

[image: ]





[image: title]

[image: image]




 
Copyright © 2001 Jill Mansell

 


 
The right of Jill Mansell to be identified as the Author of the Work has been asserted by her in accordance with the Copyright, Designs and Patents Act 1988.

 


 
Apart from any use permitted under UK copyright law, this publication may only be reproduced, stored, or transmitted, in any form, or by any means, with prior permission in writing of the publishers or, in the case of reprographic production, in accordance with the terms of licences issued by the Copyright Licensing Agency.

 


 
First published as an Ebook by Headline Publishing Group in 2010

 


 
All characters in this publication are fictitious and any resemblance to real persons, living or dead, is purely coincidental.

 


eISBN : 978 0 7553 5196 1

 


 
This Ebook produced by Jouve Digitalisation des Informations

 


 
HEADLINE PUBLISHING GROUP 
An Hachette UK Company  
Carmelite House
50 Victoria Embankment
London EC4Y 0DZ


 
www.headline.co.uk
www.hachette.co.uk




Table of Contents

 


Title Page

Copyright Page

Dedication

 


Chapter 1

Chapter 2

Chapter 3

Chapter 4

Chapter 5

Chapter 6

Chapter 7

Chapter 8

Chapter 9

Chapter 10

Chapter 11

Chapter 12

Chapter 13

Chapter 14

Chapter 15

Chapter 16

Chapter 17

Chapter 18

Chapter 19

Chapter 20

Chapter 21

Chapter 22

Chapter 23

Chapter 24

Chapter 25

Chapter 26

Chapter 27

Chapter 28

Chapter 29

Chapter 30

Chapter 31

Chapter 32

Chapter 33

Chapter 34

Chapter 35

Chapter 36

Chapter 37

Chapter 38

Chapter 39

Chapter 40

Chapter 41

Chapter 42

Chapter 43

Chapter 44

Chapter 45

Chapter 46

Chapter 47

Chapter 48

Chapter 49

Chapter 50

Chapter 51

Chapter 52

Chapter 53

Chapter 54

Chapter 55

Chapter 56

Chapter 57

Chapter 58


About the Author

[image: author]


Jill Mansell is the author of over twenty Sunday Times bestsellers including THE ONE YOU REALLY WANT, TO THE MOON AND BACK, YOU AND ME, ALWAYS and MEET ME AT BEACHCOMBER BAY. TAKE A CHANCE ON ME won the RNA’s Romantic Comedy Prize, and in 2015 the RNA presented Jill with an outstanding achievement award.


Jill’s personal favourite amongst her novels is THREE AMAZING THINGS ABOUT YOU, which is about cystic fibrosis and organ donation; to her great delight, many people have joined the organ donor register as a direct result of reading this novel.


Jill started writing fiction while working in the field of Clinical Neurophysiology in the NHS, but now writes full time. She is one of the few who still write their books by hand, like a leftover from the dark ages. She lives in Bristol with her family.




Twitter @JillMansell

Facebook/OfficialJillMansell




For Lydia and Cory

 


Despite the fact that they are sick and tired of having books dedicated to them.

 


Bad luck, here’s another one.




Chapter 1

The view from where they were sitting was spectacular, but Millie Brady couldn’t help wondering why Neil had driven her up here today to Tresanter Point. He wasn’t normally the scenery-admiring type.

Next to her, in the driver’s seat of his lovingly restored emerald-green MG, Neil cleared his throat.

‘Right, well, I’ve had a bit of a think about this, and we’ve been together for quite a while now.’ Clasping her hand suddenly in his, Neil began to stroke it as if it were a nervous puppy.

All of a sudden Millie began to have an inkling as to what this might actually be about. Oh blimey, oh heavens, surely not ... surely he wasn’t gearing himself up to ask her to marry him ...

‘Not that long,’ she put in hastily, ‘not really. Only three months.’

