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Prologue

The door flew open, his arms went wide and as she ran into them they laughed and laughed and spun round and round.

‘Ah haaa,’ he cried, pleasure resonating in his voice as he held her tight.

‘Ah haaa,’ she echoed, loving him madly.

It happened this way sometimes – he’d be home early from the office, and would greet her coming in from school as though they hadn’t seen each other in weeks. It was a daft little ritual that pleased them immensely, always had, for as long as Julia could remember. He was her best friend, though she never admitted that to anyone, or they’d probably think she was weird – who had their dad as a best friend, for God’s sake? Strange! Creepy. Grow up and get a life. But no-one else had a dad like hers. He was different, special, someone she could tell anything to, even which boys she liked and who’d asked her out. He listened when she had something to say, helped with her homework, got involved in her hobbies and never minded about keeping a distance if he had to. It made him proud to know she was growing up and starting to manage without him.

Everyone else Julia knew, all the girls, had much better relationships with their mothers – when they weren’t fighting and hating each other, that was. They shopped and gossiped together, borrowed each other’s clothes and even slept in the same bed when their dads weren’t around. Her sister, Pam, was definitely close to their mother, but neither of them went in for fun, girlie things, nor did they ever sleep in the same bed. Sometimes, their dad would snuggle in under the duvet with Julia when it was freezing outside, but they didn’t ever mention that to anyone, because other people would only get the wrong idea, and they both knew there was nothing wrong in it, nothing at all. Her mother would say there was, though, so would her sister, but they were a much more serious pair, level-headed, introverted and even, some might say – and Julia was one of them – cold. No, give her her father any day, because he was always warm and light-hearted, silly when he knew it would make her laugh and full of sympathy and understanding if anything upset her. He knew how to make things better, whether it was a kiss on a scratched knee when she was three, or a cheer-up train ride to London after her first boyfriend dumped her when she was fourteen.

‘He was a bit peculiar anyway,’ he’d commented as they rumbled and rolled through the countryside on their way to Paddington and Piccadilly and the best theatre seats he could buy. ‘His ears were too big.’

Heartbroken she might be, but a bubble of laughter managed to find its way through, and by the time they took the last train back to Gloucestershire she was at pains to remember the boy’s name, never mind how much she’d liked him.

It was a shame that Pam was so quiet and withdrawn, because Julia knew their father loved her too, but Pam didn’t like to be touched, or to share her thoughts, or even to spend time in the garden where their father laid out flower beds specially for them, and built swings and ponds and a very grand gazebo. Their mother took a great deal of pleasure in the garden, and Julia loved to listen to her praising her father’s efforts, or to watch the rare moments of affection between them, for her mother didn’t usually care for public displays of any kind.

‘Daddy, do you and Mummy love each other?’ Julia used to ask when she was little.

‘Of course we do,’ he’d answer. ‘We’re just different in the ways we show it.’

‘Tell me about how you met,’ she’d urge, because she never tired of romantic stories, particularly where her parents were concerned.

So he’d tell her about the first time he saw Alice Hope, a tall, extremely elegant young lady whose beauty had dazzled him, and whose quiet gentleness had totally captivated him. Julia loved the way his grey-blue eyes twinkled with mischief and merriment, indicating perhaps that he might be inventing some of the things he told her. But it didn’t matter, his stories were always wonderful and exciting and full of the kinds of adventures she longed for. She’d sit there entranced for hours, never wanting them to end. Sometimes Pam would be found listening at the door, but whenever their father tried to encourage her in, she’d slink away and go back to the books in her room.

‘She’s a dedicated reader, my girl Pam,’ their father used to say, ‘but Julia, with her love of the bizarre and fascination for everything new, will be a famous writer one of these days.’

This had become Julia’s dream. She would prove him right, because it was what she wanted more than anything, to be a successful writer, and to make him proud. Her mother would be proud too, she was sure of it, she’d just have a different way of showing it.

Then suddenly, just before her sixteenth birthday, the terrible thing happened. Julia never knew what it was, she only heard her mother’s screams in the sitting room one night, and her father shouting back. She’d never heard him raise his voice before, so it frightened her more than the loud crashes and bangs that told her they were smashing the house apart, and probably even each other. She tried to get out of her room to go and make them stop, but Pam had tied one end of a rope to her door handle and the other to her own.

‘You’re besotted with that child,’ she heard her mother yell. ‘It’s not right …’

‘Don’t you dare …’ her father roared.

‘You’re sick!’ her mother screeched. ‘I want you to get out of this house, and never come back.’

‘No!’ Julia screamed, banging on her door. ‘Dad, let me out! Let me out!’

In the end he came up to her, his face cut and bleeding, his lovely, lively blue eyes dull with pain. ‘It’s all right,’ he told her, taking her in his arms. ‘It’ll be all right.’

‘What happened? Why is Mum so angry?’

‘Ssh, we won’t talk about it now,’ he told her, stroking her silky dark hair. ‘Later. We’ll talk about it later.’

But they never did.

‘What do you mean, he’s gone?’ Julia cried, coming home from school one day the following week. ‘He lives here. He can’t go.’

‘Well he has,’ her mother responded, tight-lipped and pale, ‘and the quicker you get used to it …’

‘Nooooo! Where is he? What have you done to him …?’

‘Julia, pull yourself together. I’m not discussing this. It’s better that you don’t know …’

‘You have to tell me.’

‘Go to your room, now!’

‘I will not. I want to know where he is.’

Her mother advanced on her, eyes flashing with fury. ‘You’re a wicked girl,’ she seethed, ‘and if there’s any justice in this world that man will be locked up and never allowed near you again.’

‘What do you mean? He’s my father. He’d never hurt me …’

‘Don’t be a fool, Julia. You saw what he did to me. How do you think I got these bruises?’

Julia looked at her with wide, frightened eyes. Her father couldn’t have caused those livid dark shadows or the red cut on her mother’s eyebrow, he was gentle and kind and would never hurt anyone – but she’d heard them fighting, had seen the marks on him too.

Three months later their house, near Cirencester, was put up for sale and they moved in with her mother’s brother and his wife. Julia had never cared for her uncle, nor had her father. They used to make jokes behind his giant back, and have to smother their laughter. If George caught them he’d try to make them join him in a prayer asking God for forgiveness, which would make them laugh even more.

