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    Chapter 1
  


  
    Suzy fell in love with Harry Fitzallan the moment she showed him her husband’s sperm sample.
  


  
    The sample didn’t really belong to her husband, of course. Chiefly because she wasn’t married.
  


  
    It wasn’t a sperm sample either, it was a McDonald’s drinks carton containing the dregs of her strawberry milkshake. But when your brother’s just been stopped for speeding and he really                                             really





















 doesn’t want to lose his licence - well, sometimes you just have to improvise, do the best you can with what you’ve got.
  


  
    Oh, and if she was being honest, it wasn’t actually love at first sight either. Still, it was undeniably a healthy attack of lust.
  


  
                                                

  


  
    ‘Oh terrific, this is all I need.’ Rory Curtis, who never swore, let out a low groan as the police car moved smoothly in front of him, flashing its you’ve-been-nicked sign, the driver indicating with a leisurely wave that Rory might like to pull over on to the hard shoulder.
  


  
    ‘Bastard!’ Unlike her elder brother, Suzy Curtis was partial to a bit of profanity. ‘Honestly, what is it with these jobsworths? Why can’t they do something useful, like catch burglars? When are they going to stop harassing innocent motorists who—’
  


  
    ‘This is bad news.’ Brusquely, Rory interrupted her  tirade. ‘I’ve got ten points already. This is my licence gone for sure.’ He exhaled heavily. ‘How can I do my job without a car?’
  


  
    He was a worrier and a workaholic. Suzy, who wasn’t, could feel his agitation as he braked and pulled over. She fiddled with the milkshake carton in her lap, quite tempted to take her own frustration out on it and crush it in her fist like an empty Coke can. Except if she tried this, she’d only get milkshake drips all over her navy Agnès B skirt.
  


  
    Rory slowed to a reluctant halt behind the police car and they watched the policeman climb out.
  


  
    ‘Blimey,’ gasped Suzy, instantly diverted and whistling in astonishment because the sight of him was so unexpected. ‘I’d have his babies any day.’
  


  
    ‘You could start right now.’ Rory’s jaw was tense, his tone resigned. ‘It might distract him from booking me.’
  


  
    There was no getting away from it; this police officer was absolutely gorgeous. Suzy, clocking every delicious detail from the bright blue eyes that crinkled at the corners to a body that was, quite frankly, excellent in every respect, had to make a conscious effort to close her mouth. After all, there’s nothing remotely attractive about a girl who drools.
  


  
    Her fingers curled helplessly around the milkshake carton. Next to her in the driver’s seat, Rory’s breathing quickened and a vein on his temple began to throb. As the policeman strolled towards them, Suzy fleetingly imagined having his babies. She glanced thoughtfully down at the carton in her hand and removed the straw.
  


  
    ‘That’s it, I’m booked,’ fretted Rory, massaging his aching forehead.
  


  
    ‘Sshh, let me just give something a try.’ Suzy patted his arm, threw open the passenger door, burst out on to the grass  verge, gazed at the most beautiful policeman she’d ever seen in her life ...
  


  
    ... and burst into a torrent of tears.
  


  
    He looked taken aback.
  


  
    ‘Oh now—’
  


  
    ‘Please officer, please, I                                             know





















 we were going a tiny bit fast, but—’
  


  
    ‘A tiny bit fast? Ninety-seven miles per hour, according to our on-board computer.’
  


  
    ‘But every second counts and this is our last t-t-try,’ Suzy sobbed. ‘Six years of agony, four lots of IVF and we just can’t afford any more goes. Officer, I’m begging you ...’ Trembling, she held up the brightly coloured milkshake cup advertising the latest Disney movie. ‘We have thirty minutes to get to the hospital. The doctors are all there, standing by. I’ve had all the injections ... this is my very last chance to have a baby and if you don’t let us go this minute –’ she clutched the cup to her heaving bosom – ‘they’re all going to die!’
  


  
    Suzy blinked, her lips bravely pressed together, unconcealed anguish in her eyes. Well, that was that, couldn’t say she hadn’t given it her best shot. Heavens, he was gorgeous.
  


  
    Calm down now, she reminded herself. Whatever happens, I absolutely                                             must not





















 flirt with him.
  


  
    ‘You mean ...’ Perplexed, he pointed at the cup, then at Rory in the driver’s seat. ‘He ... into a milkshake carton?’
  


  
    Suzy prayed he wouldn’t ask her to take the lid off. Strawberry, bit of a giveaway.
  


  
    ‘Well it has to be put into something.’ It came out as an indignant wail. ‘What would you use, a wineglass?’ She bit her lip and brushed the tears from her eyes. ‘Oh look, I’m sorry, forgive me, it’s all been such a terrible strain.  They have a room set aside at the hospital, for the men to ... but my husband can’t ... um ... it’s all so impersonal, you see ... he prefers to do it at home. Go on, take a look if you don’t believe me!’ Going for broke, Suzy took a step towards him, eagerly offering him the carton. ‘But please, whatever you do, don’t drop it. Those are my babies in there.’
  