‘Still, we get on well, don’t we? And the landlord’s been dead funny about renewing the lease on our place. I think he wants us out of there.’

Since this was the flat Neil shared with four of his friends, Millie wasn’t a bit surprised. The place was an indescribable tip.

‘So what I thought was, what with the two of us being pretty much an item these days - Millie, hello, are you listening to me?’

‘Mm? Oh, sorry.’ Millie forced herself to pay attention; she had been distracted for a moment by the arrival at the cliff-top beauty spot of a gleaming burnt-orange Mercedes. As it had screeched to a halt, Millie couldn’t help noticing that the driver - a woman in dark glasses - had long, riotously curly hair the exact same shade of burnt-orange as her car.

She was smoking a cigarette at a rate of knots. And not looking at all happy, Millie observed as the woman removed her dark glasses and began arranging a row of white rectangles along the dashboard, as if she were dealing out playing cards.

Pay attention now. Come on, concentrate. Millie gave herself an admonitory mental shake. If someone’s asking you to marry them the very least you can do is listen, it’s only polite.

‘Okay, so how about if you jack in your place and we get somewhere of our own?’

Neil gazed at her in triumph, his hideous ordeal over. There, he’d done it. Said what he’d come here to say. Now all Millie had to do was swoon with happiness and say yes.

So he wasn’t asking her to marry him, Millie realised with a rush of relief. There wasn’t going to be any of that romantic down-on-one-knee business, followed by the production of a little velvet jeweller’s box containing an engagement ring. No church, no honeymoon, no solemn vows, none of that sloppy malarkey, oh no. Neil was plumping for the cheaper, more down-to-earth option, basically because he was about to be evicted from his current abode and because he’d rather stick red-hot pins in his eyes than iron a shirt or have to do a spot of washing-up.

I’m only twenty-five. There has to be more to life. Anyway, what were those white rectangles on the dashboard of the Mercedes? And shouldn’t the woman with the chestnut hair - now out of the car - take a bit more care where she was going? The way she was wandering so close to the edge of the cliff was downright reckless, Millie tut-tutted; didn’t she realise that if she slipped and fell on to the rocks two hundred feet below she could be killed?

‘You’re not saying anything,’ Neil complained. ‘I thought you’d be over the moon. No more having to share that poky little house with Hester—’

‘It’s not a poky little house,’ Millie replied absently. ‘And I like sharing with Hester.’

‘But we’d be living together. That means I’m serious about you. We’d be, like, a proper couple.’

The wind was blowing the woman’s red-gold curls around her face but when she put up a hand to sweep her hair out of her eyes, Millie saw that she was crying. She also thought there was something familiar about the woman, but from this distance it was impossible to be sure.

Except something wasn’t quite right here. The woman was still pacing up and down, smoking furiously and pausing every now and again to peer over the edge of the cliff. Normally at a beauty spot you sat back on one of the benches thoughtfully supplied for the purpose and admired the stupendous view. This woman, Millie couldn’t help thinking, was acting more like an Olympic high-jumper psyching herself up to make her third and final attempt at the world record ...

‘Okay, fine, if you don’t want us to live together, that’s up to you,’ snapped Neil, abruptly letting her hand drop. ‘Any normal girl would’ve been thrilled, but not you, oh no, I might have guessed you’d have to play hard to get. I mean, what d’you expect me to do? Beg?’

Oh good grief, she was psyching herself up to jump.

Only not upwards, Millie thought with a surge of horror. Belatedly she remembered that Tresanter Point wasn’t just a renowned beauty spot. It also had something of a reputation as a lover’s leap.

A haunt for would-be suicides.

This woman was planning on jumping down.

‘Any normal girl would be flattered,’ Neil was carrying on huffily. ‘Any normal girl would have been chuffed to bits, I can tell you. Honestly, I can’t believe you’re being so ungrateful, what I don’t think you realise is what a catch I am—Hey! Where are you going? What d’you think you’re playing at now?’