Without her father there to turn the sombreness and sobriety into fun and laughter, the ordeal of living with her aunt and uncle became almost intolerable. Julia tried to make a friend of Pam, to find out if she hated it too, but Pam was even colder and more distant than ever, and it wasn’t long before she left for college. So Julia was alone with her uncle’s interminable prayers and her mother’s growing hostility. They fought almost all the time, as Julia kept demanding to know where her father was, and refused to believe he didn’t care for her any more. She waited, week after week, month after month, for him to contact her, but he never did. No-one she asked seemed to know where he was or what had happened to him, none of his friends, nor his colleagues nor their old neighbours – or if they did, they weren’t saying. He had no other family but them, so there were no relatives to turn to, only her mother and uncle and aunt, and as her resentment at their silence grew it became edged with hatred. Julia could hardly wait to go to university, and when the time came she left vowing never to visit her mother again.

Not until she met and fell in love with Joshua Thayne did the ice around her heart start to thaw. He was a man she knew her father would have adored as much as she did, and who adored her too. There were never any doubts about marrying him, or about supporting him at the start of his career with her own generous salary as a book editor, or about having his children.

They were happy, fulfilled, and over the years, as their children grew, Julia came to think of her father less and less. The pain was buried deep inside her now, as were the longing and the memories of all the happy times they had shared. The horrifying suspicion of why he had abandoned her was something she only ever confided to Josh, reluctantly, but even with him she found it difficult to put it into words. It was best to keep the lurking fear hidden, locked away, for no-one had ever actually told her the truth, so why should she be the one to voice it? As far as she was concerned he was the man who’d loved and protected her, who’d always been there for her until her mother had made him go away.


Chapter One

JULIA’S DARK EYES rounded with shock. ‘What the hell is that?’ she demanded.

Josh was amused. ‘Well, what does it look like?’ he countered.

She blinked and wished it would go away. ‘I’ll tell you what it looks like,’ she responded. ‘It looks like something I really don’t want to be seeing outside my front door.’

‘Oh come on, darling. It’s beautiful – and it’s our front door.’

Before he could go any further she turned to face him, struggling to keep her temper in check. ‘Please tell me this isn’t what I think it is,’ she challenged, her flawless ivory complexion flushing to a shade of red that, did she but know it, rather matched the offending object at the gate. ‘Tell me you are not making an early morph into a cliché. Take a breath, think about your answer, then tell me this is a joke.’

‘It’s not a joke.’

‘I’ll laugh,’ she assured him.

He laughed.

‘You are thirty-seven years old,’ she heard herself trying not to shout, as though some nasty little shrew had swooped in from the wings to appropriate her voice. ‘You’re not supposed to have a toy like that until you’re at least fifty.’

He laughed again. ‘I don’t know what you’re getting so worked up about. It’s only a car.’

‘With two seats, Joshua. Two. By my reckoning, that makes one for you and one for Barbie.’

‘Barbie?’

‘Don’t be obtuse. We’re a family of four, remember? That means the kids and I are right here, living in this house, on this street, where you also happen to live, when you find time to drop in that is, and where, until this morning, a much beloved and trusty old Peugeot estate, which we need to function, as a family, was the sentinel at our gate. So where is it now, Josh? Did you trade her in? Is that what you’ve done to the fifth member of our family? Is that the fate the rest of us can look forward to, now you’ve decided to become peri-menopausal and get a Porsche?’

Josh’s humour wasn’t holding up. The playful light in his normally irresistible blue eyes had been effectively snuffed by the dig about him dropping in, as though he were an estranged father with visiting rights, rather than a man whose family meant everything to him, which well she knew. In fact, virtually none of their friends could boast the kind of closeness they had always shared, a closeness he valued above anything else in his life, which was why he really didn’t appreciate remarks like that, any more than he admired the woman his wife seemed to be turning into lately. ‘The Peugeot’s at my office,’ he said tightly. ‘I was hoping to take you for a spin and then we’d go to pick her up.’

Julia regarded him with her exquisite, slanted eyes, the natural flare of her nostrils widening with temper, the fullness of her usually red mouth seeming pale and drawn. She wasn’t even close to being pacified, though she was relieved to hear that dear old Patsy, who’d been with them since Daniel, their adorable eleven-year-old, had come blinking into the world, hadn’t been shoved aside for a younger, sleeker and altogether racier model. In her heart of hearts she was terrified of such a thing happening to her. Being three years older than her glamorous, high-flying husband hadn’t seemed to matter when they were twenty-four and twenty-one, and her remarkable beauty had turned as many heads as he had. Now that she was fat and forty, it was mattering a lot. Well, OK, not fat, exactly, but she’d definitely started filling out over the summer, mostly around the waist, and her long, lithe legs and taut buttocks needed much more work at the gym than previously. As for her bust, which had always been far too big for her slender frame, the battle was really on now to stave off its descent into knickersville, which wasn’t easy after breast-feeding two – and with a husband who, at least until recently, had insisted she go braless at every opportunity. ‘I’m a brunette. I’m not impressed by Porsches,’ she snapped, wondering where this nastiness was coming from. What had happened to the tolerant and supportive wife who’d always adored her dashing husband and his moments of rashness?

Joshua rolled his eyes. ‘If I thought it was going to create this much fuss …’

‘What do you mean, thought?’ her monster snarled. ‘You didn’t think, Josh, at least not in a rational, ordered, let’s-discuss-this-with-Julia-first sort of way. You just acted. You went out and spent a hundred thousand pounds of our money …’

‘It was not a hundred thousand pounds. Not even close.’

‘Then a hundred and fifty thousand pounds of our money …’

‘What’s with the “our”, all of a sudden? Last night you were hell-bent on telling me that all our money was actually mine …’

‘While you continually insisted on calling it ours. Now it suits you, it seems to be yours. Well, that’s OK. Yours it is. So you do just as you like with it. Be happy with your Porsche. You make a suitably flashy twosome, and just think how much you’re going to enjoy screaming around town showing everyone what a great big dick you don’t have.’

