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  About the Author


  Jessica Fox was born in London back in 1972 but a chance meeting with a stranger while holidaying in Cornwall resulted in her marrying a fisherman called Rob and moving to beautiful Cornwall to teach media studies. When Jessica isn’t marking books, dicing with death on her horse or indulging her glossy magazine habit she takes pot luck at the cash point, pretends to do fitness videos and writes! Anyway and anywhere that she can. Laptops, kids’ exercise books and even on the back of cereal packets.
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  About the Book


  The third addictive romance in the fabulous series following five girls and their HEN NIGHT PROPHECIES.


  ‘Love will come through hope alone.’


  Or so a fortune-teller informs Charlotte at her future sister-in-law Zoe’s hen night. But the fact is Charlotte’s love life is utterly hopeless. She’s decidedly single and not happy about her ex-husband Richard working with her at the Arts Council, especially as he’s dating her boss.


  When Charlotte and Richard’s work trip to Yorkshire includes a visit to the Hope Foundation, Charlotte has to laugh – although she wonders if the spark between them really has been snuffed out. And what about devoted single dad Paul? And the dashing, dark and brooding Heath? Perhaps Charlotte has reason to hope after all . . .


  With special thanks to Ruth Saberton
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  This one is for my husband, who’s always believed in me. Thanks for putting up with the antisocial hours I keep when chained to the keyboard!


  P.S. PLEASE can we get a puppy?
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  Charlotte Sinclair was pressed for time and much as it pained her to forgo her usual double espresso she knew being late for work would annoy her even more. Charlotte was never late anywhere and she had absolutely no intention of changing the habit of a lifetime. Even Superman might have struggled to make it from Lambs Conduit Street and through the gaggle of commuters to Farringdon, so when Charlotte made it to the Arts Council’s offices with time to spare, it was nothing short of miraculous.


  ‘You look stressed,’ commented Richard, perching his neat Paul Smith-clad backside on the edge of Charlotte’s desk and grinning at her.


  Charlotte glowered back at him. She wasn’t a morning person, never had been and never would be. Richard really ought to have worked that much out by now.


  He was her ex-husband, after all.


  ‘Care to share?’ he asked.


  ‘No, thank you,’ Charlotte said coolly, booting up her ancient PC and taking off her jacket. ‘I’m far too busy to chat.’


  Refusing to meet his eyes she fixed her gaze on her computer screen. Charlotte drummed her fingers on the desk impatiently. She was rushed off her feet and every second counted. There were a million and one emails lurking in her in-box – everything from a troupe of juggling lesbians to a fire-eating opera singer – and the last thing she had time to do was exchange pleasantries with her ex.


  ‘Come on, Lottie, don’t be like that.’ Richard crinkled liquid-brown eyes at her in a winning smile. This might work on everyone else but it had no effect on Charlotte. She’d be more won over by the sight of Alan Sugar naked than by Richard on a charm offensive.


  ‘I’m not being like anything,’ she said patiently. Bloody computer! A snail with a limp would’ve moved faster. She made a mental note to go and nag her line manager about getting the system upgraded. And if he continued to ignore her, she’d have to dig out her tap shoes from 1987, figure out a routine and approve her own Arts Council funding to pay for it!


  ‘Relax!’ Richard’s strong fingers closed over her own frantically drumming ones. ‘The computer will start in a minute. Just give it time.’


  ‘I don’t have time. Believe it or not some of us actually have work to do.’ Charlotte yanked her fingers away, resisting the urge to squirt them with a big dollop of her antibacterial spray. Richard’s whole touchy-feely ‘we’re good mates’ routine drove her insane. After eighteen months, you’d think he would’ve realised she found it too difficult to be his friend.


  ‘Hmm,’ he said, ‘I take it you’ve missed out on your double espresso?’


  Charlotte frowned. Was there anything more annoying than a smart-arse, except maybe a smart-arse who knew you inside out? And how typical of Richard to assume it was lack of caffeine making her tetchy rather than the fact that he got on her nerves more than a dentist’s drill. Shouldn’t he be locked away in Accounting and Auditing, obsessing over a calculator?


