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Praise for Erica James

‘Erica James’ sensitive story … is as sparklingly fresh as dew on the village’s surrounding meadows … thoroughly enjoyable and fully deserving of a place in the crowded market of women’s fiction’

Sunday Express

‘This book draws you into the lives of these characters, and often makes you want to scream at them to try and make them see reason. Funny, sad and frustrating, but an excellent, compulsive read’

Woman’s Realm

‘There is humour and warmth in this engaging story of love’s triumphs and disappointments, with two well-realised and intriguing subplots’

Woman & Home

‘Joanna Trollope fans, dismayed by the high gloom factor and complete absence of Agas in her latest books, will turn with relief to James’ … delightful novel about English village life … a blend of emotion and wry social observation’

Daily Mail

‘Scandal, fury, accusations and revenge are all included in Erica James’ compelling novel … this story of village life in Cheshire is told with wit and humour’

Stirling Observer

‘An entertaining read with some wickedly well-painted cameo characters. It’s a perfect read if you’re in the mood for romance’

Prima

‘An engaging and friendly novel … very readable’

Woman’s Own

‘A bubbling, delightful comedy which is laced with a bitter-sweet tang … a good story, always well observed, and full of wit’

Publishing News

‘James is a seasoned champion of the genre … Promises, Promises has an extraordinary deftness of touch, coupled with some searing insights into both how relationships fail, and can work’

Daily Mirror
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To Edward and Samuel,
the best things I ever grew!
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Epigraph

   A garden is a delight to the eye,

and a solace to the soil;

it soothes angry passions,

and produces that pleasure which

is a foretaste of Paradise

SA’DI (1184–1291)
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Chapter One

Lucy’s last job of the day was to water the plants. It was something she always enjoyed doing, not only because it brought out her nurturing instinct, but also because of the sense of power it gave her. Wielding a hose was a bit like holding a loaded gun — nobody, if they knew what was good for them, was going to argue with her.

This sense of power first came to her at the age of fifteen, when she was put in charge of the ramshackle greenhouse at school while their biology teacher, a nervous, stammering man who had been in the middle of explaining seed germination, was called to the telephone in the secretary’s office. His parting words, as he scurried away – his pregnant wife was two weeks beyond her due date – were ‘D-d-d-don’t touch anything while I’m g-g-gone.’ He might just as well have said, ‘F-f-f-feel free to t-t-t-trash the place.’ The first act of subordination came in the form of a group of Lucy’s classmates unbuttoning their shirts, tying them to expose their midriffs and going outside to lie on the sun-parched grass whilst sharing a cigarette. That left Lucy and the rest of the class looking for some way to amuse themselves. Having already spied the neatly coiled hose and tap, it was only a short leap to a masterstroke of an idea. Within minutes she had everyone positioning the empty plastic and clay flowerpots on the bench at the furthest end of the greenhouse into a makeshift coconut shy and was taking aim with the hose. The first clay pot to take a direct hit from the blast of water fell to the floor with a clattering smash. Another followed suit, then another. Aha! Take that! Shouts of encouragement urged her on and she turned up the power on the hose and gave the plastic pots a real beating, sending them flying in all directions: they ricocheted off the glass panes like enormous bullets. Most spectacular of all was the clay pot that shot straight through a pane of glass in an explosion that would have passed muster as an action movie stunt. Way to go! She hadn’t had so much fun in ages.

The girls who had been lying on the grass sunning themselves now came to see what all the noise was about. Their snooty, superior expressions brought out the worst in Lucy and without a thought for the consequences she turned the hose on the gang of girls whom she had never liked because they were always going on about their fathers and their generous wallets and how awful it must be for Lucy because her father didn’t care about her any more. Not true. It was she who didn’t care about him any more! The powerful jet of water soon took the sneering look off their faces; as they staggered backwards and everyone around Lucy let out awed gasps, Lucy felt an exhilarating surge of triumph. She was invincible! She was all-powerful! She was the business!

She was also up to her neck in trouble. The teacher who had been hastily despatched to replace Mr Forbes appeared in the doorway of the greenhouse to find a scene of what she later described to the headmistress — somewhat over-dramatically in Lucy’s opinion – as Armageddon.

‘Mrs Gray,’ the headmistress had said, her face as prim as a tightly shut pine cone, when Lucy’s mother was summoned the following day to account for her daughter’s behaviour, ‘this sort of hooliganism is simply not tolerated at our school. I’m afraid, as of now, I’m going to suspend Lucy for the rest of this term in the hope that it will give her time to consider what she’s done and, more importantly, give her time to consider her future.’

‘Her future?’ Lucy’s mother had repeated. ‘What do you mean by that exactly?’

‘I’m suggesting you might want to consider the possibility that the environment we foster here at Fair Lawns is not best suited to Lucy.’

The message was loud and clear. Lucy Gray, with her sloppy attitude to lessons, her insolence, her general indifference to authority and her unique approach to truth and honesty — ‘Do I have to remind you, Mrs Gray, about that incident with the forged exeat note?’ — wasn’t welcome to return to Fair Lawns.

‘I absolutely do not know why I bother,’ Fiona Gray had said when they were driving away with Lucy’s hastily packed trunk wedged into the boot of the car. ‘Why do you keep doing this to me?’

After leaning out of the window and waving goodbye to her friends, who had gathered at the end of the chestnut-tree-lined drive, Lucy settled back into her seat and toed off her gruesome school shoes. No need for those any more. With a quickness of hand her mother didn’t notice, she dropped them out of the window. Her equally hideous grey socks met the same fate. She put her bare feet up on the dashboard. ‘Enlighten me, Mum: what do I keep doing to you?’

‘Embarrassing me. Shaming me. As though your father hasn’t put me through enough. What did I ever do wrong? What did I do to deserve such treatment? And where on earth will I find a school that will take you on when they discover what you’re like?’

‘You could always take time out of your frantic round of shopping and social engagements and home-school me.’ The look of horror on her mother’s face was priceless. ‘Face it, Mum. I’m a problem child.’

‘You’re a feral child, more like it. The wonder is that you lasted as long as you did at Fair Lawns. It’s all your father’s fault. But who gets the blame? Yes, that’s right. Me! It’s me who’s accused of being a bad parent, when all I’ve done is my best. Do put your feet down. Try and act like a lady even if you can’t actually be one.’ She sighed heavily. ‘People have no idea how hard it is to be a good mother to a difficult child.’

It was a rant with which Lucy was all too familiar. Poor old Mum; she took everything so personally, as if every disaster in the world was a way to get at her and sully her good name.

Fourteen years on, and her mother still occasionally acted as if Lucy’s every waking moment was spent trying to invent some new way to vex and annoy her. No matter that Lucy was all grown up now, that she had celebrated her twenty-ninth birthday last week and was the epitome of good behaviour. To her long-suffering mother, she was the same obnoxious teenager who had made her life a living hell. Maturity had taught her that she probably had given her mother an unnecessarily hard time in the aftermath of her parents’ divorce, and while she had more or less made her peace with Fiona, she had not done the same with her father. As far as she was concerned, he no longer existed. Nothing he could say or do would put right the harm he’d done to their family.

Although relations between Lucy and her mother were much improved these days, they had their differences, namely that Lucy still didn’t have a proper job. Working in a garden centre did not, according to the Fiona Gray Career Handbook, constitute a proper career path. A going-nowhere garden path was what it was. As if her mother had ever had a career! Following hot on the heels of this complaint was another old standby: ‘Why, oh why, do you still insist on dressing so unimaginatively? People will mistake you for an asylum seeker. It’s such a crime not to make the most of yourself, darling. You’re not a lesbian, are you?’ But Fiona’s biggest concern was that Lucy showed not the slightest inclination to settle down and marry. ‘If you leave it too late all the best men will have been taken and you’ll be left to scrape the marriage barrel and end up with a dud.’

Whenever this topic was raised, Lucy wanted to point out that marrying young hadn’t saved Fiona from acquiring a dud husband – a man who had strayed into the arms of an Italian woman many years his junior – but she knew better than to stir up her mother on the legendary subject of Marcus Gray. As it was, his presence, or rather his absence, had carved out a top-billing, all-starring role in their lives without giving him extra house room.

Ironically, despite her urgings for Lucy to find herself ‘a nice young man,’ Fiona hadn’t been in any hurry to rush to the altar for a second time herself. But then twelve months ago along came Charles Carrington, a warm-hearted, kindly soul, and a one-time confirmed bachelor. He was possibly the bravest man alive, having the guts to take on Lucy’s mother. Or maybe he just had the thickest skin. In a whirlwind romance, he whisked Fiona away from the village of Swanmere in south Cheshire to his splendid country house in Northamptonshire, leaving Lucy all alone. ‘You don’t mind, do you, Lucy?’ her mother had asked when she was showing off the antique diamond ring Charles had given her and was explaining how their lives were going to change. As though it wasn’t obvious.

‘Mum, I’m a big girl now. You go and have fun. You’ve earned it.’

‘Why don’t you come and live with us? I’m sure Charles wouldn’t object.’

‘The last thing Charles needs is a stepdaughter mooching about the place. Besides, my job and friends are all here.’

This, not surprisingly, elicited a dismissive click of the tongue. The extent of Fiona’s disapproval for Lucy’s job at Meadowlands Garden Centre was matched by her dislike of Lucy’s friend Orlando. She held him personally responsible for holding her daughter back.

Orlando Fielding was Lucy’s best friend and for five months now he’d been her lodger. He was a year younger than her and was her boss’s son. They’d met when she was sixteen and had applied for a job working weekends and school holidays at his dad’s garden centre. Orlando, who had been working part-time for his father since he was old enough to lift bags of compost and use a hose responsibly, had been instructed to show her the ropes, and they’d soon struck up a firm friendship. People often mistook them for brother and sister, they got on so well.

Much to his father’s disappointment, Orlando had turned his back on the family business and with a degree in botany already under his belt, he then did a one-year diploma course in garden design and recently started his own business as a garden designer. But money was tight and rather than see Orlando suffer the ignominy of having to move back home with his parents, Lucy said he could move in with her now that her mother wasn’t around.

By the time she’d finished watering, nearly everyone else had gone home and the place felt deserted. She tidied away the hose, checked with Hugh there wasn’t anything else he needed her to do, hoisted her small rucksack onto her back and climbed onto her bike. As she pedalled home in the evening sun, she wondered if she dare risk wearing shorts for work tomorrow. The weather forecast had given warm and sunny; as it would be the first day of May, and a bank holiday weekend to boot, she knew she would be rushed off her feet and warning customers till she was blue in the face that it was too early to put bedding plants out yet, that there was still a danger of ground frost. There was just no telling some people.