At that he laughed, as only a man confident in that department could, and she might have laughed too, had the dread that he really did have a strumpet all lined up for the passenger seat not been so great. ‘So what’s her name?’ she demanded.

He frowned.

‘The blonde? The one you’re presumably trying to impress. Is she someone I know? Do we have another cliché on our hands here, in the secretary?’

‘Marina?’ he said incredulously.

‘It doesn’t have to be your secretary. It could be anyone’s.’

He was looking past her now, to the entrance of their exclusive Holland Park mews. ‘Actually,’ he replied smoothly, ‘she’s right behind you. Why don’t you say hello?’

With a thud of horror Julia swung round, and almost collapsed with relief to see their fifteen-year-old blonde bombshell of a daughter, Shannon, sauntering towards them with a disturbingly sassy look in her eyes and a cripplingly heavy school bag on her shoulder.

‘Oh, Dad, this is like soooo coooool,’ she purred, dumping the bag and sidling up to the Porsche like a cat checking out a new sofa. ‘You didn’t tell me it was going to be red. I mean, black’s wicked, but this is like, really out there.’ She looked along the short garden path to where her parents were standing at the front door. ‘So what does she think?’ she asked, as though Julia weren’t there.

Julia’s head immediately swivelled to Josh. ‘You discussed it with Shannon and not me?’ she demanded.

‘It was supposed to be a surprise,’ he told her. ‘One you’d enjoy and appreciate. The kids are getting older now. We don’t always have to take them with us when we go out. I thought it would make us both feel young again.’

‘You still are,’ Julia retorted, trying not to be mollified.

‘Daniel is going to be like, so blown away by this,’ Shannon was informing them as she opened the driver’s door and inhaled the heady scent of leather upholstery. ‘Can I go for a spin first, Dad? Before he gets home.’

‘I’m still hoping Mum might go first,’ Josh answered.

Shannon’s hyacinth eyes moved to her mother. Apart from the mane of sleek blonde hair that swooped coquettishly over one eye and swung around her shoulders as though she were a perpetual shampoo ad, she could hardly resemble her father more. She always had, from the day she’d come screeching into his arms straight from the womb. It was instant love all bound up by shared DNA and mutual delight, and over the years, as she’d grown into his looks, his charm, his mischief, even his mannerisms, they could almost have existed in a world of their own, they were so besotted with each other. It was very much how Julia remembered being with her father, which was probably why Josh and Shannon’s closeness pleased her so much. Their rows, though, were much fiercer and more frequent, particularly since Shannon’s innocent young body had started its journey into womanhood, and her interest in boys had really taken off. She was far more alluring than she was mature enough to realise, which was why Josh was so afraid for her, since he knew only too well how men’s minds worked when they laid eyes on a female body as ripe and ravishing as his daughter’s. Nevertheless, even Julia was astonished by his intransigence over the issue of boyfriends – as far as he was concerned, Shannon would be allowed one at the age of sixteen, and not a day before. He wasn’t even open for discussion on the matter, which often frustrated Shannon to the point of violence, though thankfully it was usually her pillow that caught it, while Julia sympathised and promised to try and talk him around.

Today, however, Josh was obviously firmly on his pedestal, as Shannon enquired of her mother, in a tone that said she already knew the answer, ‘You’re not in one of your strops, are you? Honestly, Dad, forget about her. Take me. I think it’s really cool. I mean, like, no-one else’s dad has got a Porsche.’

‘I think that’s Mum’s point,’ Josh told her. ‘She doesn’t want me to be different.’

‘If that were true,’ Julia responded, stealing a moment while the inner monster seemed to be focusing on Shannon, ‘I’d never have fallen for you in the first place.’

‘Ah, so you admit you did care once,’ he quipped.

She returned his look and could see her reflection in the teasing, knowing depths that she’d always sunk into so willingly. She wished she could give herself as readily now, but it just wasn’t possible. In spite of his insistence that he still found her as beautiful and desirable as the day they’d met, the growing insecurity that was wreaking havoc behind the scenes of their perfect marriage was right there, holding her back.

‘The car’s for you, not me,’ he told her softly. ‘Happy birthday.’

Her surprise showed.

‘But her birthday was a month ago,’ Shannon protested loudly. ‘That is so not fair. It’s my birthday next, so why don’t I get a Porsche? And you didn’t tell me it was for her. You said it was for you.’

‘What on earth would I want with a Porsche?’ Julia asked Josh, still basking in the magic of his gaze. How easy they’d always found it to be like young lovers, yet how fleeting those moments had become.

‘I thought it might help you find yourself a younger man,’ he murmured.

‘But I’ve already got one.’

‘Ah, so you remember.’

His mouth was coming closer to hers.

‘Oh no!’ Shannon cried. ‘Puhleeze not out here. Someone might see.’

Laughing, Julia and Josh pulled apart, and feeling a wonderful spark of light-heartedness that enabled her to kick the monster into touch, at least for the moment, Julia started down the path towards the car. ‘OK, so let’s see how this beast handles,’ she declared, holding out a hand for the keys. ‘Shannon, there are four phone messages for you. Is something wrong with your mobile?’

‘Out of power,’ Shannon answered, standing aside to watch her mother lower herself clumsily into the driver’s seat. ‘You’re going to have to practise that a bit,’ she told her.

Julia poked out her tongue and jabbed around for a place to slot the key. ‘Daniel might call in the next ten minutes,’ she said. ‘If he does, tell him to ring Dad’s mobile.’

‘Where is he?’

‘Cricket practice.’

‘Dad, I’ve got to have the next spin,’ Shannon insisted, leaning in the driver’s window and shouting across her mother as the engine roared into life. ‘OK. Right? I’m next in this car. Don’t you dare let Daniel go before me.’

‘It’s not mine,’ Josh reminded her. ‘You have to plead your case with your mother.’

‘But she’s bound to let him go first,’ Shannon wailed.

Julia’s eyes were inches from Shannon’s as they stared at each other in mute understanding – for Julia, Daniel always came first. Leaning forward, Julia planted a kiss on her daughter’s soft, peachy cheek. ‘Don’t wait up,’ she murmured, and sliding the car into gear she touched the accelerator and roared off down the mews.

