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About the Book

Treat yourself to some extra romance with this exclusive, straight-to-digital short story from the Sunday Times No.1 Bestseller.

When Jo’s friend Andi asks if she’ll stand in to cook Christmas lunch for her employer, Jo reluctantly agrees. She knows Andi will lose her job if she doesn’t, and wants to help out her friend.

Jo is nervous because Andi’s boss is a well-known celebrity diva, who outright refuses to have anyone but Andi cook for her. But she also insists Andi wears full chef’s whites so the girls think they’ll get away with it . . . it’s the perfect Christmas disguise.

But when Jo runs into one of the guests – good looking and very smart Anthony – things get even more complicated . . .

Plus the first chance to read the opening chapter of Katie’s novel, A Summer at Sea.


About the Author

‘I live in the beautiful Cotswold countryside with my family, and I’m a true country girl at heart.
 
I first started writing when my mother gave me a writing kit for Christmas, and once I started I just couldn’t stop. Living Dangerously was my first novel and since then, I haven’t looked back.

Ideas for books are everywhere, and I’m constantly inspired by the people and places around me. From watching TV (yes, it is research) to overhearing conversations, I love how my writing gives me the chance to taste other people’s lives and try all the jobs I’ve never had.

Each of my books explores a different profession or background and my research has helped me bring these to life. I’ve been a porter in an auction house, tried my hand at pottery, refurbished furniture, delved behind the scenes of a dating website, and I’ve even been on a Ray Mears survival course.

I love being a writer; to me there isn’t a more satisfying and pleasing thing to do. I particularly enjoy writing love stories. I believe falling in love is the best thing in the world, and I want all my characters to experience it, and my readers to share their stories.

Step into my world at www.katiefforde.com.’


A Christmas in Disguise

Katie Fforde


To the lovely AJ Pearce who told me about the organisation described in the book.


A Christmas in Disguise

 

Cooking Christmas dinner for a group of strangers was an odd way to be spending the day, but at least it was warm.

Jo looked around the huge, glittery kitchen (sparkly marble, high-gloss cupboards, lots of glass) and smiled. It was so different from her mother’s house and on a completely different planet from where she sometimes spent Christmas Day. The difference made her giggle. ‘If my friends could see me now!’ she hummed.

Because, for the past two years, Jo had spent either Christmas Day or Boxing Day helping out at the animal charity where she was a volunteer. The charity cared for brood bitches and puppies rescued from puppy farms, and one of the things the volunteers did was take over the charity at Christmas so that the paid employees could have some precious time off. She had learned to manipulate a hose and a shovel with flare and, when she wasn’t cleaning out kennels, she sat quietly with frightened dogs, reading her book, just being there, so the animals could get used to human company.

This Christmas would be very different indeed.

Andi had invited Jo out for a drink, to make her request – plea, rather.

‘I wouldn’t usually ask you this, but what are you doing for Christmas?’ said Andi, pouring wine into Jo’s glass with a generous hand.

‘I agree that isn’t what you’d usually ask me, so why do you want to know?’

‘I want to know if you’re doing something amazing, in which case we’ll finish the wine and then I’ll go back and write my resignation letter.’

‘Oh my God! Why?’ Andi had an amazing job as cook to an A-lister, who, while she could be tricky – very tricky sometimes – paid well and wasn’t around a lot. It was a dream job.

‘Because I really want to be at home for Christmas and she really wants me to cook for her and her friends.’ Andi sighed, looking worried and a bit close to tears suddenly.

‘Oh, love,’ said Jo. ‘Tell me.’

‘My sister’s just had a baby, as you know, and all my family are going to be down in Cornwall with her, and I really want to be there too!’

‘And Caroline won’t give you the time off? You explained?’

Andi nodded. ‘She said, “Andi,” (she could do a pretty good imitation of her boss’s crisp tones) “I ask very little of you. You get very well paid and I’m rarely here. When I do want you, I expect you to be here, doing your job.” So that was me told.’ She paused. ‘Although Caroline has had quite a lot of dinner parties recently, which makes it feel even more unfair.’

Jo sighed in sympathy. ‘I see.’

‘So, what are you doing?’ Andi went on. ‘If it’s skiing with a wonderful new boyfriend, tell me now and I’ll write my letter and brush up my CV. I won’t get a reference, so I’d better make it good.’

Jo put her friend out of her misery and, as she was a trained chef herself, although not currently working as one, she knew what her friend was going to ask. ‘Actually, I’d quite like something to do. Unlike you, I don’t really want to spend Christmas with my family.’

‘Why not?’ Andi obviously found this hard to understand.

‘Because, my mother would say, I lack family feeling, and I’d rather look after smelly old dogs than spend time with them.’

Andi bit back a giggle. ‘That’s a bit harsh.’

‘And while we don’t get on brilliantly – unlike you – that isn’t always true, but it is true this year.’

‘Why? Has there been a row?’

‘Yes, but only after I said I wouldn’t spend Christmas with them.’

‘But why did you do that?’

‘Because they’re all going to New Zealand for Christmas, to spend time with my aunt. And while my mother’s family feeling is obviously massive, it doesn’t run to helping me out with the fare – not even a contribution – so I said I couldn’t afford it and now they all hate me.’

Andi giggled and added more wine to the glasses. ‘So you’ll stand in for me then – yippee! And when your charity next needs catering done for an event, or cakes for a raffle, or anything that involves food, you can ask me.’

‘I’m more than happy to cook, but is Caroline okay with this?’

Andi bit her lip and shook her head. ‘Jo, Caroline doesn’t know and she mustn’t find out.’

Jo froze. ‘What?’

‘You did hear right. She mustn’t find out. Not only must you do the cooking, but you also have to pretend you’re me.’

‘Andi, I’d do anything for you, you know I would, but I really don’t think I can do this.’

‘Please, Jo! If you don’t, I’ll lose my job for sure, and it’s really well paid. I wouldn’t mind so much, but I’m finally managing to pay Mum back the money she lent me ages ago. Really, I wouldn’t ask you if I wasn’t desperate.’

Jo gulped, a light sweat breaking out over her forehead as she realised what Andi was asking. ‘But, Andi, we don’t look anything like each other. The moment she sets eyes on me—’

Andi took a breath. ‘It’s okay. I’ve thought about this a lot, as you can imagine. For a start, you’ll be wearing your chef’s gear, including a cap. Secondly, she doesn’t want all that much served. She’ll get one of the men to carve, so all you have to do is rush in with dishes, with your head turned away.’

‘Rush in with a turkey weighing about five stone on a platter – that’ll be easy. Not.’

‘No,’ Andi protested. ‘A three-bird roast—’

‘That doesn’t really make it any easier.’

‘Listen, she never seems to look at people she doesn’t think are important. I’m sure it’ll be fine.’

Jo gave up trying to make her friend see sense. ‘Well, it’s your job on the line and not mine. I’ll give it my best shot.’

Andi hugged Jo so hard it hurt.

Cooking for Caroline wouldn’t have been a problem on its own, but not letting her know it wasn’t her usual cook at the wheel, so to speak, was going to be harder. But, as Caroline insisted on Andi wearing chef’s whites and a cap, Andi continued to assure Jo that the chances of Caroline noticing were minimal.

‘It is a shame you’ve just had your hair cut, though,’ said Andi. ‘Although it does really suit you. Caroline is used to my frizzy mass billowing out from under my hat.’

‘Well, maybe she’ll think you’ve had your hair cut,’ said Jo. ‘In fact you’d better cut it or, when you come back, she’s going to wonder.’

‘I’m sure she won’t notice. Honestly, when she’s with her fancy friends she’d notice me more if I was a speck of dirt on the heel of her shoe! And she’ll be with her fancy friends.’ Andi indicated they’d be very fancy indeed, and Jo began to hope for major A-listers: maybe the Beckhams, or possibly minor royals, not invited to Sandringham.

‘So, who’s coming?’

‘I don’t actually know, but it’ll be people you can brag about cooking for – promise! And, of course, I’ll give you my wages. At the very least.’ Andi paused. ‘It’s up to you if you want to give the money to your charity. I know what you’re like.’

Jo had laughed. ‘Well, I may not give it all to them. There are plenty of things I need, too.’

‘Good for you; you will have really earned it.’

When she arrived at Caroline’s on Christmas Day and took in how much was involved, Jo began to think that Andi was right. This was a bit more than just an enlarged Sunday lunch.

Having put the oven on, so that she could get the promised three-bird roast in as soon as possible, Jo went out into the garage, where the spare fridges and freezers were. She was a bit surprised to discover there was a need for them, given the size of the one in the kitchen, but Andi had said that was where the langoustines were, and Jo wanted to get as much prep as possible done before Caroline was likely to emerge. Andi had assured her this wouldn’t be until two minutes before the guests were due to arrive, as Caroline’s make-up – which she referred to as ‘maquillage’ and was applied with a brush with only about two hairs in it – took so long. It was effective, though. Caroline was a gossip-mag regular (never knowingly under-papped) and this made her a very tricksy employer. According to Andi, she was all charm and expensive gifts one minute and ice-cold tyrant the next. It was the ‘ice-cold tyrant’ bit that Jo was dreading. She really didn’t want to lose Andi her job.

She had three polystyrene boxes and two bags of moules under her chin and was just swinging her hip in the direction of the door, in order to shut it, when she became aware of a car that hadn’t been there before, and a man getting out of it.

She raised the boxes in front of her face – it would be just too unfair if her cover was blown by nine o’clock in the morning. The mussels slipped a bit.

‘Can I give you a hand with those?’ said the man.

Just for a second, Jo considered trying to keep hidden behind the boxes but decided that was silly. ‘I’m okay, thanks,’ she said.

‘No, you’re not; those mussels will be on the floor in a minute.’ He took hold of them.

‘Thank you very much,’ said Jo. ‘Er – if you don’t my asking, who are you?’ He was helpful and quite nice-looking and she hoped Andi had forgotten to tell her there was waiting staff to assist her. It would make her life so much easier if there was.

‘I’m one of Miss Calander’s guests,’ he said. ‘Who are you?’

This was a bit heart-sinking. Why was he here so early? No one was due to turn up until after midday. ‘Oh, I’m the cook.’ She smiled brightly.

‘No, you’re not,’ he said. ‘I know Andi.’

Jo’s optimism vanished. ‘Oh, well, she’s not here. And, if you wouldn’t mind, I’d better get this lot into the kitchen. So if you could put the mussels back on the boxes?’

He took no notice. ‘I’ll take them.’

She followed him across the yard and through the back door. ‘Look,’ she said, ‘I know it sounds crazy, but would you mind not telling Miss Calander that I’m not Andi? I mean, that Andi’s not here?’

He put the bags of mussels on the island – big enough to rival actual islands, Jo was convinced – and walked across to the coffee machine. Watching him switch it on, find capsules and cups, she realised he was very familiar with the kitchen. He was probably one of Caroline’s toy boys – she had a reputation as a cougar, although, to be fair, she also had a reputation as a woman who attracted older men, too.

‘You mean, Andi’s gone home for Christmas without permission?’

Jo nodded. She could have said that Andi had been called home for a family emergency, but it didn’t seem worth the trouble.

‘Let me guess: Andi asked permission and Caroline went ballistic?’

‘Yup. Andi had thought Caroline was spending Christmas on someone’s yacht, but no.’ Jo decided it was better to shut up now. This man was one of Caroline’s guests and it wasn’t a good idea to slag off his hostess, however much the hostess deserved it.

‘I can imagine the conversation. “I pay you to do sweet-FA most of the time, so when I want you here for Christmas, I expect you to be here. So bloody inconsiderate!”’

Jo suppressed a giggle. ‘That was pretty much how it went, though I only got the expurgated version.’ Then she realised this man could lose Andi her job and it stopped being funny.

‘And you stepped in?’

She nodded. He didn’t look disapproving; in fact he looked quite nice, if you liked very well-groomed men. Jo’s job as a receptionist for a small hotel that catered to walkers and backpackers, and her hobby – passion really – as a volunteer in an animal shelter, meant men in suits didn’t really feature in her life.

‘How do you like your coffee?’ he asked.

