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CHAPTER ONE

They say bad news, like buses, always comes in threes. Had I thought about this, early, on that sunny June Saturday, I might just have stayed in bed.

But of course I didnt think about it. Nothing had happened yet. Instead, I was busy pulling open the curtains and yawning, and thinking how soaring summer temperatures and itchy uniforms dont mix, however nice the day would be for the bride.

If youre chauffeur to a bride, a uniforms a must. Because if a weddings going to be a day to remember, all the little details have to be right. Thats what my firm was called, A Day To Remember, and we provided special cars for special days out. Weddings, of course, but also birthdays and christenings. Whatever, as my ex-husband used to say, the clients wanted.

Todays Day To Remember was, as they often were, a wedding. Second marriage, quite small, in a hotel. Three hours work for me, tops, and then I could get home. But before that, I had to get up and get the wedding car ready. Get the ribbons tied on, get the champagne nicely chilled, and then get our elderly Rolls Royce round to the brides house in plenty of time. So no time for a lie-in.

I padded off into the bathroom and turned on the shower, picking up stray items of Joshs clothing as I went. Teenage sons, I thought fondly, as I coiled up my hair and stuffed it into a shower cap  would I ever get him house trained? I really needed to remind him where the laundry basket was.

With the shower on at full blast, I didnt hear the phone. So the first I knew about the first bit of bad news was the sound of Joshs voice bellowing up the stairs.

Mum? Mu-um!!

I switched the shower off. Yes?

Rhys is on the phone.

Rhys was a local farmer. We kept our two wedding cars in his barn.

Coming! I reached for a bath towel, still dripping. I trotted down the stairs and Josh handed me the phone.

Lovely morning, Rhys said. I agreed that it was. I was wondering, he added, what you had on today. Only Toms at a loose end and in need of some cash. You want him to go over the roller for you?

Tom was Rhyss son, and was fifteen, like Josh. And also like Josh he liked to earn himself pocket-money by washing and polishing our two cars.

Dont worry about the Rolls, I said. Josh only did it on Thursday. But if hes keen to earn some money, he could give the limo a polish. Were not going to need it till next weekend, and itll be one less job to do.

The limo was our other car. We needed both when we had bigger jobs.

OK, said Rhys. Ill have him do that. Whens it coming back?

Back? Back from where?

From wherever it is.

Its not there?

Nope.

Oh, well. I expect Steves popped out to get the tyre pressures checked or something.

Steve was the driver who worked for me part-time. I usually gave him all the evening jobs to do. Id spent more than enough time over the years working nights. Also keeping two expensive cars on the road meant there was always something that needed doing. That was one reason I so looked forward to the time when they were gone from my life.

I dont think so, said Rhys. Its not been here since he took it on Friday morning.

Friday morning? Its been gone that long?

This was strange. Where could he have taken it? As far as I knew it hadnt been used since a prom do last Tuesday, and Steve certainly hadnt said anything to me. Thats odd, I said. Are you sure its not there?

Rhys laughed his big laugh. Not unless its sneaked off and hidden behind a haystack! No, I promise you, Jo, it isnt here.

By the time Id dressed and driven up to the farm to get the Rolls, I was mystified. What was going on? Id tried Steve on both his mobile and his house phone, and failed to get him on either. What had he been doing taking the limo out on Friday morning? We definitely had had no bookings for Friday. Id double checked. I was actively turning away work at the moment.

With only a month left in college (where I was training  very proudly  for my certificate in floristry) I was taking only a few new bookings till the autumn, when I was going to put the cars and the business up for sale and get on, finally, with the life I wanted to lead. But that was then and this was now, and my limo and my driver had both vanished.

Rhys was out in the yard giving the concrete a hose-down when I arrived. Tom was following with a broom. Time was getting on and I still had the ribbons to put on the car. I grabbed the roll of ribbon and the cool box from the back of my ancient Fiesta and locked it. It always felt a bit ridiculous to be stepping out of my battered old tin can and driving away in something so posh.