Josh was at the wheel now. They’d swapped places after Julia had flashed around Holland Park and Notting Hill for a hair-raising twenty minutes before zooming up the West Cross Route onto the A40. For once the traffic had actually been moving, but by the time they’d reached the motorway Josh had slammed on an imaginary brake so many times she decided she might just as well let him stamp on the real thing, or the tension was going to start snapping his joints.

So now there he was, all Armani shades and movie-star looks, in total, hey-dude-I’m-the-man, bliss. The engine’s roar was like an orgasmic lion, he’d insisted, while the seats moulded their bodies like kinky lovers. For someone who’d made his fortune in the literary world it was just as well, she’d informed him, that he’d applied his talent to agenting, and not to the page, or they’d be zipping about in a Trotteresque three-wheeler right now, instead of a turbo-charged testosterone-packed playboy toy. His laughter had stolen warmly through her, and for a while she’d felt nothing but pleasure to be alone with him like this. There was no pressure involved in being in a car, unlike in the bedroom, or the increasing number of occasions when both children were out.

Of course there was no way the Porsche had been meant for her. However, she had to hand it to her smooth-talking, quick-thinking, sometimes-too-perfect-to-be-true husband, if she decided she wanted it, he’d hand the key back and light the candles on a second birthday cake. Yes, he’d give her a hundred-thousand-pound car, if that was how much it had cost, and if it was what she wanted, because Joshua Thayne always had been generous to a fault, even when he’d had no money. Since many riches had started coming his way, his bounteous nature knew no limits: a grand, whitewashed villa on one of Holland Park’s smartest private streets, a move to swanky new offices just off Gloucester Road, the best schools for Shannon and Daniel, and now this gleaming cherry-red bullet that was clearly transporting him to heaven.

What next, she was wondering as they sped along the M40 at over a hundred miles an hour, apart from a speeding fine. She was trying to think of something expensive that she’d always craved, but wasn’t coming up with much, besides liposuction and a facelift – though she had to admit that neither was exactly an emergency. In the car world Patsy really did it for her; in the house world, well they already had that; and in the bling world she lacked for nothing, because he got as much pleasure out of surprising her with jewels as she did from receiving them. How idyllic their relationship must seem from the outside, she’d often thought, and it should, because it was, or always had been until around this time a year ago. Their friends had frequently remarked on it, and because they were such a good-looking family people often turned to stare, whether they were merely having coffee at the café in Holland Park, going in or out of the cinema, or boarding a plane to jet off somewhere exotic. As a couple they had never seemed to tire of each other, though their relationship was definitely tempestuous, and they’d had their share of difficult spells, but there had never been anything they couldn’t resolve, nor had they ever wanted to be with anyone more than with each other. She often wondered if that was part of what was frightening her so much – it was all too perfect, so how could it last?

‘Josh!’ she suddenly yelped, clutching the sides of her seat as he swerved across three lanes to hare up an exit road. ‘Where are we going?’

‘Anywhere,’ he declared recklessly. ‘Where do you want to go?’

Realising home would be a bit of a dampener, she looked around, and recognising where they were felt an immediate surge of annoyance. ‘Well, as we seem to be in the general vicinity, why don’t we pop in on your mother?’ she said with acid sweetness.

‘Hey, what a great idea!’ he cried, as though he’d never thought of it himself.

Wishing he wasn’t so adept at sidestepping her sarcasm, she reached for his mobile as it signalled an incoming text. ‘That’ll be Daniel,’ she said.

‘Could be a client,’ he said, and whisked it back again. ‘Daniel,’ he declared and handed it over.

OK if I go 2 Tim’s 4 n our?

Julia pressed in an affirmative and added, love you.

Lv u2, he messaged back.

She had to smile. He probably thought it was Josh who’d sent the text, but either way, Mum or Dad, he’d never been shy of expressing his feelings. If anything he was a little too free with his kindness and far too trusting of his friends. He had inherited Josh’s open-handedness, but there was a guilelessness to Daniel’s generosity that was totally lacking in his father. She often wished Dan really was more like Josh – he’d be far less likely to be used and walked over if he were.

‘He’s just a child, give him a chance,’ Josh would protest whenever she voiced her concern. ‘He’ll toughen up. He’ll show them what’s what when he’s ready.’

She hoped Josh was right, but he seldom saw Daniel’s wide-eyed confusion when his friends took what they wanted of his, then dumped him. Nor was Josh aware of how readily Dan forgave them, so keen to be accepted. Did Josh really understand the embarrassment his son felt at the way some older girls teased him? Josh treated it as though it were some rite of passage to manhood. Maybe for some it was, but not for Daniel who didn’t want to be kissed and touched and made a fool of in front of all his so-called friends, any more than he wanted anyone to know about his occasional seizures.

‘They made my thingy go hard,’ he’d told his mother with tears in his eyes, the first time the girls got to him. He’d barely turned ten at the time, and even she had to suppress a smile on that occasion, but when it kept on happening she soon came to realise that his distress wasn’t only genuine, it was increasing. She might have gone to speak to the headmaster, had Josh not stopped her.

‘You’ll just make it worse if you do that,’ he’d insisted.

‘So you want them to keep on abusing him?’

‘It’s not abuse. It’s normal kid-teasing. They’ll get bored and leave him alone soon enough.’

As it turned out Josh might have been right, because Daniel hadn’t mentioned it for several months now, and he even had a best friend these days, Timothy Lamont, who was as mad about computers, cricket and The Simpsons as Dan. They’d become virtually inseparable, so now instead of worrying about his premature experiences with girls, she was worrying that he might be gay. She’d yet to confide this latest concern to Josh for fear of the explosion. Not that he had a problem with gays, he was simply on a very short fuse when it came to Julia’s constant fussing over their son. The trouble was, he’d never really seemed to connect with how vulnerable Dan was, or impressionable, or, well, just different to other boys his age. Shannon realised it, though, for in spite of all the bullying, rivalry and usual sisterly contempt, she was as protective of Dan as Julia was.

‘Enjoying it?’ Josh grinned, as they sped across Chalfont Common in a blaze of early evening sunshine.

