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  Chapter One


  Francesca stirred lazily, her dark glossy hair spilling across the green satin lace-edged pillows, feeling pleased that she had woken up without the aid of her alarm. She slowly opened her large dark brown heavily fringed eyes, groped for the light switch, snapped on the light; reached for her gold and platinum glasses to get the time into focus, and was suddenly galvanized into action, as she realized with horror that it was nearly 7.30 a.m.


  “Blast, blast, and double blast,” she muttered viciously, feeling quite sick, she was going to be late today of all days! She had forgotten the most elementary detail last night, that of turning her phone alarm on, and thought she’d got everything organized to the last tee. To cap it all, Ruth, her flatmate, who could usually be relied upon to wake-up on occasions such as this, was away filming in Greece for a few months.


  She flung back the duvet, jumped out of bed feeling really peeved, throwing her lace-bedecked nightie across the room, to relieve her feelings as she went. She hurriedly crossed the hall into the kitchen, switching on lights, popped bread into the toaster, water in the automatic kettle; then dashed into the bathroom to have a shower. Whilst the water was cascading over her, she admonished herself. “Don’t under any circumstances, Francesca, let yourself get in a stew, just remember to keep calm.” Giggling, thinking that if anyone saw or heard they would think she was barmy. Sometimes wondering that herself! Once dry, lavished powder indiscriminately over herself, which was a hit-and-miss affair, as most of it settled like frosting over the floor. Ignoring it, went back to the kitchen, made a quick lemon drink, buttered her toast, carrying them to the bedroom, munching as she went.


  Francesca usually derived enormous pleasure from her flat, but this morning, even her bedroom, a symphony in green, cream and gold, failed to draw even a lingering glance. Eating toast, sipping her drink, dressing rapidly in gossamer silk mulberry lingerie, snagging her tights in the rush.


  “Oh curse, a new pair too,” she groaned. “It looks as if it’s going to be one of those days; obviously the only safe place to be is in bed!” She glanced longingly at it. Rummaging around in her drawers, managed to find another pair; these she succeeded in pulling over her finely boned feet, shapely ankles, and long smooth legs without any trouble. Twisting round on a stool; clipped back her hair and started work; rather like an artist painting a canvass, she always thought. Francesca, who was not in the least conceited, was never able to see that she was as striking without makeup as with it. Discreetly applying her makeup, accentuating her sparkling brown eyes; making them appear even more wide-eyed and innocent; yet somehow hinting of banked smouldering inner fires. Her translucent skin — only delicately tinged with pink; rather like a rose with just a hint of pink on its creamy surface, an unusual combination with her dark hair — was perfection itself.


  Vigorously pulling the brush dextrously through her hair; thanking her lucky stars she had washed it the previous evening, as there wouldn’t have been sufficient time to do it now. She wore it in a casual swept-back style, which looked deceptively simple but, in fact, owed a great deal to expert cutting, and her deft hand.


  Dressing herself quickly, casting an expert eye over the result in the cheval mirror. Pleased with the way the mulberry pintucked bodysuit moulded itself with never a wrinkle; her femininity accentuated by the draped falls of the silvery-grey, blouson, suede suit. Following, as they did, the shape of her thighs and hips as she moved. Then slipping on her shoes, gulping down the last of the lemon drink, she grabbed her bag and grey velvet coat, pulling it on as she ran out of the flat.


  She hurried down the stairs, sorting out her things into some semblance of order; nearly falling down the stairs in the rush, but managing to grab hold of the bannisters just-in-time.


  “More haste, less speed,” she thought, having just saved herself from a rather nasty fall, and to crown it all, when opening the outer door on to the street, it was literally tipping-it-down. She really could have cried. “Oh damn, damn, if I were given to swearing, I’d say something much stronger, and my umbrella’s indoors.” Muttering and cursing under her breath for about the thousandth time that morning; feeling that this was the final straw, having been in so much of a hurry, hadn’t even undrawn the curtains in the flat; so wasn’t prepared for this!


  She stood in the doorway in a dilemma, knowing her appointment was for nine o’clock. That it would be practically impossible to get a taxi at this time of the morning, more so as it was raining. Realizing, of course, that she’d been stupid not to have booked a taxi, but had thought, with the usual heavy traffic, that the tube would be quicker!


