost killed yourself.’

				‘I’m fine. It wasn’t me that got hurt, remember?’ he said, trying to banish the memory of the accident, the smell of burning rubber, of spilled diesel, the panic that had threatened to overwhelm him, the sight of his friend Aidan bleeding and unconscious in the wreckage.

				‘Are you okay, Matt?’

				Shelly touched his arm and Matt flinched.

				‘You know damn well I am.’

				Shaking her head, she called to the driver of the Jeep, ‘Dr. Landor is ready to leave now.’ She turned back to Matt. ‘Have a good trip. I’ll see you in the autumn, if you behave back in England,’ she said, kissing him briefly. Then she was walking back towards the wooden veranda of the medical station, and he was turning his back and trudging towards the Jeep with all the enthusiasm of a man heading for the tumbril that would take him to the guillotine. Ahead of him lay a two-hour road trip to the airstrip, a hop on a Cessna to the island’s main airport, and a long, tedious flight to London.

				Stretching out like a sluggish brown river lay four months of enforced rest and recuperation in England. Four months if he was lucky and could convince the powers-that-be at the medical charity that he was fit to come back and practice again. But there was one consolation, if you could call it that. He’d get home just in time for the wedding. An old university friend had invited him to be an usher; not that Matt liked weddings—usually he found catching malaria more fun—but it would be good to meet up with an old mate after all these years.

				Throwing his bags into the back of the Jeep, Matt climbed in beside the driver and grunted a hello. The engine started and he glanced round. Shelly was standing outside the medical center, her hand raised in farewell. The kids were dancing round her, waving wildly. Then the wooden huts became smaller, the river glittered one last time, and he was swallowed up by the jungle.

			

		

	
		
			
				

				Chapter 3

				It was June, and the tiny spare bedroom at Rowena’s cottage in Packley Village, Oxfordshire, was sweltering. Through the floor Carrie could hear the juicer whirring in the kitchen, and behind it, a CD was belting out the soundtrack to Ten Things I Hate About You. Closing her eyes, Carrie tried her magic trick again: the one, where, if she wished very hard, the past four months vanished like a puff of smoke.

				In some ways, she’d been lucky. That was what she’d tried to tell herself in the darkest moments, when she hadn’t been howling with pain, or sitting piggy-eyed with crying, using up tissues as though she was trying to kill off what was left of the world’s forests. She’d been lucky because she had her shocked parents to cancel all the wedding arrangements and explain the situation to their relatives and friends. She’d been even luckier to have Rowena, who had offered her spare room the same night that Huw had left her. Two o’clock in the morning it had been when she’d finally finished rowing and shouting and pleading and crying with him.

				Rowena had turned up at the farm in a taxi and taken Carrie to the cottage she owned in the village high street. She had sat up all night with her, handing over vodka and tissues and unrelenting sympathy. She had been one of the few people who hadn’t said: ‘You’ll get over it. You just need time.’ Or even: ‘There are plenty more fish in the sea.’ Instead, she had called Huw every name under the sun—and a few Carrie had never heard of—and offered to help her sabotage his tractor.

				For a few weeks, a couple of months if they were feeling generous, people had expected Carrie to wallow in self-pity, to indulge her grief; but then, quicker than she could ever have imagined—not that she had ever imagined—they’d expected her to get over it and move on. So she’d become an expert at nodding in agreement when they offered their condolences, smiling bravely and tactfully changing the subject. Everyone agreed how well she’d coped. ‘You’ve been so brave,’ they said. ‘You deserve a medal.’ Because that was what the world expected her to do: be dignified, stoical, and calm.

				But they’d forgotten how good an actress she was.

				The other Carrie—the one she wanted to be—had been a vengeful bitch from hell. In her dreams, that Carrie had maxed out Huw’s credit card on male escorts, outrageous handbags, and a full-page ad in the Farming Times calling him a heartless, spineless shit. In her dreams, Huw was strapped naked in the stocks, while every woman in the world who’d ever had her heart split in two pelted him with rotten eggs and rancid diet shakes.

				She opened her eyes to find a red-faced Rowena standing over her with a large wooden spoon. ‘My God, what are you doing?’

				‘We are going into town,’ Rowena declared solemnly.

				‘Okay, but what do you need the spoon for?’

				‘We’re having a cooked brekkie first.’

				‘That would be the royal “we,” then, would it?’ asked Carrie over the top of the duvet.

				‘Don’t be a plonker. Not just me. You’re coming too.’