It was a nice suit, she realised. A very pale grey and he was wearing a pale-pink tie. ‘Oh, I’ll have a latte, please. But I should be making it for you – you’re the guest; not that I’ve had time to work out how to use the machine yet. And why aren’t you wearing a Christmas jumper?’

He laughed. ‘I’m hoping someone will give me one, but, as I’ve invaded your space, the least I can do is make coffee. I’m Anthony Farley, by the way.’

‘Jo White.’

He handed her a tall mug full of foamy milk, just how she liked it.

‘So, are your family all wondering why you’re cooking for a superstar when you should be at home with them at Christmas?’

‘Well, my mother did tell me off for having no family feeling, and asked if I didn’t want everyone to be together at this special time, yes.’ She paused.

‘Go on.’

‘But as her “family feeling” didn’t include helping me out – or even offering to help out with the fare to visit my aunt – I decided it was fine to help Andi out instead. My aunt, where they are all having Christmas, lives in New Zealand,’ she added.

‘So you’re not going to your boyfriend’s family instead?’

She shook her head. ‘I’m single.’

‘So how do you and Andi know each other?’

‘Catering college.’ She frowned. ‘Do you think we’ll get away with it? We don’t look all that much like each other, but when I put my chef’s cap on, maybe Miss Calander won’t notice? I’m not doing much serving, apparently.’

He sipped his coffee, looking at her. ‘She may well not notice, but you do have very short hair and, unless I’ve got her muddled up, I thought Caroline’s cook had billowing curls.’

‘I know,’ Jo said. ‘I only had mine cut on a whim, and if I’d known … but of course I couldn’t have known!’

‘And Caroline won’t be thinking about the staff.’

‘So what will she be thinking about?’

He shrugged. ‘Well, there’s the man she wants to put up money for her new business – she’ll be wanting to make sure he’s well and truly wooed. And she’ll be looking at me and thinking that finally I’ll succumb to her invitation to join her between her silk sheets.’

‘Does she really have silk sheets? I’d worry that I’d slip out of them.’

He laughed. ‘To be honest, I don’t know. I only know that whatever kind of sheets she has, they’ll be expensive; and I don’t want to sample them unless they’re on the spare bed.’

‘So why are you here then? If she wants you, and you don’t want her?’

‘It’s complicated, but basically she’s my mother’s best friend – although my mother is a bit older – and I thought I’d be safe.’

‘Because? She knew you in nappies?’ Jo had taken the top off the box of langoustines. They were huge: too big for canapés really, but as Christmas dinner was going to be served at three, the guests would need to mop up the alcohol with something.

‘No. I was a teenager when my mother and Caroline met. No, it was because I was bringing my girlfriend with me.’

Jo looked at him with sympathy. ‘And she couldn’t get away at the last moment? Oh, shame!’

He didn’t reply immediately. ‘Actually, it’s a bloody disaster.’

‘Come on,’ Jo said bracingly. ‘There are lots of days at Christmas when you can see each other.’ He looked more annoyed than upset, she felt, but she didn’t know him; he might be really disappointed.

‘Well, we won’t be seeing each other on any of those days – we’ve split up.’

‘Oh, I am sorry. Extra-sad for that to happen at Christmas.’ She gave him a penetrating glance, before going back to pulling the heads off the giant prawns.

‘I’m not sad at all, to be honest, but I did hope we could hold it together until today was over.’

‘But you couldn’t?’

‘Obviously not. And it’s left me in serious trouble with Caroline.’

‘Really?’ This sounded extremely unlikely. ‘Why?’

‘I thought I said. She – Caroline – told me that if I turned up on Christmas Day without this girlfriend she’d heard so much about, she wouldn’t believe I’d ever had a girlfriend and … well, I won’t go into details, but believe me, it’ll all be extremely awkward and upsetting.’

‘She’d cut you out of her will?’

He made a face and nodded. ‘That would be the least of it!’

Jo smiled into the langoustines. ‘Poor you. My heart bleeds.’

She heard him chuckle. ‘It would if you knew quite how awkward it will be for me. Caroline won’t like being turned down. It will be very hard for us to be friends afterwards. My mother won’t speak to me, either, even if I could bring myself to explain why I’d so mortally offended someone I’ve known all my life.’

‘Oh dear, I actually am sorry for you now.’ She smiled, a little ruefully. ‘I’m often at odds with my mother and it isn’t fun.’

‘So why do you and your mother fall out?’

‘She’s never approved of the choices I’ve made. She wanted me to go to university and get a “proper job”, but I wanted to cook; and recently my jobs haven’t been “proper”. She also wanted me to join the family in NZ for Christmas, but I told you that.’

‘My mother can be tricky, too. Although she’s older than Caroline, they’ve always been close and she’d be devastated if there was a falling-out. Not entirely unconnected with the fact that Caroline is famous and gets all sorts of nice little gifts – tickets to West End shows, free meals in top restaurants and weekend trips to spas et cetera – that she sometimes passes on to my mama.’

‘Oh, well, let’s hope they get over it and forgive us.’ She looked at him. ‘I should cook now. Andi’s prepared a lot already, but there are some things I have to do.’

The three-bird roast, which she’d taken out of the fridge the moment she arrived so that it wouldn’t be too chilly when she came to cook it, she had seasoned and added an extra layer of butter to. She reckoned it would take about four hours to cook, so she was planning to get it into the oven as soon as it came up to temperature. It could rest for as long as she needed it to, leaving her time – and oven space – for other things.

‘I’ve had an idea.’

Anthony’s voice broke into her calculations. He was staring at her intently and she realised she found it very unnerving.

She decided to treat it lightly. She gestured to the oven. ‘Ooh, we had one of those once, but the handle fell off,’ she said, to stop him making her feel as if she was a laboratory experiment.

‘Seriously! You could help me out. It could help you, too.’

She shot him a disbelieving glance. ‘Really? Well, if you want a dinner party, picnic, banquet or anything along those lines, I’m your girl.’

‘Actually I’m more interested in your gift for subterfuge.’

‘Subterfuge?’ Jo almost wasn’t sure what he meant – it sounded nothing to do with her.

‘Yes. Pretending to be someone else. Pretending you’re Andi. If you can do that—’

She interrupted him. ‘Hang on. We don’t know I can do that yet.’ The thought of it suddenly gave her a pang of anxiety. It wasn’t just the thought of Andi losing her very good job, it was the embarrassment that being found out would create. ‘Oh God! What have I let myself in for?’

‘I think you’ll be fine,’ he said soothingly. ‘You’re more or less the same build as Andi and, with your chef’s cap on, to hide your hair, no one will notice. Or at least no one will notice unless they’re looking, and Caroline won’t look.’

‘Thank you. That’s what Andi and I thought.’ She sensed there was something else coming and waited, wondering if it was too soon to start making blinis. The batter was done already – she only had to cook them.

‘So think how much easier it would be if no one knew what you looked like.’

She frowned. ‘Well, no one does know what I look like.’

‘More to the point, no one knows what my girlfriend looks like.’

Jo gave Anthony a smile that should have told him she had no idea what he was talking about, and would he please leave her alone to get on with her work. In fact she did have an inkling – and no intention of going along with his idea. But she didn’t want to offend him. He was Caroline’s guest, after all.

He either didn’t read, or chose to ignore, the signal. ‘You could pretend to be my girlfriend.’

She rolled her eyes. ‘Really? Why would I want to do that?’

His attempt to look pathetic made her smile. ‘To help me out? Stop my mother’s celebrity cougar friend pouncing on me?’

‘Look, I am sympathetic. I realise how awkward it must be for you, but you’re asking the impossible.’

‘No! Don’t you see? This will make things easier for you. You could be a very helpful sort of girlfriend, who rushes out to help, which means that she – you – will be able to bring things in, take things out, without having to dress up as Andi.’

‘No. I’d have to dress up as Seraphina, or whatever your girlfriend is called.’

‘Lulu. She’s called Lulu, but as Caroline won’t remember that, you can call yourself anything you like.’

‘There is no name I like! I’m not doing it. And if you don’t go away and stop making ridiculous suggestions, I’ll make you de-vein langoustines.’

‘Perfectly happy to do that.’

To her surprise, he took off his suit jacket and found a tea towel that was hanging from the range cooker and tucked it round his waist. He helped himself to a knife from the knife-block and was soon slicing and de-veining at an impressive rate.

‘You’re good at that,’ she said.

He nodded. ‘Misspent youth in Oz.’

‘Not that misspent. You’ve learned a skill and you’re still quite young, so lots of time to learn more.’ She didn’t look at him while she said this. She didn’t want him to see that she was sending him up a little.

‘Still quite young, but quite old enough to have a girlfriend.’

‘Don’t worry – you’ll get one! You could go on Tinder, or a dating website. You’ll have your pick.’

‘Really?’ He seemed amused at something; perhaps it was her confidence in his ability to get another girlfriend.

She nodded. ‘You’re posh and quite nice-looking.’

‘But obviously not posh enough or nice-looking enough for you!’

She giggled. ‘You’re certainly posh enough.’

‘So, too ugly?’

She met his gaze and saw that he was laughing, too. ‘Not too ugly, no. But I’m busy. I can’t be your girlfriend and cook Christmas dinner.’

‘But don’t you see? It would be easier. As my helpful girlfriend, you can appear as you far more often. Think about it?’

She gathered up the non-edible remains of the langoustines and did think about it. ‘I sort of see what you mean,’ she said. She remembered Andi saying she wouldn’t need to serve that much; and having one of the guests onside would definitely make things easier. ‘But why would your girlfriend turn up for Christmas in chef’s whites?’ She was teasing him, but she wasn’t sure he realised.

‘She wouldn’t. She’d be wearing the hideously expensive cashmere cardigan with matching camisole that I gave her. And that I happen to have here, gift-wrapped, at vast extra expense.’

She was coming round to his way of thinking, but she didn’t want Anthony to know that just yet.

‘You could keep the presents – all of them. There’s even a nice little blue bag from Tiffany’s.’

‘You must think I’m very mercenary,’ she said, wondering if she could sell the contents of the blue bag, and how much would it raise for the charity.

‘Actually I don’t think you’re mercenary at all, otherwise you’d just say yes to the presents and put them on.’

She laughed. ‘It won’t work.’

‘It will, if you give it a go. So, what can I offer you that would make it worthwhile?’

‘I thought the expensive presents were supposed to be enough? If I’m not mercenary?’

‘They’re not enough. If you did this for me, I’d like you to have something you really want, and not just money.’

‘I do want money! Well, my favourite charity always does.’

‘Tell me about it.’

‘Only if you help with the sprouts. Andi didn’t get time to do them and there’s a sackful.’

While they both peeled sprouts, Jo told Anthony about the charity: how it rescued bitches and puppies from puppy farms, and how sometimes the dogs were so unused to human company that they had someone just sit in the kennel with them, reading, so they could get used to being with a person.

‘Hmm,’ said Anthony. ‘What you really need then is a big event – like a ball or a fun-day or something – with a big celebrity to host it.’

‘That sounds good. Can you arrange that then?’ She was openly teasing him now.

He smiled. ‘I could, if I had time, but I haven’t. What I can do for you is supply a really good celebrity, though.’

‘Really?’ This was quite interesting. ‘Who?’

‘Euan Donavan,’ he said calmly.

Jo wasn’t much into celebrities. She hardly ever recognised anyone when they turned up on TV programmes, apparently universally famous. But she had heard of Euan Donavan – actor, film star and more recently singer-songwriter. Briefly she considered pretending not to be impressed, but gave it up. ‘You could get him? How?’

‘We were at school together and have been mates ever since.’

‘Yes, but – surely you couldn’t get him to commit to doing some charity event?’

‘I could actually. And with someone like him, at the right event, you could raise a hundred grand.’

Jo went hot and cold and didn’t know if she should take Anthony seriously or not. ‘You must have some amazing dirt on him!’ she said, sweeping sprout peelings into the compost bin.

‘I couldn’t possibly comment,’ said Anthony. ‘But, apart from that, I think he’d really relate to your charity. He is a big animal-lover.’

Jo nodded. ‘That’s probably why I’ve heard of him. I’ve never usually heard of anyone.’ A thought struck her. ‘You do look a bit familiar. You’re not famous, are you? Not in Made in Chelsea or anything?’