Before long she was freewheeling downhill towards the village of Swanmere, her long blonde hair streaming like ribbons behind her, her skin tingling from the wind on her cheeks. For the sheer hell of it, she stuck out her legs either side of the bike and relished the moment, basking in the delicious feeling that all was right in the world. After months of wind, rain and gloomy skies, spring was finally here. The hawthorn hedgerows were vibrant with unfurling leaves of lettuce-green freshness, and the fields of rape over to her right, where the sun was slowly dropping in the sky, were in full glorious bloom, the dazzling yellow flowers so bright they were almost luminous.

Hearing a car bearing down on her from behind, Lucy put her feet back on the pedals and steered closer to the grassy verge that was peppered with daisies and dandelions. In a matter of days, there would be cow parsley springing up too. The car — a large black Mercedes with a personalized number plate – swept smoothly past her. They were two a penny round here. Swanmere was one of Cheshire’s wealthiest hotspots, where old money mixed with new.

She and her mother had moved here from London when she was sixteen — when her parents’ divorce had finally been settled. Before everything had gone wrong, Lucy’s father had run his own advertising agency. They’d lived in Fulham and the way Lucy remembered it, it had been a perfect life. But then he’d ruined everything by having an affair. Stinging with hurt and fury, Fiona had employed the smartest divorce lawyer she could get her hands on and fought hard. She got the house and a considerable chunk of the business that Marcus decided to sell so that he could go and live in Italy with the Tiramisu Tart, as Lucy had always referred to his mistress. Fiona had grown up in Cheshire – her parents still lived there at the time, though they were both dead now – and she had sold the house in Fulham and bought Church View, a beautiful Grade II listed Queen Anne townhouse in the heart of the historic village of Swanmere, where pretty black-and-white half-timbered cottages abounded. Often it felt like they lived on a film set. Some years ago, the village had actually been used in a costume drama for the BBC. Everyone had wanted to get in on the act and be an extra.

Lucy couldn’t think of anywhere she would rather live. When Charlie Carrington had appeared on the scene she had known a moment of dread and panic – would this mean she would have to move out of Church View? Would her mother want to sell it and expect Lucy to find a place of her own? She was, after all, at an age when she should at the very least be thinking about leaving home. Her fears were blessedly short-lived. Fiona had no intention of selling Church View, and amazingly went as far as to say that it was home to Lucy for as long as she wanted it to be. Being in love had turned Fiona into a magnanimous woman Lucy hardly knew. She even grudgingly agreed that Orlando could move in.

Orlando had proved to be the perfect housemate – he was clean, tidy and an excellent cook. What’s more he wasn’t one of those ghastly men who hogged the remote control then hid it down the back of the sofa when there was something girly on that she wanted to watch. In fact, the only thing they ever disagreed about was gardening, in particular the amount of time devoted to makeover gardening on the television. She was as big a purist as the next RHS member, but whereas she was prepared to let people have the choice of wrecking their gardens with decking and faddy ornamentation, Orlando was not. He held Alan Titchmarsh personally responsible for everything that was cheap and tacky in suburban gardens throughout the land. Orlando said that gardening was like porn: it was best left to professionals.

She pedalled along the main street of the village, passing the shops that, with the exception of Clayton’s upmarket wine shop, were all closed for the day. Noticing Mac Truman coming out of Clayton’s with a wrapped bottle tucked under his arm, she rang her bell and gave him a wave. He smiled and waved back at her. She liked Mac. And his nephew. Conrad Truman was officially the most eligible and hottest bachelor in the village. It was the combination of being drop dead gorgeous and a widower that did it. Nothing sexier than a heartbroken good-looking man, was the general consensus of opinion.

She pedalled on, passing the chemist, the newsagent and post office, and then just opposite the church she turned left into a cobbled lane scarcely more than a car’s width. She jumped off her bike, pushed open a wrought iron gate and stepped into the calming oasis of a small courtyard garden. Home sweet home.

She let herself in at the back door and after calling out to Orlando and getting no response – she could hear the shower running upstairs – she checked the mail that he’d left in a tidy pile on the kitchen table. Humming happily to herself, she flicked through the pile to see if there was anything of interest and stopped when she saw an envelope with an airmail sticker on it. Closer inspection revealed an Italian stamp and postmark. Judging from the thickness of it, and the timing of its arrival, it was a late birthday card from her father.

She dropped it into the bin without a second thought.




Chapter Two

Helen wondered if the haughty, bucket-faced woman sitting opposite her would ever leave.

With her fearsomely bracing outdoorsy manner and sturdy old-moneyed vowels, Olivia Marchwood, sixty-something-spinster-of-this-parish, was just the kind of woman Helen usually took pains to avoid. And as the woman ground her not inconsiderable behind into the cream sofa, she gave off an air of permanency that made Helen want to fetch a crowbar and lever her off. The disagreeable guest had called on the off chance that Mrs Madison-Tyler might be at home (not ‘in’ but ‘at home’), more than an hour ago and was showing absolutely no sign of bringing her visit to an end. She was clearly one of those insensitive, high-handed women who, even if Helen threw open the front door, wouldn’t take the hint that it was time to leave.

The thrust of her visit was clearly to suss out the new owners of the Old Rectory — ‘Two weeks have passed since you moved in and I thought it high time I personally welcomed you to Swanmere’ — and to bring to Helen’s attention the variety of good works, societies, clubs and groups on offer in the village. All of which Helen made a mental note to steer well clear of, especially the ones (underscored and in upper case) for which her visitor was on the committee. She had never been one of those hearty joining-in kind of people, preferring always to be on the periphery of what was going on. Experience had taught her it was the best way to keep out of trouble. Hunter said it was why she’d put off marriage for as long as she had. It was one of her husband’s more perceptive observations. They had been married for six months now, the wedding coming a week after her forty-fifth birthday, and following seven months of determined pursuit on Hunter’s part. ‘I’m not a man who changes his mind or makes compromises,’ he’d told her five weeks after they’d met, ‘so you might just as well get on and choose yourself a wedding dress.’

‘Mm … a man who doesn’t change his mind, eh?’ she’d mused. ‘How do you account for the two ex-wives?’

‘Ouch,’ he’d said, ‘that’s a little below the belt, don’t you think?’

‘Not really. After all, I ought to know what I’m getting into.’ Although she had a pretty good idea exactly what she was getting into. ‘Would it be anything to do with you being unfaithful to them?’

‘Yes,’ he’d said baldly. ‘Are you sure this is a subject you want to pursue?’

Rightly or wrongly, Helen never did, and she married Hunter – sixteen years her senior — committed to the belief that the future was more important than the past.

She’d met him at a charity fundraising lunch for the local hospice in Crantsford. As one of its main sponsors, he’d given a brief but entertaining speech and it didn’t slip Helen’s notice that he was the focus of much attention from the predominantly female audience in the hotel dining room. Not overly tall, he was nonetheless a good-looking, charismatic man and Helen didn’t doubt for a second that he knew the effect he had on people. He reminded her a little of one of her favourite actors, Michael Kitchen. When he’d stepped down from the podium and resumed his seat at a nearby table, Helen’s friend Annabel, who had invited her to the lunch and was a patron of the hospice, had whispered in her ear, ‘I’m going to introduce you when the gabbing’s all over.’

‘And why would you do that?’

‘Because,’ Annabel tilted her head meaningfully in Hunter’s direction and lowered her voice yet further, ‘he asked me to.’

‘When?’

‘When you went to the cloakroom. He came over and asked very specifically who you were.’

But Annabel hadn’t needed to play the role of mediator; just as soon as the lunch was officially over, Hunter introduced himself and insisted on buying Helen a drink at the bar, forcibly leading her away from her friend. ‘I suppose you find this masterful approach usually gets you what you want,’ she’d said, bristling with furious indignation.

‘Never fails. What would you like to drink?’

‘Nothing. I’m not thirsty.’

‘Me neither. Let’s go somewhere we can talk.’

When she refused, he said, ‘Please don’t be churlish.’ Once more, and against her will, she was being propelled across the crowded room. Outside in the hotel gardens he said, ‘Will you have dinner with me?’

‘No thank you.’ She started to walk away. What a revoltingly arrogant man he was.

‘Please,’ he called out, but not moving to follow her. ‘Have dinner with me so I can prove to you I’m being serious.’

She stopped and turned to face him. ‘Serious about what?’

‘About you.’

‘I think you must be confusing me with someone else. A figment of your imagination, perhaps.’ And with that, she did walk away. And kept on walking until she was in the hotel car park and getting into her car. She was just putting the key into the ignition when her mobile trilled. Ever since her grandmother had suffered a fall and broken a hip eighteen months ago, an accident from which the old lady had never fully recovered, Helen was permanently on tenterhooks in case it was more bad news. She put the mobile to her ear and heard a voice say, ‘If not dinner, how about lunch?’

‘What the … ? How on earth did you know my number?’ She looked up and saw him standing on the steps of the hotel; he was staring straight at her.

‘Don’t be cross but I made your friend Annabel give it to me. I told her it was a matter of life or death.’

‘It’ll be your death if you carry on hounding me like this.’

He laughed. An easy, assured laugh. ‘You don’t mean that. Come on, how much would it cost you to spend an hour or two with me over lunch?’

‘I don’t do lunch.’

‘You did today.’

‘That was a favour to Annabel.’

‘Then how about doing me a favour? Maybe you’d feel happier just having a drink. Surely that wouldn’t hurt too much.’

Thinking it would be easier to give in and let him have his own way, she agreed to meet him for a drink the following week. Chances were, he was one of those men for whom once the chase was over, boredom kicked in and he’d leave her alone. But she’d misjudged him and from then on, he romanced her hard. He bombarded her with gifts and flowers and even a new car after she’d turned up late for dinner one night because her ageing Peugeot had refused to start and she’d had to call out a taxi. Six months after that charity lunch, whilst on holiday in Egypt and flying over the Nile in a specially arranged hot-air-balloon flight, he presented her with a glass of champagne and an emerald ring, just as dawn was breaking. ‘Helen Madison,’ he’d said, ‘I’ve pursued you every way I know how; will you stop prevaricating and agree to marry me?’

Glancing at the two young Egyptians who were piloting the balloon and trying to pretend they weren’t present at so intimate a moment, she said, ‘How can I refuse when you put it so romantically?’

The marriage took place in a private chapel in the grounds of a country hotel in north Yorkshire. The only guests present were Annabel and her husband, and Hunter’s oldest and closest friend, Frank Maguire. The one person Helen had wanted to be present couldn’t make it – her only living relative: her precious grandmother, Emma Madison.