  But whether she was just fortunate, or because the taxi driver took pity on such an attractive girl with just a hint of desperation about her; her luck was in! She ran to the taxi as it stopped, hurriedly getting in to escape the deluge that threatened to soak her.


  “Where to, luv?” The driver shouted over the steady thud of the downpour, as the rain seemed to ricochet off the roof of the taxi, such was the force of the storm.


  “I’ve an interview in St. James’s Square at nine, do you think you could possibly get me there by then?” Francesca queried in an anxious way.


  “Hold tight, and I’ll see what can be done,” he said cheerfully, “cutting it a bit fine aren’t you?”


  “Yes,” she sighed wearily, “it’s been a chapter of misadventure from the moment I opened my eyes this morning. I over-slept, because the alarm wasn’t set, had to rush getting ready, snagged my tights and then to cap it all what do I find when I get outside – R A I N. The only bit of good fortune was you picking me up.”


  “Oh, so you’re going for an interview?” he queried, sounding as if he were really interested.


  “Mm, it’s quite important to me. It’s the type of job I’ve been after for ages, and I think it would suit me down to the ground, so I don’t want to be late and create a bad impression.”


  “You leave it to me, I’m sure we’ll get there on time,” he reassured her.


  Francesca smiled at him. He blinked in astonishment at the transformation; from being a rather beautiful woman, in a rather calm, composed way, her smile brought her dazzlingly to life; adding animation and sparkle, rather like the difference between a first class diamond and a paste copy.


  He looked at her with ill-concealed admiration. Then started chatting about some of his amusing encounters and problem fares to take her mind off the interview. The most improbable one of the titled Lady who’d left her diamond tiara on the back seat.


  “How on earth could she have forgotten her tiara, leaving it in a taxi?” Francesca queried incredulously.


  “She was in a hurry, like you,” he grinned, “but not to get to an interview. Oh No, it was the hairdressers; just off Bond Street they were. She was going to have her hair done, you know, arranged around the tiara, because she was the President of some charity or other and the annual ball was that evening. Well, anyway she left the cab in a hurry. You know the difficulties there always are with stopping and people tooting?” Francesca nodded. “I don’t usually look to see if anything’s been left behind, but for some reason, when I was going back along Piccadilly, I happened to turnaround, there it was sparkling on the back seat.”


  “Wasn’t it covered over, in a case or something?” Francesca enquired, flabbergasted; hardly able to believe that something so valuable could’ve been forgotten!


  “Nope, just balanced in the middle of the seat in solitary splendour. Well, I turned the cab around, stopped outside the hairdressers, holding up all the traffic good and proper that time, and there she was going frantic. She practically fell over me with relief. I’ve never seen anyone in such a state in all my life. She always phones for me now,” he said whimsically, his rich accent making the tale seem hilarious.


  “I’m not surprised, I would have as well. The mind boggles at what would have happened if you hadn’t taken it back to her!” Francesca exclaimed.


  Normally, Francesca enjoyed travelling by taxi, but today, as always seems to be the case when one is late or pushed for time, everything seemed to be against them! The rain continued relentlessly, obliterating everything in sight, almost as if there were a cloudburst. Water started flooding across the roads, as the surface water drains seemed unable to cope with the sheer volume of water that swirled around. The traffic slowed down to a crawl as it got darker and darker. Francesca felt mesmerized by the swishing of tyres slicing through the water and the hypnotic effect of headlights as they flashed past. She sat perched on the edge of her seat, anxiously glancing at her watch – knowing that it was a complete waste of time – but unable to stop herself, so tensed up was she. Every single traffic light was on red. They passed a vehicle broken-down by the side of the road, which only added to the over-all confusion. There was such chaos that the vehicle was practically invisible, as they slowly went passed.


  “Wouldn’t be surprised if the engine wasn’t flooded,” the driver remarked laconically, “that’s the trouble with low-slung cars. Don’t worry, luv, I know you’re getting wound up, but I’ll get you there on time, or near enough anyway.”


