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About the Book

It’s been a while, but Lara Carson’s back in Bath and lives are set to change as a result. Because Lara left her family and boyfriend Flynn eighteen years ago without a word to anyone. Why has no one heard from her since?

Her childhood best friend Evie is thrilled Lara’s back and able to share her happiness. Evie’s about to walk down the aisle with her dream man, Joel. Or so she thinks . . .

Then there’s Flynn Erskine, even more attractive now and stunned to see Lara again. The spark between them is as strong as ever, but how’s Flynn going to react when he discovers the secret she’s been keeping from him?

Oh yes, there’s a lot of catching up to be done . . .


About the Author

Jill Mansell loves nothing more than going to the gym, eating salad and telling lies. She is a natural blonde with an enviably slim figure and some very delusional ideas. The upside of this, she has discovered, is that when she tells lies about fictional characters rather than real people, it becomes a novel and is allowed. Which is great, because otherwise by now Jill would probably be in prison.

OK, apparently some boring facts are also required in an author biography. Jill lives in Bristol with her noisy family and used to work in the field of clinical neurophysiology back in the day when she had a proper job. Her top secret affair with an A-list Hollywood actor has never become public knowledge because she is so utterly discreet. (Oh, but the stories she could tell . . .)
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‘OK, we can see it from here.’ Lara Carson pulled up at the side of the road, buzzed down the window and pointed into the valley below. ‘See the L-shaped house with the white gates and the green car outside? That’s the one.’

Home sweet home. Or maybe not. Eighteen years had passed since she’d last set foot over the threshold. Who knew what it was like inside now?

Gigi was leaning across from the passenger seat, breathing minty chewing-gum fumes over her as she peered down at the house. ‘Does it feel funny, seeing it again?’

‘No.’ That wasn’t true. ‘A bit.’ Lara gave her daughter’s hand a squeeze.

‘Are you going to cry?’

‘What am I, some sort of girl? I’m definitely not going to cry.’

They sat in silence for a few seconds, looking at the old house with its ivy-strewn walls, blue-painted window frames and neatly tended garden.

‘OK, come on then,’ Gigi said at last. ‘It’s nearly time. You don’t want to be late for your own father’s funeral.’

Lara was one of the last into the church. It felt like being in a film. Her high heels click-clacked across the grey flagstones and people swivelled round to see who was making all the racket. Of the seventy or eighty mourners, most were strangers and didn’t recognise her, which suited Lara just fine. But there were a few who clearly did. Eyebrows were raised and elbows nudged. She made a point of steadily meeting their gaze before looking away and slipping into an empty pew at the back.

What a weird situation to be in. People were spreading the word about her now; she could practically feel the mini Mexican wave of whispers rolling forwards. Finally it reached Janice in the front pew, flanked by her sisters and wearing an extraordinary feathered black hat. Together the three of them stiffened then turned their frosty glares upon her. With the feathers waving around her head, Janice resembled an angry crow with an acute case of bed hair.

Was it very wrong to think ill of the grieving widow during her husband’s funeral? Obviously it was, but where Janice was concerned, it wasn’t easy to think of anything nice.

The organ music started, everyone rose to their feet and the coffin was brought in.

Lara watched it being carried past her pew. The weirdness intensified. Charles Carson, her actual father, was inside that coffin.

He was dead.

And she genuinely didn’t feel a thing.

Outside the church, Evie waited for the service to end. It was a long shot, but she hadn’t been able to help herself. The moment she’d seen the notice in the local paper announcing the death of Charles Carson and the date of his funeral, she’d booked the time off work. The chances of Lara turning up at the funeral might be slim, but it could just happen. And if it did, Evie wasn’t going to miss her.

They’d been best friends once. There were so many unanswered questions. Coming here today was an opportunity she simply couldn’t pass up.

Not long now before the service was over. From this distance Evie heard the organ cranking up again, launching ponderously into ‘Guide Me O Thou Great Redeemer’. It was hot out here; the sun was blazing down and her hair was sticking to the back of her neck. Pushing open the car door for extra ventilation, she swivelled sideways and swung her legs out, then tipped her left hand from side to side to admire the way the emeralds and diamonds flashed in the sunlight. Was Lara inside the church? Would she be seeing her again for the first time in eighteen years?