She dutifully nodded and smiled. If she hadn’t had so much on her mind she might have been able to share his delight, but she could already feel the dreaded restlessness stirring, and with so much crowding in on her lately, she found it impossible to relax for long.

‘You look worried,’ he told her. ‘What are you thinking about?’

‘As a matter of fact, I was thinking about how little time we actually get to spend together, just the two of us,’ she said, ‘and what a shame it is we’re about to include your mother.’

He glanced over at her. ‘If you want us to spend more time together,’ he said, ‘you know it can always be arranged.’

Feeling a twist of guilt in her heart, she turned to look out of the window.

He allowed a few moments to pass, clearly hoping she might respond, but in the end he let the subject go and said, ‘We won’t stay long.’

She was still feeling too guilty to reply.

‘She’ll love the car,’ he declared in an upbeat tone, ‘and you know what a kick it gives her to see how well things are going for us.’

‘For you,’ Julia corrected, keeping her eyes on the passing countryside, and trying not to feel annoyed by how much his mother’s approval had always meant to him. Then a wave of unease swept through her as her irritation reminded her of how distanced they were becoming. It wasn’t what she wanted, nor did she really know why it was happening, but though they were both trying to fight it, there was no denying the cracks that were, even now, threatening the very foundations of their marriage. She was to blame, she accepted that, because she was the one who’d turned from a loving, passionate and highly sexual woman, to an anxious, almost paranoid and even frigid wife. She just wished she knew what had happened to shut her down like this, for their sex life had always been one of the very best parts of their marriage, madly erotic and so varied and frequent that even they were occasionally dazed by just how good it was. But it had been months and months now since they’d made love with anything like their usual passion, and lately they’d shared no real physical intimacy at all, because she simply couldn’t handle the fear that seemed to engulf her when they did. She’d experienced it once before in her life, just after Dan was born, but thanks to Josh’s patience and some intensive therapy, it hadn’t lasted long. This time it had though, and not even her recent sessions with a therapist or Josh’s attempts to understand seemed to be helping her. If anything, the fear was getting worse, and since she’d abandoned the therapy a few weeks ago, and Josh had given up trying to persuade her to make love, she’d become even more afraid of where it might all end.

Emma Thayne, Josh’s adoring mother, was as gushingly admiring of the Boxster as Julia dreaded and Josh expected. ‘Darling, it’s simply the best car I’ve ever seen,’ she exclaimed, bony hands clasped to her meagre bosom as she circled the Porsche, treating it to an inexpert eye and a mother’s crowing delight. Julia didn’t miss the sneaky little glances she was throwing about the street, in the hope the neighbours were looking. She guessed that any minute they’d take off on a lap of honour, making sure the entire newly built estate that clung to the edge of a quaint old village, like a wart on the face of a beautiful woman, would be unable to miss the sight of the returning hero and his latest trophy. ‘Dad would be so proud if he could see you now,’ Emma informed her pride and joy. ‘His father would be so proud,’ she informed Julia, her dismay and despair.

‘We all are,’ Julia assured her.

Emma Thayne’s protective ear didn’t miss the dryness in Julia’s tone, and since it implied criticism of her precious and only offspring, she was instantly bristling. Not a pretty sight, but Josh’s looks had come from his father, not his mother. ‘I’m glad you are, my dear,’ she responded tartly. ‘A man needs to know he’s appreciated, particularly when he works so hard for his family.’

Julia started to respond, then decided not to bother. Occasionally she enjoyed sparring with Emma, but today she didn’t have it in her, probably because the late-dawning suspicion that Josh was holding back a vital piece of news had suddenly come over the horizon. It could be what the Porsche was all about, to mask the white elephant that had moved in with them a few weeks ago and they’d resolutely refused to discuss since. If she was right, it probably meant it was something she wouldn’t want to hear, and this was his way of softening the blow.

Emma was burbling on about her grandchildren now, and the pleasure she derived from their texts and emails – a modern wizardry they’d greatly enjoyed teaching their grandma, whose mastery of the techniques afforded them much amusement. Julia was jealous, of course, because her own mother didn’t share such a closeness with the children. However, a visit to her own mother could make a sneak peek inside Pandora’s box seem the safer option, so she generally kept visits to Gloucestershire to a minimum.

‘So, my dear, how are you filling your days now?’ Emma enquired, as they left Josh spouting agent advice down the phone to one of his American authors who had carte blanche to call any time of the day or night. ‘You must be rattling about in that big house of yours, wondering what on earth to do with yourself, with the children at school all day and Joshua working so hard.’

‘Oh, but I barely have a minute to think,’ Julia protested, ‘what with trying to squeeze my personal trainer in between the manicurist and nutritionist, who have to work around my spiritual guru and the woman with swatches. Then I have to find time for the hairdresser and epicurean facialist, both great artists in their field who really won’t be rushed … Honestly, I don’t know how I cope.’

Emma’s glassy expression was full of contempt. ‘I was merely trying to make polite conversation,’ she said coldly. ‘But as usual, you mock me.’

‘I have a job, Emma,’ Julia reminded her. ‘I write and edit books, remember? So why would you think I have a problem filling my days?’

Emma pushed open the door to her spotless kitchen and made for the kettle. ‘I thought you’d given it up,’ she commented tersely.

‘Why would I do that when Josh has bought us a house with a dream study just for me?’

‘And you never go in it.’

Julia flinched. Clearly Josh had discussed this with his mother, which irked her immensely. ‘Not true,’ she said, reaching for mugs and wishing she could ask for wine. No point though, Emma only stocked undrinkable sweet sherry. ‘My masseuse has plenty of room to set up her portable couch in there, and it’s a good space for yoga.’

Emma regarded her with even greater disdain. ‘I hope you don’t mind me saying,’ she said, clearly not caring a hoot if Julia did, ‘but looking at you now … Well, frankly my dear, if you’ve really got all that beauty back-up you could be wasting your money. Or should I say, Josh’s money.’