  
    As he hesitated, the passenger door of the patrol car swung open and the second officer hauled himself out. He was fattish, fiftyish and wheezy, with a face the colour of a baboon’s bottom.
  


  
    Hmm, no danger of inadvertent flirtation there.
  


  
    ‘Problem?’
  


  
    ‘Oh please, please let us go,’ begged Suzy, her face crumbling once more - but not unattractively so. ‘Don’t you understand? Every second counts!’
  


  
    The good-looking one glanced over his shoulder at his colleague. Then turning back to Suzy, he nodded at the car.
  


  
    ‘Better get a move on, then. No time to lose.’
  


  
    ‘Oh thank you, thank you, officer!’ Suzy was so overjoyed she almost threw aside her milkshake carton and flung her arms around him. Instead she confined herself to imagining how it would feel to fling her arms around him. All that scratchy blue serge against her warm naked body - heavens, there was definitely something about a man in uniform. ‘You don’t know what this means to me!’
  


  
    ‘Good luck.’ He gave her a regretful smile, as if - under other circumstances of course - he wouldn’t have minded discovering for himself how her warm naked body might have felt clasped masterfully to his blue serge chest.
  


  
    ‘You’re not even booking them?’ The ugly one looked disappointed.
  


  
    Ignoring him, Suzy said, ‘You must tell me your name.’
  


  
    ‘Fitzallan.’
  


  
    ‘I meant your first name.’
  


  
    ‘Oh.’ He smiled, blushing fractionally. ‘Harry.’
  


  
    Rory was holding the passenger door open for her. Feeling as if they were Bonnie and Clyde about to make a nifty getaway, Suzy slid into the car and buzzed down the window.
  


  
    ‘If we have a boy, we’ll name him after you,’ she yelled, waving to him as they sped away.
  


  
                                                

  


  
    A fortnight later, on the last day of July, Suzy piled the employees of Curtis and Co into the bar of the Avon Gorge Hotel to celebrate a record-breaking month of business. She had even managed to persuade Rory to take a couple of hours off from working himself into an early grave and have a couple of hard-earned drinks instead.
  


  
    The rest of them had more than a couple. Suzy, who had exceeded her sales target by three hundred per cent, launched happily into the tequila. Martin Lord, her fellow negotiator, matched her drink for drink. When Donna - their hugely efficient Gothic secretary - spotted a noisy crowd from Slade and Matthews, a rival agency in Clifton, Martin soon had them engaged in a raucous game of Dare or Forfeit.
  


  
    ‘Forfeit!’ roared their opponents when Martin refused to strip down to his socks. ‘One lap round the terrace with Suzy on your back, singing “My Way” and whipping you with a leather belt.’
  


  
    ‘Forfeit?’ Martin grinned. ‘That’s been my fantasy for years.’
  


  
    ‘Don’t you dare drop her,’ Rory warned as Suzy, by this time well away, hitched up her skirt and leapt on to Martin’s  back. ‘She’s my star saleswoman.’
  


  
    ‘Not to mention a brilliant singer.’ Leaning forwards, Suzy lovingly ruffled her brother’s dark hair. ‘Donna, I need a bit of help getting started. Give meaCminor.’
  


  
    Donna, patting the pockets of her long black dress, said, ‘Haven’t got one.’
  


  
    ‘Never mind, I’ll have a Marlboro instead.’ Precariously, Suzy tilted sideways, grabbed a half-empty wine bottle from the table and whisked a lighted cigarette from Martin’s fingers. ‘All I need now is a pair of spurs. Hi ho, Silver, off we go, watch out for those tables ...’
  


  
    Everyone was cheering madly but it was a forfeit too far for Martin, who had drunk seven tequila slammers on an empty stomach. He swayed, ricocheted off the edge of one of the tables and lost his balance before Suzy even had a chance to burst into song. Which was just as well, probably, since her singing voice was woefully off-key.
  


  
    ‘Aaarrgh!’ As she toppled backwards, she dimly wondered if her bottom was up to the task of cushioning the blow. She felt herself falling in slow motion. Her arms, flung out Moro-style, reached only fresh air. Behind her, a chair clattered to the ground and a pair of strong arms, appearing out of nowhere, caught her as she fell.
  


  
    Amazed, Suzy gazed at the unfamiliar hands clasped firmly around her waist. Someone with reflexes like greased lightning had rescued her from a truly horrible fate, and she couldn’t even see his face. Furthermore, her thighs were still wrapped around Martin’s waist.
  


  
    Which was embarrassing, and not what you’d call elegant.
  


  
    Slowly, Suzy disentangled her legs. By a stroke of luck she had managed to hold on to both the cigarette and the bottle of Pouilly Fume. To steady her nerves, she took a  deep drag on one and a glug of the other. Thankfully in the right order.
  


  
    Then she turned around to see who had hurtled so magnificently to her rescue.
  


  
    For a moment she didn’t recognise him, so strongly associated was he in her mind with scratchy blue serge. Then Suzy saw the way his eyes crinkled at the corners and every detail of their last meeting came flooding back. Hatless this time, his dark hair was curlier than she had realised. The eyes were as blue as ever. And now that he was wearing a pale yellow polo shirt and fitted jeans she was able to appreciate the finer points of his body, which was fat-free, well toned and clearly up to the task of lifting sizeable weights when the occasion arose.
  