He seemed to find this hilarious. ‘No!’

‘And you’d really do this for me? For my charity?’

‘Yup. If you pretend to be my girlfriend.’

She studied him. He seemed to be completely genuine. His gaze was honest and straightforward and, if he did let her down, she’d have the Christmas presents. She could sell or raffle them to raise money. There’d be something for the charity in it, even if not the main prize.

‘There’s one thing – well, a couple of things really. Suppose it all fails? That Caroline discovers I’m not Andi? And not your girlfriend?’

‘If she discovers you’re not Andi, I’ll do my best to get Caroline not to sack her. But as for you not being my girlfriend – well, why can’t you just be my girlfriend? I’m single, you’re single. I’ll take you out for dinner next week.’

Jo laughed; it was funny, and she was looking forward to telling Andi about it. ‘Because I do not look like someone who’d be your girlfriend.’

‘And what do you think she’d look like?’

‘Well, groomed, made-up, sophisticated and not wearing chef’s whites – and clogs.’ She laughed even more. It was so ridiculous.

They both looked down at what she was wearing on her feet: chef’s clogs, brilliant for standing on all day, but not so good for masquerading as an It Girl.

‘Ah,’ said Anthony, ‘bit of a problem. I did buy my ex the cashmere and jewellery, but she would have worn her own shoes.’

Jo suddenly felt very depressed. ‘Oh no! I wasn’t really looking forward to doing it, but the thought of having Euan Donavan, and of the money we could have raised—’ She also felt that if she did pretend to be Anthony’s girlfriend and was discovered also to be pretending to be Andi, he could (and would) convince Caroline it wasn’t a sacking offence, provided the food was good, and as ordered. It would have been nice to have that bit of job security for Andi.

He put his hand on her shoulder. ‘Don’t despair. I’ll think of something.’

‘Anthony, no one – let alone Caroline – is going to believe I’m your girlfriend, even if I did have the right shoes. I’m just not your type.’

‘How do you know? I think you could be exactly my type. Nice-looking girl, great haircut, animal-lover, I assume a non-smoker – perfect!’

‘Sweet of you to say that, but let’s face it, no one will be convinced.’

‘Of course they will. I’ll sort the shoe thing.’ He frowned for a second. ‘I know, I’ll tell Caroline that a heel came off one of your shoes, and she can she lend you a pair. That should be okay.’

‘Ooh. It rather depends on me and Caroline having the same-size feet. Give or take.’

‘Your feet look quite small,’ he said, ‘as far as I can tell in those clodhoppers, so it should be fine. And if Caroline has smaller feet – well, she’ll have to lend you some slippers or something. Don’t worry.’

But Jo was now convinced the plan would fail. She was disappointed. It wasn’t just the money for the charity that she regretted, she realised, but because pretending to be Anthony’s girlfriend would have made it easier to pretend she was Caroline’s cook, and now that seemed difficult. Being a girlfriend would also make it more fun.

‘I’ll leave it a bit longer, then I’ll arrive officially,’ said Anthony. ‘Caroline’s not expecting me until after eleven, but she won’t mind or be surprised if I’m a bit earlier.’

Convinced that none of the subterfuge would come off, Jo referred to her list. She had to make choux buns filled with mushrooms, as a hot vegetarian canapé. She’d never made them before, but they’d probably be fine. She sighed, without realising she was doing it.

‘Come on, Jo. We can do this! Shall I open a bottle of fizz? We could have a glass to stiffen our sinews.’

This made her laugh. ‘Anthony, we don’t live in the same world – really we don’t. First of all, any cook who opened and drank the boss’s champagne would be instantly dismissed …’

‘Not on Christmas Day, they wouldn’t be.’

‘… and secondly, champagne wouldn’t stiffen my sinews; it would turn them to rubber, which would not help me – or us – in any way.’

‘It was only a suggestion. I would have told Caroline it was me who opened the bottle; she probably wouldn’t mind – I’m sure there are dozens in the fridge.’

‘There are, but I’m still not letting you open one now.’ He looked a bit disappointed and she went on, ‘Though I suppose you could open one, as long as you made sure Caroline knew it was nothing to do with me.’

‘You could have a sip from my glass, and Caroline would never know you’d had some,’ he suggested.

‘No! It’s already going to be hard enough, without me being tipsy. I have to serve canapés with my head turned away from my boss, so she won’t see who I am. I have to get food to the table and serve it, ditto. Not at all easy.’

‘No! My girlfriend – my very helpful girlfriend (not that she was in real life, actually, otherwise she wouldn’t have dumped me as such an inconvenient moment) – will hand the canapés round. Then she’ll “pop downstairs to see if the cook needs a hand” and will reappear, in your disguise, and be helpful.’

‘Wouldn’t that look weird? Why would she be helpful?’

‘Because she’s incredibly nice and wants to impress my celebrity friend, hoping for some unobtainable tickets to something.’

‘Not that nice then – definitely on the make.’ Jo frowned at her list, wondering what to prioritise.

‘Maybe she’s just doing it to be helpful. Some people are.’ He nodded towards Jo. ‘Like you, helping your friend Andi.’

‘Oh, okay, she’s kind! But I have to say that if this mythical girlfriend thinks Caroline would be impressed by her helping out the staff, she obviously hasn’t read what the gossip mags say about Caroline.’

‘Mythical, extremely kind and extremely naïve?’

Jo had to laugh. It was all so ridiculous. ‘You forgot to add “dresses in strangely austere clothes that look uncannily like a chef’s uniform”.’

‘Come on! Where’s your imagination? You’re wearing black trousers – anyone could wear them.’

‘Humph. You were lucky. I usually wear very loud checked trousers, but Andi doesn’t, so I wore black ones today, like she does.’ She went across to the larder cupboard to find flour. ‘I don’t think Caroline likes loud checks.’

‘Certainly doesn’t.’ Anthony Farley studied Jo while she measured out flour and then tipped it onto a piece of baking parchment. ‘I’ve got jewellery and I’ve got clothes.’

Jo went to the fridge for butter.

‘I’m going to get the presents,’ said Anthony, ‘and see how well we can dress you up.’

She shrugged and carried on with her measurements. She wasn’t convinced.

She was beating the eggs into the flour and melted butter in a pan when he came back with a pile of boxes. ‘Golly, you do give lavishly!’ she said.

‘I do. You really should think about becoming my girlfriend. You’d do well.’

Eyeing the boxes, she remembered that last year her then-boyfriend had given her “on offer” body wash and hand cream and a bracelet that made her wrist itch. Posh boys obviously gave much better presents.

‘Take them into the downstairs bathroom and put it all on. When we see what you look like, I’ll telephone Caroline and ask her about the shoes.’

‘Okay,’ said Jo, taking the boxes and feeling unexpectedly excited.

‘Oh!’ He put a detaining hand on her arm and extracted one of the boxes from the pile. ‘I’ll have that one back. You haven’t been my girlfriend long enough to give you that yet.’

Jo laughed. ‘Saucy underwear?’

‘Come on, we’ve got a lot to do.’

The downstairs bathroom was attached to a sort of boot room, where Andi changed and kept her outdoor clothes. Jo was hoping – though not really believing it would happen – that Andi had left a bit of make-up in there. A stub of pencil, some mascara, maybe a lipstick. She found hand cream and lip balm, but that was it. She sighed. However she looked in the clothes and jewellery, no one would believe she was Anthony’s girlfriend if she didn’t have on a scrap of make-up, apart from well-moisturised lips.

Since he had confiscated one of the parcels, there were two boxes and a little blue bag. The boxes had been wrapped in-store by someone who took pride in their work. Had she been at home, Jo would have stored the pale-pink tissue paper that cradled the contents of the first box: the cashmere.

It was a V-necked cardigan, fairly short, in a soft teal blue – almost the same colour as the little blue bag. She pulled off her chef’s jacket and put it on. She loved the colour, and the cashmere felt wonderful against her skin. Excited, although she tried not to be, she opened the other box. It contained a silk camisole in the same blue. Hastily she took off the cardi and put on the cami, and then put the cardigan back on. It felt even nicer!

She turned to the little blue bag, the present from Tiffany’s. Although Anthony had said she could keep the presents, she had no intention of doing so – certainly not the jewellery. In the bag there was a box, and in the box was a pair of diamond studs for her ears and a diamond pendant. Jo looked down at them, feeling slightly faint. If they were real diamonds, they represented an awful lot of money; and she didn’t think Tiffany’s – or Anthony, come to that – would deal in fake ones. She couldn’t wear them. She wrapped up the box, concealed the other wrappings in Andi’s cupboard and went back into the kitchen.

‘What do you think?’

‘You’re not wearing the earrings or the pendant. Didn’t they fit?’ He feigned a look of horror.

‘No. Yes! Of course they’d have fitted. But they’re far too expensive. I couldn’t wear them. It’s against my principles.’

‘Oh, don’t be silly.’ Somehow, the way he said it meant Jo didn’t feel the urge to hit him. Anthony took the bag from her and rapidly extracted the goods. He put the pendant round her neck and turned her, so that he could do it up. ‘Here, you have to put the earrings in. Do you need a mirror?’

‘It’s okay, this cupboard has a very high-gloss finish – I’ll manage.’

‘Wow!’ he said when she’d fiddled them into place. ‘You look stunning.’

Although extremely tempted to run back to the boot room, where there was a real mirror, she said, ‘I’m not wearing make-up, and I’m not going to look the part without it.’

He stared down at her, frowning a little. ‘You have a point. And I still have to get you shoes.’ He glanced at his watch. ‘I’ll ring Caroline.’

‘It seems ridiculous to ring her, when you’re in her house.’

‘Not at all! I wouldn’t dream of disturbing her when she’s getting ready, even if I did want to—’ he stopped, possibly to spare Jo’s blushes, although she felt it was a bit late for that.

‘Caroline. Good morning and happy Christmas,’ he said into his phone, which he’d put on speaker mode.

‘Darling,’ said his hostess. ‘Where are you? I can’t even remember what time I invited you for, but I hope it isn’t now, because I am not ready. I’ve had a hair disaster.’

He laughed indulgently. ‘I know you’ll look stunning, as usual; but talking of disasters, Jo’s had one.’

Jo jumped. What had he done? Why was he mentioning her? She was supposed to be a secret!

‘Jo?’ asked Caroline.

‘My girlfriend? The one I told you I was bringing?’

‘Oh. I thought she was called Lulu, but you know me – hopeless with names.’

Thank God she was hopeless with names, thought Jo. Otherwise they were in trouble.

Anthony laughed softly. For someone who didn’t want to sleep with his hostess, he was sounding very sexy. ‘Lulu was so last-season! Anyway, when we stopped for fuel, Jo went to the loo at the petrol station and broke the heel on her shoe.’

‘Oh, nightmare!’ Caroline obviously felt this was a genuine disaster.

‘Ya, and worse – she was so fed up about it, she got distracted and only realised too late that she’d left her make-up bag in the loo, which I gather wasn’t exactly nose-friendly—’

‘What?’ asked Caroline.

‘It stank,’ said Anthony. Jo was glad of the explanation, too.

‘Oh God. Of course.’

‘Anyway the poor girl is here—’

‘Here? Already!’

‘It’s okay. Andi let us in, and I’m about to raid your fridge for a bottle of fizz – but Jo is so embarrassed about having no make-up and no shoes. Could I pop up and borrow a pair? And something – a bit of mascara? Just to make her feel a little better?’ He lowered his voice, as if to protect his mythical girlfriend. ‘You have set a very high standard for glamour. Jo is nervous enough about meeting you. She’s quite shy.’

Jo nodded. It might help; it might explain her being so helpful. It might also make it easier for her to run out of the room for no apparent reason. That would be handy.

‘Sweet!’ said Caroline, in a way that made Jo feel patronised even when she was a fictional character. ‘Tell you what, darling,’ Caroline went on. ‘You pop up here and find some shoes, and I’ll let Jo have my travel make-up kit.’

‘Perfume?’ Jo mouthed. Anthony nodded.

‘I’ll pop up,’ he said to Caroline and disconnected.