Oh well, soon find out.

The funeral ended. The genial vicar made the announcement that refreshments were available at Charles and Janice’s home, and that everyone would be welcome back there, but Lara guessed she probably wasn’t included in the invitation.

Luckily she didn’t want to go anyway.

From her pew at the back, she watched Janice and her sisters lead the exit from the church. As they came down the aisle, the looks they gave her pretty much confirmed her suspicions. The black feathers shuddered with outrage and three sets of pale eyes ringed with black make-up bored through her. Since now wasn’t the time for a confrontation, Lara averted her gaze and waited for the malevolent trio to pass.

The church emptied. She sat and waited a few minutes longer for the mourners to disperse. Soon came the sound of cars being started up and driven off. Finally, when all was quiet again, Lara rose and headed outside into the welcome heat and sunlight of a glorious summer’s day.

Everyone had left, apart from a lone figure at the bottom of the driveway. Someone was sitting on the wall next to the open gates; someone with red hair, wearing a cobalt blue shirt and a white skirt. Which in turn meant she was likely to have moss and lichen stains on the back of it.

Lara attempted to focus but the distance was too great and her superpowers weren’t that strong. She hadn’t thought to bring her binoculars with her.

But . . . there was something familiar about the figure that was causing prickles of recognition down her spine. It couldn’t be, could it . . . ?

Her pace quickened and the distance between them was reduced. The redhead slid down from the dry stone wall and began to move towards her. Moments later they both stretched their arms wide and broke into a run. It was like one of those slow motion Hollywood sequences that more traditionally featured two members of the opposite sex.

‘It is you,’ shouted Lara.

‘I know.’ Evie beamed as they collided and hugged each other until they were both panting for breath. ‘Oh my God, I can’t believe it, you’re really here.’ She pulled back to study Lara’s face. ‘Your dad . . . I’m sorry . . . are you upset?’

‘No, no.’ Vigorously Lara shook her head. ‘Don’t worry, you don’t have to be polite. I only came back because of the solicitor. He phoned and said I needed to get myself down here. Anyway, let’s not talk about that now.’ She was so thrilled to see Evie she was burbling uncontrollably. ‘How are you? You look fantastic! Oh, I’ve missed you so much. You have to tell me everything!’

It was true, she had missed her oldest friend more than words could say. But at the time she’d known it was the only way. And look at Evie now, eighteen years older and obviously looking older . . . but at the same time miraculously unchanged. Teasingly, she turned Evie sideways and peered at the back of her white skirt. Thirty-four years old and she still hadn’t learned how to keep herself stain-free. ‘You’ve got dirt on your skirt.’

‘Have I? Oh no! How did that happen?’ As she always had, Evie seemed genuinely surprised. For a couple of seconds she slapped ineffectually in the general area of her rounded bottom before giving up. ‘Oh well, never mind, you’re here. This is so brilliant! I’d almost given up hope, then I heard someone say on their way out, “Was that her? Was that the daughter who ran away?” So I knew you were in there. Everyone’s gone back to the house for drinks. Is that where you’re going now?’

‘Urgh, no way.’ Lara checked her watch; almost two o’clock. ‘I’m meeting the solicitor in his office at three thirty. But I’m free till then. Do you have to be somewhere or can I buy you lunch?’

Fifteen minutes later they were sitting at a pavement café by the abbey, drinking Prosecco and catching up. Having spotted the emerald engagement ring, Lara now heard all about Joel and the imminent wedding. Less than six weeks from now, Evie was set to become Mrs Barber. Joel was the one she’d waited so long for, and she’d never been happier in her life.

By unspoken mutual consent they’d covered Evie’s story first, getting it out of the way. Then it was Lara’s turn. Evie said, ‘Tell me what happened,’ and Lara took a deep swallow of fizzy, ice-cold wine.