Millie was already out of the car, pelting hell for leather across the rough grass. The woman was currently standing with her back to her, engrossed in trying to light a second cigarette from the butt of the first. Her long indigo cotton dress flapped wildly around her legs, which were pale and bare. Her long copper hair, whipped by the brisk breeze, streamed behind her like a banner.

Screeching to a halt next to the Mercedes, Millie saw that she had been right. The white rectangles propped up on the dashboard were indeed envelopes, each one bearing a different name.

Either the woman was sending out invitations to a party or they were suicide notes.

Right, okay, mustn’t panic, thought Millie. Panicking.

Now what?

BEEEP!

Startled, the woman at the edge of the cliff twisted round. So did Millie.

‘What the hell do you think you’re doing?’ Neil yelled bad-temperedly at her from the MG.

‘It’s okay! I’m just, um, asking for a ... light.’

Millie said the first words that sprang into her head. As Neil thumped the MG’s steering wheel in exasperation she turned her back on him and for the first time came face to face with the woman who was about to End It All.

Some instinct told Millie that if she stopped to wonder exactly what she should say, and whether whatever she was saying was right or wrong, she’d end up completely tongue-tied and too scared to say anything at all.

The only way to go, therefore, was to plunge right in.

‘Well?’ Millie gazed steadily into the other woman’s puffy sea-green eyes. ‘Have you?’

The puffy sea-green eyes surveyed her as if she were mad.

‘Have I what?’

‘Got a light?’

‘Of course I’ve got a light.’ The woman inhaled irritably on her Marlboro and blew out a stream of smoke that was whipped into oblivion by the wind.

‘So? Could I have a light?’ Millie persisted.

‘You could. But you don’t appear to have a cigarette.’

‘You have, though. Okay, so could I have a light and a cigarette?’ Millie didn’t dare wonder if she was sounding as completely ridiculous as she suspected she did.

The other woman sighed and flicked the Marlboro casually over the edge of the cliff. It sailed through the air, executing lazy somersaults as it went. Millie imagined a body doing likewise, before crashing hideously on to the black, wave-lashed rocks below.

Oh help, she felt sick just thinking about it.

‘Look, I know what you’re trying to do here,’ the woman sighed, ‘and I appreciate the gesture, darling, really I do, but there’s absolutely no need.’ As she spoke, her green eyes filled with fresh tears. Her trembling fingers scrabbled with the flip-top lid of the Marlboro packet and as she clumsily extracted another cigarette the rest slithered out, bouncing to the ground around her feet like spillikins.

Millie helped her pick them up. The puffy eyelids and lack of make-up had effectively disguised the woman at first, but she recognised her now. Masses of red-gold hair, greeny-gold eyes, the Cartier watch and that distinctive breathy voice ... She was Orla Hart, one of the country’s best-selling novelists. Now in her late thirties, she had been successfully churning out popular fiction of the glitzy kind for the last fifteen years, and earning herself a fortune in the process.

Click, went the lighter as Orla lit her third cigarette in seven minutes. Now probably wasn’t the time, Millie tactfully decided, to warn her that smoking could seriously damage your health and cause those unattractive little vertical wrinkles above your upper lip.

‘Look,’ Orla gestured in despair over her shoulder, ‘I was standing here, minding my own business, waiting for you and your husband to drive off. Couldn’t you just go now?’ she said hopefully. ‘I’d be grateful, really I would.’

‘Oh brilliant,’ said Millie, ‘and where do you suppose that would leave me? In psychiatric care for the rest of my life, that’s where. I mean, how would you feel if you left me here to jump off the edge of this cliff?’ She raised her eyebrows enquiringly at Orla Hart.

Anguished, Orla shook her head.

‘It’s no good. You don’t understand.’

