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    Prologue

    Tuscany 1966

    The little girl stood outside the imposing black gates of Villa La Magdalena and peered up the drive. A long avenue of cypresses cut straight through the grounds, climaxing at the end in a tantalizing glimpse of a primrose-yellow palazzo. La Magdalena sat with the dignity and poise of a grand empress. Her tall, shuttered windows were an elegant teal green, her crown a decorative balustrade built along the top of the faade, her walls as resplendent as silk; she belonged to a world as enchanting and inaccessible as fairy tales.

    The bright Tuscan sun threw inky shadows across the drive and the little girl could smell the sweet scents of the garden that rose in the heat and saturated the air. She stood in her sandals and grubby sundress, her long brown hair matted with dust and sea water, hanging down her back and over her eyes, which were dark and troubled and full of craving. Around her neck she wore a Virgin Mary pendant her mother had given her before running off with a man she had met over the tomato stall in Piazza Laconda, taking her younger brother with them.

    The little girl came to La Magdalena often. She liked to climb the wall where a part of it had crumbled, leaving it low enough for her to scale. Shed sit on the top and survey the beautiful gardens of stone fountains, graceful umbrella pines and marble statues of elegant ladies and semi-naked men twisted into theatrical poses of love and longing. She liked to imagine that she lived there surrounded by such heavenly splendour  a young lady with expensive dresses and sparkly shoes, cherished by a mother who threaded her hair with ribbons, and a father who indulged her with presents and tossed her into the air before catching her in his strong, protective arms; she came to La Magdalena to forget her own drunken father and the little apartment on Via Roma that she struggled to keep clean.

    Her small hands gripped the bars and she squeezed her face between them to get a better look at the boy who was now walking towards her, accompanied by a mongrel dog. She knew he was going to tell her to go away, so she wanted to get a good look first, before running back down the path that snaked its way to the beach.

    The boy was handsome, much older than she, with fair hair brushed off his forehead and a kind face. He appraised her with pale, smiling eyes and on closer inspection she could see that they were green. She stood her ground, daring herself to remain until the very last moment. Her fingers curled around the bars and she clenched her jaw in determination, but his grin disarmed her; it didnt look like the expression of a person about to shoo her away. He put his hands in his pockets and examined her through the gate.

    Hello there.

    She said nothing. Her head told her to flee, but her legs wouldnt listen. She remained staring at him, unable to tear her eyes away.

    Do you want to come in? His invitation caught her off guard and she straightened up suspiciously. Youre obviously curious.

    I was just passing, she replied.

    So you can speak.

    Of course I can speak.

    I wasnt sure at first. You looked so frightened.

    Im not frightened of you, if thats what you mean.

    Good.

    I was just on my way somewhere.

    Thats funny, were rather isolated here.

    I know that. I was on the beach. Which was true, at least.

    So you just wandered up to have a look?

    Its so pretty. It caught my attention. Her face brightened at the mention of the villa and her eyes strayed longingly up the drive.

    Then come in and Ill show you around the gardens. My family isnt here so Im alone. Itll be nice to have someone to talk to.

    I dont know . . . Her eyes darkened again, but he opened the gate.

    Dont be afraid. Im not going to hurt you.

    Im not afraid, she retorted. I can look after myself, you know.

    Im sure you can.

    She stepped in and he closed the gate behind her. She watched him lock it and her heart lurched a moment with anxiety, but then her gaze was drawn back to the villa and she forgot her fear. Do you live here?

    Not all the time. I live in Milan mostly, but we summer here every year.

    Then I will have seen you.

    Really?

    Her excitement at being in the grounds gave her courage. Yes, I spy from the wall.

    You little devil.

    I like to look at the gardens. The people dont interest me so much.

    Then Ill give you a better look so you wont have to spy any more.

    She walked beside him, her heart now swelling with pleasure. Is all this really yours?

    Well, my fathers.

    If this is your summer house, your house in Milan must be built for a king.

    He laughed, tossing back his head. Its big, but not big enough for a king. This is bigger. Theres more space in the countryside.

    Its old, isnt it?

    Fifteenth century. It was built by the Medici family, designed by Leon Battista Alberti in 1452. Do you know who he was?

    Of course I do.

    How old are you?

    Ten and ten months. My birthdays in August. I suppose Ill have a big party.

    Im sure you will.

    She looked down at her feet. She had never had a party. Now her mother had gone, no one would even remember her birthday. Whats your dog called?

    Good-Night.

    Thats a funny name.

    He was a stray I found on the road in the middle of the night. We bonded immediately, so I called him Good-Night, because it was a good night, finding him.

    She bent down to stroke him. What is he?

    I dont know. A mixture of lots of different breeds.

    Hes sweet. She giggled as the dog licked her face. Whoa, steady there, doggie!

    He likes you.

    I know. Stray animals always like me.

    Because you look like a stray yourself, he thought, watching her wrap her arms around Good-Nights neck and rest her head against his fur.

    Ive made a friend, she said with a triumphant smile.

    He laughed at her exuberance. No, youve made two. Come on.

    They walked the full length of the drive side by side, her confidence growing with each step. He explained the architecture, showing off his knowledge, and she listened enraptured by every detail, trying to remember in order to later tell her friend, Costanza. The villa was even bigger than she had thought. She had seen only the central part between the trees at the end of the avenue. It had two other wings not quite as tall as the bit in the middle but just as wide. Classically proportioned and unfussy, it had an understated grandeur, the yellow paint giving it a happy, complacent look as if it knew it didnt have to try at being beautiful. She longed to go inside, to walk through the rooms and gaze at the paintings that hung on the walls. She was sure it was even more wonderful than the outside. But he took her round to the back where a sweeping stone staircase descended from the villa into a formal garden of statues, terracotta pots of topiary and lofty pines. It was as though she had died and now walked through paradise, for surely only Heaven could be as beautiful as this?

    He directed her through a small gate in the wall, into a pretty ornamental garden settled within a circular stone colonnade. The centrepiece was a glorious fountain of mermaids throwing water into the air. Around the fountain a path was planted haphazardly with thyme, and pretty iron benches were set on all four sides against low hedges that boxed four neatly trimmed lawns and flowerbeds. She took a while to take it all in, standing there in her sandals, clutching her heart because she had never before seen so much splendour.

    This is my mothers garden, he told her. She wanted a place where she could read in private without being spied on. He winked at her and laughed again. Youd have to be a very accomplished spy to get in here.