				‘And resistance is futile, I suppose?’

				‘Utterly,’ said Rowena, before sweeping out of the bedroom like Queen Victoria.

				Throwing off the duvet, Carrie shoved her feet into flip-flops and shuffled downstairs. In the kitchen, a pan of bacon and eggs was sizzling on the stove while Rowena filled two glasses with a gloop of indeterminate color somewhere between puce and sludge.

				‘It’s a smoothie. Acai berries, wheatgrass, and pomegranate. Very healthy,’ she said as Carrie leaned against the door frame, rubbing her eyes.

				‘But you smoke twenty a day, Rowena,’ said Carrie, eyeing the smoothie with distaste.

				‘And this will redress the balance. All those antioxidants will cancel out my free radicals.’ She handed over the gloop, smiling. ‘Go on. Close your eyes and taste.’

				Not wanting to upset her landlady, Carrie swallowed, hoping she wouldn’t gag. She hadn’t slept that well; she’d been lying awake wondering whether she dared visit Huw at the farm to sort out their entangled financial situation. ‘Bloody hell!’ she spluttered.

				‘Good, isn’t it?’ said Rowena proudly.

				‘Is that Jack Daniel’s I can taste?’

				‘I thought it would help it slip down.’

				‘At nine thirty?’

				‘Yes. Any objections?’

				Carrie slurped again; this time it tasted even better. ‘No. It’s delicious. They should hand it out on prescription.’

				Rowena grabbed her own glass and grinned broadly. ‘That was the first part of your therapy.’

				‘And part two?’ asked Carrie suspiciously, wondering if the smoothie was a sweetener for some nasty medicine. 

				But Rowena just smiled and said: ‘We’re going shopping with Hayley, and then we’re going for lunch at the Turf. Nelson’s driving, so we can have a drink, and you, my girl, are going to enjoy yourself if it kills you.’

			

		

	
		
			
				

				Chapter 4

				Twenty miles from Packley in the center of Oxford, Matt was lying in a strange bed in a strange room. Snoring gently beside him was a chartered accountant called Natasha Redmond whom Matt had known since the days when they’d been at boarding school together. He’d bumped into her in one of the city center pubs the previous evening.

				After getting home from Tuman, he’d unpacked, showered, and then headed to the Lamb and Flag for something to eat. He’d sat at an outside table, nursing a pint of Morrells and pretending to read a biography of Nelson Mandela so he could avoid getting into conversation with anyone. However, for Natasha, he’d made an exception.

				‘Minty, darling, is that you?’ she’d shrieked, making him spill his pint and drop his book on the cobbles. He knew it was her without even looking; she’d used the bloody stupid nickname he’d had at school for a start. She was also purring; she did a lot of purring—that was what had attracted him to her in the first place when he’d met her many years before. Since then they’d got together occasionally when their paths had crossed.

				So when he’d seen her in the beer garden, with a girlfriend who’d discreetly disappeared after half an hour, he’d known where the night—and morning—would end.

				‘Good morning, Dr. Landor, are you feeling any better?’ she asked throatily.

				Matt ran his hand down the length of her thigh, feeling it smooth and warm beneath his fingers.

				‘What do you think?’ he said, stroking her and feeling her satisfyingly wet.

				Natasha gave a sigh of pleasure before closing her fingers around his. ‘This is all very tempting, Minty, but I’m going to have to pass on this one. I have to get up. I have a wedding to go to, as do you, remember?’

				Slipping out of bed, she padded towards the shower room, stark naked. He’d seen it all before, but he was still very impressed. Even at school, his teenage hormones had almost exploded at the sight of her in a skirt so short it broke every rule. But best of all, at no point had Natasha ever gone soppy on him or he on her. They were two of a kind, he’d always thought. A good-time boy and girl, both desperate to throw off the shackles of education and get to university and the real world.

				Above the sound of the water, he could hear cars swooshing past the flat on their way into Oxford city center. He’d rented the place from an ex-colleague, a strait-laced anesthetist who’d probably have had a heart attack if he knew what had been going on in his bed. He fumbled on the bedside tabletop for his watch. When he couldn’t find it, he pulled back his share of the duvet and edged out of bed. Natasha emerged from the bathroom, half wearing a hand towel.

				‘So you’re alive then, darling?’ she said.

				He rubbed sleep from his eyes as she stared meaningfully at his crotch. ‘I could be more alive if you’d come back to bed, woman. Failing that, I guess I’ll take a shower.’