While he was away, Jo looked at her watch and realised that unless she really got a move on, everything was going to be late. It was always the way, she realised as she flew around, putting the three-bird roast in the oven and adding cheese and ham to her choux pastry: you think you’ve got lots of time and then something happens that means you’re suddenly up against it. It made her feel she was in some ghastly cooking competition and was going to have people counting down the time and clapping, as it came near to service.

However, with the oven on, she consulted her list and realised she didn’t need to panic just yet.

It was a challenging menu, and Andi hadn’t been able to prepare as much beforehand as she would have liked, being so taken up with Caroline’s entertaining. What made it tougher was Caroline’s understandable desire to offer less-fattening alternatives. Hence the langoustines and moules alongside individual cranberry-and-brie quiches (fortunately already made) and the blinis with caviar and sour cream. (Andi had told Jo that a low-fat yoghurt option had been considered and rejected.)

Then there was a game terrine with brioche and chutney, or smoked salmon. The three-bird roast was considered to be healthy enough for anyone. And then there was the pudding. Annoyingly, the details for this were missing, and Jo looked in vain for mention of it on another sheet, but no. All Andi had written was: ‘you won’t need to worry about the pudding—’ and then she had obviously been interrupted, because there was a dot on the page where she might have been about to start a new paragraph and then nothing more.

Jo was just checking for the fourth time that the notes had come to an end when Anthony came back with a handful of shoes and a make-up bag. Seeing them, she said, ‘Oh God, I don’t think I can do this, dressed up as someone else. This is not your normal Christmas dinner – it’s very posh cooking. I’ll have to concentrate!’

‘Just get into the make-up and see if the shoes fit, and we’ll make a plan.’

It was nice to feel she wasn’t alone in this. ‘Okay.’

‘So which ones do you fancy? Caroline found a bag of shoes that was due to go to the charity shop and I said you’d be fine with that.’

Jo grinned. ‘I get most of my clothes from charity shops anyway,’ she said, ‘so perfectly fine.’

She chose a pair of tasselled loafers over the ballet flats, and ignored the heels. Caroline’s feet were a bit bigger than hers, but that wouldn’t matter because she wasn’t pretending they were hers. ‘These feel okay.’

‘We’ll tell Caroline you’re frightened of heels, since yours broke,’ said Anthony, picking up the pairs with stilt heels that had probably cost three figures.

‘I’d forgotten that was the excuse for my needing to borrow some,’ said Jo. ‘Now for the hard part: I don’t wear a lot of make-up and I haven’t time to experiment.’

‘So don’t. Just wear what you usually wear. You’ve got lovely skin – you don’t need a lot.’

Jo’s lovely skin evinced embarrassment at this compliment with a delicate flush, but she didn’t comment and just took the bag.

She was back in the kitchen a couple of minutes later. ‘Okay?’ she said. ‘I just put on the usual, although Caroline has got wonderful make-up.’

He studied her. ‘You look lovely.’ Then he tucked her hair behind her ear. ‘Simple but elegant. I have very good taste when it comes to women, it seems.’

She blushed again. ‘So when do we have to appear upstairs?’

‘Not for a while. I’ll open a bottle of fizz.’

‘Anthony! We’re not really Caroline’s guests, you know. At least I’m not. I’m going to put my clogs and jacket back on and get to work, as soon as ever I can after I’ve been presented as your girlfriend.’

He responded calmly to her mild panic. ‘If I’m going to peel potatoes, I’ll want something to keep me going. It’s Christmas, after all.’

‘You really don’t have to peel—’

‘The alternative is going upstairs to read Hello! magazine while Caroline gets ready. And I’d have to take you with me.’

She bit her lip. ‘I never thought of that.’

‘So what can I do?’

‘Well, if you’d like to find all the right wines – there’s a list – and open the reds, that would be great. Andi said they were in the cellar, but couldn’t tell me where exactly.’

‘That’s okay, I know my way round Caroline’s cellar. And after that I’ll get on with the potatoes.’

Jo’s fingers flew, peeling and shaping the veg into perfect little examples of their kind. She was doing a tray of roast vegetables as well as the potatoes, and it all took a lot of preparation. She did it on autopilot while she worried about the pudding.

Apart from that, Andi had given pretty detailed instructions about what was needed, what she had prepared and what had to be done at the last minute. And Jo didn’t need to worry about the pudding just yet. Lunch was due to be served at three and it was only half-past ten now. There were plenty of opportunities for other things to go wrong before they reached that stage. She assumed she’d find a Christmas pudding somewhere, which she could just put into the microwave and serve with whatever sauce seemed appropriate. If necessary, she’d offer brandy butter, rum sauce and plain cream. The fridge was groaning with ingredients.

Jo enjoyed cooking and, while her knife flew, she forgot there was a reason she was wearing cashmere under her chef’s jacket and so was rather warm.

Anthony’s phone ringing reminded her. ‘Darling?’ Caroline’s voice was heard. ‘I’m beautiful now. Come up and see me. I can’t wait to meet your girlfriend.’

Jo’s eyes flew to him. ‘Oh God, I’m not sure—’

‘Come on,’ he said urgently. ‘Remember your reward: the biggest fundraiser your charity will ever get! Now wipe your hands and get that jacket off.’

Together they left the kitchen and walked up the stairs to the first-floor drawing room, which had a view over the surrounding parkland to rival many other grand vistas.

Caroline stood in the curve of the bay window, looking sensational. She was wearing tight trousers in the softest caramel-coloured suede, which showed off her exquisite legs and which ended in shoes that, to Jo’s inexperienced eye, seemed to be studded with diamonds. A blouse made of very heavy silk showcased her famously enhanced cleavage, to excellent effect. She wore a huge square-cut emerald ring and several heavy gold bangles. Although close-up she was a little more lined that her photographs showed, she was still extremely beautiful.

Jo’s tongue stuck to the roof of her mouth and she deeply regretted not having had any champagne.

‘This is Jo,’ said Anthony, leading her forward. ‘Jo, this is my absolutely favourite “almost-relation”, Caroline.’

Jo held out her hand, knowing it would feel like sandpaper in Caroline’s. She spent so much time with her hands in water – very often cold water. But she needn’t have worried. Caroline ignored the hand and instead took her by the shoulders and brushed her cheek against hers. Then she pulled back and studied her.

‘Darling,’ she said to Anthony, still holding onto Jo. ‘She’s adorable! Quite unlike your usual type, I’d have thought.’

Jo decided not to be insulted.

‘If you mean she’s a non-smoker who loves country walks and snuggling up in front of roaring fires, then she is a bit different.’ He twinkled at Jo. ‘But you’ll admit she’s extremely pretty.’

Jo blushed again, hoping her change of clothes and the jewellery would make this at least partly true. ‘I wish you wouldn’t talk about me as if I wasn’t here,’ she said.

‘Quite right.’ Caroline took her arm and led her over to one of the many sofas. ‘Let’s go and get to know each other. Anthony, ring that bell. Get Andi to bring up some champagne.’

‘I’ll get it,’ said Anthony. ‘Andi’s got enough on her plate.’

Jo suddenly felt like one of the charity dogs, rescued from years of continuous puppy-bearing, encountering a strange being – a human – for more or less the first time. She had no idea what Caroline might do and wished she could escape. She managed a smile.

‘This is a really beautiful house,’ she said. ‘The views from here are stunning.’

‘Yes. I bought it for the views, partly. But also it’s handy for London, and a lot of my friends have places nearby – or nearby for Gloucestershire.’ She laughed.

Jo felt she had to keep up the conversation. If she fell silent, Caroline might ask her a question she couldn’t answer. Her mother’s criticism that she spent so much time with dogs that she had almost forgotten how to communicate with humans seemed almost justified. Although she did work as a receptionist, she reminded herself. She did have some people-skills. ‘Are you working on any exciting new projects at the moment, Caroline?’ she asked. Why was Anthony taking so long? It was only one flight of stairs to the kitchen, after all.

Caroline smiled. ‘I have plans.’

‘Can you tell me what they are?’ Jo was proud of herself. She was doing social chit-chat as it if was second nature.

‘No.’

‘Oh.’ Then she said, ‘Sorry, I just have to go and look at the view again.’ She got up and walked to the window. The view could keep things going for a while longer, she hoped. ‘So, what are those hills in the distance?’

‘I’m not sure. So, tell me, Jo—’

Jo was spared telling Caroline anything by the entrance of Anthony, who had filled a tray with champagne flutes. ‘I’ll just go and get some bottles,’ he said.

‘No, really, Anthony! Just ring for Andi – here, I’ll do it.’ Caroline walked across towards the fireplace and pressed the bell.

‘Goodness me,’ said Jo, ‘I thought those logs were real!’ She pointed at the fireplace. ‘I have never seen such a realistic fake fire. If I hadn’t noticed that none of the logs had moved, I would never have guessed.’

She didn’t know if Caroline would be hugely insulted by this or not, but it was too bad.

Fortunately, Caroline wasn’t insulted. ‘It’s good, isn’t it? It’s made by a firm that has a real log fire burning in its showroom and they get you to tell them – or even take a picture – of the moment you like best as the fire burns, and then they reproduce it.’

‘It’s a miracle,’ said Jo. What she meant was that it was a miracle she’d managed to keep going with the small talk this long.

Then Anthony came in with the bottles. He had three of them. ‘When are you expecting the rest of your guests, Caro? Will this be enough fizz?’

‘I wasn’t specific about time. And I should think that’ll be enough. For us, anyway. Get a bottle open and we’ll have a Christmas wish as we drink it.’ Caroline glanced at Anthony meaningfully.

Jo knew what she’d be wishing for: she’d be wishing for the meal to go well and for her not to be discovered, either as Anthony’s fake girlfriend or as the stand-in cook.

‘So, here’s to our Christmas wishes coming true,’ said Caroline. ‘Goodness me,’ she said to Jo a few moments later, ‘you drank that quickly. Anthony, fill her up.’ She drained her own glass. ‘Fill us both up. Although maybe I should ring for the canapés. We don’t want to get legless before the other guests arrive.’

‘Might be more sensible to wait until they’re here, or we’ll have eaten them all before they arrive,’ said Anthony.

Caroline shrugged. ‘Whatever you think, Ant. So, tell me, Jo, what do you do?’

Anthony said, ‘Well …’, but before he could go on, Caroline held up a hand.

‘She can speak for herself, you know, Anthony.’

Jo felt reasonably calm about this, although she realised – and possibly Anthony realised too, which was why he’d tried to step in – that they should have spend some time thinking up a fictional CV for her. ‘I work as a receptionist in a hotel,’ she said, upgrading the small guest-house where she also did cleaning and breakfasts, if the need arose.

‘Oh! And is that satisfying for you?’ Caroline seemed to suggest it couldn’t possibly be satisfying.

‘I like it,’ said Jo, ‘it isn’t terribly demanding, but it’ll do for now.’ And they were very understanding about her needing to work flexible hours, so that she could spend time with the charity.

‘And do you live nearby?’ Caroline went on.

‘Caro, I told you,’ broke in Anthony, ‘her parents live near mine.’

‘Did you, darling? Oh, shame! I need a personal assistant – I thought Jo might be perfect. Especially if she’s a bit understretched, where she is at the moment.’

Jo swallowed, glad that Anthony had interrupted. In fact she lived perfectly close enough to Caroline’s mansion to work for her, but she knew enough from Andi that she wouldn’t like it one bit, even if she wasn’t sacked on the first day. Andi only coped because Caroline wasn’t there all the time. She’d want her PA at her side, all the time, being run ragged.

‘Oh, goodness,’ said Jo, who had walked across to the window again. ‘A Rolls-Royce is coming up the drive.’

Caroline laughed. ‘That’ll be Cindy and Max. They are a little bit “nouveau”, but great fun. He’s a Formula One driver,’ she went on, for Jo’s benefit. ‘And she’s a trophy wife from God-knows-where, but, as I said, fun.’

What on earth would she say about me, if she really knew me? Jo wondered. ‘Poor but honest’ was probably the best she could hope for.

‘I’ll go down and let them in,’ said Anthony.

‘No need. Andi will do it,’ said Caroline with calm certainty.

Jo considered, knowing very well that Andi wouldn’t. ‘Actually,’ she said, ‘I need the bathroom. Maybe Anthony could show me where it is and let Max and Cindy in at the same time? Andi was pretty busy, when we last saw her.’