‘Okay, so you may as well tell me. Because I’m not going anywhere until you do.’ Sinking to the ground cross-legged, Millie gave the grass next to her an encouraging pat. As she did so, they both heard the sound of an engine being started up and bad-temperedly revved behind them. Next moment, the MG had reversed sharply, turned back on to the road in an explosion of gravel and roared off.

‘God, I’m so sorry,’ Orla groaned.

‘Now I’m definitely not going anywhere.’ Millie shrugged and patted the grass again.

‘I feel dreadful.’

‘Don’t. He isn’t my husband anyway. Just my boyfriend. Well,’ Millie amended, ‘probably ex-boyfriend by now.’

‘And it’s all my fault. Here, have a cigarette.’ Mortified, Orla knelt down next to her, opened the crumpled packet and all but thrust a handful of Marlboros into her mouth.

‘No thanks, I don’t smoke. And I don’t mind about him being an ex.’ Realising she couldn’t let Orla Hart shoulder the burden of responsibility for what had happened, Millie smiled. ‘Actually, you’ve done me a favour. It’s quite a relief.’

‘Lucky you. Not minding.’ Orla pressed her lips together, her chin beginning to wobble.

Feeling suddenly brave - and prepared to rugby-tackle her to the ground if all of a sudden she tried to launch herself over the cliff edge - Millie said, ‘So that’s what this is all about, is it? Some man?’

‘Some man,’ Orla agreed wearily. ‘Huh, that just about describes him. Oh Lord, what must I look like? I don’t suppose you’ve got such a thing as a hanky?’

By a complete fluke, Millie had a clean tissue in her jeans pocket. Feeling braver still as Orla took the tissue and noisily blew her nose, she said, ‘Husband?’

Orla had decimated the flimsy tissue in one go. Wiping her eyes on the hem of her indigo dress, she nodded.

‘Not being funny, darling, but do you know who I am?’

For a brief moment Millie considered shaking her head. She would have done if she hadn’t been the world’s most hopeless fibber.

‘Well, I didn’t recognise you at first,’ she admitted, ‘but I do now.’

Orla summoned up a sad little smile.

‘So you probably remember all that awful stuff in the press a few months ago about my husband having an affair.’

Cautiously, Millie said, ‘Well... kind of.’

‘With a younger woman, surprise surprise. By the name of Martine Drew. She’s twenty-seven.’ Orla drew so hard on her cigarette she almost inhaled it whole. ‘But I love my husband so I forgave him. I did everything I could to save our marriage, including moving out of London and buying the house down here. And Giles was happy to move. He said it was just a silly blip and she didn’t mean a thing to him. He s-swore it w-was all over.’

‘And it isn’t,’ Millie guessed.

‘And it isn’t,’ Orla echoed, rubbing her pale salt-stained cheeks. ‘I was chatting away on the phone this morning to one of my old London friends and she told me she’d heard that Martine was living in Cornwall now.’ The tears slid down Orla’s face as she bit the knuckle of her right forefinger like a child. ‘Well, that speaks for itself, doesn’t it? Giles never did stop seeing her. It’s obviously been going on the whole time. He’s brought her down here, set her up in some sweet little cottage.’ She spat the word out like a bullet. ‘Oh yes, and you can bet your bottom dollar he’s paying the rent with my money.’

Millie was so outraged on Orla’s behalf that for once in her life she was speechless.

Noticing this, Orla sniffed and gave her another crooked, tinged-with-bitterness smile.

‘I know, ironic, isn’t it? Orla Hart, queen of the romantic blockbuster. I spend my life creating glorious love affairs and fabulously happy endings, and all the time my own marriage is a complete pig’s b-b-bottom. Oh God, it’s no good, I can’t carry on any more, I’m so miserable I JUST WANT TO DIE.’

Yikes.

‘Right,’ said Millie, floundering a bit. ‘Well, I can see why. So, um, have you made a will?’

Orla stared at her.

‘What?’

‘A will. You know, I hereby bequeath my worldly goods to the local monkey sanctuary and fifty thousand a year to my pet gerbil.’