  
    Well, sizeable-ish. Nothing wrong with being nine stone.
  


  
    ‘I really hate to say this,’ said Suzy, ‘but it does seem to be a bit of a fair cop.’
  


  
    ‘Does really,’ Harry Fitzallan agreed, his expression sorrowful. ‘Smoking, drinking, piggy-back racing, not to mention your husband over there, watching you gallop around on another man’s back.’
  


  
    The tequilas she had so recklessly downed earlier were making Suzy’s head spin. She said, ‘Actually, he’s not my husband. He’s my brother.’
  


  
    ‘In that case I really hope that wasn’t his sperm sample you were in such a hurry to get yourself inseminated with.’
  


  
    ‘What can I say? I told a big lie.’ Suzy tried hard to look suitably ashamed. ‘It was strawberry milkshake.’
  


  
    ‘And there was me, thinking I was being such a nice guy.’ Harry gave her a rueful look. ‘Doing the decent thing, and all that. I kept thinking about you, you know. Afterwards. Hoping it would work out for you and your husband ...’
  


  
    ‘But when I                                             do





















 have a baby,’ she told him earnestly, ‘I  absolutely promise to call him after you.’
  


  
    He raised a sceptical eyebrow.
  


  
    ‘You can’t even remember my name.’
  


  
    Suzy, who could, waved her arm and declared, ‘I shall call him Constable.’
  


  
    It came out as Conshtable.
  


  
    Harry smiled.
  


  
    ‘You’re drunk.’
  


  
    ‘I know, I know.’ She nodded vigorously, entranced all over again by the astonishing blueness of his eyes. ‘But as Winston Churchill once said, when I wake up in the morning you’ll still be beautiful.’
  


  
    ‘He almost said it. Well, he almost said something vaguely like that.’
  


  
    ‘So what happens now? Are you going to arrest me?’
  


  
    ‘What for? Being drunk in charge of a Marlboro?’
  


  
    He watched her try to flick the inch and a half of ash into an ashtray and miss. Suzy shook her head and tossed back her long tawny hair, narrowly avoiding setting light to it.
  


  
    ‘Come on, you know what I’m talking about. Perspiring - no, no, conspiring to pervert the course of justice ... that’s what I did, wasn’t it?’ Oh, it was so easy to repent your sins when you knew you weren’t going to be punished! ‘Oh officer, how can I ever make it up to you?’
  


  
    Harry grinned.
  


  
    ‘Let me just check something out first. Are you married?’
  


  
    ‘Me, officer? Crikey, no.’ Swaying a bit, Suzy located her almost-empty glass on the table and solemnly held it up. ‘Totally single, that’s me, officer. As single as this tequila.’
  


  
    ‘In that case,’ said Harry, ‘you could always come out to dinner with me tomorrow night.’
  


  
    Yes, yes, yes!
  


  
    Triumphantly knocking back the last few lukewarm drops of her drink - clunk - Suzy congratulated herself on an excellent result. It was like selling a fabulous house within hours of it going on the market. But this is even better, she thought happily, a date within a matter of                                             minutes.





















  Damn, I’m good.
  


  
    Uh oh. Lifting the empty glass up to the light, she realised that her mouth was no longer leaving prints around the rim. And if her lipstick had worn off, that meant her face had more than likely gone shiny too. Not to mention her hair being in need of a damn good seeing-to with a hairbrush.
  


  
    Basically, it was time for her mid-evening MOT.
  


  
    ‘You know what I hate?’ Harry’s head was tilted to one side, his tone conversational. ‘I hate it when I ask a beautiful girl out to dinner and she doesn’t say anything. Just stares at her glass. So do I take that as a no?’
  


  
    ‘Wait here.’ Suzy reached for her bag. ‘Don’t go away, don’t move a muscle.’ By way of explanation she waggled her fingers in the direction of the ladies’ loo, which was out in the hall by the reception desk.
  


  
    ‘I don’t even know your name,’ Harry protested. ‘At least tell me that much.’ He looked worried as Suzy moved towards the double doors. ‘You’re not going to run out on me, are you? Do that Cinderella thing and disappear?’
  


  
    What, leave behind one of her beloved black patent Manolos? Was he joking? They’d cost a fortune!
  


  
    ‘I’ll be back in two minutes.’ Suzy blew him a kiss. ‘Promise.’
  


  
                                                

  


  
    She’d been right about the shine-factor. Relieved that at least her eye make-up was still intact, Suzy pulled out her make-up case and began to repair the damage. Matte powder first,  to restore much-needed order to her hectic complexion. Lipstick next - no lipbrush, she couldn’t be doing with all that - then a slick of lipgloss for that extra-pouty finish. Lipgloss was a nightmare, of course, if you were planning on kissing someone, because a) all men cringe at the very thought of it, and b) if they do manage to overcome their fear, you both invariably end up with glossy chins.
  