Caroline shrugged. ‘The guest bathroom is on this floor. If you go along—’

‘I’ll show her,’ said Anthony. ‘It’ll be quicker.’

‘Oh my God! This is a nightmare,’ said Jo as she ran down the stairs as fast as her too-big loafers would let her.

‘It’s fine,’ said Anthony calmly. ‘You go and do what you can in the kitchen. If you’re a bit slow coming back up, I’ll just say you didn’t feel well.’

‘I don’t feel well!’ said Jo and flew into the kitchen. ‘I’ll get the canapés on a tray and you can take them up. Come back and get a second tray, and then we don’t have to worry about them any more.’

While she heard Anthony greeting Cindy and Max with enthusiasm, she whacked a tray of quiches into a low oven – thank God this kitchen seemed to have dozens – and put on the striped apron Andi had left behind the door. Putting her chef’s jacket on would take too long. She’d keep that for when she needed to be on show.

The canapés were laid out on a large silver platter by the time Anthony had taken coats and sent Max and Cindy up the stairs. ‘Come up as soon as you can,’ he said to her, as he took the tray.

While she didn’t hang around, Jo didn’t rush. It would be so annoying to make a mistake, when a few moments’ thought could have prevented it. Having checked the quiches, she went back to the list. ‘Quiches, take them out of the oven when Anthony comes back, fill up the tray with other stuff,’ she said to herself, aware that the quiches weren’t quite as required, but deciding they would do. She worked as she thought, filling up another tray with blinis and prawns and adding a couple of small bowls of olives that she’d found in the fridge, to fill up the tray. She spotted a bag of Kettle Chips and opened them, putting them in some pretty bowls. The tray was only short of the quiches, as she waited for Anthony.

She turned her attention to the starter. ‘Okay, the terrine can come up to room temp; the brioche I’ll warm nearer the time. Smoked salmon needs bread and butter and lemon wedges.’

She found talking to herself really helped, and she would consider whether or not it meant she had gone mad when she had more time. She glanced up at the clock. ‘Twelve-thirty – lunch is due at three, but I’ll serve it when it’s ready; put the veg in now. Find the meat thermometer—’

‘I think you should come back up now.’ Anthony stood before her some time later. ‘People are threatening to come and check up on you. Everyone’s here now and they want to drink toasts.’

‘Damn! I was getting along nicely. But thank you for getting the door – it really saved me some time.’

‘I was thinking: I don’t think you need to appear in the dining room very much. I’ll say Andi is stretched and I’ll carry stuff in,’ said Anthony.

‘I agree; if I can mostly hand things to you, you can whisper to Caroline that things are going a bit pear-shaped, and she’ll be so anxious for everything to turn out all right that she won’t be so fussed about me not serving. Andi said I didn’t have to serve all that much anyway, or we wouldn’t have attempted this malarkey.’

‘And I had a look in the dining room. The table’s all set.’

‘Thank goodness! For the first course, I’ll just put everything on the table and then ring the bell for you all to come. The other courses will be trickier.’

‘So are you okay to leave things now? I could tell a few more lies about you if I had to, although I’d rather not.’

‘Well, everything is in the oven or waiting to go, except the pudding. I don’t know where or what that is. I tried ringing Andi, but she’s obviously in an area with no reception.’ Jo went across to the wash hand-basin and turned on the tap. ‘What did you say was wrong with me?’ She undid her apron and found the earrings, where she’d put them on the side.

‘I looked embarrassed and whispered to Caroline about women’s problems. They’ll think it’s a period.’

‘Thanks a bunch.’ She found a towel and dried her hands briskly. ‘Couldn’t you think of anything more embarrassing?’

‘Well, I could have tried a stomach upset, but I thought that might reflect on the canapés. Now come on. Just let me check you. Lovely!’ he said.

‘Anthony, I’ve just remembered,’ she said quietly as they went upstairs. ‘I can’t get through to Andi and I need to know what the pudding is. If I know what it is, I’ve a better chance of working out where it is. Can you ask?’

‘Don’t worry, I’ll find out,’ he said.

When they entered the drawing room together everyone looked up, concerned.

‘She’s fine,’ said Anthony, supporting Jo’s arm. ‘She just came over a bit faint.’

‘You do look a bit flushed,’ said Caroline. ‘Come and sit down. Have a glass of fizz.’

‘Actually, I’d rather have water,’ Jo said. ‘I’ve taken some tablets – I’d probably better not drink alcohol.’ She felt a bit prissy saying this, but it would mean no one would press her to drink when she wanted to stay sober. She’d already had a glass of champagne.

Everyone else had had their glasses filled. ‘I hope no one minded about not having presents,’ said Caroline. ‘There’ll be a little thing for you all on the table, but that’s pretty much it.’

Jo closed her eyes and swore to herself. Table presents. Where the hell would they be? She looked across at Anthony who, having finished pouring champagne, came and sat next to her.

‘So, are there place names?’ he said. ‘I might go and put them round for Andi. She won’t have time.’

‘Yes, there are and they’re in my desk drawer, with the presents and the list about where people are to sit. Pink for girls, blue for boys.’ Caroline laughed. ‘Bit of a cliché, but it seemed easier.’

‘You should have let us bring you presents,’ said Justin, ‘but you were so strict about it, none of us dared.’

‘I’m not the easiest to buy for,’ said Caroline. ‘I prefer to buy my own presents.’

‘I can think of something you might like,’ said Justin, suggestively.

Caroline glanced at Anthony and then said, ‘I bet you can, but we’ll leave that for later, hmm?’

Anthony got up and left the room.

Without Anthony there to do it for her, Jo felt she should try and find out about the pudding herself.

‘So,’ she said, ‘what are we having to eat? I feel quite hungry now that I’m feeling better.’

‘A lovely terrine, followed by a three-bird roast,’ said Caroline. ‘Ubiquitous, but delicious.’

Jo knew this much. ‘And a traditional Christmas pudding to follow?’

‘With custard?’ said Justin. ‘I love custard.’

Jo sighed inwardly. Did he mean proper custard or Bird’s? Probably Bird’s. It was a man-thing. But as long as Caroline had Bird’s in the cupboard, she’d make it.

‘The pudding is a surprise.’ Caroline laughed. ‘But a really good surprise! Possibly a bit explosive.’

Jo was annoyed that she knew no more than she had before, but it ruled out a flaming pudding and holly, which was something.

‘Are you being clever there, Caroline?’ asked Justin, looking thoughtful.

‘Maybe, just a bit.’ She laughed coyly. ‘I know you’re a fan of crossword puzzles.’ She made it seem like a secret and faintly wicked vice.

‘I love surprises,’ said Cindy, ignoring the crossword reference – it obviously wasn’t a vice she indulged in. ‘I really want a surprise party, but so far Max hasn’t done one for me.’

‘It’s not going to be a surprise now, is it?’ he said. ‘If you’ve asked me to do it.’

Jo, not much caring what sort of parties people she didn’t know had, was thinking. Had Caroline actually told her what the pudding was? The moment she could escape again, she’d have a look in the many freezers. She might find what she was looking for.

A discreet glance at her watch told her she should really get back into the kitchen. She needed to baste everything and poke the roast with the thermometer. She got up. ‘Excuse me,’ she whispered to Caroline, ‘I need to find my handbag. I left it downstairs.’

Caroline raised an eyebrow, but although it was embarrassing to have her think she was having a period, it was as good an excuse as any for getting Jo out of the room. As she left she heard one of the younger women say, ‘So, tell us? What is it like appearing on the main stage at Glastonbury?’

Who the hell were they referring to, she wondered? Maybe the Formula One guy was in a band, or something. How odd!

After a cursory glance in the oven to check all was well, Jo went out to the big chest freezer. If she’d worked out Caroline’s not-very-subtle crossword clue, she’d find it in the big freezer and not the upright in the kitchen. And yes! There it was, a Bombe Surprise. Good for Andi.

She took it out and studied it through its layers of wrapping. She decided it had a chocolate shell with something underneath. It could be ice cream or it could be mousse. She couldn’t tell by looking, but mousse seemed the more sophisticated option. There was probably something gooey in the middle that would need to be at room temperature. She hoped she’d be able to work it out better later on.

She left it out, on top of the freezer. Later, she could check the defrosting process. Now she needed to spear the roast with the thermometer, to make sure it wasn’t overcooking, and she hadn’t got much time.

As she sprinted back to the house she reflected that it was just as well she’d really left her handbag downstairs. It was a very utilitarian backpack and not something Anthony’s girlfriend would use, to visit her boyfriend’s mother’s friend.

When Jo got back upstairs she was aware that she’d been away longer than she should have been. ‘Sorry,’ she said. ‘Andi was having a bit of a nightmare in the kitchen. I gave her a hand.’

‘You shouldn’t have to do that,’ said Caroline crossly. ‘She’s perfectly capable, and God knows I pay her enough!’

‘I really like cooking,’ said Jo truthfully. ‘It’s going to be a lovely meal.’ Tell them that now and they’ll be enjoying it even before they get to eat it.

It all went unexpectedly well. Caroline and the guests were no longer surprised at Jo being absent and she managed to get all the starters out, the candles lit, the fake fire lit and the dining room festive and cosy. Then she rushed upstairs.

‘Andi says it’s ready, if we’d like to go down.’ She was a bit breathless.

‘I know you like helping,’ said Caroline. ‘Anthony has explained that you’re keen to learn cooking, but I think we should let Andi do the job on her own now.’

Jo nodded. She’d been told. She looked across at Anthony and caught the eye of Cindy, who seemed sympathetic.

‘Andi has done brilliantly, though,’ said Cindy. ‘We usually hire a waiter when we’ve got this many for dinner.’

Caroline made a face. ‘Have you any idea how expensive it is to employ staff on Christmas Day? Andi is my regular chef, so she is paid anyway.’

‘But you’ll to give her a massive bonus, won’t you?’ said Justin. ‘For working at Christmas?’

‘I’m away a lot,’ said Caroline. ‘I won’t be here for six weeks when I go to Necker for some winter sun. Andi won’t have to do anything then. That makes up for working over Christmas, surely?’

Justin shook his head. ‘Not really. You’ll need to slip at least a monkey into her pay packet.’

Caroline looked horrified. ‘A monkey? How much is that?’

‘Five hundred,’ said Anthony. ‘I must say, Justin, that is a really generous suggestion.’

‘That much?’ Caroline couldn’t believe her ears.

‘That or a really expensive handbag,’ said Cindy. ‘I’ve discovered that if you’re generous, your staff really stick by you. Our driver is getting a week in our London flat with his family – all expenses paid – for working today.’ She suddenly looked embarrassed. ‘It’s what seemed right to me. They’re taking the kids to The Lion King. We got them really good tickets. They’ve never been before.’

‘I’m sure the extra cash would cover it,’ said Anthony. He gave his godmother a smile. ‘You wouldn’t want to come across as a cheapskate or Andi might leave you, and she’s such a great cook.’

Caroline became thoughtful and looked at her guests as if gauging the mood in the room. ‘Oh, very well. I suppose I have spent more than that on a handbag before now.’ She paused. ‘But if I’m going to give her such a big bonus, I insist that she serves the pudding.’

Jo smiled. ‘I might just help bring in the plates and things.’

Caroline raised her eyes to heaven.

Jo couldn’t avoid absenting herself yet again, but this time she felt Cindy’s sympathy follow her, which helped. She went to the garage for the pudding.

Back in the kitchen, she unpeeled the silicone mould carefully and regarded the Bombe Surprise. It looked like a huge Tunnock’s teacake – ‘None the worse for that,’ she said out loud. Then she found a skewer and very carefully made a hole in the top of the pudding and inserted it. It went through nicely and came out again with some salted caramel on the end. ‘Hmm, delicious,’ she said. ‘Well done, Andi.’

Then she wrapped a bit of kitchen foil round the stem of a sprig of holly and inserted it in the hole. Suddenly the pudding looked festive and Christmassy. She was proud of it.

But the thought of bringing it in – actually pretending to be Andi in public, and most importantly in front of Caroline – was terrifying.

She knew Anthony would do all he could. He’d already moved up to sit by Caroline and, when Jo had last seen him, he was talking to Justin across the table, with his arm on it, distracting Caroline, if not actually blocking the view.