‘Of course I haven’t made a will.’ Orla shuddered. ‘They’re just morbid.’

‘Oh well, that’s handy then,’ said Millie. ‘So if you jump off this cliff now, your husband inherits all your money and your house, and he gets to keep his mistress in the lap of luxury for the rest of her life. I tell you what, why don’t you just run over there,’ she jerked her thumb over her shoulder, indicating the gleaming burnt-orange Mercedes, ‘and tie a big shiny gold ribbon round that expensive car of yours, because your husband’s girlfriend’s going to have her sweaty little hands on that steering wheel faster than you can say Rest in Peace. She’ll probably go with him to your funeral,’ Millie rattled on, picturing it all in her mind, ‘and the next thing you know, they’ll be getting married!’

‘Noooo!’ howled Orla Hart, clutching her stomach and rocking to and fro in despair. ‘He can’t marry her, he can’t.’

‘You won’t be around to stop him.’ Millie shrugged. ‘They’ll be able to do whatever they like, because you’ll be dead. And don’t look at me like that,’ she went on, ‘because all I’m doing is being honest, stating the facts. Personally, I wouldn’t kill myself, I wouldn’t give the pair of them the satisfaction. I’d stick around and concentrate on making their lives hell!’

Miserably, Orla shook her head.

‘You don’t understand. I love Giles, more than anything. I don’t want to lose him.’

‘Well you will,’ said Millie, ‘if you’re dead.’

‘God, you’re brutal.’ Heaving a sigh, Orla closed her eyes.

‘Look, you’ve got a choice here. You can stay and fight for your marriage, if that’s what you want.’ Privately Millie thought she’d be mad to want to hang on to such a horrible-sounding man. ‘Or you can kick your husband out and find yourself another one - bigger, better and nicer in every way. That would really be having the last laugh.’

‘Ho ho,’ Orla mimicked with a spectacular lack of enthusiasm. ‘That is so likely to happen.’

‘But it might.’

‘You know what your trouble is? You’ve been reading too many trashy novels.’

‘Oh come on, your novels aren’t that trashy,’ Millie protested.

‘Thanks.’ Miraculously, Orla’s mouth began to twitch. ‘But I wasn’t actually talking about mine.’

Embarrassed, Millie flapped her hands in apology. The faux pas had always been a speciality of hers.

‘Okay, sorry, but let’s not change the subject. I still need you to promise that you aren’t going to kill yourself. And you really mustn’t, because all you’d be doing would be cutting off your nose to spite your face.’

Actually, if Orla were to throw herself off Tresanter Point on to the jagged rocks below, she’d be doing a lot more than cutting off her nose. There’d be body parts and internal organs splattered in all directions, followed by greedy seagulls shrieking with delight, swooping down and snatching up ribbons of flesh in their beaks.

Millie wondered if she should point this out to Orla. Would it help, or might it prove to be the final straw?

Luckily she didn’t get the chance to find out.

‘Okay, you win,’ said Orla Hart. Drying her eyes on the hem of her dark blue dress, she shook back her hair and stood up. ‘You’re right. My marriage is worth fighting for. I won’t let that grasping little tart spoil everything.’

Phew. Well, good. Millie, feeling her stomach muscles slowly unclench themselves, said encouragingly, ‘You can do it, I know you can.’

When they reached the Mercedes - unlocked and with the keys still in the ignition - Orla scooped her hand along the row of envelopes propped up on the dashboard and shovelled them into the glove compartment. She looked across at Millie.

‘Where do you live?’

‘Newquay.’

‘That’s five miles away. How did that so-called boyfriend of yours imagine you were going to get home?’

Millie shrugged.

‘That’s why I had to make sure I changed your mind about chucking yourself off the cliff. So you’d be able to give me a lift.’




Chapter 2

Oh well, so much for that theory, Millie concluded as she lay back in the bath and twiddled the plug chain with her toes. So much for the programme she had watched three months earlier advocating the joys of the arranged marriage.