The insult almost took Julia’s breath away. OK, she wasn’t looking her best these days, but for her mother-in-law to be so brutal about it, when she clearly knew, thanks to Josh, that Julia was having some problems with depression – or whatever the hell was wrong with her – was just plain cruel. But that was so like Emma, who seized every opportunity to belittle her daughter-in-law, and right now, this minute, Julia wasn’t going to take it. ‘The trouble with you, Emma,’ she said scathingly, ‘is that you still can’t stand the fact that I took your precious son away, can you? As far as you’re concerned I’ve always been the enemy, even while Josh was struggling to get his agency off the ground, and I was picking up all your bills. Yes, I can see that being dependent on your daughter-in-law would have been galling for a woman like you, but it wasn’t me who left you in dire straits, Emma, it was your husband. There wasn’t even enough to pay for his funeral, and do you know, to this day, you’ve never thanked me for sorting it out. Instead you don’t even bother to disguise your contempt for me and everything I stand for. In fact …’

The stricken look on Emma’s face brought her to a crashing halt. Christ, what was she saying? Just how deeply did she want to hurt this woman? She was getting on in years now, and though her motherly possessiveness and snobbish illusions were irritating, they were her only sins. So to rub her misfortune in her face by reminding her of all the heartache she had suffered when her husband had left her virtually destitute, was unconscionable, unforgivable, and only went to prove just how far down the slippery slope she had descended that she should hit back like this.

‘Emma, I’m sorry,’ she said hurriedly. ‘I didn’t mean … I shouldn’t have …’

‘Hey you two, what are you gassing about in here?’ Josh demanded cheerily as he joined them. ‘Roses are looking good, Mum. Still taking care of them yourself, are you? We can always get a gardener to give you a hand. Just say the word.’

Her son’s presence brought a smile back to Emma’s papery-white face. ‘You’re so kind, darling,’ she told him shakily, ‘but I enjoy pottering about out there. There’s not much else for me to do these days, though Julia was just telling me about her beauty routine. I’m thinking about giving it a go. Maybe they’ll have more luck with me.’

‘You’re gorgeous enough as you are,’ her dutiful son informed her, completely missing the barb, which Julia took heroically, even gratefully, and let pass.

Tea was drunk – a viscous brown brew that Emma knew Julia detested – in the air-conditioned conservatory that Josh had treated his mother to earlier in the year. It was her special place, she repeatedly told him. In here she could enjoy her plants and read the paper with plenty of light, and admire her garden without getting burnt by the sun or eaten alive by midges and mosquitoes. They – Josh and Emma – talked at length about Shannon and Daniel, both glowing with pride at the children’s various sporting and scholarly accomplishments, until finally they landed themselves on the glistening beach of their absolute favourite topic, Joshua.

Emma listened raptly as her son regaled her with tales of his most recent battles with legendary publishing figures, all of which he’d won, of course – she wouldn’t be able to handle the failures, so only Julia was made party to them. Next came his most recent trip to New York, followed by an unexpected dash to LA to finalise a movie deal, and crowding up his diary for the weeks to come were dozens of book fairs, literary festivals, keenly contended prizes and the endless round of breakfasts, lunches, dinners, launch parties, cocktails, author tours and glittering award galas that went with the territory of being one of London’s hottest literary agents. ‘So I might not be able to pop in quite as often as you’d like for a little while, Mum,’ he told her.

All this demand and heady prosperity was thanks, in the main, to a chance meeting some seven years ago with a fluffy-haired nymphet from Leeds University by the name of Claudia Barnes, who’d written an hilarious and brilliantly crafted story about two aliens – Paul from Pluto and Suzie from Saturn – who met whilst attempting to blend in with the community of a North Yorkshire town. Almost immediately it had struck the right chords with Josh, who’d managed to whip up an impressive publisher’s auction, both sides of the Atlantic. This had resulted in a staggeringly high figure for a first novel, that had since turned into a series of books, three movies and worldwide publication. And all due to Josh Thayne’s eagle eye for a winner (or a blonde) and tenaciously adroit negotiating skills. Now, every author with breath in their body, and publisher with dollars on his mind, wanted to be in Josh’s magic sphere, which Julia could hardly blame them for, as it was a wonderful place to be – except when he was chalking up his attributes with his appalling mother.

‘The trouble with you,’ he told her, as they finally roared out of the estate and down through the highly desirable village of Chalfont St Giles, with its quaint village green, designer shops and olde worlde pub, ‘is you have a phobia about mothers.’

Julia rolled her eyes. ‘Since I am one, that doesn’t really add up,’ she responded.

‘Yes it does. You can’t stand your own, you can’t stand mine, and you can’t stand yourself either.’

Her head came round.

He glanced at her, shifted down and came to a straining pause at a roundabout.

‘Two out of three,’ she told him.

He circled to the right, and sped along an empty Amersham Road. ‘Is that you claiming to like yourself?’ he asked.

‘I’m not in the mood for this conversation,’ she replied crisply.

Silence prevailed until, without warning, he swerved into a pub car park and turned off the engine. ‘Come on, I’ll buy you a drink,’ he said, starting to get out of the car.

‘Josh! For heaven’s sake, look at me. It was bad enough having to face your mother like this, I don’t want to go into a pub.’

‘What’s wrong with you, for God’s sake?’

‘How can you say that? My hair’s not washed, I’ve got no make-up on, these trousers are practically as old as Shannon …’

‘White wine or vodka tonic?’ he cut in.

‘Did you hear what I said?’

‘I’ll bring the drink out,’ he urged.

‘Good answer. That way you get your drink, and don’t have to be seen with me.’

Sighing, he let his head fall back against the seat. ‘I don’t think I’m going to win this,’ he muttered.

‘Is it a contest?’

His eyes came round to hers. ‘No. It’s just me wanting to buy you a drink. Is that too much to handle?’

She pushed open the door. ‘White wine,’ she said. ‘I’ll go and sit at the table over there, by the cartwheels.’

As she waited she sent texts to the children, then tried very hard to keep her mind in neutral, because she didn’t want to think, she only wanted the wine when it came, and then Josh to tell her what she most longed to hear – that the book she’d submitted six weeks ago was going to be published. It wasn’t going to happen though, she knew that already, because if it was, he wouldn’t be trying to distract her with a Porsche, he’d have been plying her with fizzing magnums of expensive champagne.