She decided to bring the pudding before the various forms of cream, the platter of fresh fruit and the cheese board. She checked that her chef’s cap was pulled well down and picked up the plate.

Jo put the pudding on the table, her head turned carefully away from where Anthony had engaged Caroline and Justin in intense conversation. He had them both leaning into him, actually putting his arm on the table and curving his body around so that Jo was partly hidden. It was going to be okay, she thought.

Then Abbi’s voice rang out. ‘That’s funny – Andi has the same earrings as Jo!’

Before she could stop herself, Jo had looked up at Abbi and found everyone looking at her.

‘You’re not Andi,’ said Caroline, icily furious and getting to her feet. ‘Where the hell is she?’

Jo cleared her throat. She’d been discovered, and all because she’d forgotten to take off the earrings. And she’d done so well up till now!

‘What the hell is going on?’ demanded Caroline. ‘Is Andi here? Get her up here immediately.’

‘Steady on, old girl,’ said Justin, patting Caroline’s arm.

‘She’s not here,’ said Jo, croakily.

‘So she ran off to spend Christmas with her family, did she? Well, she can say goodbye to her job.’

‘Really, Caro, that is overreacting a bit,’ said Justin. ‘It’s not as if she just didn’t turn up. She did provide a replacement, who’s given us some pretty find nosh.’

Caroline glanced at him and then turned back to Jo. ‘So, who are you?’

‘Jo’s a friend of Andi’s,’ said Anthony, obviously trying to save the situation.

‘Let her speak!’ said Caroline.

‘Anthony is right,’ said Jo, thinking to confess everything and then she could go home. Andi would have to take her chances at getting her job back. ‘I am a friend of Andi’s. She really wanted to go home for Christmas’ – she managed not to say how vile Caroline had been about it all – ‘and so she asked me if I’d step in and cook the Christmas dinner.’

‘I don’t understand,’ said Max. ‘Why didn’t you and Andi just tell Caroline you were going to cook it, instead of her?’

Jo’s mouth had gone completely dry. She longed for a sip of water, but didn’t dare pick up the nearest glass and steal one. ‘Erm …’

Anthony weighed in again. ‘Jo told me Andi was worried that it would give Caroline extra stress, if things weren’t as usual in the kitchen at Christmas. Andi knows how much Caroline likes her cooking.’

Justin gave a shout of laughter. ‘You mean you thought Caroline would go ballistic if Andi took time off, when she’d been told she couldn’t have it. I bet she threatened Andi with the sack, didn’t she?’

Caroline shot Justin a glance, possibly trying to judge how he regarded this.

‘No worries, darling,’ Justin reassured her. ‘I like a tough woman and, if I’m going to do business with someone, I like to know they’re as cut-throat as I am. But it is Christmas, and we haven’t been let down.’

Cindy looked at Jo with sympathy. She might be a footballer’s wife now, but she may well have had to deal with difficult employers in the past.

‘Go on with your explanation,’ demanded Caroline, looking at Jo.

‘There’s nothing much else to say. I cooked the dinner instead of Andi, although she prepared a lot of it – this pudding, for example.’

Caroline made an irritated noise. ‘I got that part. But you’re Anthony’s girlfriend! How can you be Andi’s friend, too?’

‘Isn’t that just the most amazing coincidence?’ said Anthony to the table, as it if was a wonderful thing. ‘I asked Jo if she could spend Christmas with me, but she said no, she was doing a favour for a friend. When I came here and found her in the kitchen, I couldn’t believe my eyes.’

‘But why didn’t you tell me?’ went on Caroline, slightly less brittle now, but even more confused.

‘Because—’ Jo was about to confess that she wasn’t really Anthony’s girlfriend either, but he broke in.

‘She felt you would feel awkward about effectively employing my girlfriend as your cook. And I agreed with her.’ He gave Caroline a fond and slightly teasing smile. ‘You would have done, wouldn’t you?’

Caroline sighed. ‘Possibly.’

‘But the food has been superb, hasn’t it?’ said Abbi.

‘Absolutely,’ said Justin. ‘You’re a lucky man – er, Ant.’ He winked at Anthony.

Anthony laughed. ‘As I told you all, Jo and I haven’t been going out long. I had no idea she could cook like this.’

Now Jo realised that Anthony had managed to keep up one of their pretences, she was glad for him. He’d done so much to help her pretend to be Andi. She relaxed.

‘Ant, darling,’ said Caroline, holding his wrist across the table, ‘did you tell me: how did you and Jo meet?’

Jo tensed again, but left it to Anthony. He seemed to have taken to pretence like a duck to water.

‘Oh, you know – what you’d expect.’ Anthony laughed. ‘It was at a charity do.’

Caroline joined in the amusement. ‘You and your animal charities! I expect you to be opening a donkey sanctuary any minute.’

This was a bit of a shock for Jo. So he really was an animal-lover? Doing things for her charity wasn’t only so that she’d cooperate with his mad scheme. It gave her a sudden warm feeling.

‘Come on,’ said Justin, taking control. ‘Sit down, Jo, and have a drink. It doesn’t really matter who’s who. We’ve had a fantastic meal, cooked by you – come and join the party properly.’

‘Yes, and take that ridiculous cap off,’ said Caroline.

Jo obeyed her and sat in the chair that Geoff found for her. She didn’t know if Andi would keep her job, but there wasn’t anything else she could do about it, and when they’d worked out the plan in the beginning they had both known that discovery was likely.

She accepted the large glass of wine that Geoff poured out for her. She had a teetotal friend whom she could ask to pick her up, if she had to. She raised the glass to take a sip when Caroline said, ‘Actually, Jo, if you wouldn’t mind serving the pudding first, before you get plastered.’ There was enough chilliness in her tone to tell Jo that, if she was standing in for Caroline’s cook, she’d better do it all.

She stood immediately and picked up the cake slice.

‘Come on, Caro,’ said Justin. ‘That’s a bit harsh.’

Caroline laughed, trying to pretend she’d been joking. ‘Oh, you know, Jo’s a professional – she’ll know best how to serve it.’

‘Just get it on the plates, girl,’ said Justin. ‘I can’t wait to eat it.’

It took Jo a little time to relax into being a proper guest, although the wine did help. But the moment the first person got up to leave, she leapt to her feet.

‘I’m going to revert to being Andi,’ she announced, ‘and clear up.’

‘I’ll help,’ said Anthony instantly.

‘So will I,’ said Cindy.

‘And me,’ said Abbi.

With everyone, apart from Caroline and Justin, helping, it didn’t take long for everything to be loaded onto trays and carried to the kitchen. Cindy loaded the dishwasher like she’d done it many times before; Abbi found the stripy apron and attacked the surfaces, while Jo and Anthony did everything else. Geoff and Max, having brought in the dirty dishes, went back to the dining room to carry on drinking port and nibbling at the cheese while they waited for their wives.

The kitchen wouldn’t be exactly as it should be, Jo realised, but at least when Caroline came down in the morning (possibly to make Justin coffee to have in bed) she wouldn’t feel obliged to have a screaming fit that no one could hear.

While they were all wiping and storing and stacking, Cindy said, ‘Do you guys need a lift, afterwards? We’ve got our driver, so we could drop you off somewhere.’

‘Actually, I’d love a lift home,’ said Jo. ‘I’m shattered and am probably over the limit. I don’t live far away – just about ten minutes from here. I could walk it, but I’d rather not.’

‘Have your family been waiting for you to get back so they can open the presents?’ said Cindy kindly. ‘We did ours this morning, didn’t we, Geoff?’

‘My family are in New Zealand. We’re going to have another Christmas when they get back, when we can all be together,’ said Jo. This wasn’t actually a plan, but it sounded a nice idea.

‘So, what are you doing for Boxing Day? Putting your feet up in front of the telly, with a big box of chocolates? That sounds fab!’ said Cindy. ‘I sort of wish we didn’t have to go my parents.’

‘Actually, I’ll be standing in for the regular helpers at the dogs’ charity I support,’ said Jo. ‘So the staff can have the time off.’

‘That sounds fun,’ said Anthony. ‘Can I come?’

Jo was a bit taken aback and didn’t reply immediately.

‘It would mean me staying over in this part of the world, so you might have to lend me the use of a sofa.’

She really hadn’t expected this. He’d been incredibly helpful and kind and had even flirted with her a bit, but she didn’t really expect Anthony to want to spend time with her. What she did know was that she really wanted to spend more time with him.

‘Well,’ said Jo carefully, ‘it isn’t huge, but the sofa is fairly comfy, and extra help tomorrow would be very welcome.’ She smiled quickly at him. ‘Then I can see if you can do more to help an animal charity than arrange events.’ Even though the event in question would raise an enormous amount of money.

‘Deal! Let’s call it a day here, and get our lift.’

‘Okay, but we must go and say goodbye to Caroline,’ said Jo. ‘And I want to try and get her to promise that Andi will keep her job.’

‘But she’s gone upstairs and is probably making out with Justin on the sofa,’ Anthony protested.

‘Well, they can break off just for a moment, to say goodbye.’ She set off for the door and noticed Anthony wasn’t following. She stopped.

‘Really, there’s no need to do that,’ he said.

‘Yes, there is. Andi’s job is on the line.’ Jo set off briskly, anxious to get this possibly difficult task out of the way.

Anthony joined her halfway up the stairs and they entered the room together.

Caroline and Justin were indeed on the sofa but not, currently, ‘making out’, much to Jo’s relief.

‘We’ve come to say goodbye,’ said Anthony quickly. ‘But we won’t linger – we can see you and Justin want to be alone.’ He took Jo’s arm and made as if to hustle her out.

Jo stood her ground. ‘Caroline, thank you for having me.’ She decided that was appropriate – as Anthony’s girlfriend, she had had hospitality. ‘And thank you for lending me shoes and make-up.’ She cleared her throat. There was no amused smile in Caroline’s slanting eyes, and she’d been hoping for that. There had been a certain comedy in the situation, after all. ‘And will you forgive Andi, and let her keep her job?’ She nearly went on to say how much the job meant to Andi, but decided not to. Caroline was looking so frosty.

‘I don’t know,’ said Caroline thoughtfully. ‘I hate being deceived, you see. I find it rather difficult to forgive.’

‘It was only fairly minor, surely,’ protested Jo. ‘Does it really matter who cooks your Christmas dinner?’ She should have known by now that of course it mattered, but it was too late.

‘You won’t like it when you find out that you’ve been deceived, too.’

‘Come on, Caro,’ said Justin in a low voice. ‘Keep it clean.’

‘What do you mean?’ asked Jo.

‘Come on, love,’ said Anthony, pulling harder on her arm. ‘Time to leave these young things alone.’

Jo stood her ground. ‘Caroline?’

‘That lovely young man you’ve snagged for yourself isn’t quite the animal-loving innocent he pretends to be. Although, to be fair, he is an animal-lover.’ Caroline was smiling now, possibly at the prospect of Jo bursting into tears.

Justin broke in. ‘Come on, woman – he swore us to secrecy!’

‘Yes,’ came voices from behind her. ‘We all promised not to say anything.’

Now Jo did feel deceived. Everyone knew something about her supposed boyfriend except her.

‘Maybe you’d better tell her, Anthony,’ Caroline. ‘Unless you want me to?’

Jo turned to Anthony. He was looking down at her apologetically. Then he held her hands to him. ‘You know I promised to get you Euan Donavan to do an event, so you could raise thousands for your charity?’

‘Yes. Are you saying you can’t get him, after all?’

There was a crack of laughter from one of the men, and the girls all giggled.

‘No, I can,’ said Anthony.

‘Tell her!’ said one of the men. ‘Put the poor girl out of her misery.’

Anthony held her hands very tightly. ‘I am Euan Donavan.’

It was just as well he was holding onto her. She might have fallen over otherwise. ‘But how can you be? You don’t look anything like him.’ Then she thought about what Euan Donavan looked like. Grungy, beanie hat, meltingly gorgeous singing voice. She felt dizzy. It could be anyone under those clothes.

‘Now you know how I feel,’ said Caroline with silky triumph.