‘The people at the church, you said they called me the one who ran away. Is that what everyone thought?’ She placed the glass carefully in the centre of the table. ‘I didn’t run away. They kicked me out.’

‘I called round to your house to see where you were,’ said Evie. ‘Your dad answered the door. He just said you’d gone and wouldn’t be coming back. Then Janice appeared next to him and you should have seen the look on her face. Like she’d finally got what she’d always wanted. Which I suppose she had. But I’m telling you, it gave me the shivers. I was so worried . . . you could have been murdered.’

‘I was late home,’ said Lara. ‘I had to be back by eleven o’clock and I missed the last bus. By the time I got home it was almost half past. That was when it all kicked off.’ She didn’t go into detail; this wasn’t the time or the place. ‘It was the biggest row we’d ever had. Janice called me some vile names and told me she wished I’d never been born. Dad said I was ruining his life and he’d had enough, he wasn’t going to put up with it any more. He gave me an hour to pack my things. Then he told me to get out.’

Evie was appalled. ‘How could he do that? You were sixteen!’

‘Didn’t matter.’ Lara shrugged and emptied her glass. ‘He wasn’t going to change his mind. On the bright side, looking back on it now, I’m glad it happened. Mind you, at the time it wasn’t so great. I’d never been so scared in my life.’

‘You should have come to our house!’

‘I couldn’t. It was three o’clock in the morning. And I was just desperate to get away. So that’s what I did. I sat outside the train station for the rest of the night, then caught the first train out of Bath.’

‘Where did you go?’

‘I called my Aunt Nettie and asked if I could stay with her for a couple of days.’ Lara broke into a smile at the thought. ‘That was it, basically. I turned up on her doorstep in Keswick and that’s where I’ve been ever since.’

‘Keswick? In Cumbria? We had no idea,’ said Evie. ‘None of us knew where you were. I kept waiting for you to call or write . . .’

‘I know. I’m so sorry.’ The guilt had haunted her all these years, but even now she wasn’t able to tell Evie the rest of the story. ‘I just knew I’d never come back to Bath as long as my father was alive. It was easier to make a clean break.’

The food arrived, they talked and drank some more, then it was time for Lara to head off for her appointment with the solicitor in nearby Harington Place.

‘And I have to get back to work.’ Before they left, Evie took out her diary and said, ‘But we’re not going to lose touch again. Give me everything you’ve got . . . address, email, phone numbers, I want the lot. And you have to have mine too.’

Once that was done, Lara walked back to Evie’s car with her. They hugged each other again hard.

‘You must come to the wedding,’ Evie begged. ‘It’ll be fantastic. You will, won’t you? On the twelfth of August.’ She squeezed Lara’s hands. ‘Please say you’ll be there!’
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The offices smelled exactly like solicitors’ offices always did: dry, serious and papery with undertones of dust and Pledge. Arriving with five minutes to spare, Lara was directed to a seat in the waiting room and offered a selection of magazines only a solicitor could love.

Her mind was occupied anyway. So much had already happened. Seeing Evie again and retelling the story had stirred it all up again.

Well, retelling half the story. Lara closed her eyes, her stomach clenching as the old feelings came crashing back. In the days leading up to that fateful night, her life might not have been perfect but it had been manageable. On the downside, her mother’s death from cancer three years earlier had been horrendous, leaving her with a father who’d never been much of a father in the traditional sense. Less than six months after the funeral, allegedly, he had met Janice. In no time at all she’d been installed in the house, filling it with the cloying scent of her perfume and a vast collection of china ornaments. In no time at all, Lara had become the gooseberry, the third wheel, the unwanted extra. When she overheard Janice talking on the phone, saying, ‘She’s just in the way, why can’t she just join the army or something?’ it hadn’t come as a surprise. It wasn’t as if Janice was pleasant to her face and moaned about her behind her back. From the word go, she hadn’t bothered to pretend to be nice.

So life at home had been pretty grim, basically, but it hadn’t mattered as much as it might have done, because at least she’d had Flynn. And when you were sixteen years old, with the best boyfriend in the world . . . well, that made up for a lot. At the time, it had meant pretty much everything. Having Flynn in her life had made the awful stuff bearable. As a couple they could get through anything; together they could cope.