  
    Suzy rollered it on anyway, because a) it looked sexy, and b) she had no intention of kissing Harry this evening.
  


  
    I might be a bit tiddly, she thought with pride, but I can still play hard to get.
  


  
    Oh no, let him wait.
  


  
    Until tomorrow night, at least.
  


  
                                                

  


  
    The door to the ladies’ cloakroom crashed open less than a minute later. Suzy, bent double in front of the ornate gilded mirror, vigorously spraying the roots of her just-brushed hair with Elnett to give it oomph - and experiencing a bit of head-rush into the bargain—let out a shriek as for the second time that evening she was grabbed unexpectedly from behind.
  


  
    So to speak.
  


  
    Heavens, it was like déjà vu, only really happening. Except this time the hands doing the grabbing were bigger, hairier and ... um, there appeared to be quite a few of them.
  


  
    ‘One, two, three, HEAVE,’ bawled one of the crew from Slade and Matthews. Rather ungallantly, Suzy felt. The walls of the cloakroom began to spin as she was thrown over a burly shoulder.
  


  
    ‘Right, I’ve got her. Mike, you bring her bag. Si, get the door open. Hold on, my lovely, you’re coming with us.’
  


  
    ‘Don’t want to,’ Suzy gasped, her out-of-control hair flopping over her face as she clung on for dear life.
  


  
    ‘No choice, darling. Dare or Forfeit, that’s the game, and this is what we were dared to do.’
  


  
    Si held the door open. Denzil, Suzy’s kidnapper, propelled her through the doorway. Mike brought up the rear, clutching her handbag in one hand and the can of Elnett Superstrength in the other.
  


  
    Suzy, jiggling up and down on Denzil’s sturdy shoulder as they raced through reception, panted, ‘You don’t understand, I have to go b-back. I’m in the middle of arranging a d-d-dinner date. ’
  


  
    They were outside the hotel now, heading up Princess Victoria Street and attracting curious glances from passers-by. Suzy prayed her knickers weren’t on show.
  


  
    Denzil gave her bottom a reassuring pat.
  


  
    ‘With a policeman. We know, Rory told us. That’s why we had to kidnap you, darling. To save you from yourself.’
  


  
    ‘But he’s g-gorgeous!’
  


  
    ‘He’s not, he’s a traffic cop.’ Denzil was scornful. ‘Imagine if you married him. He’d book you every time you squeezed the toothpaste tube in the middle, or left a teabag on the side of the sink.’
  


  
    ‘You don’t understand,’ wailed Suzy. ‘He’s not like all the others. And he has these incredible blue eyes.’
  


  
    They had reached the Clifton Wine Bar, where a tremendous Friday night party was in progress. Still carrying Suzy in a fireman’s lift, Denzil pushed his way into the noisy, heaving throng.
  


  
    ‘You stay here with us, petal. Trust me, it’s for the best. Never tangle with a policeman, they’ve all got a thing about handcuffs.’ By way of consolation, presumably, he patted her bottom once more before lowering her - somewhat bumpily - to ground level. ‘Besides, think what it’d do to your street cred.’
  


  
    They were joined minutes later by Rory, Martin and Donna.
  


  
    ‘Was he still there when you left?’ With her free hand, Suzy clutched her brother’s arm. The other remained firmly locked in Denzil’s grasp.
  


  
    ‘Who, the boy in blue?’ No great drinker, Rory was as befuddled after two pints of lager as the rest of them after ten. ‘I think he might have been.’ He frowned at Suzy. ‘Why, was he bothering you?’
  


  
    ‘He was asking me out!’
  


  
    Brothers, honestly. Sometimes couldn’t you just kick them?
  


  
    Rory grimaced sympathetically and gave her shoulder a clumsy consoling pat.
  


  
    ‘Bad luck. Still, never mind, we didn’t tell anyone where we were going. He’ll never find us.’
  


  
    Denzil’s hand remained clamped around Suzy’s wrist for the next hour.
  


  
    Until nature called.
  


  
    ‘If you think you’re dragging me into the men’s loo with you,’ Suzy told him, ‘well, you’re just not, okay?’
  


  
    Denzil pulled a twenty-pound note out of his wallet.
  


  
    ‘Be an angel and get the next round in, then.’ He broke into a slow, leery smile. ‘Hey, you’re gorgeous, you know that?’
  


  
    ‘Yes.’
  


  
    ‘What are you doing working for that brother of yours, when you could be working for us?’
  


  
    ‘Denzil, I like it there.’
  


  
    ‘Fancy being headhunted?’
  


  
    ‘No,’ said Suzy patiently.
  


  
    ‘Come on, you know you’re crazy about me. We’d be fantastic together.’
  


  
    ‘I’m fantastic where I am, thanks.’
  


  
    Nature was by this time hammering on the windows and bellowing through a loudhailer, demanding to be taken notice of.
  


  
    ‘I’m breaking my neck here,’ Denzil told her - romantic or what? ‘Go and get the drinks in, there’s a good girl. I’ll be back in no time at all.’
  