  Francesca smiled wanly, feeling limp and depressed, wondering how, even if she got there on time, was going to be able to cope with an interview and sell herself! They were held up for five minutes by the Victoria and Albert Museum. Crawled agonizingly along Brompton Road into Knightsbridge; through the underpass at Hyde Park, where the traffic was snarled up. Then into Piccadilly, passed Green Park, The Ritz and finally arriving at Francesca’s destination at five minutes past nine. She heaved a heartfelt sigh of relief. “Oh, thanks very much. I don’t know how to thank you, as I really didn’t think we’d make it.”


  He smiled with an impish grin, “Think nothing of it, luv, the impossible just takes us a bit longer! Best of luck with your interview.”


  She looked at the meter, extracted quite a few notes from her bag. “Thanks once again, please keep the change for achieving the impossible. Can I have your card. I’ll make a point of calling you whenever I need a taxi in future.” She smiled at him gratefully, got out quickly before he realized exactly how generous she’d been.


  She got out in front of a large detached, white painted, colonnaded, classical building; with a highly polished RIBA brass plaque on the right-hand side inscribed, ‘Architects - International’. She mounted the white terrazzo steps quickly, as it was still pouring, practically cats and dogs, as her grandmother used to say. Went through the polished, mahogany double doors, into the beige and gold circular entrance hall, enhanced by decorative friezes and mouldings. She could hear her footsteps echoing hollowly as she walked across the intricately tiled floor. Thinking, “They don’t design floors like this anymore.” Just as she approached the reception desk, the receptionist came hurriedly in.


  “Obviously late!” Francesca thought, amused.


  “Can I help you?” she asked cheerfully.


  “Good morning, my name’s Francesca Adamson, I’ve an appointment with Mr. James Miller, Director of Human Resources, at nine.”


  The receptionist smiled at her saying, “I’ll inform Mr. Miller you’ve arrived, but if you want to quickly tidy-up there’s a cloakroom tucked under the stairs.”


  “Thank you, I would,” Francesca smiled gratefully, as she hurried across the hall into the cloakroom. She straightened her clothes, ran a comb around the edges of her hair, flicking up the ends, thanking her lucky stars that the rain hadn’t played havoc with it. Checked her face for runs and smears and, feeling more confident, went back into the hall.


  “Take a seat for a few moments, please, Mr. Miller’s assistant is on her way down,” the receptionist smilingly said. “By the way, my name’s Jeannie.”


  “Thanks once again for the use of the cloakroom, Jeannie, not everyone would have thought of it,” she said, appreciating the consideration shown.


  “Think nothing of it, we’re all in the same boat at one time or another,” Jeannie said understandingly.


  Francesca walked to the side of the hall; sitting down on one of the brown leather chairs, making sure her coat wasn’t creased as she did so. Thinking if the receptionist was anything to go by, it must be a very friendly place to work. Whilst waiting, outwardly composed; she surreptitiously practised some of her yoga relaxation exercises to stop herself getting stressed, then ending up with a splitting headache, particularly when she wanted to be on top form.


  After what seemed to Francesca an interminable time but, in fact, was only about five-minutes, just long enough for her to calm down. Jeannie took her up the first flight of stairs where Mr. Miller’s assistant met her, who then walked them up to the fifth floor chattering all the time! Francesca hardly taking a word in, as she struggled to gain her breath.


  As she walked into the room, Mr. Miller surged forward. “Good morning, Miss Adamson, so pleased to meet you, please sit down. Dreadful, dreadful morning isn’t it?” he said, without pausing for breath.


  Francesca smiled at him, “Yes, it is, with all the delays caused by the downpour I wasn’t sure that I’d get here on time.”


  Mr. Miller seemed to be a very pleasant person; well-rounded, hair going grey, with twinkling brown eyes, who immediately put her at ease. “Obviously, a great asset to someone in Human Resources,” Francesca thought.


  “I think the first thing to do is explain the job to you, and then you can see if you’re interested in it. As you know, the vacancy is for a Personal Assistant/Secretary, a right-hand man, or woman,” he smiled, amused at his quip, “to our senior partner, who’s away in the Middle East now; otherwise he’d be here as well. I see from your cv that you’ve worked for architects before?”


  “Yes, I worked for three years with a multi-discipline consortium supervising the building of a hospital complex; so was intimately involved in all aspects of the job, from its start on-site to Practical Completion,” Francesca elaborated.