    I bet your mothers pretty, she said, thinking of her own mother and trying to remember what she looked like.

    She is, I suppose. One doesnt really think of ones mother in that way.

    Where does she read?

    I think she probably sits on one of these benches, by the fountain. I dont know. Ive never bothered to notice. He ambled over, suddenly infected with the little girls wonder. It is rather lovely, isnt it?

    Imagine sitting here in the sunshine, listening to the trickling water and watching the birds washing themselves in it.

    Its very peaceful.

    I love birds. I bet you have many birds here. Different ones, probably, from those we have in town.

    He laughed incredulously. I think youll find the same old birds as the ones you have in Herba.

    No, youll have special ones in here. She was so certain, he looked around, half expecting to see parrots in the pine trees. Do you ever sit here?

    No.

    Why not?

    He shrugged. What would I do?

    Oh, theres plenty to look at. I could sit in here for hours  days even. I could sit in here for ever and never want to leave. She carefully lowered herself onto the bench as if it were a sacred thing she was afraid might break. Once sitting, she watched the water and imagined having a garden of her own where she could enjoy the changing light from dawn till dusk. God is in here, she said softly, feeling a strange sense of awe creep over her skin, like the warm breath of an angel.

    He sat beside her and stretched out his legs, putting his hands behind his head. Do you think?

    Oh, I know. I can feel Him.

    They sat there a long time, listening to the breeze in the cypress trees and the doves contentedly cooing on the roof of the villa. Good-Night sniffed the borders, cocking his leg against the hedge.

    This is the best day of my life, she said after a while. I dont think Ive ever been so happy.

    He looked at her curiously, a tender smile curling his lips. Whats your name, piccolina?

    She looked back at him, her eyes full of gratitude and trust. Floriana, she replied. And you?

    Somehow, they both knew that exchanging names meant something. He hesitated, staring into her gaze, that was now open and no longer afraid. He held out his hand. Tentatively she took it. Hers looked small and dark in his big pale one.

    Dante Alberto Massimo, he said softly. But you can call me Dante.
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    The Morris Minor rattled down the narrow lane towards the village of Shelton. The hedgerows were high and luxuriant, laced with pretty white cow parsley and forget-me-nots. A spray of sparrows took to the sky where feathery clouds floated inland on a salty wind. The car moved cautiously, swerving into a lay-by to avoid an oncoming lorry, then continued through the quaint hamlet of whitewashed cottages whose grey-tiled roofs shone like gold in the enthusiastic glare of dawn.

    In the heart of Shelton a grey stone church huddled among a cluster of magnificent plane trees, and below, a sleek black cat trotted lithely along the wall, returning home from a successful nights hunting. At the end of the village, as the lane turned sharply to the left before descending to the sea, a pair of imposing iron gates opened onto a narrow drive that swept in a graceful curve through banks of rhododendron bushes, already in bloom. The car turned in and made its way past fat pink flowers to the grey stone mansion at the end, positioned in splendid seclusion overlooking the sea.

    The Polzanze was a harmoniously proportioned mansion built in 1814 by the Duke of Somerland for his whimsical wife, Alice, whose asthma benefited from the sea air. He demolished the old building, an unsightly pile of bricks dating back to the sixteenth century, and designed the present house with the help of his talented wife who had strong ideas of what she wanted. The result was a mansion that felt like a large cottage on the inside, with wood panelled walls, floral wallpapers, log fires and big latticed windows that looked onto the lawn and the ocean beyond.

    The duchess adored her garden and spent her summers cultivating roses, planting exotic trees and designing an intricate maze of walkways through the lush woodland. She constructed a small garden for her children outside her study, where they could grow vegetables and flowers, and edged it with a miniature aqueduct so that they could float their boats in the water while she wrote her letters. Enamoured of Italy, she decorated her terrace with heavy terracotta pots of rosemary and lavender, and planted vines in the conservatory, training them to climb the trellises so that the grapes hung from the ceiling in dusty clusters.

    Little had changed and much had been enhanced by her descendants, who added to the beauty of the place with their own flair and extravagance until they fell on hard times and were forced to sell in the early 1990s. The Polzanze had been converted into a hotel, which would have broken Alices heart had she lived to see it. But her legacy remained, as did much of the original hand-painted wallpaper of birds and butterflies. The cedar tree that sheltered the east side was reputed to be over five hundred years old, and the grounds boasted an ancient walled vegetable garden, built long before the duchess arrived to cultivate rhubarb and raspberries  as well as an ancient gardener who had been there longer than anyone could remember.

    Marina heard a car draw up on the gravel outside and hurried to the first-floor window. She peered through the glass to see a dirty old Morris Minor, stuffed with canvases and paint-stained dustsheets, stall in front of the hotel like an exhausted mule. Her heart accelerated with anticipation and she hastily checked herself in the mirror on the landing. A little over fifty, she was at the height of her beauty, as if time had danced lightly across her face, barely leaving a footprint. Her luscious honey-brown hair tumbled over her shoulders in waves and her eyes were deep set and engaging, the colour of smoky quartz. Petite, with small bones and a narrow waist, she was none the less curvaceous, with wide hips and a generous bosom. She smoothed down her dress and fluffed up her hair, and hoped that shed make a good impression.

    Marina darling, it looks like your first potential artist-in-residence has arrived, exclaimed her husband, Grey Turner, peering through the glass and chuckling as an elderly man stepped onto the gravel in a long brocaded coat and black breeches, his scuffed shoes decorated with large brass buckles that glinted weakly in the spring sunshine.

    Good Lord, its Captain Hook! remarked Clementine, Greys twenty-three-year-old daughter, who joined him at the window. She screwed up her nose in disdain. Why Submarine wants to invite a painter to sponge off us every summer is beyond me. Its very pretentious to have an artist-in-residence.

    Grey ignored the disrespectful nickname his children had coined for their stepmother. Marina has a good nose for business, he said mildly. Paul Lockwood was a great success last year, our guests loved him. Its only natural that she should want to repeat it.

    She might change her mind when she sees this old sea-dog!

    Do you think he has a parrot tucked away with all that luggage? Grey continued, watching the old man walk stiffly round to the boot and pull out a shabby portfolio.

    I think most certainly, Dad  and a ship moored down at the quay. At least he doesnt have a hook for a hand.

    Marina will think hes delightful. She loves eccentrics.

    Do you think thats why she married you?