  
    It was a good job he was an estate agent and not a prison officer, thought Suzy as she slipped out of the wine bar and hurried back down Princess Victoria Street, her high heels clacking on the cobbles like castanets.
  


  
    Please be there, please                                             please





















 still be there ...
  


  
    But of course when she reached the bar at the Avon Gorge Hotel, he wasn’t.
  


  


  
    Chapter 2
  


  
    The funeral of Blanche Curtis, mother of Rory, Julia and Suzy, was arranged to take place at Canford Crematorium in Westbury-on-Trym at midday on the last Tuesday in August.
  


  
    Two days before the funeral, Jaz Dreyfuss - Suzy’s ex-husband - said, ‘Would you like me to come?’
  


  
    ‘Can if you want.’ Suzy shrugged. ‘But she didn’t like you.’
  


  
    ‘Of course she didn’t like me. You’d never have married me if she had.’ Jaz broke into a grin. ‘You always told me it was your ambition in life to run off with a man your mother would really hate.’
  


  
    Suzy was standing on a chair in the middle of her sitting room, surveying her reflection in the mirror above the fireplace and waiting for Fee to finish pinning up the hem of her dress.
  


  
    ‘Poor old Blanche, what a way to go,’ said Jaz. ‘Wherever she is now, I bet she’s furious.’
  


  
    This was true. The same thought had occurred to Suzy. After a lifetime hooked on adventure, Blanche would surely have had her heart set on a death with more pizazz to it. More oomph. Waterskiing down the Amazon, maybe, then being ambushed and gobbled up by crocodiles. Or crashing out of the sky in a hot-air balloon and plunging into an Alpine crevasse.
  


  
    As a way of dying, either of these would have been far more Blanche’s style.
  


  
    Anything would have done, basically, so long as it was colourful and dramatic and had panache.
  


  
    Except it hadn’t happened that way at all. Instead, Blanche Curtis had succumbed peacefully, at home, to a massive coronary in her sleep. Not a crocodile or an icy abyss in sight.
  


  
    ‘There, all done.’ Fee spoke through a mouthful of pins. ‘Take it off carefully and I’ll hem it for you.’
  


  
    ‘You’re an angel.’ Suzy was deeply grateful. Show her a house and she could sell it, but sewing was one of life’s mysteries. And while Blanche would definitely approve of the red velvet dress she had bought especially for the funeral, she was liable to start pounding on the lid of the coffin in outrage if Suzy turned up at the cemetery in a skirt that was an unflattering length.
  


  
    As Suzy peeled off the dress and passed it to Fee, the front door banged.
  


  
    Leaping down from her chair, Suzy looked joyfully at Jaz and yelled, ‘Maeve’s back!’
  


  
    Moments later the sitting-room door was flung open and Maeve McCourt, her wet-look purple mac glistening with rain, appeared in the doorway. She held out her arms and declared, ‘My poor baby, come here!’
  


  
    Suzy was across the room in a flash, hugging Jaz’s housekeeper and being hugged in return until they were both out of breath.
  


  
    ‘Look at you, practically naked in your bra and pants,’ Maeve chided. She reached into her vast purple shoulderbag and whisked out a family-sized box of Kleenex. ‘Crying your eyes out and getting rain all over yourself from my mac - that’s a sure way to go down with pneumonia. There  there, my darling, you cry as much as you want to. Just make sure you’ve got something warm on first.’
  


  
    ‘This isn’t a bra and pants,’ said Suzy, wiping her eyes and sniffing loudly. It was actually a white Donna Karan cropped sports vest and matching micro-shorts. ‘And I’m only crying because I’m glad to see you.’
  


  
    It was true. These were the first tears she’d shed since learning of Blanche’s death. Slightly guiltily, Suzy realised that she was closer to Maeve than she’d ever been to her own mother. If anything should happen to Maeve she would be distraught.
  


  
    ‘Let’s get you out of this.’ Amid much creaking of plastic, Jaz helped with the removal of the coat. ‘Why don’t you two sit down and have a chat about things? Was it a good holiday then, Maeve?’
  


  
    Maeve, who had been back visiting her enormous extended family in Dublin, gazed fondly at Jaz and said, ‘Great, love. The very best. I’ll tell you all about it later. Are you two off now?’
  


  
    Fee and Jaz were both heading tactfully for the door. Fee held up the red velvet dress.
  


  
    ‘Have to finish this.’
  


  
    ‘And I’ve got a meeting,’ said Jaz. ‘I’ll be back by eight.’
  


  
    There was no need to elaborate; they knew the kind of meeting Jaz meant.
  


  
    ‘Good lad.’ Maeve nodded approvingly, knowing full well that it drove him mad.
  


  
    ‘Don’t do that,’ Jaz sighed. ‘If you call me a good lad again, I shall have to sack you.’
  


  
    ‘Hah,’ said Maeve, winking at Suzy and Fee. ‘I’d like to see you try.’
  


  
                                            

  


  
    ‘You should have let me know about Blanche earlier,’  Maeve scolded when the other two had left. ‘You know I’d have come straight back.’
  