With a jolt, Helen realized that Olivia Marchwood had interrupted the tortuous flow of her monologue with a question. She was asking Helen if she knew what she was going to do with the garden at the Old Rectory. ‘It shouldn’t be neglected for much longer,’ Olivia Marchwood was saying. ‘A shame poor old Alice couldn’t take it with her. Are you a gardener, Mrs Madison-Tyler? I’d advise against too much change too soon. You should live with a garden for a couple of seasons before pulling anything up.’

Seized with the urge to say she fully intended to rip out every single shrub and bush and then torch what was left, Helen said, ‘Please, call me Helen. And regrettably I’m not much of a gardener. What with work, and …’ she cast her eyes round the drawing room at the carpet and fabric samples she had been sorting through before being interrupted, ‘still having so much to do on the house, the garden will have to wait a little while, I’m afraid.’

‘I’d be more than willing to offer you any help and advice. As I mentioned earlier, I am the chairwoman of the Garden Club. Perhaps you ought to think of joining us. We meet once a month and have always been extremely lucky with our visiting speakers. Last month we had a talk about — ’

‘Goodness, is that the time?’ interrupted Helen as the clock on the mantelpiece conveniently chimed the hour – it was seven o‘clock. Time for decisive action. ‘I’m dreadfully sorry, but I have a couple of important phone calls I really must make.’ She got to her feet.

Thankfully – oh, miraculously! - the other woman rose from the sofa and before she could embark on another lengthy discourse, Helen was steering her towards the drawing-room door, the hall, and finally the front door. Olivia Marchwood’s parting words were: ‘Remember what I said about getting stuck into the social scene here in Swanmere. Do you think your husband would be interested in putting himself forward for the PCC? I’ve just resigned after many years of service, so there is a vacancy. I told the vicar that I’d had enough, and that he could jolly well do without me from now on. I dread to think how he will cope.’

Trusting that the vicar would be quietly celebrating this stroke of good fortune, Helen waved her guest off and closed the door. She shook her head at the thought of Hunter being on the Parish Church Council and went through to the kitchen.

Like most of the rooms at the Old Rectory, this had been gutted and thoroughly brought up to date. The messiest of the work, at Hunter’s insistence, had been carried out before they’d moved in; there were just two bedrooms and one bathroom left to decorate. The kitchen, when they first saw it, had been a cramped, poky affair and had boasted little more than the absolute basics, probably installed during the seventies. There had been a rusting free-standing cooker, cracked linoleum tiles, a stainless steel sink, a couple of cupboards and marble-effect Formica worktops that were burned and scarred. Now, after some judicious knocking through, it was a much larger and lighter room with cream-painted cupboards, granite work surfaces, a deep ceramic sink and the biggest Aga Helen had ever set eyes on. She had wanted a range-style cooker, but Hunter had said it was an Aga or nothing. ‘But they’re so expensive,’ she’d argued. ‘They cost nearly as much as a small house.’

‘How many times do I have to tell you, Helen, money isn’t a problem?’

She unlocked the French windows and stepped outside. Standing against the stone balustrade she took several deep breaths as if cleansing herself of Olivia Marchwood. It was a glorious evening. Bathed in a golden light from the dipping sun, the garden, even in its bedraggled state, filled Helen with immense joy. How she loved it! The lawns were more like meadows with dandelions and daisies sprinkled throughout. There were rhododendrons on the cusp of flowering, their blushing buds ready to burst. Un-pruned bushes sagged wearily out of the borders. Bluebells shimmered beneath shiny-leafed magnolias. Beyond all this, beyond the copse of silver birch and hawthorn trees and a sweep of chestnuts she could see the clock tower of the Norman church in the distance. She had discovered since moving in that Tuesday was bell-ringing practice night. She imagined balmy summer nights when the air would resonate with the sound of bells. She hadn’t had time yet to explore, but she knew there was a twisting path that led down to the church from a gate at the bottom of the garden.

Despite what she’d told Olivia Marchwood, she wasn’t as inept a gardener as she’d implied. Her enthusiasm outweighed any real skill, but she knew enough to know that this garden was going to need a lot of tender loving care to bring it back to its former glory. She would have to find a gardener; it was too large to manage on her own. She had no idea how much gardeners charged, never having employed one before, but Hunter had told her to pay whatever it took. ‘No bean counting,’ he’d teased her. ‘Just get the best man for the job.’

Her ‘bean counting’ as Hunter called it was a habit she was trying to kick, but it wasn’t easy. Scrimping and saving came as naturally to her as breathing. For the last six years she had run her own travel company, specializing in cultural tours of the British Isles and Europe. Whilst it had adequately kept the wolf from the door, it had never been a big money spinner, and with a dependent grandmother to take care of, her finances were always stretched. To make matters worse, 9/11 had hit her badly. A large percentage of her business had been aimed at American tourists and when they stopped travelling, money became tighter still.

Then, to top it all, it became all too apparent that her grandmother needed more care. Helen had done her best to look after her, but they both knew that a nursing home was the only realistic solution. Emma’s modest house was sold and the money invested so that the interest would pay for the kind of nursing home Helen felt confident would look after her grandmother. But the nursing home turned out to be a disaster and Emma’s mental and physical health deteriorated fast. Seeing the sadness — and fear – in Emma’s face when she left her after each visit tore at Helen’s heart. If this wasn’t enough, the investment Helen had made with the proceeds from her grandmother’s house sale wasn’t the sound proposition she’d been led to believe it would be and given the current climate of poor returns, she was losing money faster than water leaking from a sieve. It was a catastrophe. All she had left was her home, a modest three-bedroom terraced house with a tiny sheltered garden. And then, out of the blue, along came Hunter and her life was changed.

Only once they were seriously involved did Helen grasp the extent of his wealth. The arrival of a brand new Mercedes coupé outside her house with a pink ribbon tied to the bonnet gave her cause to review matters. Before then, having listened to Annabel’s tales and seen him in the society pages of Cheshire Life, as well as an article about him being North West Businessman of the Year, she’d thought that he was what one would call ‘reasonably well-off’. When she realized she’d wildly underestimated his bank balance, she refused to see him any more. When he pressed her for a reason, she admitted that she didn’t feel comfortable with the disparity in their financial situation. ‘People will think I’m only involved with you because of your money,’ she told him.

‘And people will say I’m involved with you because you’re young and look bloody good on my arm. Come on, Helen, sod what anyone else thinks. So what if I’m a millionaire many times over; I want to share my success with you. Is that so wrong? Should I be penalized for knowing my arse from my elbow?’

Knowing his arse from his elbow had given him the ability to set up his own warehousing and storage business in his twenties, offering fully secure storage for domestic and office use, and then to go on expanding it until it became the largest storage company in the UK. Meanwhile, with his son Clancy doing the everyday running of the business, he’d moved into the overseas property market, in particular holiday apartments and second homes in the Caribbean, Florida, Spain, and more recently Dubai. He was quoted in the business pages of The Times recently as saying, ‘I don’t believe in the meek inheriting the earth. If it was left to the meek, the world would be in an untenable sorry state.’

It was a typically brash no-nonsense comment from Hunter. But there was the other side to him, too: the abundantly generous side. Without his financial support, the hospice in Crantsford would undoubtedly close down. His engagement present to Helen, along with the emerald ring he’d surprised her with in the hot-air balloon, and which she always wore slightly self-consciously, was something that meant more to Helen than anything else. He paid for Emma to be moved to the best private nursing home money could buy. It meant she didn’t have to sell her little house in Crantsford. Hunter had told her to get rid of it, saying that she didn’t need it any more. But reluctant to part with her old home, she’d rented it out to a young professional couple.

Helen knew that she would spend the rest of her life thanking Hunter for what he’d done. Nothing she ever did would come close to repaying the debt she felt she owed him.

It didn’t take her long to realize that this was exactly how Hunter liked things to be.




Chapter Three

More than a week had passed since Orlando had poked around in the kitchen bin and retrieved the card that Lucy’s father had sent. It was now hidden in the chest of drawers in his bedroom; he was waiting for the right moment to give it to Lucy. He was going to insist that just once, she open a piece of correspondence from Marcus Gray.

Having known Lucy for as long as he had, Orlando knew the reasons why she refused to have anything to do with her father, and even though he’d never met the man, he couldn’t help feeling slightly sorry for him; every birthday, every Christmas, without fail, he would send Lucy a card and it always ended up in the bin. It was anybody’s guess what else was inside the envelope — a letter, or a cheque perhaps – but Lucy’s reaction was always the same: she flatly refused to have anything to do with it. She said her father only kept up the charade out of a sense of guilt and duty. For all Orlando knew, she might be right, but he had inherited his own father’s view on life, and that was always to try and give people the benefit of the doubt.

In all other respects, Lucy was one of the most positive and forgiving people he knew, and the most fun to be around, but get her on the subject of her parents’ divorce and she became a different person. It was as if a huge shutter came crashing down whenever her father was referred to. Orlando blamed Fiona Gray. Or Fiona Carrington as she was now. She was the exception to his rule about cutting people a bit of slack; he just couldn’t do it with her. A more selfish and shallow woman he had never met, but then he was completely biased. Lucy’s mother defined everyone and everything as either ‘suitable’ or ‘thoroughly unsuitable’. As a ‘mere gardener’, he was definitely in the latter category. According to Lucy, in the months that followed her father’s departure her mother fell apart and at the age of fourteen it was down to Lucy to hold things together. She rarely spoke of that time, but odds on that was when the die was cast and Lucy learned to hate her father.

It was getting late. Orlando drained the mug of tea his prospective client had made for him and rallied his thoughts to the job in hand – a small, brand new (the builders of the development were still on site), un-turfed plot of garden that the owners wanted him to turn into something they’d seen on the television. He hoped to convince them that the concept of hard geometric lines and a raised decking area with bright blue pots of ornamental grasses was totally passé. Very last century, in fact. What he was going to propose was gentle curving lines, beds that were naturalistic in shape and form rather than stiff and ornamental. For the sake of getting the job, he would have to compromise, but only so far; he had his integrity to think of. Lucy said his integrity was all very well, but if it meant he starved to death, then what was the point? ‘The point, Luce,’ he would say, ‘is that I’m serious about what I do. I want the gardens I design to mean something. To be something lasting.’

For all her teasing, he knew that Lucy understood him. And the fact that she charged him next to nothing in rent was something for which he would be for ever grateful. When he’d first moved in with her and occasionally had trouble finding the rent because the amount of work he was getting was so pitiful, she’d told him it didn’t matter. Occasionally, when he couldn’t get the manpower he needed to get a job done, she would pitch in on her days off. Just recently the design work had picked up, especially the kind he was currently doing — the easy bread-and-butter work. A new development of houses was being built on the edge of the village of Swanmere, and after dropping leaflets through the letterboxes of the newly occupied properties, he’d garnered himself a steady flow of business. A healthy number of people were keen to pay him to create something individual for them, rather than leave it to an unimaginative job-lot outfit chosen by the builder. The challenge was to steer customers away from the fads they saw on their television screens which often encouraged inappropriate planting. Gardens were a living and breathing entity; they had to be treated with reverence and intelligence.