				Natasha groaned. ‘I feel so awful about this, but I think I’ve just used the last of the hot water.’

				‘Don’t worry. I’ll manage.’

				Natasha pulled a face. ‘Oh gosh. I suppose we should have shared.’

				‘Maybe a cold shower would be best, unless you do want to be here all day,’ he said gruffly.

				Half an hour later, his skin tingling in the cool summer morning despite a shirt, sweater, and jeans, he found her at the cooker making pancakes. She was wearing one of his T-shirts from Tuman. He didn’t tell her that the last time he’d worn it, he’d been syringing out a patient’s ears.

				‘Natasha…’

				‘Hmm,’ she said, licking batter off her fingers in an almost pornographic way.

				‘Are you around Oxford over the next couple of weeks?’

				She poured a cup of batter into the pan and swirled it round. ‘I might be,’ she said.

				‘And are you…’

				‘Shagging anybody else?’ said Natasha.

				‘Well. Yes,’ said Matt. ‘Because you know how much I enjoy your company, but I don’t want to come between you and some bond trader from Dulwich Village.’

				Sliding a pancake onto a plate, she handed it over and tutted. ‘Dear Matt. You always did have a conscience, didn’t you? I’m between bond traders at the moment, so if you want to find some relief from the dreary world every now and then, I can help you out.’

				‘That’s good,’ he said, watching her top up two mugs with coffee from the French press. He wondered why she wasn’t married or living with anyone yet. She was thirty-two, the same age as he was, give or take a few weeks. God knows, she must have had plenty of offers. She sat down at the table, sipping her coffee as he ate a second pancake. ‘Aren’t you going to have any?’ he asked.

				‘Yuck. All that fat and cholesterol. I’d rather eat a deep-fried spider,’ she said.

				Matt laughed. ‘Believe me you wouldn’t.’

				‘You don’t mean… My God, Matt. That is absolutely disgusting.’

				‘But very nutritious. It’s a cultural thing, Natasha. No different to a langoustine or a nice piece of steak.’

				She put her feet on the table next to his plate, wrinkling her pretty little toes. The fact that they were slightly grubby curiously turned him on even more.

				Half an hour later, she’d cleared away the plates and he was washing up while she dried.

				‘Right. That’s me done, I’m afraid,’ she said, wiping her hands on his top. ‘So. Shall I see you later this week? I don’t suppose I’ll get you to myself at the reception this evening so that won’t really count as a date.’

				‘Can I give you a call?’

				‘Whatever,’ she said, but he knew her too well not to hear the edge of disappointment in her voice.

				‘Maybe Tuesday night? We could go to see a film and then for a meal?’

				She brightened. ‘Mmm. I think I can fit you in on Tuesday. Shall I meet you here?’

				‘We could meet in town. I’m sure you can suggest somewhere.’

				‘The Duke of Cambridge then. They do gorgeous champagne cocktails and the bar staff are completely divine.’

				Matt had to laugh. ‘Fine. If you get bored of me, you can pick one of them up.’

				While she dressed, Matt took a couple of Tylenol to stave off the effects of his hangover and jet lag. He decided to take a walk to liven himself up and then get ready for the wedding. Natasha was back, stuffing her wallet into her handbag. Matt collected her wrap from the sofa and placed it round her shoulders. As he did he said casually, ‘Natasha, you do know I’m only on leave for four months, maybe less. I have to be back in Tuman in October. I wouldn’t be here at all but they asked me to come home and sort a few things out.’

				He hadn’t told her about the accident and there was no way she could have heard. Even his own family only knew sketchy details of what had happened. She shook her head as if he was very dim indeed and tutted loudly.

				‘Matt. I’m disappointed in you. You don’t need to warn me off. I know the score. We’re two peas in a pod, you and I. You want a little light relief and I want to shag your very gorgeous arse off.’

				Matt smiled. Good old Tasha. Maybe he might actually enjoy his few weeks in England.

				‘See you Tuesday then. By the way, I love your hair long, and as for the tattoos… Oh my word,’ she said.