Still no sign of it, I suppose? I asked, as I made my way across the yard. Rhys shook his head.

Nope.

And youve not seen anything of Steve? Hes supposed to be working tonight.

Rhys shook his head. Not since Friday morning, like I said, and I didnt really see him then. He just waved as he left. You not heard from him at all?

No, I hadnt. But one thing was for sure. When I did he would have some explaining to do.

The bride wore ivory. A slinky, off-the-shoulder number with a tight boned bodice and a fishtail skirt, all of which made it something of a challenge for her to get in and out of the car. The groom sweltered in a morning coat and wobbly top hat, and looked like hed rather be at home in front of the telly. If I ever got married a second time, I thought, I would wear something much more comfortable. Something simple and feminine and soft. Having attended my first wedding trussed up like Bo Peep, I was pretty much decided on that.

As was usual, I had an hours wait between the ceremony and the photos, which they were having done on the beach down near Barry. I usually spent the time doing something useful. Sometimes reading a book, sometimes writing stuff for college. Or making shopping lists or making plans. Though sometimes, if the wedding was held at a church I didnt know, I spent much of it looking for a ladies loo. And, more often than not, failing to find one.

Today, though, I sat in the car and fretted. Where on earth were Steve and the limo? If what Rhys had told me was true, this wasnt the first time hed taken it without asking me. Could he have been involved in an accident? What if he was hurt? What if he was lying in a hospital bed, unable to call because he was unable to speak?

Once Id taken the couple to Barry, I drove back to the farm mentally crossing my fingers. Perhaps hed be back now and all would be well.

But there was still no limo at the farm, and no word from Steve when I got home. No response either to the many messages Id left him. I called him again, even so. If he didnt show soon, I would have to get the Rolls out again. We had an anniversary do booked for seven. A job which Id already booked Steve for and which Id now have to do myself.

Josh wasnt in, so I phoned him as well. As usual, he was on his skateboard at the skate park.

Yo, Mum, he said.

I told him Id have to do the booking, which didnt bother him much. These things never did. He was much too busy having fun. But your tea, I explained. Ill have to get it for you now. Ill have to leave before six.

Im not hungry, Mum. Ill get myself something later.

Even so, I need to know youre home before I go.

He sighed loudly. Mu-um! Im fifteen!

Yes. I sighed too. Im well aware of that, Josh. But I cant go off to Cowbridge without knowing youre home safely.

Ill be fine. Ill get a lift. Hang on 

I hung on, for some time. Its all right, he said at last. I can get a lift off Owens dad.

Are you sure?

Yes, Im sure. Mum, chill. Ill be fine.

Chill, indeed. If I did the amount of chilling Josh was always telling me to, Id have to be stored in a deep freeze. But I did put him out of my mind. He was right. Hed be fine. He always was, wasnt he?

So much for a mothers intuition.

Two hours later, Id delivered the anniversary couple to their party, put the Rolls back in the barn, and was just driving back down our road when my mobile rang. I still didnt think of Josh. I assumed that by now hed be home. I thought it might be Steve, at long last. But no. It was someone else. Owens father. Calling with my second bit of bad news





CHAPTER TWO

Hes done what?

I was still sitting in the car on the drive as I spoke, and there now seemed no point in getting out.

Broken his arm, I think, said Owens dad, who was calling me from outside the accident and emergency department of the hospital. Hed driven Josh there and would now wait until I arrived. Doing some stunt or other, he added. But its nothing serious so dont worry. Its just that theres a bit of a wait, what with it being Saturday evening. Boys will be boys, eh?

Hmm, I thought. And mothers will be mothers. Id give him a hug, of course, and say there, there. But then Id give him a very large piece of my mind.

But in fact, I didnt, because Josh looked so sorry for himself when I got there. And also as if he was trying very hard not to cry. We waited, as predicted, for a good couple of hours. I spent some of this, in my motherly fashion, pointing out the importance of elbow and knee pads. Josh, in his fifteen-year-old fashion, reminded me that they wouldnt have stopped him breaking his arm.