    Grey straightened up and put his hands in his pockets. He was very tall with curly, greying hair and a long, sensitive face. He looked down at his daughter and shook his head. Dont forget you carry my genes, Clemmie. If Im eccentric, theres a good chance that you have inherited the same flaw.

    I wouldnt consider it a flaw, Dad. Theres nothing more boring than regular people. Mind you, she added, as the artist closed the boot. You can have too much of a good thing.

    Hes here! How exciting! Marina joined her husband and stepdaughter at the window. Clementine watched her joy deflate as she laid eyes on her first candidate, staggering towards the entrance with his artwork tucked under his moth-eaten sleeve, and felt a small swell of pleasure.

    My God! Marina exclaimed, throwing up her hands. What am I going to do?

    Too late now, darling. Youd better show him in or he might draw his sword. Marina implored her husband with a desperate look, but he shook his head and laughed at her affectionately, digging his hands deeper into the pockets of his corduroy trousers. This is your project. I know how you hate me to interfere.

    Why dont you interview him with me? She tried to seduce him with a grin.

    Oh, no, darling, hes all yours.

    Youre a wicked, wicked man, Grey Turner, she retorted, but her lips curled at the corners as she took her place in the middle of the hall by the round table and extravagant flower display, while Shane Black, the porter, helped the old man in with his portfolio.

    Ignoring the amused faces congregated at the window  for by now Jennifer, one of the receptionists, and Heather, a waitress, had found an excuse to come into the hall  Marina smiled at her first candidate warmly, extending her hand. His was rough and calloused, his fingernails ingrained with old paint. He seized hers with a firm grip. His eyes devoured her with the relish of a man who has been at sea for many months, and he seemed lost for words. Its so good of you to come, Mr Bascobalena. Lets go into my office where we can have some coffee and a little chat. Perhaps you would prefer tea?

    Or a barrel of rum, Clementine hissed to her father.

    Mr Bascobalena cleared his throat and swallowed. Black coffee, no sugar  and please call me Balthazar.

    His deep baritone startled Marina and she flinched, withdrawing her hand. She could see her stepdaughter sniggering out of the corner of her eye and she lifted her chin defiantly.

    Shane, see to it that Heather brings Mr Bascobalena a pot of black coffee right away and a cappuccino for me.

    Will do, Mrs Turner, said Shane, suppressing his mirth.

    Picking up the portfolio, Shane followed them across the hall, through the drawing room, where a few clusters of guests sat reading the newspapers, and into the pretty green sitting room beyond which Marinas office overlooked the Childrens Garden, redundant aqueduct, and the sea. She gestured that he place the portfolio on the coffee table, then watched him leave the room, closing the door behind him.

    Marina invited Balthazar to sit on the sofa and winced as his dirty clothes made contact with the pale green chenille. She sank into the armchair and turned her face to the open window, where the sea breeze carried on its breath the sweet scent of cut grass and ozone. She could hear the distant roar of the ocean and the plaintive cry of gulls wheeling on the wind, and felt her heart ache with yearning to be down on the beach, her feet in the water, her hair tossed about by the breeze. Reluctantly, she wrenched her thoughts back. She already knew that Balthazar Bascobalena would not be spending the summer at the Polzanze, but she had to do him the courtesy of going through the motions.

    You have a wonderful name  Bascobalena. Sounds Spanish. She was aware that he was staring at her, his jaw a little slack, as if he had never seen a woman before. In spite of the open window, his unwashed smell was beginning to fill the room. She wished Heather would hurry with the coffees, but guessed Shane was hanging around in the hall discussing their visitor with the rest of her staff. She hoped none of her guests had seen him come in.

    Perhaps, somewhere in my family history, theres a Spaniard. But were Devon folk through and through, and proud of it.

    Marina raised her eyebrows doubtfully. He had the dark skin and eyes of a Spaniard. When he bared his teeth, they were brown and rotten like those of a sailor with scurvy. And Balthazar. You have the name of a hero in a book.

    My mother was fanciful.

    Was she an artist, too?

    No, but she was a dreamer, God rest her soul.

    So, tell me, Balthazar, what do you paint?

    Boats, he replied, leaning forward to open his portfolio.

    Boats, Marina repeated, trying to inject some enthusiasm into her voice. How interesting. But not surprising, she added humorously.

    Mr Bascobalena missed her reference to his pirate outfit. Oh, Ive been fascinated by boats since I was a nipper.

    Raised on the sea?

    Oh, yes, as was my father and grandfather before him. He was distracted by a couple of paintings hanging on the wall. Those are good landscapes. Are you a collector, Mrs Turner?

    Sadly not. I dont paint, either. I just admire people like you who do. So, lets see some of your work.

    He pulled out a sketch of a fishing boat in a tempestuous sea. For a moment Marina forgot his smell and his extra-ordinary clothes and stared incredulously at the picture before her.

    Its beautiful, she gasped, shuffling to the edge of her chair. You have a gift.

    Look at this one, then. He pulled out another, his enthusiasm rising. Marina was stunned by the wistful charm of his work. He had sketched boats of all kinds: from fleets of Elizabethan ships to modern yachts and barges. Some drawn in calm waters at dawn, others on the high seas by moonlight, all with the same stirring sense of melancholy. I paint in oils, too, but theyre too big to bring. You can come and see them if you like? I live near Salcombe.

    Thank you. Im sure theyre as lovely as your sketches. She looked at him with sincerity. You have an extraordinary talent.

    If I could paint people, Id paint you. Marina ignored the lecherous look in his eyes.

    You dont paint people? She feigned disappointment.

    Not a chance. He ran a hand through thinning grey hair that reached the gilded epaulettes on his shoulders. Never have done. Cant get them right. Whatever I do they always look like monkeys.

    What a shame. You see, Balthazar, I need my artist-in-residence to teach my guests how to paint everything. Not just boats and monkeys. Im sorry.

    As Balthazars shoulders hunched in defeat, Heather appeared with the tray carrying a silver coffee pot and a cappuccino. Marina shot her a furious look for having taken so long and Heather flushed a little as she placed it on the desk. Marina hoped hed leave right away, but his greedy eyes settled on the gingernut biscuits and his spirits lifted. Reluctantly she poured him a cup of coffee, handed him the biscuits and watched him sink back into her sofa.