  “Good, good, couldn’t be better.” Francesca could practically see him rubbing his hands with glee, such was his manner. “You’ve had just the sort of experience we need, as we’re a multi-discipline organization ourselves, covering all aspects of design and construction. So you’ll be familiar with the general procedures and terminology. Although Mr. Holmes doesn’t get too involved in the day-to-day running of jobs now, more the over-all design, strategy, feasibility studies, that type of thing. It seems to me you’re just the person we’ve been looking for. There’s just one point though, I don’t know whether your previous job involved travelling, but, as we’ve several large contracts in the Middle East, it’s quite possible you might have to go abroad with Mr. Holmes. Would you have any objection to this?”


  “No, of course not,” Francesca replied quite calmly, although she was rather thrilled at the thought of travelling to the Middle East, having visions of exotic sights and handsome sheiks. Visiting places she might not have seen on her own, as unaccompanied women were, she knew, rather frowned on.


  “You’d better make sure your Passport is valid for travel to the Middle East, and that you’ve had all the necessary jabs,” he advised her.


  “My Passport’s definitely valid, but I’m not sure about the jabs, I’ll check-up about those,” she calmly replied.


  “Good, when can you start? The sooner the better as far as we’re concerned, as we would prefer you to over-lap the present Personal Assistant, who’s leaving to get married in three-months’ time.” He named a very generous salary to Francesca, who hadn’t realized that the position commanded such a high rate. “Mr. Holmes is a perfectionist himself, so expects it from others, hence the salary offered.”


  “I can start on Monday, as I’m not working on a permanent basis at the moment,” she answered. Not wishing to go into detail about her recent illness, although she’d mentioned it in her letter, as some people found illness boring. “I suggest you come directly to me on Monday, and I’ll arrange for you to be taken to Miss Jones, the present Personal Assistant.”


  “I look forward to that,” replying as she stood up. They shook hands. “You’ll be receiving official notification tomorrow.” Walking across the room, he opened the door for her. “Just follow the corridor along until you come to the stairs.”


  “Thank you, once again,” she said, “it’s been a pleasure meeting you.”


  Francesca slowly made her way along the corridor, down the stairs, into the Foyer, thinking that the day hadn’t turned out too badly after all. She’d wanted the job desperately, not from the financial point of view, as that wasn’t important to her. But when the Agency had suggested it, seemed to be just what she was looking for. Something to get her teeth into and would be a challenge, as she strongly believed that everyone should have some job or purpose in life. As she reached the bottom of the stairs, Jeannie said, “How did it go?”


  Francesca smilingly replied, “I start on Monday, look forward to seeing you then.”


  Walking down the steps; realized with pleasure that it had stopped raining. However, there were some large puddles lying around and best avoided, as she soon discovered when inadvertently stepping into one, saturating her feet. The wintry sun was trying to break through, lightening the swirling clouds. Both feet were squelching in her shoes, so, as nonchalantly as possible, propped herself against a wall; hoping that no-one was looking at her inelegant pose, totally at variance with her rather sophisticated appearance. Slipped off the wet shoes, one at a time, balancing on one leg, dabbing ineffectually, with a wispy lace-edged handkerchief, at the other.


  Having mopped up the worst of the puddle water; she decided to saunter round the shops. Walked into Piccadilly, crossed by the subway, then turned into Burlington Arcade with its profusion of glittering shops. She spent quite a while browsing, buying knick-knacks. Ruthlessly restraining herself from going overboard; such was the temptation of vividly coloured silks evocative of the mysterious east; exquisite jewellery; leather goods of superbly supple kid and pigskin that flowed; rather than being shaped or formed. She finally dragged herself away. By now she’d reached Bond Street, so decided to buy some replacement shoes, the soaking wet ones popped into an elegant bag!


  She then made tracks, walking back towards Piccadilly, espied The Ritz, which she gazed at speculatively for a moment. “I might as well go there for lunch today,” she thought, turning the idea over in her mind, thinking that it was a good one. “Why not?” Arguing mock seriously with herself, “You can afford it, can’t you, and it’s a day worth celebrating isn’t it?” Agreeing, “Yes, you’re quite right it is.” Crossly, “Well then, what’re you hesitating for?” Shaking her head, “I’m not, I’m not, I’m going!”