				She clattered off down the stairs and Matt lay back on the sofa. He had a few hours before the wedding. Maybe he’d manage to read a few newspapers, find out what was going on, catch up with how Arsenal were doing and who was running the country. Maybe he should slink off to that little coffee bar round the corner. Get a few gallons of caffeine down him. Kill or cure… But first he needed his wallet. How much did they sting you for an espresso these days? he wondered. A pound? Two quid? Ten? Thirty… 

				He came to on the sofa some time later with a crick in his neck and a dead leg. He’d fallen asleep again and had no idea of the time. Eventually he found his watch in the bedroom under last night’s boxer shorts. It seemed to have stopped sometime during the night; most likely, he guessed, when he and Natasha had fallen into a taxi when the club had closed. And yet… maybe not, because the second hand was still moving. If his watch was correct, that meant… 

				He unearthed his mobile phone and looked at the time on the screen. Then he closed his eyes, hoping that the jet lag and drugs were making him hallucinate. When it was obvious that he wasn’t dreaming and this nightmare was actually happening to him, he crossed to the walk-in closet and opened the door. The things were still there, hanging from the rail in all their ghastly glory.

				Oh fuck, he was going to be late for the wedding.

			

		

	
		
			
				

				Chapter 5

				Rowena’s plan for Carrie had involved a triple whammy of therapy: alcohol, shopping, and Nelson driving them. They were now at the Turf, a medieval pub shoehorned into a space between two of the college buildings. As, apparently, was half of Oxford, students, shoppers, and tourists all squashed cheek by jowl in the little courtyard. It was a hot June Saturday towards the end of the exam season and the place reeked of the cheap cider the students sprayed over each other to celebrate finishing.

				‘And what can I get you, madam?’

				Carrie shook her head as the barman shouted into her ear. ‘God. Yes. Sorry. Three halves of Old Rosy and a pint of Coke.’

				She bumped her way through the drinkers in the beer garden towards Rowena, Hayley, and Nelson, who was Rowena’s on-off boyfriend. They were huddled together on a spare patch of wall by the gents’ toilets. Hayley waved madly. Too madly. She’d been hyper all morning, like Tigger on speed.

				‘Carrie! Oh thank you. I’m sooo thirsty and I shouldn’t have kept you all that time in Monsoon. But I have managed to get a pashmina exactly the same shade as my shoes and if I can just see a handbag to tone with it, I’ll be done and dusted.’

				Carrie smiled, handing Hayley a glass of cider. They’d spent two hours looking for the pashmina and she’d almost lost the will to live.

				Rowena helped herself to a glass too, but not before she’d checked her watch again.

				‘Got to get back for something?’ said Carrie.

				‘Me? No. No rush.’

				‘Aren’t you glad we decided to come into town today? I mean, isn’t Oxford just gorgeous in the sun?’

				‘Lovely,’ said Carrie as a bow-tied student knocked into her, splashing her top with lager. A party popper exploded next to them. Nelson stared into his pint of Coke, looking as though he’d been invited to his own funeral.

				‘Nelson’s missing out on a Vintage Volkswagen Festival for this,’ said Rowena, stroking the back of his neck as if he were a favorite pet. ‘I won’t forget this, babe. I promise I’ll make it up to you.’

				‘Exactly how much longer do we have to stay here?’ he grunted. Nelson had only two loves in his life: one was his collection of vintage VW camper vans; the other was Rowena. The trouble was, while he worshipped the ground she walked on, Rowena simply trampled all over him.

				‘Oh, Nelson, it’s not that bad,’ she said.

				‘You do know I was hoping to check out a new splitty at the festival, and now I won’t be able to get into the place for poseurs and surfers,’ he moaned.

				Carrie couldn’t resist. ‘What’s a splitty? It sounds faintly pervy.’

				Nelson sounded disgusted at her ignorance. ‘A splitty, for your information, is a VW camper van with a split screen. There’s an orange one I’ve got my eye on. I was thinking of making an offer, if it was in any kind of condition…’ he said, glaring sullenly at Rowena.

				Carrie felt sorry for him. Poor long-suffering Nelson. He’d been pursuing Rowena, in his own plodding way, for several years now. Occasionally, usually when she was smashed, Rowena would throw him a bone and let him stay the night. But she had no intention of letting him move into the cottage. Carrie didn’t really know how Nelson put up with it.

				‘Look, Nelson, we’re nearly done. Hayley’s finished her shopping and it’s roasting here in the city. Let’s drink up and you can take us home, then maybe you can still make the festival,’ she soothed.

				‘Nelson’s fine,’ said Rowena sharply.

				Carrie ignored her. ‘Nelson? You do want to go home, don’t you?’

				‘I’m going to take a leak,’ he said, looking as if he’d been offered a choice of hanging or electrocution.