  
    ‘And ruined your break.’ Suzy gave her a look. ‘That’s exactly why we didn’t tell you. I’ve been fine, really.’ She smiled. ‘Still, I’m glad you’re here now.’
  


  
    Maeve gave her another perfect hug, the kind Suzy had spent so much of her childhood missing out on. This one lasted for several minutes, which was heavenly and just what she needed.
  


  
    At last, Maeve broke away and said cheerily, ‘Now then, my darling, I picked you out a little present this morning! Just a little something to cheer you up.’
  


  
    You could love someone to bits, Suzy had long ago discovered, yet still inwardly cringe when they opened their mouths and certain words came trilling out. Mentally she braced herself, while Maeve bent over her bag and got down to some serious rummaging. Maeve’s passion for charity shops wasn’t so much the problem as her tragic taste in ‘little presents’, which she bought at the drop of an orange knitted bobble hat.
  


  
    ‘Maeve, you shouldn’t have,’ said Suzy, although this was advice that Maeve - sadly - continued to ignore.
  


  
    ‘Nonsense! The moment I spotted it, I knew it was right up your street.’ Maeve gave her a kiss and watched with pride as the tissue paper fell away.
  


  
    It was a brooch. A huge perspex brooch with a photograph of a young Donny Osmond inside. Donny was baring his teeth in one of those unforgettable Osmond smiles, and holding out a bunch of red roses that looked suspiciously fake.
  


  
    Fresh tears pricked the back of Suzy’s eyes. She was touched by the gesture but still mystified.
  


  
    Why? Why is this brooch right up my street?
  


  
    ‘Doesn’t he have the most gorgeous eyes?’ said Maeve happily. ‘It was like fate, I’m telling you, finding it there in that shop.’
  


  
    ‘Fate... ?’
  


  
    ‘Sure and weren’t you only telling me last week about that policeman-fellow you thought was the bee’s knees. What was it you said at the time?’ Maeve raised her eyebrows, willing her to remember. When Suzy shrugged and shook her head, she went on. ‘You said he had a pair of eyes to die for, gorgeous blue eyes, so you see, I thought at once it was the perfect omen.’ She held up one finger. ‘And then the rest of it began to fall into place.’
  


  
    ‘Go on,’ said Suzy, fairly sure that Donny and his five hundred brothers had had big                                         brown



















 eyes. Not that she was old enough to remember.
  


  
    ‘Okay, so now, Donny Osmond was a pop star and you’re crazy about pop stars!’ As she held up a second finger, Maeve was triumphant. ‘Wouldn’t you call that another omen?’
  


  
    ‘I’m crazy about pop stars?’
  


  
    ‘Hey, you married Jaz, didn’t you?’
  


  
    So that was what that bit was about. Suzy hid a smile. Something else that drove Jaz mad was being called a pop star.
  


  
    But she could see that Maeve was bursting to tell her the third omen.
  


  
    ‘I married Jaz. Of course I did. What else, Maeve?’
  


  
    ‘Look what he’s holding! Red roses! And here’s you all ready to bury your mother!’
  


  
    ‘I didn’t order red roses for her wreath,’ said Suzy.
  


  
    ‘Ah, but you’ll be wearing that red velvet dress though, won’t you?’ Maeve clapped her hands together, delighted with her own foresight. ‘And don’t the roses in the brooch  exactly match the colour of the dress? I’m telling you, they’ll go together like a dream.’
  


  
    That was it. Suzy knew she’d have to wear the brooch. It was like a mother being given a badge to wear by her five year old, bearing the message: World’s Greatest Mommy!!! All you could do was pin it on, cross your fingers and pray - hard - that everyone would understand.
  


  
    ‘I love it.’ She gave Maeve another hug. ‘And I love you.’
  


  
    ‘I’ll make us a cup of tea and you can tell me everything,’ said Maeve. Sternly she added, ‘As soon as you’ve put some clothes on.’
  


  
    ‘But I’m not cold,’ protested Suzy.
  


  
    ‘It’s not proper, dancing about in your drawers in front of Jaz.’
  


  
    ‘I wasn’t dancing. And they’re not drawers. Anyway, I swim in Jaz’s pool in a bikini and you don’t kick up a fuss about that.’
  


  
    ‘Completely different,’ Maeve declared.
  


  
    ‘Completely daft, if you ask me.’
  


  
    ‘Look, you don’t see Fee running around half naked in front of Jaz, do you? Because it isn’t the done thing, that’s why. It’s called observing the proprieties,’ said Maeve. ‘And not acting like a wanton trollop.’
  


  
    ‘Maeve, you know how fond I am of Fee. She’s been great to me and I love her to bits. But we have exactly                                         one



















  thing in common, and that’s that many moons ago we were both silly enough to marry Jaz. Admit it,’ said Suzy. ‘Apart from that, we’re not what you’d call alike.’
  


  
    Maeve glanced pointedly at her tanned breasts, spilling over the low-cut Donna Karan sports top.
  


  
    ‘You mean you’re a wanton trollop and she’s not.’
  