‘I don’t know how I feel,’ Jo said truthfully. What she did know was that she didn’t want to give Caroline the satisfaction of seeing her crumble. ‘Except it’s rather marvellous that my boyfriend has turned out to be famous.’

‘So,’ called someone, ‘give him a kiss, to show there’s no hard feelings.’

She caught Caroline giving her a quizzical look, as if Jo might now be daunted by his celebrity and not dare kiss him. But, of course, only Jo and Anthony knew it would be the first time they had kissed.

She reached up to him and pulled his head down to hers and kissed him firmly on the mouth. He took up the challenge, wrapped his arms round her and took charge, kissing her thoroughly and intimately and – Jo realised – knee-weakeningly.

‘I think that means you’re forgiven, mate,’ said Geoff.

Jo and Anthony exchanged looks. His expression was rueful, amused, apologetic. ‘Am I?’

‘Possibly – if you’re still up for helping out with the animals tomorrow?’ she asked. Or was that amazing kiss just part of his pretence?

He nodded. ‘I’m absolutely up for it,’ he said.

‘Oh, for God’s sake,’ said Caroline, obviously put out that her big reveal had ended with a kiss, and not tears and foot-stamping. ‘Both of you, get out of my sight! You’re nauseatingly loved-up.’

‘Andi’s job?’ asked Anthony. ‘Secure?’

Caroline glanced at Justin and possibly read something in his stern expression. ‘She can keep it. Oh, and Jo, you can keep the shoes. No one with any sense of style would wear them any more.’

‘Come on, you guys,’ said Cindy, ‘let’s find our limo and all get home. The driver needs to get back, even if we don’t.’

After the car had left them at the door of the little terraced cottage that Jo rented, Anthony said, ‘I know it’s Christmas night, but if you don’t want me to come in – let alone stay over – I can easily organise a lift.’

Jo had been worrying about bringing Anthony – Euan Donavan even – into her small and far-more-shabby-than-chic little home throughout the journey. Now she realised that if he’d taken one look at it and run, she’d have been devastated.

‘I’d like you to come in. I’m not going to offer you half my double bed, obviously, but the sofa is quite comfy.’

‘And we can snuggle up and watch a movie, before I sleep on it?’

‘Sure. I’ve got some wine.’ She put her key into the door. ‘Come in. And you can tell me why you didn’t want me to know you were famous.’

‘It’s to protect my family from all the nonsense, mostly,’ he said, following her into the little hallway. ‘And I didn’t think you were the sort of girl who’d go for …’ He hesitated, as if not knowing how to describe himself.

‘Someone who performed on the live stage at Glastonbury?’

‘You heard Geoff say that? I was so worried my cover was blown.’

‘Join the club! You’re not the only who had to spend Christmas in disguise.’

She switched on the fairy lights and the side-lights and went towards the fire. It was all laid; it just needed a match.

‘Apart from deceiving you, which I hated,’ he said, taking the matches and squatting down so that he could light the fire, ‘I loved it all. It was so much fun, being with you.’

‘I had fun, too.’

‘So you’ll consider being my girlfriend for real?’

She nodded. ‘If you wield your broom and bucket well, and keep up that standard of kissing …’

He laughed and took her into his arms. ‘That can only improve with practice – lots and lots of practice.’

Later, when she’d rather reluctantly left Anthony in front of the dying embers of the fire and gone up to her own bed, she got out her phone. Rather to her surprise, there was a text from Andi.

‘Hope it all went okay and you don’t want to kill me! I’ll give you a really amazing Christmas present.’

Jo texted back. ‘Don’t worry, hon, you already did. He’s about six two, dark blond hair and is currently drifting off to sleep on my sofa. Oh, BTW, his name is Euan Donavan.’ Then she found an emoticon that meant ‘very, very smug face’.
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Emily regarded her rucksack, currently sitting on top of a vessel that looked like an overgrown bath toy. It had a large funnel and high wheelhouse – which must have its view obscured by the funnel, she realised – and a high bow that went down to the water in a straight line. A mast rose near the bow, painted yellow, with wire rigging coming from it. The rest of the boat was smartly painted in red and black and, had she not been travelling for about six hours, would have made Emily smile. She’d forgotten that Scotland was quite so far away from the South-West of England.

‘I shouldn’t have come,’ she muttered. ‘I shouldn’t be about to take a summer job – something I might have done when I was a student. I’m thirty-five, with professional qualifications. It’s ridiculous!’

But then she looked around her and saw the July sunshine sparkling on the sea, the islands set off against a blue sky, the mountains, and, nearer, a very pretty harbour – Crinan – edged by brightly painted houses and what looked to be a nice hotel. She remembered the scenery – first from the bus and then the car journey – and thought she might well be in the most beautiful spot in the world. It wasn’t raining, and it seemed that currently there were no midges. All good enough reasons to join her rucksack, which had been flung on to the boat by the dark and almost entirely silent man who’d picked her up from Lochgilphead bus station. She’d made this mad decision, she’d better follow through.

She stepped aboard the puffer, described to her by Rebecca as almost a family member. In fact it was an old cargo vessel, one of a fleet built during the Second World War, designed to deliver everything that the Highlands and Islands might need, from farm equipment to groceries, livestock to whisky. Many years ago it had been converted to carry passengers. It was powered by steam and, according to Rebecca, had a lot of character. Emily’s job was to cook for the passengers now Rebecca, who owned it with her husband, James, and ran it as a thriving business, was no longer able to, being so pregnant.

Emily had rented out her house, arranged to take all the leave due to her, to be followed by a sabbatical for when her leave ran out. This done, she got the plane and two buses and now was here.

‘Hello!’ she called. ‘Anyone at home?’ As a midwife she was used to letting herself into houses where there was a lot else going on but this was different. All was silent.

She stayed on deck for a few moments longer, drinking in the view and letting the stress of the journey fade away, before deciding to go below. There must be someone here. Rebecca had warned her she would be shopping and James was organising a coal delivery, but had definitely said there’d be at least one crew member on board to greet her.

She found a flight of wooden steps leading down to what would have been the hold but was now the first level of accommodation and descended. ‘Anyone in?’

Still no answer, so she looked about her, deciding to make herself at home if there was no else to do it.

There was a long, polished mahogany table, which, going by the brochure Rebecca had sent her, was where everyone ate together, passengers and crew. Now it had a large bowl of fruit on it and a pile of unread newspapers. On one side there was a built-in wooden seat with comfy-looking cushions and, on the other, a bench. Looking at the length of these bits of furniture told Emily she’d be cooking for a lot of people. It had been a long time since she’d worked in a café, producing vegetarian lasagne for twenty, and she hoped she hadn’t lost the skills.

The rest of the saloon (described as such in the brochure) consisted of built-in sofas arranged around a huge wood-burning stove. Although it was a warm summer day, it was smouldering gently, giving off a pleasant, aromatic smell as well as warmth. There were paintings on the walls (bulkheads – she mentally corrected herself) and plenty of woven woollen throws and cushion covers, all with a definitely Scottish feel, which added homely style and comfort. There were steps that obviously led down to the guest cabins below and all in all it gave the impression of being a sociable and cosy space.

Although tempted to make herself comfortable beside the wood-burner with a colour supplement, Emily felt she ought to explore the galley, which would be her place of work. After all, if the worst happened and the maternity unit at home was closed, or she had offended too many important people, it might have to be her job next year as well. Goodness knows what she’d do in the winter, when the puffer didn’t operate.

On the way to the galley, she allowed herself to be distracted by a painting. As most of them were, it was of the puffer, but in a different setting to the gentle, distant islands and hills where it now lay. In the picture the mountains were nearer, majestic, almost overpowering. The puffer was gallantly under way, steam streaming from its funnel, obviously fighting against a stiff breeze. Emily was just struggling to read the title of the piece, which was in tiny writing underneath, hoping it would give a clue to the location, when there was a loud rustling noise. She jumped. ‘Hello?’

There was no reply, just more rustling.

Oh my God, thought Emily, rats! I’m alone on an old boat and there are rats! She had a fear of rats people described as irrational. She didn’t think it was irrational at all; they were vile, disease-ridden creatures who urinated as they ran. Rebecca had never said anything about rats. She’d have to spend the night on a rat-infested ship. Well, she couldn’t. She’d have to decamp to the hotel.

Movement caught her eye, sending another stab of panic through her. It was in the galley and although she really didn’t want to actually see the rat, she found her gaze drawn to the sound. There was a plastic carrier bag in the sink and it was heaving.

She screamed. Not loudly, but loud enough to make someone laugh. A girl appeared from where the galley turned a corner. She was younger than Emily, and very pretty, with a cloud of dark curls and a curvaceous figure, revealed by jeans and a tight sweater. This girl had obviously been keeping out of sight, waiting for Emily to be alarmed by whatever was making the noise.

‘They’re prawns,’ the girl said scathingly. ‘Langoustines. We bought them this morning. Don’t say the new cook Rebecca brought in is frightened of shellfish?’

Emily, who was good at people, realised this girl was not happy to see her and wondered why. Had she thought she could do the job and resented Rebecca for bringing in a stranger? She feared she was going to have work hard to get on with her. Well, she’d just have to do it.

‘Hi, I’m Emily. No, I’m usually fine with shellfish but mostly they’re not still alive when I deal with them.’

‘Only the freshest is good enough for us.’ The girl spoke possessively, obviously proud of the puffer’s high standards of produce.

‘And what’s your name?’

‘Billie,’ she said.

Emily nodded. ‘I’ve come to help Rebecca out, as she’s quite near to term.’

Billie frowned slightly, and Emily realised she’d used a rather medical expression but she didn’t patronise Billie by explaining. She’d work it out.

‘Rebecca didn’t need to get anyone else in. I could have managed. I’ve got loads of energy – I’m not pregnant! Or she could have got someone else to be galley slave.’

Emily winced inwardly at the expression but suspected it was what they called the cook’s assistant on the puffer. She didn’t need to worry about it being politically correct or not. ‘Well, maybe we can work together? Sort of a job-share? So both do both jobs?’

This seemed to soften the expression of resentment on Billie’s face. ‘That might work. Only of course you won’t know how to help out on deck like I do.’

‘Is that part of the galley slave’s job?’

‘There is a deck hand. Drew. But when we’re doing a difficult manoeuvre, or coming alongside or something, it’s useful to have extra people with fenders.’

Emily smiled inside. Billie was using technical terms that Emily didn’t quite understand, but like Billie, she would work it out without having it explained. ‘Will I have to learn how to do that?’

‘Oh yes.’ Billie’s expression doubted her ability.

‘Would you mind showing me round? As Rebecca and James aren’t here.’

‘OK.’ She wasn’t enthusiastic but she’d do it. ‘So, this is the galley, obviously.’ Billie waved a casual hand. ‘It’s small but there’s a bit of extra space at the back. Quite useful. Two of us can work at the same time. You have to be tidy.’

Emily was a very tidy worker in the kitchen. Rebecca knew this from when they’d worked together. It was one of the reasons Rebecca had wanted her and not someone she didn’t know. They’d made a great team.

‘I’ll show you where we sleep,’ said Billie. ‘Bring your bag. Have you got any more luggage?’

‘No.’

‘Cool. There’s no room for more than the basics.’

Emily followed Billie up on deck and across to a metal hood that Billie pulled back as if she was opening a tin of sardines.

Underneath was what looked like a dark tunnel but then Emily noticed rungs. There was a vertical ladder downwards.

‘You go down backwards, always,’ said Billie. ‘I’ll take your bag.’

With the ease of practice, Billie got hold of Emily’s rucksack and swung herself down on to the ladder and disappeared. Emily took a breath and then, trying to remember Billie’s technique, somehow got herself on to the ladder and down it.

‘Oh God,’ she said, before she could stop herself. ‘Rebecca didn’t sleep here, did she?’

There were two built-in single bunks with lockers underneath. A bank of netting over what was obviously Billie’s bunk held toiletries, a bottle of water, magazines, a book. Right at the end of both bunks was a space big enough for a rucksack as long as it wasn’t big or full.

‘Of course not. She’s in the owner’s cabin. Although that must be a squash now she’s the size of a whale.’