    •   •   •

    Clementine climbed into her red Mini Cooper and drove down the winding narrow lanes towards the town of Dawcomb-Devlish. Woolly fields undulated in a patchwork of assorted greens beneath a clear cerulean sky. Swallows dived and seagulls wheeled, and every now and then she glimpsed the sparkling blue ocean gently rippling into the hazy mists on the horizon. And yet, in spite of the beauty, Clementines heart was a nugget of resentment.

    She stared miserably at the grey tarmac and considered her lot. She wished she was travelling around India again, enjoying the freedom that three years and a respectable degree at university merited, instead of schlepping into Dawcomb-Devlish every morning to slog away as secretary to the desperately bland Mr Atwood and his sleepy estate agency on the high street.

    It had come as something of a shock when her father had declared that he no longer had the money to fund her self-indulgence. She had hoped to defer work for another year at least. He had offered her a job at the hotel, like Jake, who had worked his way up to manager, but shed rather die than call her stepmother boss. So he had found her a position for six months while Mr Atwoods secretary, Polly, was on maternity leave. If she lasted six weeks it would be a miracle, not only was she barely able to type, but she was very disorganized, relying on Sylvia, Mr Atwoods partners secretary, to do most of the work for her. She was aware that Mr Atwoods patience was being sorely tested, but as he was indebted to her father for sending him clients there was little he could do.

    It was a bore to be in Devon at all. If her mother hadnt had to sell her house in London and move up to Scotland shed have found a far more glamorous job in Chelsea and would be spending every night with her friends in Boujis. As it was, she found herself in Devon, which she loathed on account of the many summer holidays she had spent being dragged onto cold beaches and shivering on rocks while her brother and father went crabbing. Marina used to make lavish picnics and would take her up and down the beach looking for shells, but Clementine always refused to take her hand. It was a small act of defiance. But she had always felt inadequate beside this beautiful creature who had stolen her fathers heart. She was well aware of the light in his eyes when he looked at her, as if he were gazing on an angel, and the way the light dimmed when he looked at her, as if she were an interruption. She didnt doubt his love; he just loved Marina more.

    Approaching the town, Clementine noticed a black object lying in the middle of the road. At first she thought it was an old boot, and slowed down. But on closer inspection she saw that it was a hedgehog, crawling leisurely across the tarmac. She glanced in her rear-view mirror to see a couple of cars behind her and knew that if she didnt stop, the hedgehog would surely be crushed. The animals plight drew her out of herself and she braked suddenly, threw open the door and hurried to his aid. The man in the car behind tooted angrily. Clementine ignored him and bent down to move the hedgehog along. The trouble was, he was very prickly and riddled with fleas. She thought quickly, noticing a couple of cars coming towards her, and took off her shoes. Carefully, she scooped the hedgehog off the ground in one and put him down on the grassy verge. It gave her pleasure to watch him shuffle into the bush and disappear. By the time she climbed back into her car there was a small queue behind and in front. She waved her thanks as she passed, beaming a smile at the drivers who scowled back at her.

    When she burst into the office, mumbling apologies, it was well past ten. Sylvia Helvin, a feisty redhead divorcee with big breasts barely restrained by her tight green V-neck sweater and silk scarf, placed her hand over the telephone receiver and grinned broadly. Dont panic, lovely, theyre both out at a meeting this morning. We have the office to ourselves. Be a darling and get me a latte. She lifted her scarlet talons and laughed throatily into the telephone. Now, Freddie, youre a naughty, naughty boy. Youd better behave or Ill have to smack you again. Clementine wandered off to the Black Bean Coffee Shop. When she returned, Sylvia was still talking, the receiver clamped between her chin and shoulder, busy filing her nails. Clementine plonked the coffee carton in front of her and threw her bag onto the floor. Bad morning? Sylvia asked, hanging up.

    Submarine is interviewing artists.

    Ah, the artist-in-residence. Very posh.

    But thats just it. Its not posh at all. Its pretentious.

    Does it matter, if hes handsome?

    Handsome? Some chance. You should have seen the pirate that rocked up at dawn. Old, smelly and clearly mad. All that was missing was his ship.

    Sylvia sipped her latte cautiously so as not to ruin her lipstick. You know, shes either brave or foolish inviting a total stranger into her home.

    Its not a home, its a hotel. Anyway, thats the business for you  total strangers traipsing in and out all day, every day. Ghastly!

    No, I mean with the robberies. Theyve started calling him Baffles, the gentleman thief. He targets hotels like your fathers, as well as big houses. Havent you read the paper this morning?

    I dont read the Dawcomb-Devlish Gazette.

    Youre missing out. Its a veritable mine of local information. Its all getting rather bizarre. He descended on a big house just outside Thurlestone, crept in while they were all asleep, and left with loads of cash and a serious work of art. The weird thing is he seemed to know where everything was, as if hed been there and checked it out first.

    How do they know hes a he?

    Sylvia shrugged. Well, he signs his name Raffles, after the fictional character, and he was a man. Thats why theyve nicknamed him Baffles. She laughed through her nose. Typical journalists, theyre loving it! Get this, though: he didnt leave a single clue except for a little note saying thank you in neat and tidy writing.

    Youre joking!

    Would I make light of such a serious matter? She sucked in her cheeks. I tease you not, Clemmie dear. The robber has good manners. To think, only a week ago he targeted the Palace Hotel in Thurlestone. Hope he doesnt come down here.

    Clementine laughed and flopped into her chair. Well, I dont really care if he targets the Polzanze and steals all Submarines precious paintings. Hed be doing me a favour if he managed to carry her off with his loot.

    I think youre being unfair. I like her. Shes glamorous.

    Cheap glamour.

    Dont be such a snob.

    Im not a snob. I dont care where people come from if theyre nice.

    Shes a local girl, like me.

    Not that youd know. She tries so hard to sound posh theres barely any trace of her original country accent. Clementine chuckled. The trouble is shes ended up with a very strange accent thats neither one thing nor the other  at times she even sounds foreign!

    Youre very hard on her, Clemmie. So, she has the odd character flaw. You should be more forgiving.

    Shes pretentious. I dont like people who pretend to be what theyre not. She should stop trying to sound grand.

    Sylvia rounded on her crossly. You say youre not a snob, Clementine, but youre sounding just like one. Whats your posh education done for you? Given you a plum to carry in your mouth and a sense of superiority. Youre working in the same office as me, earning a lot less. Your father would have done better to have saved his pennies.