  Suiting action to the thought, crossed by the subway again, as the road, as usual, was solid with traffic; rather like a slowly moving snake, wending its way as far as the eye could see. “It’s no wonder I haven’t bothered with a car, it puts you right off,” she said to herself.


  Walking through the famous Arcade, then into Arlington Street entering the hotel through the revolving doors. Francesca never lost the feeling of wanting to be whirled round and around rather like a spinning top; then smilingly made her way along the corridor to the restaurant.


  Francesca always enjoyed going to The Ritz, where she was well-known. Its whole atmosphere was of graciousness and charm, with which she felt at home. Francesca readily admitted to herself that she was, basically, a romantic at heart!


  “Hello, Miss Adamson, how are you? A table for one?” The handsome maître d’ enquired smilingly.


  “Thank you, this’ll be fine,” she replied, following him as he led the way to her favourite table over-looking Green Park. She never ceased to be amazed they recognized her amongst so many!


  As it was Autumn, the French doors on to the terrace were closed. Once she’d ordered her lunch, passed the time looking around at the restaurant’s décor. Marvelling, yet again, at the painted ceiling with its Boucher-like clouds, hung with bronze chandeliers interlinked by bronze garlands, festooned with oodles of gold leaf. Relaxing, unwinding, enjoying her simple lunch of smoked salmon, chicken with salad, followed by fresh fruit and coffee, but prepared and presented as only The Ritz can do. Francesca didn’t eat exotic desserts very often, as remembering the past, she avoided fattening things. She reflected that until about five years ago, would never have entered such a place on her own. Although she had, of course, been with her parents and grandmother; let alone order and eat a meal by herself.


  She fell into a reverie as she remembered how she’d been fourteen years ago. Fat, most definitely fat, frumpy, wearing hideous glasses; withdrawn into a protective shell; shutting everything and everyone out. Knowing something was wrong, but unable to breakout of the vicious circle of being unhappy, over-eating to cheer herself up, putting on more weight as a result, and so on. The dramatic, to her anyway, happening that changed her whole life, leading to the meeting with Ruth, her one real friend.


  Francesca, in another world with her reminiscing; was abruptly jolted back to the present by the maître d’, who’d approached her silently; coughed to get her attention; then placed a folded note by the side of her plate. Startled, she looked up, nearly spilling her cream laced coffee – an occasional indulgence – as he informed her impassively, but with a distinct twinkle in his eye. “This is from the gentleman behind you in the far corner, Miss Adamson.”


  She stared at him in a bewildered way; totally taken by surprise. Slowly, she picked up the note, rather as if it would bite. Gingerly opening it; stared at it for a moment, looking, she felt sure, a bit gormless; trying to get the words into focus. When they finally registered; realized she was in the classic situation, seen in films, but not very often encountered in real-life, for the note simply said, “May I join you?” And was unsigned.


  Francesca was quite frankly embarrassed, apprehensive and a bit annoyed; felt herself blushing, a habit she thought she’d managed to overcome. Feeling gauche; she smiled timorously at the maître d’, who relaxed sufficiently to allow himself the glimmer of a smile, cleared her throat, saying, “Could you please say I’m very sorry, but was just on the point of leaving, as I’ve an appointment.”


  Annoyed at being put in the position of having to cut short her coffee – not to mention telling a fib – Francesca gathered up her things, settled her account. Swept out of the restaurant with nary a glance at the man concerned, although was tempted to peep out the corner of her eye. Feeling very self-righteous she went to the cloakroom to tidy-up.


  Afterwards curiosity gnawed away at her, as she wondered what he’d looked like, whether she’d made a big mistake, but she didn’t like the over-tones of what could be construed as a ‘pick up’, however classy the place might be!


  She finally managed to put it out of her mind, at least to a certain extent, but the memory of it kept popping back during the afternoon to haunt her.


  She went for a leisurely walk through Green Park, as it had turned into such a beautiful afternoon; although it was nippy, and her breath hung around in small misty clouds. It was pleasant with the sun filtering through the remaining leaves on the trees. After nearly slipping over two or three times, as the leaves carpeting the ground were still sodden from the early morning rain, left before she fell over.