Her insides churned with so much disappointment that for a moment she felt almost panicked by the depth of it. It was as though a lifeline had been dangled and was now rapidly being drawn in, leaving her to flounder in a darkness impossible to escape. She took a gasp of air, then closed her eyes tightly. She knew this reaction was out of proportion, that if she’d let him Josh would provide all the safety she needed, so she must get herself under control. It wouldn’t be the end of the world if the news was bad, they’d all survive, and her terror that she might not was due to her over-vivid imagination rather than anything real.

Feeling the sun on her skin she turned to look around, trying to distract herself by watching cattle grazing in the next field, tails flicking, muzzles chomping. A soft breeze moved through her hair. She listened to the birds, the traffic and music inside the pub. The air was scented by jasmine growing nearby, dung from the field, and fumes from the cars. Then she looked up as Josh approached and loved him so much it hurt.

After putting their drinks down he sat facing her across the wooden table, watching her sip the wine, while he drank a beer. When her eyes finally came to his, he covered her free hand with his own, and felt her fingers lacing into his.

‘They’ve turned it down, haven’t they?’ she said softly.

As he nodded her heart contracted so painfully that childish tears filled her eyes.

She looked off into the distance, and felt him watching her, his regret and love trying to reach her.

‘I’m sorry,’ he said, his fingers tightening around hers.

She made no response. What was there to say? Her first book hadn’t been a success, and now clearly her second wouldn’t be either.

She used a large sip of wine to help swallow the lump in her throat. All those years as an editor, all that knowing what made a book work and what set it apart from the rest, yet she couldn’t do it for herself. She was a failure, worthless, a woman who contributed nothing to her own life, was totally dependent on her husband who might, at any time, decide to leave her.

She guessed now that McKenzies had only published her first book as a favour to Josh. A seventy-thousand-pound advance had made it a very big favour, for she knew the business, and seventy grand was huge in comparison to most first-book deals. It had made no difference to the critics though, for they’d been vicious. As a result the public shunned it, so the bookshops ended up returning it by the truckload. She’d been devastated. Inconsolable. How could she have got it so wrong? Everyone in the business knew who she was, so how was she ever going to find the courage to face them all again? Her grief was so profound it was as though she’d lost a child to some hideous disease. Shannon and Daniel tried to comfort her, and in turn she tried to reassure them, but the rejection had all but annihilated her.

For once in his life Josh had been lost for words. In the end he’d taken them all to the tropics where they’d swum, dived, snorkelled, waterskied, sailed and relaxed with magazines, never books. Gradually, mainly thanks to him, she’d managed to pull herself together, and as they’d rebounded and rebonded as a family, she’d promised herself that when she got back she’d write to every author she’d ever treated to a harsh review and apologise for the hurt she’d caused.

Of course she hadn’t. What good would it do them now to know she was suffering from a belated fit of guilt? And if they’d read what had been said about her book, they’d feel the sweet dessert of justice had been royally served. Which it had. And now here it was again, a bitter second helping, for having forced herself back to the computer, she’d written another, even better book than the first – at least in her and Josh’s opinion – but clearly no-one else out there thought so.

‘So what’s wrong with our judgement?’ she said bleakly. ‘Why doesn’t anyone agree with us?’

Josh shook his head sadly. ‘I wish to God I knew,’ he murmured.

Looking searchingly into his eyes she saw the pain of her rejection reflected in their depths, and realising how hard it must have been for him to break this news, she squeezed his hand and lifted it to her lips. ‘It doesn’t matter,’ she said, making herself smile. ‘I’ve got so much to be grateful for, you, Shannon, Dan, a beautiful home, plenty of money. What more could I ask for?’

He regarded her uncertainly.

She continued to smile. ‘Anything else is icing,’ she insisted, ‘and since I’ve never had a sweet tooth I’m happy with just plain cake.’

Irony arched his brows. ‘You try to give your wife the world,’ he said drolly, ‘and she calls it plain cake. What I want to know is, when will she call it enough?’

Her eyes went down. ‘You are enough,’ she told him in a whisper.

‘Are you sure about that?’

Knowing he was referring to their lack of intimacy, she felt the ghastliness of it starting to engulf her. It wasn’t that she didn’t want him, there had never been a time when she didn’t, she simply needed to try and make him understand the terrible fear that overcame her at the very peak of their lovemaking, but how could she, when she barely understood it herself?

In the end she lifted her head to look at him. His eyes were steeped in concern, and as her heart filled with gratitude for these few precious moments with no bickering or biting, she leaned across the table to kiss him. ‘Tell me everything’ll be all right,’ she said. ‘Tell me there isn’t anyone else.’

A fleeting look of exasperation crossed his face. ‘Darling, you’re the one who put a stop to our sex life,’ he reminded her gently. ‘You know it’s not what I want.’

She nodded and lowered her eyes again, horribly aware that he hadn’t denied it, and knowing that even if he had it wouldn’t be enough to dispel the fear and make her feel safe. She wasn’t sure what could do that. If she were to achieve success, maybe that would at least mean she’d never have to depend on anyone again, not even him.

Much later that night, after the usual round of snatched dinners, fights for the phone, homework, flute and violin practice, and the protracted journey to bed, Julia was standing in her and Josh’s bathroom, staring at her reflection in the mirror. Her short dark hair was framing her face in curled feathery wisps, her almond-shaped eyes seemed almost feverish. Her mouth was naturally red and moist, her skin was smooth and barely lined – and still tanned from a long, hot summer in France. She recalled how she and Josh had strolled through the surf, arms around each other, her wearing nothing but a brief bikini bottom, because he loved other men to see her breasts while knowing they were exclusively his to touch. Usually it turned her on to exhibit herself like that, and to know what it was doing to him, but this year it hadn’t worked at all. In the end, angry and frustrated, Josh had almost seemed to welcome a crisis call from an author in Scotland, for it had allowed him to fly off for a few days, leaving her with the children, and the horrible suspicions of why he’d really gone.

Now, as she looked at herself in the mirror, she was aware of the rise and fall of her breasts, and the way her heart was thudding beneath them as it filled with unease over what was to come. But she had to try, even though she already knew she couldn’t do it.