  
    [image: 001]
  


  
    At the age of eighteen, Jaz Dreyfuss had rented a garage from Fee’s father. He and his band needed somewhere to practise without being yelled at every ten minutes to turn it down. The garage was over a hundred yards from the house and Fee’s father was as deaf as a post so the amount of noise they made didn’t bother him in the least.
  


  
    It had driven Fee to distraction, their pounding beats totally drowning out her beloved Enya tapes, but since Jaz and his fellow band members were paying for the use of the garage she could hardly complain. And although she’d only seen him from a distance, she couldn’t help thinking that the lead singer - Jaz, of course - didn’t look too bad at all. In a scruffy, long-haired, multi-earringed kind of way.
  


  
    Unable to concentrate on her own gentler music, and easily distracted from the banking exams for which she was supposed to be revising, it wasn’t long before Fee found herself wandering across to the garage while the lads practised. Once you got used to their brand of heavy rock, some of the songs weren’t bad. Sometimes she took mugs of coffee over for them, wrapping the handles around her fingers like knuckle-dusters and spilling half the contents before she even reached the garage, but refusing to use a tray because the one time she’d tried it, Ken the drummer had put on his I’m-the-Queen voice and trilled, ‘Ay say, a tray, how frightfully                                         naice.’
  


  
    Jaz had been the only one who hadn’t fallen about laughing. While Fee had blushed furiously, he’d flicked back his long blond hair and said sympathetically, ‘Ignore them, they’re pitiful, just a bunch of ignorant cretins.’
  


  
    She had fallen helplessly in love with him on the spot.
  


  
    During the months that followed, Fee made herself indispensable to the band. She became a one-woman café,  providing bacon sandwiches and endless mugs of tea. She humped amplifiers into and out of the van, cleared away the empty lager cans and painstakingly sewed the band’s new name - Fireball - on to the backs of their denim jackets in flamelike shades of red, orange and ochre. She also spent hours sticking up the posters she had designed herself, promoting forthcoming gigs in and around Bristol.
  


  
    ‘It’s embarrassing,’ Ken complained one night, after a sell-out performance at the Pig and Whistle. ‘We’re a hard rock band and we’ve got a roadie who looks like a Girl Guide.’ He gestured at Fee in her crisply ironed blouse and sensible skirt, her spectacles glinting as she haggled with the pub manager over their fee. ‘I mean, she’s a bank clerk, for Chrissake. How rock’n’roll is that?’
  


  
    ‘Some bloke last week asked me if she was our groupie.’ Vince the bass guitarist joined in. ‘Jaz, I’m serious, she’s fucking up our image. People are starting to take the piss.’
  


  
    ‘You ungrateful bastards. What’s the matter with you?’ Jaz was fairly drunk but he defended Fee as he always did. ‘We’d be nowhere without her. She’s keeping this show on the road practically single-handed.’
  


  
    ‘Don’t tell me you fancy her,’ jeered Vince.
  


  
    ‘Of course not,’ lied Jaz. Because he did, quite. ‘I’m just saying, she does a bloody good job.’
  


  
    It was Jaz’s dream to become famous, so it became Fee’s dream too. But instead of trusting to luck like the rest of the band, who felt that - rather like love at first sight - being spotted and signed to a label should somehow just miraculously happen, Fee sent copies of Fireball’s six best songs to every A&R manager at every record company in London and told them that if they thought the tape was good, they should see the band playing live.
  


  
    SellOut Records signed up Fireball a fortnight later.
  


  
    ‘Makes a change from the van, doesn’t it?’ said Jaz, arriving at Fee’s house the following evening in a chauffeur-driven white limo. ‘C’mon then, are we going out on the town or what?’
  


  
    ‘You’ve arranged all this for me?’ Running her fingers through her dark red hair, her eyes like saucers, Fee was both astonished and overjoyed.
  


  
    Jaz grinned and took her trembling hand. ‘Why not? You’re worth it.’
  


  
    ‘Where are we going?’
  


  
    ‘Bloody everywhere, seeing as it cost me eighty quid and now I’m skint.’ Jaz was rueful. ‘That’s the trouble with these record companies, they don’t shower you with money the moment you sign the contract. Sadly, you have to earn it first.’
  


  
    They drove down to Burnham-on-Sea, ate fish and chips and drank Blackthorn cider - paid for by Fee - in the back of the limo, and later made love amongst the sand dunes, while the chauffeur stayed in the car and listened to Radio 2.
  


  
    It was the happiest night of Fee’s life. Having spent the last six months being quietly envious of the mini-skirted girls who flocked around Jaz and all too often disappeared into the back of the van with him, she now knew that what she’d been missing out on all this time was every bit as wonderful as she’d imagined.
  


  
    Even if the sand was a bit ... well, sandy.
  


  
    ‘I can’t believe this is happening,’ Fee whispered afterwards, lying back and gazing up at the stars.
  


  
    ‘Me neither. We’re going to be the biggest band in the world.’ Jaz reached for the bottle of Blackthorn he had brought along with him. ‘And it’s all thanks to you.’
  


  
    This wasn’t quite what she’d meant, but Fee didn’t mind.  Tears of happiness filled her eyes.
  