  She left the park slowly, luxuriating in the feeling of not going anywhere in particular, of being cosseted, even if it was by herself! She experienced a feeling of well-being, or even self-satisfaction, because everything seemed to be falling nicely into place. But, as she was ambling along Piccadilly, felt a strange sense of awareness; whilst the hairs on the back of her neck didn’t rise, or stand on end, felt as if they were about to do so. Unable to account for it, slowly turned around, frowning, trying to see what had engendered this. But couldn’t see anything or associate the feeling to anybody or anything. So mentally shrugged her shoulders, continuing along Piccadilly.


  Popped into various shops, such as Fortnum and Mason, picking up a few things for dinner, browsing as she walked along. Splashing out on some filmy lingerie; covered in cascades of lace, pleating and embroidery that was tempting and ultimately irresistible. Relishing the sensuous feel of silk, satin and lace caressing her skin; probably because when she was a child everything had been drab and serviceable. Now that she was able to afford such luxuries tended to be self-indulgent. Leaving the shop, with the lingerie in a very decorative bag embellished with a bow; she, again, experienced the feeling of being watched or studied like a goldfish in a bowl. So, stopped to look in a shop window, hoping to have a view of people roundabout without them being aware of her studying them; but alas this didn’t help either!


  By then she decided enough was enough, so slowly made her way to the nearest station to catch a tube home. Over the years, she’d learnt how to position herself to avoid the vortex caused when trains rushed into the station, causing havoc with her hair!


  Walking from the subway into South Kensington towards her flat; which was in a very pleasant quiet tree-lined square with a fountain playing in the centre; carpeted, as it was Autumn, in red, brown, and gold leaves. Once again, felt as if she was being followed; surreptitiously looked around, but without success. “Snap out of it, Francesca, you’re starting to get paranoid,” she admonished herself out loud.


  Her spacious flat, which was on the first floor of the Victorian house left to her when her grandmother died, some sixteen years ago. Consisted of four large bedrooms (one each for Ruth and herself, a very well-equipped office, where she carried out her extensive business affairs, plus a spare), sitting room, kitchen/diner, and bathroom. All opening off a central hall, which, although without much natural light, managed to convey an illusion of light with its white ceiling, light beige walls, and slightly darker beige carpet.


  Taking off her coat, throwing it on her bed as she passed on the way to the oak-panelled kitchen, which overlooked the pocket-sized back garden, to make herself a drink and prepare dinner. She’d just started drinking her coffee, whilst washing the salad stuff, when the phone rang. Hurriedly putting her cup down on the marble worktop, wiping her hands on her apron as she went, to find Ruth on the other end.


  “Hi, Ruth, how are you? What’s the weather like in Greece? Super I bet. It’s been pouring here today. I had to get a taxi this morning, as without you I over-slept. Then to crown it all, it was absolutely chucking it down, not an auspicious start to the day was it? I didn’t think the interview would go successfully after all that, but anyway I’ve got the job and start on Monday. And I must say the offices are lush,” said in a rush.


  “Stop babbling, Francesca, that’s what I rang about, to find out how you got on. I’m glad it was successful in the end. What’s the boss like?” Ruth asked in an interested voice.


  “I don’t know, didn’t see him. He’s in the Middle East somewhere. Guess what happened to me at lunch today?” she teased.


  “I’m not guessing, Francesca, you know I’m lousy at guessing games; so just spill the beans,” Ruth said firmly.


  “Well, I decided to have lunch at The Ritz, as a special treat, sort of celebration; this is the part that’ll surprise you. You know the old cliché, the one you read about, or see in all the old films, about a girl or woman dining alone; then a stranger sends her a note asking if he can join her. Well, it happened to me today!”


  “Well, well, what happened then,” Ruth said impatiently, “don’t keep me in suspense?”


  “Nothing really, as I declined,” Francesca replied, trying to inject a nonchalant note into her voice.


  “What do you mean D E C L I N E D!” Ruth’s voice sounded flabbergasted.


  Francesca could hear Ruth’s voice rising to a higher-pitch, and mentally braced herself for what was to come.


  “I told the maître d’ to say, ‘Sorry, but the lady’s just leaving’,” Francesca rather feebly said.


  “Francesca, I’m starting to get cross, as you’re not giving me a blow-by-blow account of exactly what happened. What did he look like? Was he a rich sheikh, pop star, film star, good looking or what?” Ruth demanded.