Relinquishing her gaze she put her toothbrush back in the cabinet and closed the mirrored door, wishing she could shut away her dread so easily. She’d already let him know that she wouldn’t push him away tonight, and had even allowed him to kiss her deeply before she’d come into the bathroom, but then kissing never had been a problem. They still kissed often and lovingly, even through these difficult times. It was only when it seemed likely to lead on to other things that the trouble began.

Not tonight though, she told herself firmly. Somehow she’d wrest back control of her body and let him do with it as he would, the way she always had. She thought of his hands moving over her, his mouth on hers, and the sounds he made as he loved her. She reminded herself of the heights he could transport her to – it was nothing for him to take her to three, four or five orgasms in quick succession. Now she was profoundly terrified of even going close to one. It made no sense and she knew it, for she’d always felt so safe in his arms, willing to let go and give herself completely – and there was no reason for her not to now, so somehow she must make herself do it.

Wishing there was a magical way to drop the extra weight she’d gained around her middle, while knowing it would make little difference to him just as long as they could go back to the way they were, she took one last look at herself in the mirror before turning out the light and going into the bedroom.

Only the lamps were on, casting a warm, mellow glow over the bed which was covered in crisp white linens and draped with copious folds of voile. The rest of the large room, with its plush oriental carpets and chic Italian furniture, was cast in shadow, and both sash windows were masked by raw silk blinds. Josh was standing in front of one of them, laying his watch on the surface of a black laminated chest, and as he heard her come in, he turned to look at her.

She looked back and attempted to smile. He was so tall and dark, seeming so powerfully male and confident, but even so, she could tell he was nervous. She guessed he was naked beneath his robe, possibly already semi-aroused. That he could still want her after all she’d put him through made her detest herself completely and love him even more.

His eyes were sweeping the near-transparency of her nightie, pausing at the hard swell of her nipples. Then he came towards her, and stood looking into her eyes, and as he lowered her straps to let the nightie slip to the floor, she struggled with the urge to cover her nudity and push him away. She wanted him, she reminded herself, she loved him, and as he took her in his arms, she lifted her mouth to his. His hands moved gently over her back and buttocks. He didn’t pull her closer, but she could already feel his erection, and as she forced herself to press against him she heard him groan with desire.

‘Are you OK?’ he murmured, cupping her face in one hand.

She nodded and made herself untie his robe.

Feeling him naked against her, she slipped her arms round his neck and pressed her belly to his. He was hard and ready, and as his tongue moved deeply into her mouth she fought back the need to break free. The reluctance was false, she was deceiving herself, because her body was responding, she could feel it in her nipples, between her legs and in the sheer pleasure of his skin on hers. She didn’t want this to stop, so she wouldn’t make it.

Taking her to the bed he lay down with her, and for a long time he merely toyed with her, using his fingers and mouth. The more exquisite the sensations became, the more tightly she could feel herself tensing. She knew he could sense it, but he didn’t stop. His fingers were between her legs and though she was moist and inviting, she was already turning rigid inside. She wanted to cry and scream, run away and hold onto him. Why couldn’t it be the way it always had? Why was she so afraid to let go?

Lifting his mouth from her breasts, he lowered it to hers and used his hand to part her legs. Her head was starting to spin, sweat was breaking out on her skin.

‘Ssh, it’s OK,’ he soothed, as he lay over her.

She tried to relax. She put her arms and legs around him, and closed her eyes tightly. Her heart was thudding a powerful beat. She tried to think only of that, as he started to enter her. Somewhere, at a distance, she could feel the craving for him to go all the way in, but already her hands were pushing against him because the panic was coming. She tried distracting herself with thoughts of Shannon and Dan, the silly things they said, what they needed for school, what their schedules were for tomorrow. He was moving in and out of her now, not fast, but not gently either. She gripped the sheet either side of her and kept her eyes closed as he raised himself up to look down at their bodies. A horrible and devastating thought suddenly flashed in her mind. When was the last time he’d been inside a woman? Had it been her, or was it someone else? She started to choke, fighting for air.

He was moving faster now. Her hands flew to his shoulders. He didn’t stop. She pushed, but still he didn’t stop. And then the terrible blackness was there, swooping around her, trying to obliterate her, sucking her down and down. She couldn’t breathe. She was so afraid she wanted to scream, but no sound came.

‘No,’ she finally gasped. ‘Please, I can’t.’

‘Julia, for God’s sake.’

‘No!’

‘I’m almost there …’

‘Josh stop!’

But he didn’t, and as he continued to pound she started to fight, so desperate to make it stop that she didn’t care if she hurt him.

‘Julia, anyone would think I was raping you,’ he protested.

‘Just stop. Please,’ she begged.

Biting down on his frustration he rolled off her and onto his back. ‘Jesus Christ,’ he growled, as she shot up from the bed. ‘Just what kind of a marriage is this?’

‘I’m sorry,’ she gulped, scrabbling for her nightie. ‘I’m so sorry. I wanted it to be …’

‘Don’t say any more,’ he seethed. ‘I’ve heard it all before …’

‘But I tried, I swear …’

‘Well obviously not hard enough. Christ, I’m sick of it. Damned well fucking sick of it.’

‘Well, it’s no fun for me either,’ she cried. ‘You surely can’t think I want it to be like this.’

‘Frankly I don’t know what you want, but I’m sure as hell not going to lie here discussing it. There’s no point pretending we’ve got a marriage here, because it’s just a farce, a total fucking charade. So why don’t you just go off to the spare room, where you usually hide …’

‘I go there to prevent this kind of scene,’ she shouted, ‘not because I’m hiding, or because I want to. And don’t you dare try ordering me out of my own bedroom …’

‘Then get into bed, for Christ’s sake, and stop shouting or you’ll wake the children.’

Still smouldering with anger and shame, she waited for him to move over to his own side, then slipped in under the sheet next to him. Neither of them spoke again, but she could sense his fury as though it were an actual presence in the bed with them. With a horrible burn of fear she recalled the last time they’d had a scene like this, and how he’d accused her then of wanting to push him into someone else’s arms. But that was crazy, because she’d almost rather die than think of him with anyone but her. She’d wondered at the time if he’d been setting himself up with an excuse, blaming her for an affair he was either already having, or was about to have, and she was asking herself the same questions now. Had he found someone who
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