Reeling in his tape measure, then adding the final measurement to the rough plan he would draw to scale later, he packed away his gear. After promising the prospective client that he’d be in touch in the next day or two, he drove home. He thought again about the birthday card he’d retrieved from the bin and wondered how to go about making Lucy open it. It had crossed his mind to open it himself, to see what sort of message her father had written – if it was nothing more than ‘Happy Birthday Lucy,’ then he’d chuck it away. If the guy couldn’t be bothered to write more than that, then he deserved to be blanked. But what if Marcus Gray was ill? Or dying? Could Lucy live with herself knowing that she’d denied him a last and vital wish to be reconciled? He had no idea if Lucy’s mother ever heard from her ex-husband, but if she knew he was ill, keeping it from her daughter was just the kind of thing she’d do.

He was probably letting his imagination get the better of him, and really it was none of his business, as Lucy would be quick to tell him. He could picture her clearly with hands on hips, giving him one of her don’t-mess-with-me looks.

The first time he’d laid eyes on her she’d been wearing an expression just like that. With her stripy dyed hair tied up on her head so that she resembled a multi-coloured pineapple, her clumpy shoes and skinny legs, he’d wondered why on earth his father had given her a job, especially when she seemed a bit on the accident-prone side, knocking things over or bumping into people. He was glad Dad had, though, because she was like a breath of fresh air about the place. In those days, just about everyone else who worked at Meadowlands was a million years old.

‘I reckon she’s just going through a phase,’ his father had said when Orlando had asked him about the new part-time member of staff. ‘I thought I’d give her the benefit of the doubt. She seems bright enough.’ It was a classic example of the Hugh Fielding way of doing things. Before long his father was proved right: Lucy turned out to be a quick and enthusiastic learner, and when she announced that she was quitting school halfway through her A-levels, Orlando’s father offered her full-time work and the chance to do a day-release course in horticulture at the nearby college.

It was six-thirty when Orlando let himself in at Church View. A note on the kitchen table told him that Lucy had gone to the allotment. If he didn’t have so much work to do, he’d go there himself and see if she needed a hand, or just fancied some company.

Lucy loved being at the allotments. Situated on the brow of a gently sloping hill — the highest point in the village — the views, stretching for miles around of the surrounding countryside, were beautiful. It wasn’t only the scenery she liked, or the sense of purpose she always had when she came here, it was the camaraderie of the other allotment users that she enjoyed. Her mother thought it was the most appalling thing she had ever done when Lucy told her she’d applied for and had been granted a plot. Fiona associated it with the working classes, with the cloth-cap-wearing folk whose threadbare trousers were held in place by a piece of string. It was no place for a well-brought-up daughter of hers. How wrong could she be! There were two teachers, a doctor, and a magistrate who had plots up here, all of them women.

As she opened the gate and walked along the well-kept path to the area of land that was owned by the Church of England and leased for a peppercorn rent, Lucy breathed in the sweet-smelling fragrance of freshly mown grass. The creamy-white flowers in the hawthorn added to the sweetness in the air. Once she’d emerged from the path she could see that the usual suspects were out in force and making the most of the warm, dry weather. Tending their immaculate vegetable plots were the Old Boys as Lucy called them: Joe, Bill and Dan. They were always there waiting to ambush her. Bill was the youngest of the trio at a mere seventy-four years old, and was the first to notice her. He called to the others. ‘Here she is, lads, our very own Queen of the May.’

Joe and Dan came over. ‘Where’s lover-boy, then?’ asked Joe, who was a bristly chinned, sprightly seventy-eight-year-old.

It was a long-standing joke between the Old Boys that Lucy and Orlando were an item. No matter how vociferously she denied their fantasies, they refused to believe her.

‘He wasn’t back from work when I left the house,’ she said, playing along with them, ‘but I left him a note, so don’t get any ideas about coming onto me like you normally do because he could appear any moment and sort you out.’

Joe laughed. ‘I always thought he looked the nasty jealous sort.’

Dan, the quietest member of their gang, and the most senior at the age of eighty-one, smiled at Lucy. ‘Need a hand with anything?’ he asked.

‘Thanks, Dan, I’ll let you know.’ Dan was her favourite of the bunch. He was the first friend she made when she moved to Swanmere. She’d been skiving off school one afternoon and for somewhere to go she had wandered up to the allotments. He’d got talking to her and before she knew what she was doing, she had a spade in her hand and was helping him to dig in some foul-smelling manure. When they’d finished the job he showed her how to peg down strawberry runners to create new plants and to check for grey mould on the fruit. He explained why he put straw under the plants – to keep plenty of air moving around them so the fungus wouldn’t spread – and invited her to come back in a few days’ time when the strawberries would be perfect for eating. It was Dan who’d got her hooked on gardening. And it was Dan, with no family of his own, and in his quiet unassuming way, who took her under his wing and kept her from going off the rails.

Leaving the Old Boys to get back to their digging and hoeing, Lucy walked further along the path, following it round to the right, until she came to her plot. She walked round it for a moment to scrutinize it for uninvited guests. On the face of it, the precautionary measures she’d taken were working – the solution of water and washing-up liquid she’d sprayed onto the surrounding areas had got rid of the aphids; the canes with bottles on top that rattled in the wind were doing an excellent job of frightening the rabbits away, and the circles of stone chippings, together with the dishes of beer, had kept the slimy enemies away from their juicy targets. Nature was a wonderful thing, but it certainly benefited from a helping hand now and then.

Unlocking the small wooden shed that Orlando had helped her build, she frowned at the uncomfortable reminder her words had given her. How many times had her mother said much the same thing to her? ‘If only you’d make more of yourself, darling,’ she used to say. On one occasion she’d said, ‘Nature has given you a pretty enough face, but with a little more effort on your part, you could be beautiful.’

‘But I don’t want to be beautiful!’ Lucy had shouted back at her. ‘Not ever!’

‘Nonsense. Of course you do. Every girl wants to be beautiful.’

‘Well, I don’t! I hate the thought of it. And I hate you.’

‘No you don’t.’

‘Stop telling me what I do and don’t think. I hate, hate, hate you!’

It was one of those awful arguments that grew out of nothing but kept on spiralling until Lucy had finally exploded. ‘What’s more I wish I didn’t have to live with you,’ she’d screamed. ‘I wish I could live with Dad!’

Lucy had often seen her mother angry — her tantrums easily matched her own – but what happened next took her by surprise. Fiona slapped her face. Not once, but twice. Crack. Crack. When she came at her again a third time, Lucy dodged out of her way, but Fiona wasn’t finished. ‘Go and live with him, then!’ she screeched. ‘If he’s so bloody marvellous, pack your bags and go to him. That’s if he wants you. Which, of course, he doesn’t!’

The memory was so sharp and so painful, Lucy could feel the stinging hurt of it rise up within her. Sometimes it was difficult to know who had caused her more pain, her father or her mother.




Chapter Four

Conrad Truman was trying to work. But it was one of those days that seemed destined to be peppered with petty disturbances guaranteed to break his concentration. It was the downside of working from home.

His first interruption had been in the form of his cleaner, Evie, coming over to his office to tell him the vacuum cleaner wasn’t working properly. ‘You really should invest in a Dyson, Mr Truman,’ she’d told him and had then gone into elaborate detail about the merits of such a device. From there she went on to remind him that she wouldn’t be in next week. ‘I’m off to Llandudno to stay with my sister in her guest house. Beautiful, it is. Right down by the esplanade. Lovely views of the sea. Just what I need after the time I’ve had lately.’ Much as he depended on Evie Hawkins to keep the house running smoothly for him and his uncle, he often wondered if the effort expended on listening to her updates was worth it. Every week there was always some new drama to recount to him — last week it had been her husband’s refusal to let her have their bedroom decorated pink, and the week before that it was her trip to the dentist which had resulted in an allergic reaction to the anaesthetic injection. Whilst he had every sympathy when it came to visits to the dentist — he was the biggest coward going when it came to the high-pitched whirr of a drill – he wished she’d get the hint that he had work to do.

When she had eventually returned to the house to pour yet more scorn and loathing on his humble domestic appliances, it had been the constant ringing of the telephone that interrupted him. Then Mac had come stomping up the stairs to his office, demanding to know what the hell was going on with the post: why hadn’t it been delivered yet? When his uncle was in one of his cantankerous moods – ‘Where are my glasses? Who’s moved my book? Has that bloody awful woman been tidying my room again?’ – all Conrad could do was bury his head in his work.

At the sound of barking he took off his glasses and went to look out of the open window. Down in the garden Mac’s faithful old dachshund, Fritz, was chasing a squawking blackbird across the lawn. Mac then came into view with a roll of netting in one hand and a bunch of canes in the other. ‘Shut up, Fritz!’ he roared. ‘Any more of that racket from you and I’ll toss you into a bin bag and take you to the tip.’

This isn’t how my life was supposed to be, Conrad thought.

It was, of late, an increasingly regular thought. How had he ended up in this state – forty-nine years old and living with his curmudgeonly uncle and a German sausage dog? This was definitely not how he’d imagined his life.

When Mac had suffered a stroke three years ago, Conrad hadn’t thought twice about offering his home for Mac to recuperate in when his stay in hospital came to an end. It took a while, but fortunately his uncle had made a good recovery, and his only remaining problem – apart from controlling his temper — was with his balance. But it was the knowledge that the chances of Mac suffering a second stroke were so worryingly high that had Conrad suggesting his uncle sell his house in Cobham and live permanently with him in Cheshire. ‘It’s the most sensible thing to do,’ he’d told Mac, who was then seventy-five. ‘I have plenty of space here, so it’s not as if we’d be living on top of each other.’ Conrad didn’t underestimate the wrench Mac suffered in selling his rambling old cottage in Surrey – after years of globetrotting, it had been his home for nearly twenty years – and he endeavoured to make the transition as easy as possible for his uncle.