  ‘I’m fine,’ she snapped. ‘Or rather, I would be if I was allowed to get on with my work. Some of us have to, you know. We’re not all sleeping with the boss.’


  ‘That was below the belt, Lottie.’ Richard’s eyes grew dark with hurt but Charlotte didn’t care. His poor-old-me routine didn’t wash with her.


  Not these days, anyway.


  ‘Please don’t call me Lottie. You know I hate it.’


  ‘I’m sorry. I give up. I was only trying to be civil.’ Raising both hands in surrender he slipped off her desk. ‘But, seriously, you really need to stop frowning, Lot – err, I mean Charlotte. It’s going to give you lines.’


  ‘Being over forty, you’re the expert so I’ll take your word for it,’ Charlotte replied calmly. Inside, though, she was seething. If she wanted to sit at her desk and scowl until the Grand Canyon appeared between her eyes, then it was up to her and nothing to do with anyone else, especially not Richard Sinclair.


  ‘Anyway,’ she continued smoothly as her computer finally woke up and allowed her into her emails, ‘there’s always Botox to sort out wrinkles. But as far as I know they haven’t yet discovered a cure for hair loss.’


  Richard’s hands instantly flew to his temples where, despite his thick head of curls, he was starting to look a little thin. Yes! Direct hit! Many times Charlotte had watched Richard checking his hairline in mirrors, glass doors and any shiny surface he came across. She still knew his weak spots (or should that be bald spots?) just as he knew hers. She was just toying with the idea of winding him up a bit more when Suzie, their pretty blonde boss and also Richard’s partner, joined them.


  ‘Do you think my hair’s thinning?’ Richard asked her, looking worried.


  Suzie ruffled his curls affectionately and dropped a kiss on to his cheek. ‘Don’t be silly. You’re as gorgeous as ever.’


  Richard swelled with pride as he basked in the warm sunshine of his boss’s admiration while Charlotte rolled her eyes. This billing and cooing was all very well for them but it was pretty distracting for everyone else.


  ‘Suzie, do you actually need me for anything? If not, I have plenty to do and I’d appreciate some quiet to get on with it.’


  Two perfect pink circles appeared on Suzie’s peachy cheeks. As though suddenly aware that she was in the office and not the bedroom she slipped her arm from Richard’s shoulder. It is pathetic the way she can hardly bear to be apart from Richard, thought Charlotte. They were like Siamese twins joined at the tongue, just like her brother and his new wife Zoe.


  ‘I’m calling a meeting,’ Suzie said quickly. ‘My office in five, OK?’


  ‘Fine,’ said Charlotte coolly. ‘Now if you don’t mind, I’m in the middle of a discussion with my colleague, so if you would . . .’


  She locked eyes with Suzie, but Suzie looked away first. All this time on and still she can’t bear to look me in the eye, Charlotte thought. But it no longer gave her the sense of satisfaction that it once had – in fact, it just made her feel sad. And very, very weary.


  ‘No problem. Just be there please,’ Suzie reiterated, trying to regain her composure. Her cheeks still stained pink, she turned sharply on her heel leaving Charlotte and Richard alone.


  ‘Yes, boss!’ Richard called after her, raising his hand in a mock salute but, once Suzie’s slender frame had vanished back into her office, the smile faded from his lips and he shook his head despairingly.


  ‘Do you really have to be so hard on her? None of this is Suzie’s fault.’


  Charlotte sighed. ‘Ahh, the guilt trip. You must have a season ticket.’


  ‘Don’t be like that,’ he pleaded. ‘Can’t we put the past behind us? We had our good times . . . You even used to laugh at my jokes.’


  ‘I was faking,’ she said, implying that her laughter wasn’t the only thing she’d had to fake in their relationship. But she had to admit that she missed Richard’s daft sense of humour.


  ‘Ouch,’ he said, smiling, but clearly hurt. ‘Seriously, though, we do have to work together. Can we be friends?’ He held out his hand, tanned and strong, the nails well shaped and beautifully manicured, each with perfect half-moons. Suddenly a memory flashed before her vision like the glittering scales of a fish flickering through sun-dappled water. That same hand was cupping her cheek and tracing the curve of her lips before straying lower to caress her breast . . .


  Oh no! Stop right there! Charlotte ordered herself. You are not having these thoughts! No way!