At the time it had seemed such a great idea. Millie had listened, transfixed, to the reasoning of the pretty young Muslim girl happily explaining why an arranged marriage was the only way to go. After all, look at the divorce rate among Westerners, who married for love. Disaster, absolute disaster. It stood to reason that what everyone should be doing was getting themselves matched up, forgetting all about this sexual-chemistry malarkey and gradually allowing love to grow.

Since her last dozen or so boyfriends had all been unmitigated disasters, Millie had found herself nodding vigorously at the TV screen and agreeing with every word. And when, a week later, Hester had offered to set her up on a blind date with a friend of a friend, because, ‘I just know you two will get on,’ she had said yes at once.

Upon meeting Neil, Millie had realised - also at once - that she didn’t find him remotely fanciable. But that was all right, that was fine, because she wasn’t supposed to. Fanciability was forbidden, remember? This time her love was going to blossom sloooowly, like a flower. All the things Neil did that irritated her beyond belief would - in due course - stop being irritating and, instead, become lovable quirks.

Apart from slurping his coffee like an industrial vacuum cleaner, which - Millie had to be honest here - was never likely to become a lovable quirk.

But the experiment hadn’t worked. Three months down the line, Millie’s flower was in no danger of blossoming. In fact, she suspected she’d been dealt a dud seed.

A very dud seed indeed.

‘Tea and toast,’ sang Hester as the bathroom door crashed open. Triumphantly she added, ‘And I want to hear the whole story!’

‘What story?’ Millie surfaced and slicked her wet blonde hair away from her face, astounded by the sensitivity of her friend’s antennae. How could Hester possibly know that she had spent the afternoon talking famous-writer-Orla-Hart out of hurling herself off Tresanter Point?

‘Don’t drop it in the bath this time.’ Dropping the lid of the loo seat down and settling herself cross-legged on it, Hester handed her the plate of Marmite on toast. ‘Didn’t you hear the doorbell just now?’

‘No.’ Millie guessed she’d been submerged at the time. Either that or singing in a loud and shamelessly off-key fashion. Gosh, she hoped it hadn’t been Orla Hart at the front door.

Except that wasn’t actually terribly likely, was it, seeing as Orla Hart didn’t know where she lived.

‘It was Neil. With your handbag.’

‘Oh.’ Millie nodded with relief. Her bag had still been in Neil’s car when he had screeched off, abandoning her on the clifftop with End-It-All Orla.

‘He practically threw it at me when I opened the door,’ Hester complained. ‘And he wasn’t looking thrilled, I can tell you.’

‘No. Well, I suppose he wouldn’t.’

‘Do you know what he said next?’ Hester leaned forward indignantly.

‘No.’ To be helpful, Millie said, ‘I was in the bath, remember?’

‘He said he was bringing back your bag, not that you deserved it, and that you’re a stuck-up spoilt bitch, a selfish cow who thinks you’re sooo great, but you’re not, okay?’

‘Okay,’ said Millie dutifully. ‘Gosh.’

‘Well, as you can imagine, I was shocked.’ Hester gave her a severe look. ‘I said, “Is this Millie Brady you’re talking about? Are you sure it’s Millie?”’

‘And he was sure,’ Millie guessed.

‘He certainly was. What’s more, it’s over, okay? All over. He never ever wants to see you again, you’re an ungrateful bitch, he wishes he’d never met you, you’ve got a bloody nerve thinking you’re better than anyone else ... oh, and by the way, that thing on your leg isn’t attractive, in fact it’s a downright turn-off and didn’t you know only complete and utter slappers get themselves tattooed?’

‘Oh. Well, I certainly do now.’ Millie mustered a brave smile. She supposed she deserved it, jumping out of Neil’s car at the crucial moment like that, without so much as a thanks-but-no-thanks. His feelings were bound to be hurt.