But for all the grumbling and disagreements, Conrad didn’t regret the decision he’d made. His sister Susan, who lived in Hertfordshire, said he was a saint for what he was doing, but Conrad didn’t think so. The way he saw it, Mac had played an enormously important role in his life — from childhood through to adulthood – and this was his way of thanking him. Mac had become an active member of the community in Swanmere, frequently sticking his oar in to whatever cause or event took his fancy. He was a keen gardener and Conrad had to admit he enjoyed the fruits of his uncle’s efforts. With help from Orlando when it came to the heavy digging work, he’d transformed what had been an ordinary bushy, grassy kind of garden (that was the extent of Conrad’s horticultural know-how) into something really quite pleasant. The herbaceous borders were Mac’s pride and joy, as were the fruit and vegetable plots that provided them with a good supply of beans, broccoli, courgettes, cabbages, potatoes and carrots. Conrad was conscious, though, that his uncle took longer to do things these days. He was also easily distracted; he’d start one job then move onto another without finishing the first. Frustration usually fuelled Mac’s temper and Conrad could appreciate how infuriating it must be for his uncle that his once hugely alert brain was slowing down and diminishing the man he’d been. But there was something else affecting Mac. Ever since Alice Wykeham had died last Christmas he had been morose and out of sorts. Alice had been a true one-off and her death had left a large hole in Mac’s daily routine. Rarely had there been a day when he hadn’t been up at the Old Rectory with Alice or she’d been here instructing him on how best to germinate, prune or feed some plant or other. It had been Alice who had piqued Mac’s interest in gardening, almost to the point of obsession. He now spent so many hours in the garden, Conrad worried that it was only a matter of time before he found his uncle lying face down on the lawn. There were worse ways to go, he mused. Much worse. He instantly regretted the direction of his thoughts.

Time for a coffee break.

At the far end of his office, behind a partition wall, was a small kitchen. Through a door beyond this was a shower room and what had originally been a bedroom when the outbuildings across the courtyard from the main part of the house had been converted into an annexe by the previous owners. Conrad had never used it for this purpose; instead he had turned it into a mini gym. He had a rowing machine, a treadmill and a going-nowhere bike. By no means was he a fitness fanatic, but sitting at his desk day in, day out, he knew he’d soon pile on the pounds if he didn’t take regular exercise. He played tennis now and then, but that was more of a social thing. As Mac frequently pointed out, it was actually the only sociable thing he got up to.

He made himself a cup of filter coffee and went back to his desk. He was halfway through translating a shipping contract from Japanese into English. It was standard stuff, nothing he hadn’t seen before, but what with all the interruptions it was taking him longer than normal. He didn’t seem able to knuckle down. Perhaps it was the warm spring weather that was distracting him. May was his favourite month of the year. He might not know the first thing about gardening, but he could appreciate the changes going on around him. Trees were suddenly in full leaf, the blossom and bluebells were out, the verges and hedgerows were bursting with growth, and that tree by the back door – the one he could never remember the name of – was the most amazingly vibrant shade of electric blue.

May had been a favourite month for him when he lived in Japan. Whenever he saw cherry blossom he was always reminded of his stay there. The first time he’d seen for himself one of Japan’s most enduring symbols – the sakura – had been during his second year at university when he’d been studying contract law in Tokyo. It wasn’t his first visit; at the age of sixteen he’d spent a summer in Osaka with his uncle, whose two-year stint with an American bank was coming to an end. Before then Mac had been in Hong Kong, and before that, Frankfurt. During that stay with his uncle, Conrad had been so captivated by the country and by its people, he decided that he would study law with Japanese. This he did and on graduation he landed a job with a law firm in Tokyo. He spent nine very happy years there until made redundant in a corporate bloodbath, forcing him reluctantly back to England where he found a job in London as a legal translator. The work was interesting enough, but life seemed dull in comparison. He missed the richness of his life in Tokyo. Clichéd as it was, he missed the efficiency of everything, from trains that actually arrived on time to the exacting way business was carried out. He missed his friends – the zany fruitcakes with their bizarre sense of humour who dragged him round smoky, ear-splitting pachinko parlours, then on to drink in the Akasaka district. He missed the painfully courteous elderly couple who lived in the flat above him and taught him to play shogi and regularly supplied him with homemade gyozato — fried dumplings of minced meat and vegetables – because they didn’t think he ate enough. He missed the extraordinary number of festivals that went on; the country’s two main religions, Shinto and Buddhism, both got a fair crack of the celebratory whip, and there was always something incomprehensibly weird and wonderful to observe or take part in.

Tempting as it was to jack in London and return to Japan, he stuck it out. Then when he was least expecting it, a week before his thirty-sixth birthday, he fell in love.

He’d never fallen for anyone the way he did for Samantha. Like him she was a legal translator, except her language of choice was Russian. They met at a legal translators’ conference. She was the smart-arse near the front of the morning lecture who kept putting up her hand to ask questions. To everyone’s amusement, she was actually asked to leave if she couldn’t keep quiet. It was when she walked past Conrad, her head lowered but an unmistakable smirk of amusement on her face, that he noticed her legs. They were perfectly streamlined with exquisitely fine-boned ankles. But what struck him most was that they were completely at odds with the scholarly face – the glasses, the hair loosely tied back, the lack of make-up, and the slightly ill-fitting skirt and boxy jacket. Every inch of her said she didn’t give a damn.

During the buffet lunch he found himself seeking her out in the dining hall of the conference centre. Curious, he wanted to know more about her. Which law firm did she work for? Or rather, which law firm was brave enough to employ her? But there was no sign of her. He asked around, did anyone know who the Know-it-All was? His question was met with, ‘Oh, God, what a pain she was!’ And, ‘There’s always one, isn’t there?’

Lunch came to an end and there was still no sign of Miss Legs. Back in the conference hall, he checked her seat. It was empty. Disappointed he hadn’t been able to satisfy his curiosity, he took out his pen, turned to a new page of his notepad and waited for the next speaker to get to his feet.

It was then, when a rippling murmur went around the hall, that he realized that Miss Legs was actually on the stage and adjusting her clip-on microphone. Good God, she was the next speaker. He checked the running order of lecturers. Her name was Dr Samantha Tempest and she ran an international translation firm. He sat back in his seat and waited to see what she had to say.

Plenty, it turned out. She knew her stuff. She was eloquent and erudite and he could quite understand her lack of tolerance towards the earlier speaker, who by contrast had been excruciatingly long-winded and inaccurate on several points. It wasn’t long, though, before his concentration wandered and instead of listening he became far more interested in the woman herself. The boxy jacket had been removed, revealing a close-fitting white blouse through which he could make out a pair of surprisingly full breasts and a small waist.

Two hours and another speaker later, during a coffee break, he once again scanned the room for Miss Legs. This time he found her. She was having trouble trying to hold her cup of coffee without spilling it as she repositioned her bag on her shoulder; there was a briefcase on the floor between her feet. ‘Do you need a hand?’ he asked. Up close he could see why she didn’t bother with any make-up. She didn’t need to. The bone structure was perfect. So was her complexion.

She looked at him – a questioning, full up and down appraising scan — as though he’d just exposed himself to her. Which in a way, he had. Because from then on, his heart and soul were vulnerably open to her.

Once more his thoughts were disturbed by barking, followed shortly by the sound of Mac’s voice. He went to the window.

‘I’m going to Norrey’s,’ Mac called up from the garden. ‘I’ve run out of netting. If I don’t cover these seedlings the bloody birds will have the lot. Anything we need while I’m out?’

‘You could call in at the delicatessen and get some of their fresh spaghetti for supper tonight if you like.’

‘Right you are. And to leave you in peace, I’ll take Fritz with me.’

Relieved that his uncle’s bad mood had been relatively short-lived, Conrad went back to his desk. Glasses on, he resumed work.

What with all the competition from the out-of-town DIY stores, it was good to know that there were still hardware stores like Norrey’s in business. You could buy anything here: stainless-steel teapots, washing lines, sandpaper, varnish, electrical flex, gardening gloves, light bulbs, paint, bird seed, barbecues, hand towels, every conceivable size of screw, coving, padlocks, carpet gripper rods, rat poison, enamel saucepans, cup hooks, draught excluders, and all manner of bits of wood and tools, powered or otherwise. It was the eclectic mix that appealed to Mac, and as he waited his turn to be served, he picked over the basket of cut-price bargains on the counter. A light-up keyring caught his eye. Now how the dickens had he lived to be seventy-eight without needing one of these before? he thought ruefully.

‘Yes, Mr Truman, what can I get you?’

That was another plus: the personal touch. Would some spotty, grunting youth in a crudely worded T-shirt know his name? ‘I’d like some more of that netting I bought from you yesterday.’

‘Certainly, Mr Truman. How much this time?’

‘Six yards should do it.’ That was another thing he liked about Norrey’s; they were still prepared to sell you stuff in imperial measurements.

Ten minutes later he was untying Fritz from the post outside and making his way further up the street to the delicatessen, attached to which was a coffee shop where they sold the best cup of Puerto Rican this side of the Atlantic. If he wasn’t in such a hurry to thwart those scavenging birds, he’d buy a paper and while away an hour or two. Perhaps he’d treat himself to a decent cup of coffee tomorrow. With a bit of luck the latest edition of the English Garden would arrive in the morning’s post. It should have come today by rights, but then what else would you expect from a postal service that was on its last legs?

Everyone had expected him to hate retirement; they’d all been convinced that he wouldn’t know what to do with so much free time. He’d soon proved them wrong. Since he’d left the bank he’d had time to indulge himself in all sorts of interesting new hobbies – photography, art appreciation, wine-tasting holidays, and watercolour painting. Now it was gardening to which he devoted his time and energy.

For most of his working life he’d rarely lived anywhere longer than three years. He’d led a nomadic existence right up until the final stages of his career, when he’d been moved from Paris to be put in charge of the London office. He’d bought a flat in Hammersmith and a weekend retreat out in the country, and for the first time he’d felt as though he was putting down roots. He’d never married, although he’d wanted to. Oh, yes, he’d have done anything to marry the love of his life, yet it wasn’t to be.

But that was all in the past. Which, on some days, seemed to be all he had.

It had been decent of Conrad to take care of him after his stroke, but when Conrad had suggested that he move to Swanmere permanently, he’d been horrified. His whole being had been called into question. To be considered too frail to live on his own was anathema.

‘I don’t want your charity, Conrad,’ he’d told him. ‘I’m not a decrepit, dribbling, incontinent old man in need of a handout.’

‘Nobody’s suggesting you are,’ Conrad had replied. ‘But look at it from my point of view. If anything happens to you, I want to be first on the scene to get a look at your will.’

‘Aha! Now we’re getting to it. It always comes down to money.’

‘You know me so well.’

And that was the point. Mac did know Conrad well, and that was partially why he’d gone along with him and moved in permanently. Nothing was ever said — they tip-toed around the subject as though it were a sleeping tiger — but he suspected that the boy was lonely. The death of his wife had knocked him for six. He’d all but shut down.