    I didnt mean to offend you, Sylvia. Shes my stepmother. I dont think shes good for my father, thats all. He could have done better for himself. You know he was a highly successful barrister in London. What on earth inspired him to come down here and run a hotel?

    His wife.

    My point exactly. Hed be a judge by now if hed hung in there.

    Maybe he didnt want to be a judge. Perhaps hes happy with the choice he made. Anyway, youre not meant to love your stepmother. Had she been born the daughter of a king you still wouldnt think her good enough.

    I think she wanted the house because it was owned by the Duke of Somerland. She sits in her study, which used to be the duchesss, and feels important. Dad was so far above her on the food chain Im surprised she managed to get him in her sights.

    I think shes beautiful. Theres something deep and sad in her eyes.

    Trust me, she has nothing to be sad about. Shes got everything she ever wanted by sheer manipulation.

    Then you should take a leaf out of her book and use your beauty cleverly.

    Im not beautiful.

    Sylvia shook her head and grinned at her kindly. You are when you smile.

    •   •   •

    Marina watched with relief as Balthazars car finally spluttered its way out of the driveway. She found Grey up a ladder in the library next door, looking for a book to lend the Brigadier, who had breakfasted on eggs and fried bread at the Polzanze ever since his wife died five years ago.

    Oh dear, he said. So that didnt go well.

    She raised her hands to heaven and inhaled theatrically. I couldnt get rid of him. My office now smells like a hostel for the homeless and Im about to interview another one.

    Why dont you sit outside? Its a beautiful day.

    If Elizabeth Pembridge-Hughes is presentable, I will. How ever, if she's crazy, Ill have to hide her away for fear of scaring our guests. I've lit a scented candle but I fear it will take more than that.

    I thought youd like him. You love eccentrics.

    She smiled grudgingly. Not eccentrics with blackened teeth and bad breath, long greasy hair and ridiculous clothes!

    You surprise me. He came down the ladder.

    I like presentable eccentrics. Ones that smell of lime, wear clean shirts and brush their teeth.

    Ah, he raised an eyebrow.

    He kissed her forehead. This is meant to be fun, Marina. Its your idea, after all. Enjoy it.

    But what if I dont find someone suitable?

    You dont have to have an artist-in-residence.

    Oh, but I do. We need something to make us different, to draw people in. I dont have to remind you of the trouble were in. We have to think of new ways of attracting business or well be another credit-crunch tragedy. Were not making money, Grey. In fact, were haemorrhaging money. Think about it, half the guests who come here in the summer, come to paint. My London ladies have booked in for their week in June simply because they want to repeat the fun of last year. Im building a reputation that will bring people back year after year.

    Then if the right person doesnt appear well hunt him down.

    She knitted her fingers. Clementine thinks its in poor taste.

    Shes young.

    Shes rude.

    Ignore her. She wants to get a rise out of you.

    Then I am not going to be a souffl. She should show me some respect. Im her stepmother. She turned away sharply, the word mother lingering on her lips like an affront.

    Do you want me to talk to her?

    No. Leave her alone. Perhaps Im just not very good at it.

    You have tried, darling. I know how hard youve tried and Im very grateful. Its an impossible situation. The air was suddenly heavy with words too painful to articulate.

    When she spoke, Marinas voice was quiet. Lets not talk about it, Grey. Elizabeth whatever-shes-called will be here any minute and I dont want to look strained.

    You look beautiful.

    Only to you.

    Who else matters?

    Her expression softened. Youre my champion, Grey.

    Always, my darling.

    Shane shuffled awkwardly by the door, pretending not to hear. He wiped his large nose with the back of his hand, then stood to attention as he heard a car draw up on the gravel outside. Jennifer left Rose at the reception desk and pressed her nose to the window to see what this candidate was like.

  
    
      
    

    Chapter 2

    Elizabeth Pembridge-Hughes was extremely presentable. Tall and willowy, with fine, aristocratic features, porcelain skin and sensitive blue eyes, she was the epitome of what an artist of refinement should look like. Marina shook her hand and noticed at once how cold it was.

    She led her through the hotel to the terrace, stopping in the conservatory on the way to admire the lemon trees in urns and the grapevines that climbed the trellising, spreading their tentacles across the glass ceiling like pretty octopuses. Elizabeth was highly complimentary, missing nothing, and Marinas heart swelled with relief that she had found her artist-in-residence at last.

    They sat outside at one of the small round tables, surrounded by big terracotta pots of rosemary and lavender yet to flower. Elizabeth crossed her legs, wrapping her pale lilac pashmina around her shoulders, for there was a cold edge to the wind. Her naturally blonde hair was streaked with grey and the wisps that had escaped her ponytail were caught by the breeze and blew about playfully. She was not blessed with beauty, but her face possessed a certain haughtiness that was arresting.

    Do you mind if I smoke?

    Marina hated cigarettes and was a little disappointed. But Elizabeth had asked so politely, her educated accent clipping the words so efficiently, that Marina decided not to hold it against her. No one was perfect.

    Elizabeth reached into her bag and burrowed about in search of cigarettes and lighter. This took a while, during which time Marina ordered herbal tea for her guest and a fruit juice for herself. At last Elizabeths long fingers appeared with a packet of Marlboro Lights and she popped one between her thin lips and lit it, turning her back to the wind.

    You have a beautiful place, Marina, she said, blowing smoke out of the corner of her mouth. Its jolly inspiring to see the sea.

    I have to be near the sea, Marina replied, resting her heavy gaze on the glittering water. It has always been the most consistent thing in my life.

    I agree with you. Its good for the soul. I once travelled with a famous actor  who discretion prevents me from naming  who meditates by the sea. I suppose I was his artist-on-tour. He was an inspiration to me. Ive tried to meditate but my mind is too busy. I cant shut it up.

    Do you travel a lot with your work?

    All the time. Ive accompanied kings, queens and princes all over the world. Jolly lucky, really.

    Marina felt uneasy. Even she was realistic enough to appreciate that the position of artist-in-residence at the Polzanze was not a highly covetable one. Surely, if Elizabeth Pembridge-Hughes was used to painting for kings, she would not consider spending the summer in Dawcomb-Devlish, teaching old ladies for her board and lodging. How fascinating, Elizabeth. Tell me, which kings and queens and princes? I would love to hear your stories.

    Elizabeth pursed her lips. Well, thats the thing. You see, if one is privileged enough to be invited on their foreign tours, one has to keep shtoom. Im sure you understand. She laughed a smoky little snort through her nostrils. Perhaps when we know each other better Ill share some gems.