But the final jibe, the bit about the tattoo, hit home. Millie instinctively sank lower in the water in an attempt to conceal the decoration on her right thigh beneath a mound of bubbles. Getting herself tattooed in a moment of recklessness had definitely been something she’d lived to regret.

It was bad enough knowing you had an embarrassing tattoo, without having to hear that it made you look like an out-and-out slapper.

‘So just a wild guess,’ said Hester, ‘but would I be right in guessing you aren’t exactly flavour of the month with Neil?’

‘Not unless you count pickled-maggot flavour.’ Millie pulled a face.

‘Why?’

‘He asked me to move in with him.’

‘And you said no?’

‘I didn’t say anything. Just got out of the car and legged it.’

Hester pinched a triangle of Marmite on toast.

‘All over, then?’

‘All over.’

‘Tuh. Lucky escape if you ask me. I knew that Muslim thing was never going to work.’

Millie shrugged.

‘It was worth a try.’

‘Are you upset?’

Honestly, some people.

‘Of course I’m not upset! If I’d wanted to live with him I would have said yes.’

‘Still.’ Hester sipped her tea and tried to look sympathetic. ‘It leaves you at a bit of a loose end, doesn’t it? What you need is a distraction.’

‘What kind of distraction?’

‘The cheering-up kind. I know, we can throw a party! A housewarming party.’

Millie rolled her eyes.

‘Hess, we’ve lived here for two and a half years.’

‘Really? Gosh, time flies when you’re having fun. Okay, we’ll go out then, have a good old Friday-night binge.’ Hester leapt excitedly off the polished wood loo seat, splashing tea on the bathmat. ‘We’ll hit the town, celebrate you finishing with numb-brain Neil, chat up hundreds of gorgeous surfers and have the best time ever ... a night we’ll never forget!’

 


Well, that had been the plan anyway. But then that was the thing with nights out, Millie reminded herself several hours later as she took off her too-tight shoes and stuffed them into her bag. You never knew what kind you were going to end up with. It was a completely random thing. You could stop off at the winebar for just-the-one in your awful office clothes and with your hair a disaster, yet miraculously end up having a truly fabulous time.

Then again, at the other end of the scale, you could spend four hours getting yourself tarted up, finally set out with adrenalin racing round your body like Eddie Irvine and your hopes sky-high ... and what happened?

Precisely. Bugger all.

Which was, of course, exactly what had happened tonight. Oh, they’d had a good enough time, touring all the trendiest, most happening bars in Newquay and meeting up with loads of people they knew. But it had been, ultimately, a disappointment.

Like delving into your stocking on Christmas morning and discovering a year’s supply of ravishingly wrapped ... socks.

The moral of the evening had definitely been that you could meet a good-looking surfer but you couldn’t make him think.

It had been, Millie ruefully acknowledged, an evening sorely lacking in brain cells.

‘Ouch, my toes.’ Hopping along the pavement, clutching a postbox for support en route, Hester massaged her own feet. She knew from bitter experience that if she took off her shoes she would hurl them into the nearest hedge. ‘Still, that guy with the dark curly hair in the Barclay Bar wasn’t bad, was he? Did you fancy him?’

The guy with the dark curly hair in the Barclay Bar had punctuated every sentence with, ‘Know what I mean, man, yeah?’

‘No,’ said Millie, ‘I didn’t. He was awful.’

‘I thought he was cute.’ Reaching a lamp-post, Hester leaned against it and kicked off her four-inch heels. ‘Ooh, bliss, that is sooo much better.’

‘Don’t take them off.’

‘I have to, I have to.’

‘Don’t throw them,’ Millie begged, though why she was even bothering she didn’t know. Hester had done this a hundred times, chucking her shoes into the nearest hedge or garden rather than carry them home. Sometimes the next day she would retrace her steps in search of them. If the shoes were still there, she fell on them with delight and treated them like returning prodigal children. If they were nowhere to be found, she popped into the police station - where they knew her well - to see if any had been handed in. Not that they ever were, but Hester enjoyed flirting with whoever was on duty at the time. And the policemen always seemed to enjoy it.