Until the day of the argument.

Lara could recall every last second of that day, from the moment she’d been gripped with fear at the realisation that her period was late, all the way through to the following morning when she’d finally fallen into an exhausted sleep on the train.

It had been a Friday afternoon and she’d been in double maths, wrestling with trigonometry, when the date had nudged her with its significance. Normally as regular as clockwork, she was five days overdue. Oh God, please no, they’d been so careful . . .

After school, numb with terror, she had stood in Boots the Chemist, gazing at the pregnancy testing kits and discovering she couldn’t afford to buy one.

Then meeting up with Flynn, actually voicing her fears aloud was easier said than done. The words twisted themselves into knots inside her chest and refused to come out. Flynn would be appalled. He was seventeen years old. This wasn’t part of the plan.

By ten o’clock that evening she still hadn’t been able to pluck up the courage to tell him. Maybe she’d wake up tomorrow and everything would be all right, the problem would be resolved. Leaving it for another twenty-four hours wouldn’t hurt.

That was when the phone had rung and Flynn had taken the call inviting him to spend the next few days at a skiing tournament in Austria. It was also the moment Lara realised she was on her own. Thrilled by the opportunity to take part in the tournament, Flynn said yes without even checking first that she was fine with it.

He put the phone down, and that was when the argument had begun. At first he thought she was joking. Amazed by her reaction, he assumed she was upset because his parents could afford to pay for him to fly over to Austria and her father would never do that. The fight went on and on, spiralling beyond all reason because Lara now knew she couldn’t tell him what might be wrong. He was Flynn Erskine, the boy all the other girls fancied, the gilded sports star with his life ahead of him and a genuine talent that was already getting him noticed in the world of downhill skiing.

She called him self-centred, he told her she was turning into a crazy person. She yelled that he only cared about himself, and Flynn, gazing at her as if she were a complete stranger, said, ‘My God, I can’t believe you actually think that.’ She bellowed that she couldn’t believe she’d wasted the last eight months with someone like him and he shouted back that if he’d known she was going to turn into a neurotic basket case he’d never have got involved in the first place.

The argument had culminated with her announcing that she never ever wanted to see him again and storming out of his parents’ house. But having lost track of time, she’d already missed the last bus. Being late home had been a bone of contention for months, filling her father with rage and bringing with it the threat of, ‘If you can’t abide by our rules, you can get out.’ She’d never imagined he’d actually see it through but it turned out she’d underestimated him. When she let herself into the house forty minutes later, her father and Janice had had plenty of time in which to plan their own line of attack.

Not to mention haul the suitcases down from the loft.

Lara jumped as her mobile phone rang, bringing her crashing back to the present.

‘Hi, it’s me. How’s it going?’

‘Everything’s fine.’ She relaxed at the sound of Gigi’s voice. ‘I’m just waiting to see the solicitor. Bought anything nice?’

‘A scarf with vampires on it in New Look and a leopard-print bra from La Senza!’

‘The perfect outfit for any job interview.’ As Lara said it, the door to the solicitor’s office opened and an elderly man came towards her. ‘Looks like I’m going in now.’ She picked up her bag and rose to her feet. ‘OK, sweetie, won’t be long. I’ll call you as soon as I’m finished.’

What must it have been like for Aunt Nettie? At the age of forty-seven, never married and having devoted her life to her animals, how must she have felt when Lara arrived on her doorstep with two large battered suitcases and a small embryo by way of baggage?

In all probability her heart must have sunk all the way down to her sturdy dog-walking boots.

‘I’m really sorry. I didn’t know where else to go. Don’t worry, I’ll think of something.’ Lara’s voice was muffled by the thick scratchy wool of Nettie’s bright purple hand-knitted sweater. Clothes were about on a par, priority-wise, with eyelash extensions and the latest developments in pentapeptides. The sweater smelled of soap and dog. Nettie’s yellow corduroy trousers had probably been donated by an ancient farmer to the local charity shop. That she had been Lara’s mum’s older sister seemed impossible; Barbara had been as elegant as Audrey Hepburn, the delicate whippet to Nettie’s galumphing wolfhound.