Rebecca was almost seven months pregnant so this might not have been much of an exaggeration but as Emily hadn’t seen her yet, she didn’t comment. ‘So I’m in your space now?’ she said instead. ‘I am sorry. I can see now why you weren’t thrilled to see me.’ The cabin was small for one; for two, the space would be – was – very restricted.

Billie shrugged, acknowledging what Emily said was true. ‘Just hope you don’t need to get up in the night for a pee.’

‘Er – where are the bathrooms?’

‘In the hold. There are three. Oh, and one under the wheelhouse but the boys use that usually. Bit pongy.’

‘I can see I’m going to love this job,’ said Emily seriously. Now she could see why Rebecca had asked her if she still liked camping when they were going through the details together. But actually, she didn’t let things like cramped conditions and far-away facilities bother her. If she could get Billie to unbend a bit more, it would all be fine.

‘Emily!’ roared a familiar female voice. ‘Did you get here all right? Alasdair promised he’d picked you up OK.’

Emily set off up the ladder, bursting with joy at the thought of seeing her old friend. ‘Becca!’

Both women floundered towards each other clumsily, Emily because she’d tripped over something and Rebecca because she was pregnant. They hugged tightly.

‘Oh! It’s so lovely to see you!’ they both said at once.

‘You haven’t changed a bit!’ said Rebecca, standing back to look at Emily. ‘Although you’ve got highlights now. Your hair was always so dark.’

‘When I started going prematurely blonde I decided not to fight it and have a few more streaks put in.’

‘Otherwise, you’re just the same. Haven’t grown or anything.’

Emily laughed. ‘The same can’t be said for you, although apart from being the size of a house, you’re still the same Becca I was a student with.’

‘I am huge, aren’t I?’

Emily nodded. ‘Are you sure that baby’s got a few more weeks in there?’ Emily hugged her friend again; any doubts she might have had about coming dispersed.

‘Fairly sure!’ They both laughed from the joy of being together after so many years.

‘So, have you shown her round, Billie?’ Rebecca asked as Billie appeared.

‘A bit.’

‘Well, let’s have a cup of tea or something then I’ll give you the complete tour.’

‘If the tour could start at the loos, I’d be grateful,’ said Emily.

A little while later, Emily and Rebecca were sitting in the saloon with mugs of tea and a plate of home-made biscuits. Emily had a notebook and pencil at the ready. Billie had gone off somewhere, to Rebecca’s evident relief. Emily suspected her friend wanted to tell her things about Billie she couldn’t say in front of her.

‘You’re sure you don’t want lunch?’ said Rebecca, picking up a biscuit and taking a bite.

‘I had sandwiches on the bus. And at the airport waiting for the bus.’

‘That’s OK then. Now, let’s run through what you need to do. The passengers are arriving at about five. Tea and cakes will be served. Then, dinner at about eight? There’s an honesty bar but James will give them the welcome speech and the first drink to get them in the mood. I’ve made you two massive lasagnes – enough for twenty—’

‘Oh!’ Emily felt a stab of nostalgia in among scribbling notes and ‘first-day’ anxiety. ‘Do you remember those ones we used to make at the café? Sold like hot cakes!’

‘I use the same recipe for the vegetarian one. We ask people to tell us if they’re veggie but sometimes they forget so I always do options on the first night. There are a load of baguettes for garlic bread … James’ll cook the prawns for the starter – they’re his speciality although he doesn’t usually cook so don’t get used to it …’

Rebecca continued talking about how everything worked until Emily had three pages of notes.

‘So, tell me about Billie,’ said Emily, putting down her pencil. ‘Why didn’t she get my job? It would have been easier to find an assistant, wouldn’t it, and let her be the cook?’

Rebecca exhaled. ‘Well, apart from me really wanting you to come …’

‘I could have been a galley slave.’

‘Billie is great in many ways. She’s brilliant on deck. She can steer and even humps bags of coal, given half a chance. But she’s not so great in the kitchen. She’s sloppy and although she makes great cakes and biscuits she can’t make bread. Can you make bread?’

Emily shrugged. ‘I watch Bake Off; I can follow a recipe.’

Rebecca frowned slightly. ‘Oh. Oh well, I expect you’ll pick it up. Or I could make it at home and bring it in.’

Emily shook her head. ‘No, I’ll learn to make it. I’ve looked at the schedule. It’d be a poor show if you have to drive all over the Highlands and Islands to bring us bread in your condition.’

‘And will you be able to cope with Billie? She’s tricky! And I’m so sorry you have to share such a tiny space. I didn’t mention it on the phone because I thought you wouldn’t come and I so wanted you to.’

Emily did her best to hug her friend but was mostly prevented by her bump. ‘It’s fine. I can manage and, most importantly, I can get through the night without needing a wee.’

‘Which is more than I can do,’ said Rebecca gloomily. ‘No sooner does the baby finally stop kicking and keeping me awake so I can drop off than my bloody bladder wakes me.’

‘At least now you can catch up during the day and get some proper rest. Archie and Henry are old enough to understand if you need to fall asleep on the sofa while they watch that thing about dragons.’ Emily caught up on children’s TV while doing home visits. It was handy.

‘Actually, the thought of curling up in front of the TV with my boys is absolute bliss. Not having to worry about the childcare rota is also bliss.’

‘And you won’t have to worry about me and Billie because we’re going to job-share, so I won’t be telling her what to do, just making tactful suggestions.’

Again, Rebecca frowned. ‘Well, good luck with that.’

They finished going through everything that was expected of Emily and Rebecca gave her a thorough tour of the galley. The langoustines still heaved and rustled in the sink in a worrying way but Emily was used to them now.

‘If ever a fishing boat offers to sell you anything wonderful, abandon the menu plans and buy the fish. The petty cash should have enough in it for that but if it doesn’t, tell James and he’ll sort it.’ Rebecca leant against the counter, taking up the entire gangway. ‘I love that spontaneity. It wouldn’t work for some cooks but although I like having a plan, and I like knowing there are five dishes I could make without having to go shopping, I really prefer it if something lovely comes flapping on to my worktop, demanding something a bit special.’

‘I went on a fish course once, with an old boyfriend, so that excites me too.’ Emily realised that Rebecca didn’t only need her cooking to be left in safe hands, she wanted the ethos to be passed on too. ‘This is going to be great. Perfect for me. I’ll be so busy I won’t have time to brood about what’s going on at the maternity unit. I’ll have to think about food all the time! And how lovely is that!’

‘Lovely,’ agreed Rebecca, much less enthusiastically. ‘Now bring me up to date on your love life. Have you left behind a broken-hearted lover?’

Emily giggled. ‘No! I may have left someone who would like to see himself in that role but he wasn’t doing very well.’

‘So you don’t have a love-life currently?’

‘No.’

‘That’s good. I’d hate to think of you pining while you’re up here working.’ She paused. ‘What did you think of Alasdair?’

‘Who?’

‘The man who picked you up from the bus station.’

‘Oh! Well, he hardly opened his mouth for the entire trip from the bus station. I assumed he was the local taxi but he wouldn’t accept any money so—’

‘Did you fancy him?’ Rebecca asked before Emily could finish her sentence.

Emily put this down to hormones. Rebecca would never usually have said this about someone Emily had barely met. ‘No! I just want to know why he gave me a lift if he’s an elective mute. It must have been torture for him. In fact I could tell it was.’

‘Don’t take it personally.’ Rebecca paused, obviously thinking how best to put what she wanted to say. ‘He’s James’s brother. I told him you’d be tired and probably wouldn’t want to chat.’

‘Really?’ Emily was astounded. ‘When have you ever known me not want to chat?’

‘Well, you’d had a long journey and you know how tiresome it is having to tell people what you do and things.’

‘Why on earth should I mind telling people what I do? I’m proud of it.’

‘I thought you might have felt a bit awkward, in the circumstances,’ Rebecca explained.

Emily wasn’t quite convinced by this but as she didn’t greatly care, she just said, ‘No, I’m cool about it. I didn’t do anything wrong, after all.’

‘No, well, back to business, I’ve made a cake for tea today.’ Rebecca seemed eager to get off the subject of why Emily had suddenly dropped her career and come up to Scotland. ‘The passengers will be here at about five, so they get tea before James’s welcome drink at seven. Then, as I said, dinner at eight. That’s in case anyone has difficulty getting here on the first night. We have it at about seven usually.’

‘That’s fine. And you’ve cooked that already so I just do garlic bread and make a salad?’

Rebecca nodded. ‘There’s one guest I must tell you about. She comes every year with her son. He disappears into the engine room for the duration, being a steam buff. She sits and knits and helps with the washing up.’

‘So passengers help with washing up? Don’t they come away to avoid household chores?’

Rebecca shook her head. ‘No, this is different from most holidays. People come because they want to get involved. There’s no obligation, of course, but they enjoy it. It’s different from doing it at home. And Maisie, who I just mentioned, she loves coming. I worry about her getting about as she’s no spring chicken, but there’s always someone to chat to, and it’s time with her son. At mealtimes, anyway.’

‘I look forward to meeting her. I love old people. There’s always so much behind the wrinkles and dodgy hairstyles.’

‘I’m so glad you said that! Billie gets a bit impatient. She says we should have an age limit. In some ways she’s right, getting people on and off is a struggle sometimes, and I do worry about the steepness of the steps going down to the accommodation, but in other ways, this is a perfect holiday for them. And Maisie loves it, so, as long as she can come, I’m happy to have her.’

At last Rebecca managed to tear herself away, almost content that she’d left her beloved puffer galley in safe hands. Emily familiarised herself further on her own, locating utensils that were her personal essentials, glad that Billie still hadn’t come back from wherever she’d gone.

When she did come back, Emily handed her a mug of tea with ‘Chief Cook’ printed on it. ‘So, how are we going to divvy up the chores? I’ll do tea so I can practise getting to know the clients—’

‘Pazzies. We call them pazzies – short for passengers.’

Emily nodded. ‘Cool. And we’ll do dinner together? I need to jump in at the deep end, I think.’ She smiled. ‘Not literally, obviously. I’m not that great a swimmer.’

Billie didn’t smile at this feeble attempt at a joke. Emily bit her lip. If her companion in the galley was going to be so taciturn it was going to make for a far from jolly time.

Before she could dwell on this further she heard boots on the steps and looked up to see James, whom she nearly didn’t recognise now he had no beard, and a younger man coming down.

She came out of the galley at the same time as Rebecca appeared from the sleeping quarters to do the introductions.

‘James! You remember Emily, don’t you?’

‘Of course! How could I forget? The prettiest of our bridesmaids.’ He embraced Emily warmly.

‘I was the only bridesmaid, James,’ she said, hugging him back. He’d grown a little bit fatter since his wedding but he still had huge charm. It was easy to see why he was so successful at a business involving people.

‘But still pretty,’ he said. ‘I remember your lovely smile. Now, let me introduce the first mate, Drew.’

A young man in jeans and a sweatshirt with ‘Puffer Crew’ on it stepped forward. ‘Hi, pleased to meet you. I’m usually referred to as the deck hand but I’ll take the promotion.’

Another man, a bit older, wearing a boiler suit and a big smile, appeared and put out his hand. ‘And I’m Bob, chief engineer, often known as McPhail, after the Para Handy stories.’

‘Hi, Drew. Here’s your coffee, black, two sugars,’ said Billie. ‘It’s how he likes it,’ she added to Emily, proprietorially, as if only she would get it right.

‘It’s instant coffee and I’m very happy to make it myself,’ said Drew with a grin that made him very attractive.

Emily intercepted Billie looking at him and diagnosed a bit of a crush. ‘That’s good to hear.’

‘Well, welcome, Emily! It’s lovely of you to agree to have a Highland summer with us,’ said James. ‘Now, is there time for a cuppa before our guests arrive?’

As tea was made and ‘crew cake’ produced, Emily suddenly remembered that Alasdair, her silent taxi driver, was James’s brother. They were very different. James’s accent was English and a bit posh and he had an easy, friendly charm. Alasdair was silent, but had had a slightly Scottish burr in the very few words they had exchanged. She had thought that Alasdair was good-looking, in a brooding sort of way, although she wouldn’t have dreamt of saying so to Rebecca. It would only have given her ideas. Still, Emily realised she had more important things to think about now than the difference between the two brothers.

A Summer at Sea is out 11 February 2016. Available for pre-order now.
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