Given that he’d never lived with anyone before, Mac had to admit that the arrangement worked well enough. What he couldn’t come to terms with was how badly the stroke had affected him. Waking up in that hospital with a catheter sticking out of him and being told what had happened had been terrifying. His fear could be summed up in one word: old. He was old and he didn’t like it one little bit. He did his best to keep alert – use it or lose it – but he knew there were days when he was more absent-minded than others. There were days too when he had trouble remembering the simplest of things. His greatest fear was that he might end up with Alzheimer’s and start wandering around Swanmere in his slippers and pyjamas.

To stop his brain from slowly atrophying, he knew it was essential to keep active. The day he gave in to slothful-ness he’d be scuppered. He had to keep a routine going, make sure there was always a shape to his day. It was a far cry from how he used to be, the globetrotting, go-getter young blood who, in his time, had managed more people and more money than some governments ever did. Who was this doddery old fool who kept mislaying things, who tore Conrad’s head off each time he showed him any kindness?

Oh, God! It was the kindness he couldn’t bear! That was why he was always trying to rub the boy up the wrong way. He’d rather spar with him than be treated as a halfwit and have his feebleness magnified. When Conrad showed him an excess of patience, or went the extra mile to accommodate him, it was tantamount to looking him in the eye and saying, ‘Just remember, old man; it can only get worse.’

The sad fact was, there was no escaping this ineffable truth. Ever since he’d suffered that bloody stroke he’d been on the slippery slope. He’d never admit it, but when he came out of hospital he’d undergone such a loss of nerve that he’d been only too glad of Conrad’s invitation to come and stay. He’d been warned that his confidence would be affected, but he hadn’t bargained on losing it altogether.

His friendship with Alice Wykeham had been an important factor in his decision to stay at Conrad’s. She’d been a game old thing who’d done more to get him properly back on his feet than any medicine or doctor could have. He missed her terribly. She was the only person with whom he could be honest.

He was almost home when, just as he was rearranging the bundle of netting under his arm, Fritz’s lead dropped out of his hand. For some unaccountable reason, the stupid dog took it into his head to make a dash across the road.

Just as a car going much too fast was approaching.




Chapter Five

Back from visiting her grandmother, Helen could hear raised voices coming from the library. That, coupled with the badly parked Porsche on the drive, made her wish she’d stayed out longer. She wasn’t in the mood for an encounter with Hunter’s second wife, Marcia, and his thoroughly spoiled twenty-year-old daughter, Savannah. She stood for a moment to listen to what they were discussing so heatedly – forewarned was forearmed. From what she could hear, Savannah, in her customary offhand way, was saying that there wasn’t anything she could have done, and what did it matter anyway? Nobody was hurt.

‘That’s the problem with you, you little madam,’ muttered Helen under her breath. ‘Nothing has any value to you.’ She was reminded of the time Savannah smashed an antique perfume bottle that Emma had given Helen when she was eighteen and claimed it wouldn’t be a big deal to replace.

With two failed marriages behind him it was only to be expected that Hunter came with an above-average number of complications, namely his ex-wives and his three children. Kim and Clancy (thirty-five and thirty-seven respectively) were from his first marriage to Corinne. All three children had been thoroughly indulged and as a result tended to treat everything as disposable. Clancy was perhaps the least offensive of the bunch. He at least had the same work ethic as his father, and that was something Helen could respect. Idleness she could not. And as far as she could see, Savannah had no intention of ever getting a job, just as her stepsister Kim hadn’t. They played at life, expecting every good fortune to fall in their lap. When it didn’t, especially in Savannah’s case, all hell would break loose.

In contrast, from a very early age all Helen had ever wanted was to be self-sufficient. Her grandmother used to say that she had an iron will, that if she set her mind on a particular course then nothing would deter her from her objective. Travel was her big thing when she was a teenager. She didn’t care how she did it, just so long as she could spread her wings and explore. Her most prized possession as a child had been a globe. She had spent hours and hours studying it, slowly turning it, imagining the trips she would one day take. At the age Savannah was now, Helen had been working her way round France picking grapes and waitressing. She hadn’t been twiddling her thumbs waiting for Daddy to top up an already obscenely generous monthly allowance.

Hunter’s family was the reason they were living at the Old Rectory. Helen had suggested it might be healthier not to live on the doorstep of his ex-wives (whom he fully supported financially) and his children, who all lived in and around Crantsford. ‘Fine,’ Hunter had said. ‘Choose an area you’d like to live in and trawl the estate agents.’

‘Just like that?’

‘Sure. How else should we go about it?’

That was what she liked about Hunter: his no-nonsense pragmatism. She had expected him to resist the idea. After all, he liked nothing better than to have his family around him, and here she was trying to prise him apart from it. She had felt horribly uncomfortable doing the rounds of the estate agents and asking for properties in the price range Hunter had settled on, but the moment she saw the Old Rectory and its enchanting garden, her heart overruled any squeamish guilt she had been experiencing. Besides, she knew Hunter would love the house. Especially when she told him it had a library.

Still listening in to the conversation going on inside the library, Helen heard Marcia saying that if it was anybody’s fault it was that fool of a man who couldn’t control his dog. ‘What else does he expect if he can’t keep the wretched thing on its leash? I’ve a good mind to sue him. We could have been killed.’

Hunter’s voice came next: ‘But you’re both all right? Savvie, you didn’t suffer any whiplash, did you?’

‘Nah. I’m okay. Anyone mind if I go and help myself to something to eat? I’m starving.’

Knowing that any second Savannah would fling wide the library door and find her lurking the other side of it, Helen quickly made herself scarce. She timed the banging shut of the front door perfectly with Savannah’s appearance in the black-and-white tiled hallway. ‘Oh, it’s you,’ her stepdaughter said, as though Helen had no right to be there.

‘Hi,’ she said as cheerfully as she could. ‘How’s things?’

A stroppy shrug was all she got for an answer. That and a glinty wink from the sparkly stone hooked through Savannah’s navel. She had the smallest, flattest waist Helen had ever seen and it was permanently on display, no matter what the weather. She was an attractive girl with a slight frame and beautifully long straight hair the colour of honey, but like so many girls her age, she wore too much make-up. She hadn’t yet learned that less was more, and that a smile would do more for her looks than anything bought over the counter.

Helen watched her slouch off down the hall towards the kitchen, her baggy trousers hanging off her hips and dragging on the floor as she went. It was then that Helen noticed two large suitcases and a ghetto blaster at the foot of the stairs. Wondering what was going on, Helen decided it was time to brave the library. She opened the door and stepped inside.

‘Ah, Helen, I thought I heard you.’

Hunter rose from his chair and came round his desk to meet her. He gave her a kiss. Another man would have made do with a discreet peck on the cheek, given that Wife Number Two was looking on with daggers in her eyes, but Hunter wasn’t like other men. He kissed her full on the mouth, at the same time hooking his arm through hers and forcing her further into the room.

Marcia, who was nearing her fiftieth birthday but dressed more like a twenty-five-year-old, was today sporting a pair of drop-waisted DKNY white jeans with a T-shirt that looked like it might have been designed for a ten-year-old it was so small. It was slashed at the front and revealed a glimpse of cleavage. Her white-blonde hair was cut short and heavily styled with goodness knows how much mousse. Diamante-encrusted sunglasses were perched on the top of her head and icy blue eyes stared back at Helen from an overly tanned face.

‘Hello, Marcia,’ Helen said, trying to sound friendly and slipping her arm out of Hunter’s. She didn’t think she would ever get the hang of being comfortable around Hunter’s ex-wives. Whilst Marcia seemed to be Corinne’s bosom buddy, she felt sure she would never be a member of their gang.

‘Helen.’ Marcia’s tone was chilly. Almost as arctic as her gaze. She reached for her handbag, which had been resting on a pile of papers on Hunter’s desk. The papers became dislodged but she ignored the mess she’d made. Instead she said, ‘I’ll get out of your way now, Hunter. I’ll give you a ring when I arrive.’

Out in the kitchen, Savannah was eating a slice of toast with peanut butter. Sitting on the work surface, she was banging her bare feet against the cupboard door, in a foul mood. And not just because her mother was dumping her here with Dad while the decorators moved in at home and she went off to the States to see some old school friend. No, what was really bugging her was that old man and his dog. The way he’d carried on you’d think she’d done it deliberately. She hadn’t. It was his fault. Any fool could see that. Even a learner driver like her. He should have held onto that bloody lead properly. When he’d started to cry, everything had got seriously weird and too embarrassing for words. He’d shouted at her. At Mum, too. That was when she’d put her foot to the floor and got the hell out of it. No way was she going to stick around for any more of that.

Realizing she wasn’t as hungry as she’d thought she was, she threw the remains of the uneaten toast into the sink, slipped down from the work surface and went to the fridge. She took out an opened carton of orange juice and drank from it, tilting her head back, closing her eyes. An image of the old man cradling his whimpering dog came into her mind. She mistimed a swallow and spluttered juice down her front and onto the floor. ‘Oh, sod it!’

While Savannah was upstairs unpacking, Helen and Hunter were having a drink out on the terrace. It was a lovely evening, but Helen was feeling peevishly irritable. It was the extraordinary cavalier attitude with which Savannah’s visit had been foisted on her that rankled. Did she have no say in who could stay with them? Okay, the wretched girl was Hunter’s daughter, but couldn’t he have discussed the matter with her? When she’d put this to him, after he’d taken Savannah’s cases upstairs, he’d said, ‘I didn’t think there was anything to discuss. Would you have said no?’

‘Of course not.’

‘Then what’s all the fuss about?’

And that was an end to the matter. She would have appeared petty to say that a simple act of courtesy on his part might have been appropriate.

Now, as she watched him swirl the ice cubes round in his gin and tonic, she remembered what she’d overheard. ‘Were Savannah and Marcia involved in some kind of accident?’ she asked. ‘I thought I heard you asking them earlier if they were both all right.’

He pulled out the slice of lemon from his gin and tonic and tossed it into the shrubbery. He was a man of habit – he always added a slice of lemon to his drink, and always removed it halfway through drinking it. ‘Oh, that. Some man’s dog ran out in front of the car while Savannah was driving through the village.’ 

‘Did she hit it?’

‘No, thank God.’

‘Whose was it?’

‘They didn’t know. Just said there was an old man on the scene who got upset.’

‘What kind of dog was it?’

He frowned. ‘How should I know? Is it important?’

‘We live here, Hunter. Of course it matters. The owner of the dog must be a neighbour of ours.’

He seemed to consider this. At length he said, ‘Marcia mentioned something about it being one of those neither use nor ornament types. Long body scraping the ground, hardly any legs.’

‘A corgi?’

‘No. Smaller still.’

‘A dachshund?’

‘Yes, that’s it! Clever you.’

Helen took a sip of her wine. ‘Do you think it was wise of Marcia to let Savannah drive her car? She’s only been learning for a short while. I noticed there weren’t any L plates on it, either.’