    Of course. But Marina doubted she had any gems to share.

    Just as Marinas spirit began to plummet, Grey walked out onto the terrace. Ah, my husband, she said, smiling at him gratefully.

    Elizabeth took in his stature, his broad shoulders, his thick, curly hair and genial face, and thought how incredibly attractive he was. An intellectual, clearly, and noble, too, one could always tell. Its a pleasure to meet you, she gushed, giving him her hand.

    I thought Id come and join you, he replied, shaking it. He noticed her weak grip and the cold, thin feel of her fingers. Are you warm enough out here?

    Perfectly, she replied. He pulled out a chair and sat down. A waiter hurried to the kitchens to fetch him some coffee. We were just saying how lovely it is to see the sea.

    I agree, the view is spectacular.

    Id love to paint it.

    Well, perhaps you shall, he said. Then he caught his wifes eye and deduced from her expression that Elizabeth Pembridge-Hughes would not be coming back to paint anything.

    So, this position of artist-in-residence, what does it involve, exactly?

    Marina felt the familiar tug in her stomach, an internal warning system that never failed. She didnt want Elizabeth Pembridge-Hughes in her hotel, name-dropping all summer. Once again, she found herself having to go through the motions in order not to be impolite. Last year we had a charming man who resided with us for three months, teaching the hotel guests painting. Its something different I like to offer our residents.

    What a brilliant idea  and such lovely surroundings to paint.

    I think so. Last summer Paul taught us all how to paint.

    You as well? She directed her question at Grey.

    Not me, Im no artist. Marina had a go, didnt you, darling?

    Yes, though Im no good at it, either. It was fun to experiment and he was such a nice man. It was a pleasure to have him to stay all summer and we missed him when he left. Hed become part of the family.

    As shall I. One loves nothing more than to roll up ones sleeves and get stuck in. All hands on deck.

    Absolutely, said Grey, finding her heartiness comical. The waiter placed his coffee on the table along with herbal tea and a glass of grapefruit juice.

    Elizabeth rested her cigarette on the ashtray. Now let me show you what I do. She delved into her bag and pulled out a black photo album. Im afraid my art is too big to carry around. Some of my paintings are hanging in royal households, so you can imagine, one can hardly go asking to borrow them, can one? This will give you a good idea. She handed Grey the book. Marina pulled her chair closer to her husband and nudged him with her elbow. Im jolly good with people, Elizabeth continued. You see, its one thing knowing how to paint, but quite another knowing how to teach. Im fortunate enough to be adept at both. Grey nudged his wife back.

    They leafed through photographs of horses sketched in charcoal, to still lifes in oil. There was no doubt that Elizabeth had talent. However, her work had nothing of the heart of Balthazar Bascobalenas melancholy boats, nor his flair. She was extremely good, but she had no soul. Youre very talented, Elizabeth, Marina said, trying to sound enthusiastic.

    Thank you. One loves what one does and I think it shows, dont you?

    Oh, it really does, said Grey, but Marina could see no traces of pleasure in her work at all.

    Elizabeth finished one cigarette and lit another. As she sipped her tea, Marina noticed her face fall in repose. She suddenly looked old and sad, like an actress weary of playing her role. Marina felt a twinge of compassion but she couldnt wait to be rid of her.

    •   •   •

    She was dreadful, she exclaimed to her husband once Elizabeths car had disappeared up the drive.

    You have to kiss many frogs before you find your prince. Perhaps the same applies to your artist.

    Oh really, Grey. I suppose you think this is all very funny.

    Im amused.

    Well, at least one of us is.

    He put his arm around her and squeezed her affectionately. Darling, you have to keep your sense of humour. The world is full of wonderful people  wonderfully ghastly and wonderfully pleasant. Elizabeth Pembridge-Hughes was certainly entertaining.

    Id enjoy it like you if I didnt feel so anxious.

    Theres nothing to be anxious about. Itll all work out in the end. Consider this a study in human nature.

    She grinned up at him. From which I deduce that God has a sense of humour, too.

    Yes, but I think He was very serious when He created you. He laughed and Marina couldnt help but laugh with him.

    •   •   •

    At midday Harvey Dovecote strode into the hall. A determined bachelor, Harvey had worked for Grey and Marina from the very beginning, having been estate manager for the last and least fortunate Duke and Duchess of Somerland. Now, at seventy-five, he did little more than odd jobs for Marina, clad in his habitual tweed cap and sky-blue boiler suit. The regular guests delighted in his familiar presence as he went about his work with irrepressible optimism and charm. He was a beloved character, as much a part of the hotel as the bricks and mortar, and Marina had grown entirely dependent on his down-to-earth good sense. He swept leaves, filled the log baskets, mended broken pipes and fused light switches. He repaired roof tiles, leaking ceilings, and plastered and painted when the decoration needed touching up. There was nothing he couldnt do and he had the energy of a man twenty years his junior.

    Fit and wiry, Harvey had thinning grey hair and a long, genial face that always smiled. His skin was scratched with deep laughter lines but his eyes sparkled with the reflection of an agile mind that missed nothing and saw the humour in everything. He arrived as Elizabeth Pembridge-Hughes sped off in her Range Rover.

    Another one bites the dust!

    Oh, Harvey, Im so pleased youre back! Marina exclaimed, feeling a pleasant calm wash away her doubts. You wouldnt believe the people Ive had to interview today. A pirate and a name-dropper. If the third interview isnt a success I dont know what I shall do.

    You shall wait for the right person to appear.

    You think he will?

    Oh, he will. Harveys certainty was comforting.

    Hows your mother? Im sorry. Im so wound up in my project I forgot to ask. She placed her hand on his arm for his mothers health had declined recently and shed been put in a home. She was ninety-eight and Harvey was devoted to her, visiting her up to three times a week.

    Shes bearing up. Sun Valley Nursing Home is dreary, but me and my nephew, Steve, keep her entertained, as much as we can. Shes very excited because Steves gone and bought a second-hand Jaguar. Beautiful car. Purrs like a big cat. He drove it to the nursing home and they wheeled her out so she could get a good look at it.

    You havent told me about Steve before. I never even knew you had a nephew. He sounds very successful.