But Nettie was a good soul with a heart of gold beneath the bluff exterior. Hugging Lara, she said gruffly, ‘You did the right thing, love. You’re staying here with me.’

OK, get it over and done with. Say it now. ‘And I think I might be going to have a baby.’

Nettie pulled away, held her at arm’s length and gazed down at her stomach. ‘What, right this minute?’

Lara heard herself make a strange half-sob, half-laugh. ‘No, but maybe in about eight months.’

‘Oh well. So we’ve got plenty of time to get used to the idea. Got a boyfriend?’

Her heart ached. ‘Not any more.’

But Nettie’s no-nonsense, can-do attitude was infectious. Over the course of the next day or two they walked the dogs and talked and talked about everything. Nettie went into the local chemist and bought a pregnancy testing kit: ‘Ha, that’ll get the locals excited!’ The test proved positive and they talked some more, coming to the conclusion that of course Lara was far too young to become a mother but between them they’d cope, and not having the child might make more sense but it simply wasn’t an option. Neither of them could bear to do that.

And that was it. From then on there was no going back. Lara shed her old life like a snake sloughing off its skin. Two days after leaving Bath, her father called. Nettie had answered the phone.

‘It’s Charles.’ His tone was abrupt; the pair of them had never liked each other. ‘Have you heard from Lara?’

‘Yes, I have.’ In turn, Nettie was cool. ‘She’s here. And this is where she’s staying. This is her home from now on.’

‘Fine by me.’ He sounded relieved. ‘You’d better let the police know she’s still alive then. That boyfriend of hers is threatening to report her missing.’

‘She doesn’t want anything to do with him either,’ said Nettie. ‘Don’t go telling him where she is.’

Charles replied curtly, ‘Why would I?’ and hung up.

‘There, all done.’ Nettie put down the phone. ‘You know what? We should have done this three years ago. I thought about it, you know. But I didn’t want to drag you away from your home and all your friends.’

Lara gazed around the messy, informal kitchen with the dog bowls lined up in a row and the latest batch of puppies curled up asleep in their basket in front of the Aga. Currently deep in self-preservation mode, she wasn’t allowing herself to even think about Evie and her other friends. She certainly wasn’t allowing herself to think about Flynn.

Aloud, she said with a crack in her voice, ‘I wish you had.’
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Lara waited on a bench in Victoria Park and watched a couple of teenagers heading her way along the path, arm in arm, heads bent together and hips touching. Just like she and Flynn used to do when they had come here all those years ago. The boy whispered something in the girl’s ear and she burst out laughing, responding with a playful dig in the ribs. Oh yes, they used to do that too.

As they passed by, the girl said, ‘. . . Dad was asking if you’d like to go to the football with him on Saturday, because he’s managed to get an extra ticket.’

The boy’s face lit up. ‘Cool!’

OK, that didn’t used to happen.

Then her phone rang again.

‘Mum, I’m in the park now, by the playground. Where are you?’

Lara spotted her and lifted her hand. ‘Look higher and over to the right. See me waving? Come on up.’

She sat back and watched as Gigi made her way up the hill. With her long legs, straight, swingy brown hair and merry silver-grey eyes, she was a head-turner with killer cheekbones and a refreshing lack of vanity. Her beautiful wilful daughter, the love of her life, the happiest accident she’d ever had. And by the looks of things she’d been on a spree; her arms were weighed down with bags.

What happened next would be all down to Gigi. Was their world about to change? Who knew?

‘Phew, I’m shattered!’ Gigi flung herself on to the bench and produced a can of Diet Coke from one of the carriers. She opened the ring-pull – tssssssttt – and drank thirstily. ‘Ah, that’s better. The shops here are great.’ She offered Lara the can. ‘I found this little boutiquey place having the most brilliant sale. Anyway, how was it? What did the solicitor say? Have you got the jewellery?’