And after that, of course, Hester had the perfect excuse to go out and buy herself a new pair.

‘You like those, they’re your favourites.’ Millie tried to stop her but it was too late, Hester was already in mid-fling. The first red and black patent-leather stiletto sailed into the air, gleaming in the light from the street lamp. As it somersaulted back to earth, Hester hurled the second stiletto, letting go of the heel too soon. It shot like a guided missile into the bush next to them and—

‘MIAAOOWWW.’

‘Oh God,’ Millie’s hands flew to her mouth in dismay, ‘you hit a cat!’

Hester, equally horrified, gasped, ‘I didn’t mean to! It was an accident - oh please don’t tell me I’ve killed it ...’

Unable to look, she clamped her hands over her eyes as Millie crawled beneath the bush.

‘Is it dead? Is it dead?’ wailed Hester behind her. ‘I don’t believe this, I’ve murdered a cat, oh help, I feel sick ...’

The next moment there was a rustle of leaves and a white cat snaked towards Millie, investigating her with elaborate caution before rubbing his head against her outstretched fingers and beginning to purr.

‘You’re okay, the cat’s here, he’s fine,’ Millie called out. No blood, no broken bones, no apparent concussion; the noise he had made appeared to have been nothing more than a yowl of alarm.

‘Phew., thank goodness for that.’ Hester breathed a huge sigh of relief. ‘I thought I’d murdered it.’

The cat was now busy licking Millie’s hand. He.was definitely unhurt. Aware that she was kneeling on a damp mulchy carpet of leaves, Millie began to wriggle out from under the bush bottom-first. As she did so, her left wrist brushed against something smooth.

‘White cotton knickers,’ Hester complained behind her, evidently having recovered from her shock. ‘You came out tonight wearing plain white cotton knickers. Honestly, no wonder you didn’t meet anyone nice.’

Scrambling to her feet, Millie tugged her skirt down and shook damp leaves out of her hair.

‘I wasn’t actually planning on showing anyone my knickers.’

‘That’s not the point. It’s a state of mind. Wear sexy underwear and you automatically feel more attractive, so men will automatically find you more attractive and before you know it you’ll have hordes of them panting at your heels—’

‘Unlike you, because you’ve just thrown your heels away,’ Millie pointed out. ‘Anyway, never mind my knickers. Look what I found under the hedge.’

As she held out the wallet she had knocked with her hand, Hester fell on it with a squeal of delight.

‘Wow! What if it’s stuffed with cash?’

‘Hester, no.’ Appalled, Millie wrenched the wallet back from her. ‘You can’t steal someone else’s money.’

‘Can’t we?’ Hester’s face fell. ‘Okay, I suppose not. Tuh, you and your scruples.’ She tugged invitingly at Millie’s arm. ‘Just think, there could be loads in there. Imagine if you opened it up and there was a hundred thousand pounds. And who would ever know we’d found it?’ She gestured around the dark, deserted street. ‘We could buy a Ferrari and still have plenty left over for new shoes.’

Millie pressed the wallet to her cheek. The soft, well-worn leather was cold and damp and smelt of leaf mould; the wallet had clearly been lying there for a while.

‘We’ll take it to the police station,’ she announced firmly.

‘No!’ Hester let out a groan; the police station was in the opposite direction. ‘My feet hurt ... they’re on fire ... oh please, I can’t bear it.’

A mental image of Hester crawling on her hands and knees all the way back through the town flashed through Millie’s mind. Not only crawling, but whingeing non-stop. Never mind the surfing championships; if Newquay ever decided to host the world whingeing championship, Hester would win it hands down.

Tucking the wallet into her bag, Millie said, ‘We’ll take it tomorrow.’
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