				After he’d scuttled off into the gents’, Hayley started to regale them about the new range of edible lingerie from Sweet Nothings, the adult shop she worked for. ‘We’ve just launched a special hen night collection. It’s made of rice paper and tastes like chicken. You can suck it or swallow. It’s perfect for hen nights, wedding nights, honeymoons…’ Her hand flew to her mouth. ‘Oh, sorry. I’d forgotten. I didn’t mean anything…’

				Rowena blew a smoke ring. ‘Keep digging, Hayley.’

				‘It’s fine. You don’t have to treat me like an invalid. I don’t go around stalking bridegrooms, hoping to kidnap one and keep him for my very own,’ said Carrie.

				Rowena sniffed. ‘What’s that smell?’

				Carrie wrinkled her nose. ‘Probably me. Some Hooray Henry spilled his pint over me. I’ll try and get some of it out in the loo.’

				Inside the toilets it was musty and quiet. She soaked a paper towel in cold water and patted the beery spot on her top before slipping into the cubicle and locking the door. She sucked in a breath, wondering what would it take to convince her friends she didn’t have to be treated with kid gloves anymore.

				‘Fack!’

				The cubicle door rattled loudly.

				‘Hell-oo, is there anyone in there?’

				Carrie unlocked the door and came face to face with two girls wriggling into silk dresses. The tall blonde looked like a horsey version of Joely Richardson, while the other one reminded her of a young Nigella Lawson.

				Nigella’s hand flew to her mouth as Carrie stepped out of the cubicle. ‘Oops! Sor-ry. We really didn’t know you were in there.’

				‘Thought the lock had broken,’ boomed Joely. ‘We’re off to a wedding and we needed to get changed.’

				Nigella picked up a hat from the washbasin. ‘We thought we’d have a little shop and a little drink, you see, before we set off.’

				‘And now we’re a little late and a little drunk. Bloody late, actually. Are you from round here, by any chance? Do you know any shortcuts to Steeple Fritton, darling?’

				Carrie knew the place slightly, having acted in a few productions in the village hall. ‘Hmm. That’s north of here. I suppose if you take the B-roads you might do it in about forty minutes, unless you get held up by a tractor.’

				‘Fack,’ said Joely, stabbing herself in the eye with a mascara wand.

				‘What time’s the wedding?’ asked Carrie.

				‘Half past three,’ said Nigella.

				‘And what time is it now?’

				Joely picked up her mobile. ‘Almost three.’

				‘Then I think you’re going to be late.’

				Joely sighed. ‘Do you think they’d mind very much if we missed the actual ceremony and just dropped in for the Pimm’s and canapés?’

				‘Depends how well you know them,’ said Carrie, desperate to make her escape. She’d decided that Nelson had been tortured long enough.

				‘Not very, actually,’ said Joely conspiratorially. ‘In fact, between you and me, we hardly know her and we’ve never met him.’

				‘She’s our boss,’ hissed Nigella, as if the bride could somehow hear them. ‘And we feel obliged to go.’

				Joely adjusted the angle of a flying-saucer hat. ‘We must sound like such bitches!’

				Carrie just smiled to herself and held her hands under the icy water from the tap, weirdly enjoying the sensation of her fingers turning numb. ‘You’d better set off now if you do want to try and make the ceremony. You never know, you might get there in time. Brides are supposed to be late…’ she said, thinking how she had never made it at all.

				Nigella’s snort echoed round the toilets. ‘Late! You have to be joking. Fenella Harding would be early for her own funeral.’

				Carrie was taken aback. ‘Fenella Harding?’

				‘Yah. Do you know her?’

				She shook her head and turned off the tap. ‘No. I don’t.’

				‘You looked as if you recognized the name,’ said Nigella suspiciously.

				Carrie flashed them a smile. She did know Fenella slightly—she ran the firm of accountants who looked after the farm’s business affairs—but the last thing she wanted was to prolong the conversation. Her friends would be thinking she’d disappeared down the loo or something.

				‘No, I can’t say I’ve heard of her,’ she said.

				Nigella let out a sigh. ‘Lucky you. Just between us, she’s an absolute cow. How she ever found someone to marry her, I have simply no idea.’

				Joely wrinkled her nose. ‘Drugs probably, or a cattle prod. She’s roped some rustic farmer person.’

				Carrie caught sight of herself in the mirror and wondered whether she could be bothered to get her eyebrows waxed. ‘Really?’