This had been the reason for coming down to Bath. When the solicitor had called to inform her of her father’s death and had also suggested they meet to discuss his will, Lara had been mystified. She knew her father too well to expect him to leave her anything of value. The inevitable conclusion was that he was passing on the few items of jewellery that had belonged to her mum. Not much and nothing for Sotheby’s to get excited about, but unbelievably precious nonetheless. All these years on, she could still picture her mum wearing each piece . . . the tiny daisy ring, the thin bangles and the three narrow gold chains she’d always worn around her neck. There’d also been a long coral necklace, a jade pendant and a bracelet of sheeny black pearls.

And it was just as well she could still picture the items of jewellery, seeing as there had been no mention of them this afternoon.

‘No. But we’re getting something else.’ Lara realised she was still in shock; her hands were trembling. ‘You’re not going to believe this. It’s the house.’

Gigi choked on her drink. ‘Are you joking?’

‘I wouldn’t.’

‘But why? My God, because he felt guilty about kicking you out? Oh wow, that’s so—’

‘No,’ Lara leapt in before Gigi could start thinking sentimental thoughts about the grandfather she’d never known. ‘It’s nothing to do with that. The house was never his in the first place.’

‘What? How can that happen?’ Gigi was stunned. ‘He’s lived in it for the last thirty years!’

Thirty-two years, actually. When Lara had been born, her parents had been living in a flat in Bradford on Avon, just a few miles outside Bath. Then, when she was three, they had moved into the house she’d grown up in. Her father had worked in a bank. She had always assumed they’d bought it with the help of a mortgage. This afternoon’s meeting with the solicitor had been a revelation in more ways than one.

‘The house was bought in my mum’s name. And it was paid for in cash. When she wrote her will she left it in trust for me. But if she died before my father, he was allowed to live there for as long as he needed to. And now he doesn’t need it any more.’ Lara sat back and puffed out her cheeks. ‘Which means it’s properly mine.’

‘We’ve got a house. We’ve actually got a house!’ Gigi kicked her legs in the air. ‘Woo-hoo! We can sell it!’

‘Yes.’ How much would it fetch? Bearing in mind that this was a super-pricey city. Guessing wildly, Lara estimated four to five hundred thousand pounds.

‘Or we could live in it!’

Lara’s heart went thuddity-thud. ‘You mean here in Bath?’

‘I was thinking we could maybe attach it to five million multicoloured helium balloons and float it to wherever takes our fancy.’ Gigi rolled her eyes. ‘Yes, Mum, of course here in Bath.’

‘Why?’ Did she already know the answer to that question?

‘Why not? Because we can!’ Her daughter’s sweeping arm indicated the park, the trees, the Georgian houses of honey-coloured Bath stone, the rolling hills in the distance. ‘You always said you’d never come back as long as your father was alive. But he’s dead now, so that’s that taken care of. Your mum’s just given you a house. And I really love this city,’ said Gigi. ‘I know this is going to sound mad, but being here for the first time just feels . . . right. I liked the shops. I like the people. You know when you get that squeeze in your chest, like falling a little bit in love?’ She pressed her clenched fist to her breastbone for emphasis. ‘That’s how I’ve been feeling all afternoon! It’s like coming home.’

‘But what about your friends? Wouldn’t you miss them?’

‘Mum, we’re eighteen, everyone’s heading off to different places now anyway. Unis . . . gap years . . . we’re all moving on. Besides, there’s phones and Facebook, and we can still meet up when we want to. It’s not as if we’d lose touch.’ She shrugged and said, ‘Plus, moving to a new place means making new friends.’

For a moment Lara couldn’t speak. Gigi’s instincts were a huge part of her personality; when she fell in love, whether with a piece of art, a new recipe, unicycling or kayaking or diving, it was never a passing whim. It became a passion.

And in all honesty how could she disagree with this one? She felt exactly the same way. Keswick and the Lake District had been wonderful but she had always loved her home town, had missed it desperately for so many years.

They could do it. There was nothing to stop them.

Other than Flynn Erskine.
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