Hunter swirled the ice round in his glass. ‘It’s not like you to be so openly critical of Marcia. What’s brought this on?’

Helen had promised herself she would never ever criticize or disparage the two women who had gone before her, but in this instance it was nigh-on impossible not to. ‘A Porsche with a young, inexperienced driver behind the wheel strikes me as a recipe for disaster. Whoever the parent.’

He swirled the cubes of ice again. ‘Fair point. Perhaps I’ll buy her a more sensible car. What do you suggest? Or better still, if you’re not working tomorrow, why don’t you go out with Savvie and choose one together?’

Oh, great! Next time, Helen Madison, keep your big mouth shut!

Madison-Tyler, she corrected herself.

In bed that night, after turning out the light, Helen turned onto her side. Hunter took it as an invitation to kiss the back of her neck and to pull her closer. She looked at the luminous hands on the alarm clock: half past midnight. ‘Don’t you have an early start in the morning?’ she said.

‘And since when has an early start stopped me?’ His hands began to massage her thighs, then moved round to her front, fingers exploring and caressing. She tensed and then relaxed. But fifteen minutes later, after Hunter had cursed and disappeared to the bathroom, she lay in the darkness wondering what she should do. Go to him and risk provoking yet more anger, as had happened the other night, or let him work through it on his own? It’s only the third time it’s happened, she told herself. It doesn’t mean anything. He’s probably tired. Having Savannah in the house while they were making love might also be a problem for him.

He eventually reappeared. ‘I’m sorry,’ was all he said as he pulled the duvet over him, his back to her.

‘There’s no need to apologize,’ she murmured, rolling over to his side of the bed where he lay isolated and rigid with humiliation.

His response was to shift away from her.

Long after he’d fallen asleep, Helen lay watching the curtains swaying at the open window. Tired but too on edge to sleep, she thought of her afternoon; she’d managed to finish work early and had gone to spend a couple of hours at the nursing home with her grandmother. Emma had had the radio on and was sitting at a table by the window overlooking a small patio area and a patch of grass – most of the ‘guests’, as the patients were called, had their own private space within the grounds of the nursing home. She was methodically cutting out money-off coupons from the selection of magazines Helen had taken in for her last week. ‘This one’s for soya milk,’ she explained to Helen. ‘I can’t remember; do you like soya milk?’

‘Not particularly.’

‘Well, I’ll cut it out for you anyway. You never know, it might come in handy. It’s fifty pence off, so not to be sneezed at. And look, there’s one here for tinned salmon. We could have that for our tea tomorrow when you get back from school. I’ll make us some sandwiches and cut off the crusts the way you like.’

Helen hated seeing her grandmother in what the medical staff called her ‘happily confused’ state. With infinite care, she tried to lasso the old lady’s brain and drag it back to the here and now. ‘Grandma,’ she said softly, ‘why don’t you have a break from those coupons and let me take you for a walk? It’s a lovely day. Then later I could show you some photographs of the new house.’

‘Oh, no dear, I don’t have time. Your grandfather will be home from work soon and I need to tidy the place up.’

There was no rearranging of the time zones and Helen did the only thing she could do: she went with it. Some days it was worse and Emma mistook Helen for her daughter, Daisy. Daisy had been her grandparents’ only child, and Helen’s mother.

Helen had never known her mother and everything she knew about her had been pieced together through what she’d been told or photographs she’d been shown. The image she had of Daisy was that she’d been sensitive and fragile, a wisp of a girl prone to self-doubt and mood swings. She had been exceptionally bright, but lacking in the kind of social skills that would equip her for everyday life. As a result she had been bullied at school, and it was no surprise that when the first man to pay her any real attention came along, she fell under his spell. She gave up on her plan to go to university, dropped out of school and moved in with him, much to Emma and Gerald’s horror; they viewed him as a waster and the very worst influence on their daughter. Because their disapproval was so obvious, Daisy refused to have anything more to do with them. But then, out of the blue, she turned up on their doorstep in tears. She was pregnant and homeless; her boyfriend had kicked her out. Could she come home? Emma and Gerald didn’t hesitate. They welcomed her home with open arms. The baby — Helen — was born exactly on time and without complication, but Daisy couldn’t connect with it. Every time she looked at the baby in the cot beside her, she cried and cried. Post-natal depression would have been diagnosed these days, but then the condition was ascribed to Daisy’s normally anxious and fragile state. ‘She’ll soon buck up,’ was the considered medical opinion. But she didn’t. Five months later, after taking their granddaughter for a walk in the park, Emma and Gerald wheeled the pram home and discovered Daisy dead in the bath, her wrists slashed with one of Gerald’s razors.

The next morning Hunter went to work without saying goodbye. Silence wasn’t the answer, Helen thought as she watched him drive away. They needed to talk. Maybe they needed help.

Downstairs in the kitchen Helen could hear the thump of loud music coming from Savannah’s bedroom. She decided it was time to teach her stepdaughter a lesson – a lesson in How To Be A Better Person. They would find out whose dog it was Savannah had very nearly run over and then Savannah would apologize. Evie Hawkins would be arriving in a couple of hours, and seeing as she knew everything that went on in the village, Helen would ask her who the man was and where he lived.




Chapter Six

After shutting Fritz in the kitchen, Mac went to answer the door. He stared at the two faces before him and wondered if he should recognize them. The younger of the two women looked vaguely familiar, but who did he know who went to such lengths to look so miserable? It was difficult to imagine how a body that size could cram so much hostility within it. Perhaps they were Jehovah’s Witnesses; they usually went round in pairs. Hostility wasn’t usually part of their double act; peace and joy was what they peddled.

‘Yes,’ he said to the woman who had addressed him by his name. She was very attractive. In fact, she was a bit of all right. Mid-forties, he reckoned. Auburn-haired. Peachy skin. Nice long legs. And a stonking great emerald ring on her wedding finger. She was much too poised and elegant for the God Squad. And how did she know his name? ‘What do you want?’ he demanded.

‘I’m Helen Madison-Tyler and this is Savannah, my stepdaughter.’

Madison-Tyler. The name rang a bell. ‘Be quiet, Fritz!’ he yelled over his shoulder towards the kitchen door where he could hear the dog barking and scratching at the paint-work. Conrad would go mad if he caused any more damage. ‘Are you collecting for something?’ he asked, turning back to the cause of Fritz’s excitement. ‘Some sponsored event in the village? Fritz! I told you to be quiet!’

‘May we come in, Mr Truman? Perhaps your dog might calm down then.’

The cheek of the woman! But hang on, maybe they were professional thieves who talked their way into your house, distracted you by asking for a glass of water and while your back was turned ransacked the place. ‘What did you say your name was?’ he asked.

‘It’s about your dog,’ the surly young creature said.

He caught the bored impatience in her voice. ‘What about my dog?’

‘I’m …’ She broke off and looked away. ‘I’m sorry I nearly ran it over yesterday,’ she muttered. She then twisted round to the auburn-haired woman. ‘Satisfied? Can I go now?’

Mac felt the colour rush to his face as recognition dawned and he relived that terrifying moment when Fritz had narrowly missed being killed by this … by this graceless teenage savage who didn’t look like she had a whit of intelligence let alone any manners. He was incensed that she could show up here and pretend she was sorry when clearly she didn’t give a damn. If she’d really cared, she would have got out of the car yesterday. But no, she’d just sat there and waited for him to retrieve his bundle of netting that he’d dropped when he’d chased after Fritz. Unbelievably, she’d then roared off down the road.

‘Savannah!’ the other woman hissed. ‘We’re not leaving until you show Mr Truman the courtesy of apologizing properly.’

Now this he had to see! But ten out of ten to the stepmother. At least she had a shred of decency to her. But then he remembered there’d been a woman in the car with this brat. Had it been her? He went on the attack. ‘And what the hell did you think you were doing letting her drive such a powerful vehicle and at such a ridiculous speed? Eh?’

This seemed to amuse the diminutive savage. But the Madison-Tyler woman came back with a stiff retort. ‘If it had been me in that car, Mr Truman, I assure you this whole situation would never have arisen.’ Then in a softer voice, she said, ‘Is your dog really all right? And how about you? It must have been a terrible shock for you.’

‘I’m fine,’ he said, slightly mollified. ‘So is Fritz.’

‘I’m glad. I know it’s no real compensation for what you’ve been through, but I wanted to give you this.’ From a carrier bag, which Mac hadn’t noticed before, she drew out a bottle of claret. ‘It’s from my husband’s wine cellar. I’m not an expert, but apparently it’s quite good.’

Never one to look a gift horse in the mouth, he took the bottle and looked at its label. Quite good was an understatement. This was sixty quid’s worth, give or take. It would be remarkably fine. ‘But I still want a proper apology from you.’ He glared at the savage and took pleasure in seeing her flinch. To really embarrass her, he stepped away from the door and said, ‘You might just as well come inside and say sorry to Fritz while you’re about it.’

It seemed to Helen that Mr Mac Truman was intent on making Savannah squirm. She didn’t blame him. She sensed a kindred spirit as they stood in the kitchen waiting for Savannah to say her piece, while Fritz circled them. Judging from the girl’s scowling face, an apology looked as forthcoming as a meteorite dropping through the roof of this charming house. Evie had told her the Trumans lived in the converted chapel on New Street; it was a property Helen had often admired since moving to Swanmere. She would have loved the opportunity to snoop further than the hall and kitchen, which was all she’d glimpsed so far. Evie had said you wouldn’t catch her living in it. ‘Not with the main sitting area being such a big old draughty place,’ she’d said. ‘It must cost Conrad a fortune to heat it. Though, from what I understand, he’s not short of money.’ In true Evie fashion, the moment Helen had made her a pre-getting-down-to-work cup of coffee and asked who in the village owned a dachshund, the floodgates had been opened and she’d been regaled with an in-depth history of Mac and Conrad Truman. ‘Mac can be a bit of a pain at times,’ she’d told Helen, ‘but that’s just his way. I ignore him when he tries it on with me. To be honest, he’s got worse since he lost his closest friend here in Swanmere. He and Alice Wykeham were as thick as thieves. Who knows, if they’d met when they were younger, they might have been more than friends. If you know what I mean.’

‘Come on, girl, get on with it. I haven’t got all day.’ At the sound of Mac’s stentorian voice, the little sausage dog barked and pattered over to sniff Savannah’s ankles. To Helen’s surprise, Savannah bent down to the dog. She would have been less surprised if the girl had taken a boot to the animal and sent it flying. From her crouching position, Savannah glanced up at Mac. ‘I meant it earlier when I said I was sorry. You just didn’t hear me right.’

He narrowed his eyes. ‘Is that it? Is that the best you can do?’

She shrugged. ‘Take it or leave it.’