  ‘Friends?’ she echoed incredulously.


  ‘Absolutely. We shouldn’t let a silly falling out get in the way of our friendship.’


  Inside Charlotte was screaming and stabbing him to death with a Bic biro, but outwardly she remained cool and collected. She’d done more than her fair share of screaming and crying when she’d been married to him.


  ‘A silly falling out?’ she repeated slowly. ‘Is that really how you see it? Richard, we didn’t have a row over what to have for dinner! I was your wife and you left me. Worse than that, it only took you three days to find someone else! Friends are supposed to be loyal to one another!’


  ‘Lottie,’ Richard sighed heavily, ‘you’d finished with me, remember? You asked me to leave!’


  ‘I asked you to give me some space for a while!’ She bunched her hands into fists. She was not having a scene in the office. No way. Lowering her voice she hissed, ‘You wanted us to have a baby, Richard, it was a major step. It wasn’t like you’d asked me to go and pick up a pizza!’


  ‘And what was so wrong about that?’ he shot back. ‘Most women in their thirties would be over the moon to have a baby with their husband, but not you, Charlotte. Oh no, that was one commitment too far for you, wasn’t it? Were you worried about wrecking your amazing career or your figure? Or maybe –’ his voice dropped and suddenly his eyes were filled with a wistful expression – ‘you just didn’t love me enough?’


  For a second she was speechless, struck dumb by the unfairness of this accusation. If they’d had a baby, she knew that the tiny person would have owned her heart and soul. No baby could ever have been so wanted. But what about Richard? Would he have loved them both enough to sacrifice the freedom that he so enjoyed? To swap his latest impractical sports car for a Family Wagon or to collect nappies rather than vintage wine?


  A baby was for life, not just for wet weekends.


  She’d had to be sure, had to make certain that they both wanted the same things. What if he got bored once the novelty wore off and the colic kicked in? Or became so absorbed in his work that he never had time for them? Or what, a nasty little voice had whispered, if you can’t cut it as a mother? What then?


  She sighed. ‘There’s no point raking over this again; it’s ancient history. Let’s move on.’


  ‘Like you did, you mean?’ he said, eyes still doey.


  ‘That’s rather ironic,’ Charlotte replied calmly, quitting her mailbox and shrugging into her jacket. ‘It took you three days to go from wanting a child with one woman to shagging another. Has the Guinness Book of Records contacted you yet?’


  ‘What about you? I blinked, and suddenly you were filing for divorce,’ Richard shot back, his eyes bright with indignation. ‘You never even gave me a chance to explain!’


  As she fastened her jacket Charlotte’s heart was doing a flamenco. She detested dirty laundry airing, loathed dredging up these horrible memories.


  ‘There was nothing for you to explain. It was all very clear,’ she reminded her ex-husband firmly. ‘You proved beyond all reasonable doubt that my instinct to think things through was the right one. So actually, Richard, I owe Suzie, don’t I? If it hadn’t been for her I could have made one huge mistake.’


  Richard stared at her. ‘How can you be so indifferent? I really missed you when I moved out.’


  For all of three days, thought Charlotte darkly. Then she sighed. He would never get it.


  ‘Of course you did,’ she said. ‘The fridge didn’t fill itself, dinners didn’t appear by magic and – unless I’m very much mistaken – man might be able to land on the moon but he hasn’t yet managed to give himself a blow job! Now unless you want to be in the bad books with your latest lover, I suggest you make a move to this meeting because we’re late.’


  And scooping up her notebook and pen Charlotte stalked off leaving Richard staring open mouthed behind her.


  ‘How the hell did I ever marry someone so cold?’ he said finally, but she chose to ignore him. So he had the impression she didn’t care that he’d moved straight from her to Suzie without so much as brushing his teeth? And just like everyone else in the office he thought she was fine with the situation, did he? Well, good. She’d much rather they all believed she was a cold sarcastic old bag than that they knew about all the nights her pillow had been wetter than a British summer. No, it was infinitely preferable that everybody took her to be as tough as old boots because that way nobody would ever know the sad, pathetic truth.


  Richard Sinclair had smashed Charlotte’s heart to smithereens.
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