    He is. He lives in a big house just outside Salisbury, full of beautiful things. Hes a collector, you know. Youd be amazed by the things he has. My brother, Tony, never amounted to much, but his boy Steves broken the mould. Hell lend me the Jag if I ask him, hes that generous. Might have to bring it down here and show it off.

    Marina laughed. You at the wheel of a swish car? Now that Id like to see.

    And Id like to see the look on your face when I take you out in it! He opened his wide mouth and laughed heartily.

    Oh, Id love that, Harvey. Its many years since Ive been in a beautiful sports car.

    She suddenly grew serious. You heard the news this morning?

    I did indeed. Hes like Macavity the Mystery Cat.

    Really, Harvey . . .

    Hes called the Hidden Paw 

    For hes the master criminal who can defy the Law.

    •   •   •

    He grinned as he managed, yet again, to make her smile.

    Its no laughing matter, Harvey.

    I dont like to see you worried.

    But it is a worry, Harvey. We have to be vigilant and hope he doesnt target us. Were small compared to the places hes robbed so far, so I hope hell overlook us.

    I expect he will. Theres not much to steal here, is there.

    Nothing really valuable, no.

    So put it out of your mind.

    Only once the police have caught him.

    Hes the bafflement of Scotland Yard, the Flying Squads despair:

    For when they reach the scene of crime  Macavitys not there!

    •   •   •

    You dont seem at all anxious about it.

    Being anxious isnt going to stop him targeting the Polzanze.

    Then what is?

    Ill stand outside with a shotgun.

    I dont think Id feel any safer with you wielding a gun, Harvey. We need something else.

    He scratched his chin. A dog?

    You know I dont allow dogs on the premises.

    Youd feel a lot safer if you had one. Cats like Macavity dont like to rob places with dogs.

    She turned away and folded her arms. I couldnt bear a dog. I just couldnt . . .

    Dogs are very friendly animals.

    I know . . . but I really couldnt . . .

    Then well think of something else, he said soothingly.

    She smiled with relief. Yes, please. Anything but a dog.

    •   •   •

    Marinas third and final candidate arrived late. A bumbling university graduate in jeans and beige corduroy jacket, he was foppish with long blond hair and a baby face that barely looked old enough to be out of school. They had tea in the conservatory for the wind had picked up, and he told her about himself while she tried to concentrate and look interested. Harvey caught her eye as he wandered out to the terrace to fix a wobbling table, and pulled a face. She didnt need his confirmation, but it was nice to know that he agreed; George Quigley would not be staying the summer, either.

    It was hard to get rid of him. He drank endless cups of tea and ate four slices of cake and whole handfuls of little egg sandwiches. Marina listened patiently while he chatted on about Exeter University, his girlfriend and his somewhat optimistic plans for his future, exhibiting all over the world. His work was abstract, as she expected it would be. She laughed away her disappointment, imagining what her old ladies would make of it.

    Marina explained that his work was simply too modern for her guests and cut him off briskly when he tried to tell her that he could paint anything she wanted. He could have painted like David Hockney for all she cared; she simply did not like him. Just as he was on the point of leaving, Clementine strode into the hall. She took one look at him and her face flowered into a smile. They exchanged glances and he returned her smile, looking her up and down appreciatively. Clementine watched him leave then turned to her stepmother excitedly.

    Is he coming to stay the summer?

    Im afraid not. Hes highly unsuitable.

    Clementines face snapped shut. Whats unsuitable about him? If you ask me, hes just what you want.

    Which is why Im not asking you.

    Youre very hard to please. Anyway, your fusty old ladies would love a handsome young man like him.

    His paintings are much too modern.

    If hes talented he can probably paint boring landscapes to your hearts content.

    I didnt warm to him.

    I did.

    Then go out and talk to him. Look, hes hanging around his car. He clearly fancies you.

    No, she retorted sharply.

    Not interested?

    Clementine clicked her tongue crossly and stalked off. You wouldnt understand.

    Marina sighed. Im going out, she said to Jennifer. I need some air. This has been a very trying day. Have you seen Jake?

    Not back yet.

    How long does it take to see a dentist? Well, Im off. Grey is around, should you need him.

    •   •   •

    Marina walked purposefully along the cliff top, arms folded, shoulders hunched against the blustering wind. She could never gaze upon the ocean without her heart aching with longing, especially on a clear day such as this, when the setting sun pulled at her soul until it hurt.

    She hurried down the well-trodden path to the beach where the last rays of sun were gradually being swallowed into shadow, and kicked off her shoes to tread barefoot over the sand. The fresh air filled her lungs and her chest expanded with the beauty of the dying day. She had held it together for so long, burying her sorrow down deep where she believed she wouldnt find it. But now, as she approached her mid-fifties, it had found her, bubbling up through the cracks in her ageing body, and she could no longer ignore it.

    The disappointment of the day and her worries about their business overwhelmed her, and she began to sob. Why hadnt one of those artists been suitable? Why had they all been so totally inappropriate? Why did she feel her life was suddenly without purpose or direction? Why now, after nearly forty years, did her past suddenly open behind her like a dam and flood her with painful memories? She was overcome and sank to her knees. Hugging her belly she rocked back and forth in an effort to assuage the ache inside.

    It was there that Grey found her. He ran down the beach and gathered her into his arms. She yielded without resistance, burying her face in his chest and blocking out the sea. Neither said a word. For what was there to say? No amount of carefully chosen words could soothe the agony of childlessness.

    They clung to each other. Marina unburdened her sadness and stopped crying. She closed her eyes, soothed by his hand gently stroking her hair and his lips tenderly kissing her temple, and inhaled deeply until she felt a calm wash over her, like warm honey poured onto the wounds in her heart. The sorrow was slowly replaced with gratitude that she had found in Grey a man who loved her unconditionally, in spite of all her faults.

    I came down to tell you that you have another candidate for your artist-in-residence. A man called Rafael Santoro just called and asked whether the position has been filled. He sounded very pleased when I told him it hadnt.

    I dont think I have the energy to see anyone else, she sniffed.

    You will tomorrow. Youre exhausted right now so dont think about it.

    Wheres he from? Italy?

    Argentina.

    Did he sound . . . normal?

    Grey laughed into her hairline. Whats normal?

    Hes not a mad tango dancer, or a fancy polo player? She lifted her head and wiped her eyes, smiling tentatively.

    I dont know. But as far as I can tell he sounded normal enough.

    What time is he coming?

    Ten.

    She sighed heavily, regaining her strength. OK. So all is not lost.