				‘Yah. Weird, eh? You’d have thought someone like Fenella would have sunk her claws into a stockbroker or a lawyer. Still, this guy’s absolutely dripping with family money apparently, even if it is in fields and cows,’ said Nigella.

				‘She’s been boasting about pinching him on the rebound from some poor girl he’d been living with for absolutely aeons,’ said Joely, applying a Juicy Tube to her lips. ‘Though everyone thinks she was shagging the guy before they even split up.’

				‘Still, the woman’s always the last to know. Monty Morrison spotted Fenella in Le Quat’ Saisons with some hulking great bloke in cords and a Tattersall shirt. Well, that had to be him, didn’t it? They got into a brand-new Range Rover, Monty says, and headed for Wytham Woods for a quickie,’ Nigella went on.

				Carrie’s heart stopped momentarily. Her face stared back at her in the cracked glass of the mirror. ‘What color?’ she murmured.

				‘Sorry?’

				She spoke louder. ‘What color was the Range Rover your friend saw?’

				Nigella sighed. ‘Oh, I don’t know, darling, but he said they headed off for the woods in it.’

				Carrie reached for a paper towel, her hands shaking. ‘How awful for his girlfriend,’ she said, feeling sick.

				‘God, yes. Total bummer. Still, if he was bonking a witch like Fenella, he wasn’t worth having, now was he?’ Joely was saying.

				‘What was his name?’ said Nigella. ‘Sounded rustic to me.’

				‘It’s got a funny spelling. Foreign, I think. I remember it from the invitation.’

				‘It’s Huw Brigstocke,’ said Carrie.

				The girls turned to her and trilled in unison, ‘Sor-ry?’

				‘It’s Huw with a w. It’s Welsh,’ she said to their astonished faces.

				‘Oh. Gosh. Do you know him? Is he really rustic? Do you know his ex? Do you…’ Their eyes widened, then they both opened their mouths at precisely the same time. ‘Oh, fack.’

				Sunlight and noise spilled into the toilets as Hayley walked in.

				‘Carrie? We were wondering where you’d got to. Nelson really doesn’t mind missing the VW festival, so there’s no need to rush off.’

				She might as well have been invisible. Carrie pushed past her, knocking her against the toilet door. Outside in the courtyard, the clock on New College tower was striking the hour. Its chimes drowned out all the chatter, the laughter, the clatter of glasses.

				One, two, three… 

				‘Carrie. Whatever’s the matter?’ Hayley’s voice was behind her but it was coming from another planet.

				‘Nothing. Just a headache. Tell Nelson and Rowena I’m off to get some aspirin,’ she said.

				At first she walked slowly out of the beer garden and along the cobbled alley, numbed by shock. By the time she reached the traffic lights that led into Broad Street, she was running. Her heart thumped as she pounded past the college buildings and shops, heading for the taxi rank in St. Giles. She nearly knocked over a cyclist, who wobbled past her, ringing his bell and shouting angrily.

				The numbness had gone, replaced by a stabbing pain that felt like rage and hurt all rolled into one. How could Huw have done this to her? It had been bad enough bearing the pain of him jilting her a fortnight before their own wedding, but now he’d pledged his undying bloody love to another woman barely four months later. God, they’d probably been having an affair while she’d still been sharing his bed. And why Fenella Harding? The sour-faced, holier-than-thou, iron-knickered cow!

				When she reached the taxi rank, a cab was just pulling in. A large woman with about ten shopping bags was first in the queue.

				‘Sorry. Emergency!’ shouted Carrie.

				‘How dare you! This is my cab!’

				Carrie pushed past the furious woman. ‘It’s a matter of life and death.’

				‘I don’t care. Give me back my cab. I’m going to be late for my train.’

				‘I don’t want no druggies in ’ere,’ said the driver.

				‘I’m not on drugs and I’ll pay you double the fare if you take me where I want to go.’

				He still looked dubious and she didn’t blame him. He must think she was a nutter, which was true. She just wasn’t a drugged-up nutter.

				‘Triple the fare?’ she offered, hoping Rowena could do without rent that week.

				‘Okay. Done.’

				The cab roared away from the curb, shooting her backwards against the seat. As they queued at the lights on St. Giles, the driver called back through the grille, ‘Where exactly are we going that’s so important?’

				She gripped her seat and said it out loud so there could be absolutely no mistake.

				‘St. Mark’s church, Steeple Fritton. I’m late for a wedding.’
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