As it turned out, it wasnt his arm but his wrist that was broken. A neat and clean break that would be easy to fix. They put it in plaster, which pleased Josh enormously, and then we were free to head home.

It was dark when we emerged from the A and E building, and a light rain had started falling. The sort of rain that looks harmless, but actually gets you very, very wet. Still, at least the day had cooled off a little. We hurried to the multi-storey car park and I shoved coins into the pay machine. By the time we were in the car, I was almost dropping with tiredness. I was very much looking forward to getting home, getting out of my uniform, eating something, opening some wine, and putting my feet up in front of the telly before anything else could happen.

But wed just reached the bottom of the last exit ramp when my third bit of bad news showed up, with a totally unexpected, earsplitting thump. The car that had been following us out of the car park had slammed straight  and very hard  into the back of my car.

I leapt out, as you do, almost refusing to believe my Saturday could have got any worse. Yet, seeing the damage, it clearly had. And how!

Bloody hell! observed Josh, who had got out as well.

Language! I snapped. But bloody hell was right. We were both in a state of utter shock. The car behind  or, more correctly, the one now rammed up against my Fiesta  was a big blue Mercedes, and its owner, who was obviously even more shocked than we were, had not yet got out. In fact, he seemed to be involved in some sort of tussle inside. Was he having a fight with his seat belt?

One thing I did know was that if he wanted a fight I could give him one. I marched up and was just about to rap on the car window, when he all but exploded out of the drivers door. I jumped back, alarmed. He was a crazy man, clearly.

Just how crazy soon became clear, because he then started frantically tugging at his clothing. His shorts, to be exact, which were dusty and dirty, and which he promptly pulled down, shouting Ouch! Owee! as he did so. Josh and I looked on, astonished, but he didnt seem to notice. Once the shorts were down  he was wearing red boxers  he stamped his feet out of them, picked them up and shook them out. Then he made an inspection of the inside of his thigh, said bloody hell and grabbed at something with his finger and thumb. Only then, finally, did he seem to notice our existence. The whole thing had taken mere seconds.

Ive been stung! he announced. Look! He thrust his hand out towards me. There was something tiny and black between his finger and thumb. The sting, I supposed. Look at the size of it! God, its still pumping! He threw it away in disgust.

Being in a dark empty car park with a man in his underpants isnt something I have much experience of, so at this point I was speechless. I was glad when Josh came around to my side of the car. He may have only been fifteen and with his right arm in plaster, but he was at least a foot taller than I was. The man then grabbed his shorts and started putting them on again, which was a relief.

Um  I began, feeling very slightly braver.

Oh, God, he said, before I could get another word out. Look what Ive done to your car!

He zipped up the shorts and went to inspect the damage. God, he said again. I am so, so sorry. It all happened so quickly. Just  zing! It was like a red hot poker going into my leg. And then my foot must have slipped off the brake. He rubbed again at his thigh, then squatted down to take a closer look.

I was beginning to feel bolder by now. And landed on the accelerator, judging by the way you slammed into us, I noted crossly. Look at the state of my bumper!

He winced again. Oh dear, he said. What a mess. Oh, I am so, so sorry.

He stood up again and pushed his hand through his hair. It was curly and longish and just a little on the scruffy side, and not at all like the sort of hair youd expect to find on a man who was my sort of age and drove such a posh car. But then I guess the same might be said for me when I was working. Though not right now. My own car was worn out, exhausted, and very much the worse for wear, and so, I felt grimly, was I.

Im sorry, he said again. Really. But I didnt mean to do it 

Even so, you have, I said, ignoring the fact that he was rubbing his thigh again with a pained expression on his face.

And Ill obviously pay for the damage and everything

We all turned then, hearing another car approach. It stopped at the top of the ramp.