    Its not lost until you say its lost, darling.

    I wish Paul would come back.

    Well find another Paul. This Rafa, as he likes to be called, might even be better than Paul.

    Youre as optimistic as Harvey. She laughed, the sparkle restored in her eyes. If you ask me, Rafa Santoro sounds like a brand of dog biscuits.

    •   •   •

    Clementine met Sylvia, her lover, Freddie, and Freddies friend Joe in the Dizzy Mariner pub in Shelton, surrounded by model boats and what looked like rusted relics of the Mary Rose.

    Shelton must be the sleepiest village in Devon, said Clementine, looking around at the empty tables. A couple of old people sat in the corner, tucking into steak and kidney pie, without saying a word to each other. An elderly man, in a tatty tweed suit and cap was perched on a stool chatting up the barmaid, who leaned on the counter, grateful for the company.

    Most people go to the Wayfarer in Dawcomb, but I like it here. Its cosy and less noisy, said Sylvia.

    I like it quiet, said Freddie, putting his arm around Sylvias waist. I dont have to share you.

    Or risk bumping into your wife, Sylvia added, raising a plucked eyebrow.

    I bet its a culture shock coming down here from London, said Joe, gazing on Clementine admiringly.

    It is. I didnt want to come. I dont get on with my fathers wife.

    So, why did you?

    Because I have to earn some money.

    I thought the likes of you would have a trust fund or something.

    Clementine laughed bitterly. There was a time when Dad threw money at us. You know, the classic father trying to win his childrens affection with treats to make up for the divorce. But hes not so rich any more. Submarine  thats his wife  is very high maintenance and I know theyve been hit by the financial crisis as I pick up fag ends when they dont know Im listening. Then theres Mum, married again to Michael, hopeless with money. Theyve had to sell their house in London and move up to Edinburgh so that he can join the family business. Hes lost loads in the credit crunch. I think Id rather be poor, living in London, than rich, living in Edinburgh.

    Edinburghs more happening than Dawcomb and Shelton put together! said Sylvia.

    Perhaps, but its cold. At least its sunny down here.

    Sometimes. Youve just had it lucky. Sylvia arranged her dress, pulling the neckline lower to expose her cleavage. Freddie lost himself there a moment. I couldnt live in a city for all the world. Much too noisy, and the people, oh, I couldnt bear having to fight for space on the pavement. Its bad enough in Dawcomb during the summer when all the tourists come down and fill the place to bursting. I like it now, when its quiet. Just us, the locals, empty beaches, empty sea, long, empty days. She giggled as Freddie put his hand on her upper thigh. And you, dear Freddie, with your empty head!

    Not empty. Full of you, Sylvia.

    She wriggled with pleasure. Fancy coming out for a ciggie?

    Sylvia wandered slowly through the pub, her hourglass figure squeezed into a tight blue dress, causing the man in tweed to spill his beer as he swivelled around to follow her with lusty eyes. Close your mouth, dear, youre much too old, said the barmaid with a cackle, reaching for the cloth to wipe the counter.

    Shes quite something, said Joe, shaking his head. A real vixen.

    How long have they been together?

    Together isnt a word Id use. Theyre lovers, plain and simple. Hes married with kids. Shes divorced. Its going to get messy. About six months, to answer your question. Snatched moments and Im the beard.

    Youre very good to put up with it.

    Hes my mate. Id do anything for Freddie. Trouble is, hes in love. A man dont use his head when hes in love.

    I was very little when my parents divorced, but I know its damaged me. I mean, how could it not? Anyone who thinks children escape unscathed when their parents divorce is kidding himself. All through my childhood I dreamed of them getting back together. Even when Dad had married Submarine and moved down here, I still wished. She leaned across the table and lowered her voice. I wished Submarine would meet with an accident.

    Naughty girl.

    Very.

    Sounds like shes still alive and kicking.

    Unfortunately. At least she hasnt given Dad any children. Theres some justice, after all. She knocked back her vodka tonic. Im still Dads only daughter. Theres consolation in that.

    Joe laughed. Youre funny.

    Gallows humour.

    Can I get you another drink?

    You most certainly can, Joe. Thank you.

    He walked over to the bar. Clementine sat back on the bench and watched him sleepily. He was easy on the eye. A little coarse, perhaps, but she liked the way he laughed at her jokes and looked at her so appreciatively. When he returned with her vodka he was grinning.

    What are you smiling about?

    Us.

    How do you mean?

    Well, Sylvia and Freddie, theyve set us up.

    Really?

    Of course.

    I thought theyd just gone out for a cigarette.

    No. Theyve gone out for a shag. But theyve left us together on purpose.

    She wouldnt set me up without warning me.

    Of course she would. Thats Sylvia. She has a big heart. She wants everyone to be as happy as she is.

    So, Joe, if youre my date, we might as well order something to eat. Im ravenous.

    He stared at her eagerly, mouth twisting at one corner with anticipation. There are less stars in the sky tonight.

    There are?

    Yes, because the brightest star is sitting here at this table with me.

    Perhaps it was the alcohol, or her lonely heart, which was ready to open for the first man with a key, but she laughed heartily at his lame line and took another gulp of vodka.

    •   •   •

    When Sylvia and Freddie came back, Sylvia smoothing down her dress and patting her up-do, Clementine and Joe were enjoying cottage pie and laughing inanely at everything they said.

    So, looks like you two have hit it off, said Sylvia, shuffling onto the bench and filling the air with the overpowering smell of tuberose.

    Where have you been? Clementine demanded.

    For a ciggie, lovely.

    Long ciggie.

    Yes, we made it last. She laughed huskily.

    Lets order, Freddie suggested. Smells good.

    It is good, enthused Joe, his mouth full.

    Sylvia, are you setting us up?

    Id never do such a thing without telling you, Clemmie, she replied, looking appalled.

    Just that Joe said

    Dont listen to a word Joe says. Hes a terrible old rogue. Why, have you really hit it off? She didnt wait for a reply. If you have Ill happily take the credit.

    You wont find a better man than Joe.

    Freddies right. Thirty-two, unmarried, no kids, good job  and thats saying something these days.

    What do you do, Joe? Clementine asked.

    Anything you want. He laughed at his own joke.

    No, really.

    Yes, really. Im a handyman.

    Like Harvey, she muttered, giggling at the thought of him in a blue boiler suit and cap.

    I can do anything. He raised his eyebrows and grinned. Anything at all.
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