  “I don’t know, as I never looked at him,” she slowly answered apprehensively; knowing what was coming next. Ruth didn’t have red hair for nothing!


  “Francesca Adamson, D E C L I N E D; never even turned around,” Ruth literally shrieked down the phone. “Sometimes, Francesca, I despair of you. That might have been the opportunity of a lifetime, Mr. Right, and you’ve just let it slip through your fingers. You wouldn’t have turned it down, my girl, if I’d been there that’s a cert,” she remarked grimly.


  Francesca started fidgeting with the pencil and doodling on the pad. “I’m not looking for anyone, I’ve told you that before, Ruth; I’m quite happy as I am.”


  “We won’t go into that now, as this call’s costing me a fortune,” Ruth sighed wearily.


  Francesca felt guilty, as she knew she tried Ruth’s patience sometimes. “I did have a funny feeling during the afternoon on and off that I was being followed. But when I sneaked a look around couldn’t see anything or anyone that seemed familiar; so think it must have been my imagination, or a persecution complex. It’s difficult to explain, but really felt quite worried about it.” Francesca tried to keep her inward worry from sounding in her voice but didn’t think she was too successful.


  “Perhaps it was your mystery note-writer tracking you down!” suggested Ruth mischievously; trying to stop her worrying and to lighten the mood.


  Francesca laughed. “Your imagination runs away with you sometimes. You read too many scripts and should have been a novelist. Anyway, enough of this chit-chat. When are you coming back? Have you finished filming yet?” Francesca asked, hoping it would be soon.


  “I’m hoping to be back in about a month, but I’ll let you know nearer the time. It’ll probably be a Friday or Saturday; it all depends on how filming goes,” Ruth admitted.


  “How’s the film going, Ruth?” Francesca really hoped Ruth was doing well, as this was her first big break; everything depended on it.


  “So far everything’s going really well. I think they’re pleased with what I’ve done so far, as they’ve extended my part slightly; although it’s not in the bag by any means,” Ruth replied.


  “Oh good, I’m really pleased, as this could be the really big break you’ve been waiting for. Just don’t forget me when you’re rich and famous that’s all!” Francesca laughingly said.


  Ruth’s musical laugh came down the phone. “By the way, I’ve met some really nice people whilst I’ve been here; they’re probably popping in to see me when I get back.”


  Francesca grinned to herself, pushed her glasses back up her nose, appreciating the casual way Ruth had managed to bring up what was obviously a major event. “Men, you mean!”


  Ruth laughing, evaded giving a direct reply. “I’ll tell you all about it when I get back. Love for now, will either phone, text, Skype or email about flight times, etc.”


  “Okay, I’ll be there to meet you, bye for now.”


  Slowly replacing the receiver, animation dying as she did so. Back in the kitchen finished preparing dinner; thinking as she did so that Ruth was her one and only friend, as well as flatmate. Probably the only person now who knew her as she’d been, never having made any friends during her childhood, circumstances being what they were.


  After eating her simple meal in solitary splendour, she decided although occasionally she liked being on her own, enjoying peace and quiet – there wasn’t much of that when Ruth was around! She wouldn’t like it on a permanent basis; as there wouldn’t be anyone to tell about her successes, trials, or tribulations!


  After tidying-up; she took her coffee into the sitting room, which was her favourite room; skilfully decorated in a harmonious blend of antiques. It had a sunny aspect, overlooking the square. She enjoyed looking out of the large curved windows at the comparative peace outside; watching the gentle fall of water in the fountain, particularly in summer, when the sunlight showed all the colours of the rainbow. The maple floor partially covered by a white Chinese carpet; its border of pink, blue and green flowers echoed in diverse ways throughout the room.


  As it was Autumn; the evenings were drawing in, went to draw the full-length blue-draped curtains that covered the whole wall to shut out the remainder of the world. Francesca’s arms were suddenly arrested as she felt compelled to look searchingly out of the window, but at what she knew not! Wondering yet again; drew the curtains, lit the log effect gas fire – set in a grey marble Adam style fireplace, shaded from off-white to dark grey, with a brass Regency dog grate – basking in its flickering glow that comforted the whole room.


  She stretched out on the soft squashy green velvet sofa, pushing a cushion behind her back, drinking her coffee; whilst watching the news on tv with one eye, reading her book with the other.
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