Look, he said. Wed better get these cars out of the way, hadnt we? Then we can swap details and so on. Yes? I nodded miserably. What else was there to do?

But my car being where it was (a couple of feet further forward than it had been before he hit it), I didnt have space to move it out of the way unless he reversed his up the ramp first. Josh and I got back into the car and waited, and before long heard the noise of his engine starting up. And seconds after that another noise. A tearing sound. Before wed even turned to look, it was followed by another. A clatter this time, of something hitting the floor.

Oh, God. What on earth was that? I asked Josh.

He turned around to see. Not exactly sure, Mum. But something tells me it might well be your bumper.

As any woman will tell you, there are times when a situation simply has to be taken in hand. This was one such, so I took prompt action. I immediately burst into tears.

Dont cry, Mum, said Josh, placing his good hand on my shoulder and patting me a bit. Itll all be okay. Youre just tired.

This would normally have snapped me out of it. Theres nothing that makes you smile quite as much as your children coming over all caring. But seeing the man with the Mercedes holding what was indeed my bumper, I felt less like smiling and more like ramming the thing up his nose. I shoved the car into reverse and moved it out of the way.

Still snivelling, I got out again. The Mercedes man had put the bumper out of the way and was now moving his own car. Which, I noted furiously, was hardly dented at all. He parked alongside us and got out once again.

Im so sorry, he began as I clambered out.

Dont you sorry me! I ranted, pointing at the bumper. What am I supposed to do now?

Oh, please dont cr 

God, men. And dont you dare tell me not to cry! I barked. Ive had a pig of a day, Ive been two hours in casualty getting my sons wrist put in plaster, and now my car is in pieces as well!

He turned to Josh. Oh, Im so sorry, he said again, nodding towards Joshs arm. I didnt realise.

All this apologising. Anyone would have thought hed been personally responsible. But saying sorry wasnt going to get anything fixed, was it? I glared at him and tried to swallow the lump that was stuck in my throat. How ridiculous to burst into tears like that. He must think I was deranged.

He certainly looked at a loss to know what to do next, so I went and took cover behind my open car door, in case he decided he should apologise some more. I knew that, if he did, Id start crying again. But some instinct seemed to tell him he shouldnt, and he turned back to Josh.

Howd you do that, anyway?

Josh seemed pleased to have found someone to tell about his stunt. Someone who wouldnt nag him about not being careful. Someone who might just be impressed. Doing an Ollie, he said, with some pride. Got at least this much air though. He spread his arms to demonstrate. And landed it too. It was just that this stupid kid on a BMX collided with me.

Ouch, said the man, nodding like he knew just what Josh meant. Still, way to go! I used to be a bit of a skateboarder myself, as it happens. Do you know Tony Hawk? I met him once, you know.

I didnt have a clue what they were talking about, though Josh was clearly quite excited by this news. I didnt give a fig who Tony bloody Hawk was, only that right now every man on the planet seemed intent on ruining my life. I pulled my handbag out of the car and started looking in it for a tissue to blow my nose with. And also a pen. I didnt want to be here all night.

By the time Id done that, the man had already found some paper and a pen of his own and was busy bent over the bonnet of his car, presumably writing down his details. I pulled one of my business cards from my purse and added my home address and phone number on the back.

Sign your plaster? he asked Josh as I was writing.

Josh glanced at me to check and then nodded. Why not? Clearly someone so up on skateboarding matters must command total respect. The man passed me his piece of paper, looking relieved that Id stopped blubbing at last.

There you are, he said.

I read it. Matt Williams, his name was. Short for Matthew, I guessed. But he looked like a Matt. He looked like a skateboarding, surfing kind of Matt. Not at all like a man in a big blue Mercedes. Not wearing those scruffy shorts. He finished writing on Joshs plaster and I handed him my card.

 A Day To Remember, he read out from the front. Well, he said, brightly, clearly keen to cheer me up. Whichever way you look at it, weve certainly had that!

You dont know the half of it, I thought grimly.
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