  
    ‘I love you.’
  


  
    There, she’d said it. She knew she wasn’t supposed to, but who cared?
  


  
    ‘We could be playing Wembley before Christmas. Imagine jetting off around the world - hearing your stuff on the radio ... going to the same parties as Bono.’
  


  
    Fee bit her lip. She really wished she hadn’t said it now. A cool breeze swept across her bare legs, bringing her out in goosebumps.
  


  
    ‘What? You’ve gone quiet,’ said Jaz. He put his warm hand on her thigh. ‘Don’t you think it’ll be great?’
  


  
    ‘Oh yes.’
  


  
    ‘Aren’t you excited?’ Frowning, he half sat up. ‘Don’t you like Bono?’
  


  
    ‘Does it matter if I do or not? I’m not going to be the one meeting him.’ Tipping her head away so he couldn’t see, Fee wiped her eyes. ‘But I’m excited for you, really I am.’
  


  
    With his fingers on her chin, Jaz gently tilted her face back towards him.
  


  
    ‘Why are you crying? Do you think I did this tonight for a bet, or something?’
  


  
    ‘No. Well, not a bet, exactly. But maybe as a kind of thank you,’ admitted Fee.
  


  
    ‘As in thank-you-for-getting-us-a-record-deal? ’ Jaz smiled down at her. ‘Oh dear. You must have a pretty low opinion of me.’
  


  
    ‘Wrong,’ said Fee. ‘I have a high opinion of you and a low one of me.’
  


  
    He couldn’t bear to think of her being unhappy. They owed her everything. And she was worth twenty of the blonde mini-skirted bimbos who eyed him so hungrily each  time he stepped on to the stage.
  


  
    ‘Well stop it.’ Jaz stroked her dark red hair away from her face. ‘You’re my girlfriend now. You and me, we’re a couple. A team.’
  


  
                                            

  


  
    He meant it, too. The more people sneered and said it wouldn’t last, the more absolutely determined Jaz became to make sure it did. And when Fireball’s first single rocketed to the top of the charts, he celebrated by drinking a bottle of Jack Daniel’s and asking Fee to marry him. Fee, no longer working at the bank, busied herself finding them somewhere to live. With the money that had started to roll in, they acquired a huge Victorian town house on Sion Hill in Clifton, with stunning views over the Suspension Bridge and the Avon Gorge. The neighbours, a retired army colonel and his wife, were horrified when they discovered who was moving in next door to them. They were even more horrified when Jaz and Fee held a housewarming party for five hundred guests and the colonel found a couple of dozen passed out in his garden the next morning.
  


  
    In the three years that followed, Fireball had another four number-one singles, plus two chart-topping albums. The parties got wilder and Jaz’s drinking spiralled out of control. When Fee tried to tell him to slow down, he called her a spoilsport. When she threatened to leave him, he gazed at her through bloodshot eyes and said coldly, ‘Don’t lecture me, I’m not a kid.’
  


  
    The colonel and his wife had had enough. They put their house on the market, but by this time Jaz’s exploits were so legendary that nobody else wanted to buy it.
  


  
    ‘He’s going to sue you,’ said Fee, reading the letter from their neighbours’ solicitor, ‘for devaluing his property.’
  


  
    It was ten o’clock in the morning and Jaz was drinking Stolichnaya, poured into a can of 7-Up so that Fee wouldn’t notice and start nagging again.
  


  
    He closed his eyes. ‘How can I get this bloke off my back?’
  


  
    ‘You could buy the house,’ Fee suggested.
  


  
    Would that solve all his problems? Somewhat hazily, Jaz decided that it would.
  


  
    ‘Okay, let’s do it. You sort it out.’
  


  
                                            

  


  
    On their fourth wedding anniversary, and at her wits’ end, Fee gave him her ultimatum.
  


  
    ‘You’re always drunk. I can’t carry on like this. Either you sort yourself out or I’m leaving you.’
  


  
    ‘Nag nag nag,’ sighed Jaz. ‘And you wonder why I’d rather be with my friends than with you.’
  


  
    Trembling, Fee stood her ground.
  


  
    ‘You’re killing yourself. Will you stop drinking? Please?’
  


  
    He pulled a face. Why did she always have to do this?
  


  
    ‘I don’t want to stop. I’m having fun.’
  


  
    Looking down at Jaz in bed, Fee said sadly, ‘Are you sure?’
  


  
                                            

  


  
    Fee moved out of the house ... and into the one next door. This raised a few eyebrows, but since it suited her purposes and was convenient, she ignored them and carried on regardless. To occupy herself, she set about having the place converted into luxury flats.
  


  
    Jaz, vaguely put out by his wife’s defection, decided she’d only done it to annoy him. To get his own back, he taunted her with a succession of groupies, pretty young girls with bleached blonde hair, and adoring smiles.
  


  
    ‘If you’re trying to make me jealous,’ Fee told him  wearily one day, ‘it isn’t working. I feel sorry for them and I feel sorry for you. I certainly don’t feel sorry for me.’
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