‘In that case, apology accepted young lady. But I suggest you drive a lot slower in the future. Exactly how old are you?’

‘Mind your own business.’

‘Savannah!’

The girl stood up. ‘Look, I’ve done what you wanted me to do. Now I’m going.’ She pushed past Helen, stomped off the way they’d come and banged the front door shut after her, eliciting yet another bark from Fritz.

‘She’s a regular charmer, isn’t she?’ Mac Truman said. ‘A real barrelful of fun.’

Furious, Helen said, ‘I’m sorry. I thought if I made her come and see you it would teach her that she has to start taking responsibility for her actions. Clearly I was being naive.’

‘Is she your responsibility?’

‘No. Thank goodness. She’s staying with her father and me while her mother’s away in America.’

‘How long for?’

‘A month.’

‘Sounds like four weeks too long. I’d appreciate you keeping her out of my way.’

‘With any luck she’ll stay in her room the whole time she’s with us.’

Still holding the bottle she’d given him, Mac said, ‘Thanks for the wine, by the way; I admire your husband’s taste when it comes to claret, if not his children. He’s patently a man who doesn’t stint. I shall think of you when I’m sampling it tonight.’ He went over to the table in front of a pair of French windows that looked out onto a flagstoned area of garden. It looked like a perfect sun trap: lavender — almost on the point of flowering – along with lady’s mantle, alliums and catmint filled the raised beds and reminded Helen of some of the areas of the garden at the Old Rectory. It was the way the plants seemed to be interwoven, producing a natural tapestry of texture and colour. She watched him put the bottle on the table next to a large open notebook – the pages were covered in handwritten notes interspersed with intricately drawn sketches of plants. ‘Are you a keen gardener, Mr Truman?’ she asked.

He caught her eyes on the book and snapped it shut. ‘Yes. Are you?’

‘I’d like to be. But please don’t tell Olivia Marchwood that; she’ll have me press-ganged into her Garden Club faster than you can say — ’ She stopped abruptly. For all she knew, Mac Truman might be a fan of the dreadful woman. Her anxiety was short-lived. He pushed back his shoulders and said, ‘Olivia Marchwood may think the Garden Club belongs to her, but it doesn’t.’

‘Are you a member?’

‘Yes.’

‘Is it worth me considering joining?’

‘You’d certainly help to bring the average age down.’

She smiled and sensed a thaw in the conversation. It gave her the courage to say, ‘I don’t suppose you could recommend anyone to help me with my garden? Evie Hawkins has suggested I get in touch with Orlando Fielding. Do you know him?’

‘He’s an excellent gardener. Helps out here now and then. He does the heavier stuff my nephew thinks I’m too doddery to manage. But I don’t think he’s looking for maintenance work so much these days; it’s the design stuff he’s more interested in now. No harm in trying him, though. Where do you live? Do you have a large garden?’

‘I’m up at the Old Rectory. Evie told me you knew the previous owner, that Alice Wykeham was a friend of — ’

‘Of course,’ he interrupted, none too politely. ‘I should have realized who you were. I thought the name rang a bell. So you’ve made the acquaintance of that dreadful gossip Evie Hawkins, have you?’

‘I couldn’t manage the house without her.’

‘Alice did.’

Helen flinched at the unequivocal put-down. She’d never before employed the services of a cleaner and she was still getting used to it. She thought of the state of the Old Rectory when she and Hunter had first viewed it. Even the estate agent had apologized for the smell. ‘The house has been shut up for some weeks,’ he’d explained. ‘A few days with the windows open and it’ll be fine.’

‘It’ll take more than a bit of fresh air to sort this place out,’ Hunter had said. ‘Apart from the obvious signs of damp and decay, and the dated fixtures and fittings, it’s filthy.’ This wasn’t strictly true – the dust and grime was superficial – but Helen knew that each of Hunter’s negative comments was aimed at bringing down the value of the house.

‘The house is a little tired,’ the agent had admitted.

‘Tired?’ Hunter had repeated. ‘It’s bloody knackered!’

‘Miss Wykeham was ill for some months before she died,’ the agent went on. ‘Sadly, everything, including the garden, was left to fend for itself.’

The estate agent’s words had created a poignantly sad image of a dying woman who no longer had the strength to look after her home and garden. For Helen, it was all too reminiscent of her grandmother. It also reminded her of the many people she met through her work. She and her friend Annabel ran Companion Care, an enterprise they’d dreamt up together. They offered a personalised service for the elderly, assisting them with all manner of tasks, such as filling out forms, tracking down a plumber, helping with the shopping, ferrying clients to the dentist, chiropodist or hospital, or just taking time to have a chat over a cup of tea. The service was proving popular and kept Helen busier than she’d imagined it would. Hence the need for Evie. Rallying to defend herself in front of this antagonistic man, she said, ‘If I’m not mistaken, Mr Truman, you use Evie here.’

‘That’s my nephew’s decision,’ he said sharply. ‘It’s his house; he makes the rules. If I had my way, we’d manage perfectly well without her. I can never find anything after she’s paid us a visit.’

From what Helen knew of the previous owner of the Old Rectory – her main source being Evie — Alice Wykeham hadn’t been one to stand on ceremony or suffer fools gladly. Helen could understand why this irascible man and Alice Wykeham had been such good friends. But mindful of the closeness between them — she had no wish to antagonize Mac Truman any further — she found herself wanting to get to know him better so that she could make a connection with the woman who had lavished so much love and attention on the garden now in her care. ‘This may sound strange,’ she said, ‘but I feel a real weight of responsibility taking on the garden at the Old Rectory, as though I’ve been given the job of custodian. I believe, through your friendship with Alice Wykeham, that you know it well. If you have the time, I’d appreciate any advice you could give me. I’d hate to spoil it.’

For a moment he didn’t reply. Perhaps he was thinking how best to get rid of her. When he did speak, it was to say, ‘I suppose I could do that. Just now and then. But why don’t you come along to the Garden Club? We have a meeting this Friday evening. I could introduce you to some of the more interesting members of the group if you want.’ He was smiling now – mischievously so. ‘I could also keep you safe from La Marchwood, stop her from dragging you off to her lair.’

As she walked home, taking the winding path that connected the church to the Old Rectory, enjoying the tunnel-like effect created by the thick hedgerow and the overhanging branches of the chestnut trees, Helen realized she had just made her first friend in Swanmere. Perhaps now she would finally start to feel at home. Since marrying Hunter, she had felt rootless.




Chapter Seven

Lucy wasn’t feeling well. With a hot water bottle in place and her head resting against Orlando’s shoulder, she lay on the sofa watching television, trying to take her mind off the cramping pains in her stomach. But it wasn’t working. ‘Is it time for some more Ibuprofen?’ she asked.

‘No,’ he said firmly. ‘You have another hour and a half to go.’

‘You’re such a fascist when it comes to drugs.’

‘You can sweet-talk me all you like but you’re not overdosing on painkillers while I’m around.’

‘I’m dying.’

‘Still nothing doing.’

‘You’d hate it if I did die.’

He squeezed her shoulder affectionately. ‘As far as I know, there isn’t any medical evidence suggesting you can die from period pains.’

‘Maybe I’ll be a test case, the first in medical history. Then you’ll be sorry.’

‘True. But in the meantime, how about I redo your hot water bottle?’

When he came back from the kitchen ten minutes later, she said, ‘I know what would make me feel better; why don’t we watch a film?’

He handed her the bottle and groaned. ‘Let me guess. Something cheesy and totally passé?’

She smiled. ‘Love Actually it is, then.’

Another ten minutes and the coffee table in front of them was laden with snacks and drinks and Orlando was pointing the remote control at the television. ‘Let’s see if you can at least get through the opening credits without crying,’ he said.

But already Lucy was reaching for a tissue and wiping away a tear. ‘You know this bit in the airport always gets to me,’ she sniffed. ‘It’s their faces. They all look so happy to see each other.’

He put his arm around her. ‘I thought this was supposed to make you feel better.’

‘It is. Now ssh!’ She rested her head against his shoulder and sighed. It was evenings like this that made her realize just how incredibly lucky she was. Orlando was the best friend ever. She had never known any man comfort her the way he did when she had a bad period, let alone watch a Richard Curtis movie with her. They had never once argued or fallen out. The nearest they’d got to doing that was when she’d dated a garden furniture salesman a few years back. Orlando had been convinced from the start that there was something iffy about the man, but she’d refused to believe him. She’d even accused him of being jealous, but then she’d discovered the two-timing cheat was married with a baby son. She was devastated that she’d been so stupid, but Orlando had been wonderful. He didn’t utter a single ‘told you so’ word of recrimination. He’d hugged her when she cried, and joined in when she called the cheating bastard every name under the sun. Given her background, any man who cheated on a wife and family was the lowest of the low. Ever since that error of judgement on her part, she’d been wary of getting involved with anyone, preferring the risk-free reliability of her close friendship with Orlando to the perilous journey of falling in love.

Their friends couldn’t understand why she and Orlando had never got it together. Some of her friends were particularly vocal on this point, but then that was because most of them were madly in love with Orlando and thought he was to die for. ‘How can you live with him and be immune to that gorgeously fit body of his?’ they frequently asked Lucy. Angie at work would often say that she could gaze all day long into Orlando’s sexy blue eyes. She even admitted to fantasizing about running her hands over his broad chest and shoulders and then down to his narrow waist. All in all, he clocked a pretty high score on her friends’ shagometer, but to Lucy he was just good old Orlando. He’d kissed her once, a long time ago, and she’d rather enjoyed it, but she had known from his embarrassed reaction afterwards that he’d realized he’d made a mistake, that he’d crossed a line. There was an unspoken agreement between them that if they were to get romantically involved with each other, it would spoil everything. Because if it all went wrong, as just about every relationship seemed to, what then? They probably wouldn’t even have their friendship left. She’d seen it happen before amongst their friends and she had no intention of jeopardizing what she had with Orlando. They were perfect as they were. What’s more, he was someone she could always depend on; she trusted him implicitly. There wasn’t anything she wouldn’t do for him, and of all the people she knew, he was the one whose good opinion really mattered to her. Lying here with him, as one of his hands played absently with her hair, she couldn’t think of a better way to spend an evening.

They were just getting to the bit in the film when Emma Thompson discovers her stupid husband is being taken in by the office tart, when the phone rang. ‘I’ll go,’ Orlando said.

‘Shall I pause the film?’

He hauled himself out of the sofa. ‘No need.’

He picked the phone up in the kitchen and automatically reached for the handy pad of paper and a pen, expecting the call to be work related. He was wrong. It was Olivia Marchwood.

‘I shan’t keep you long, Orlando,’ she bellowed at him. ‘I just wanted to let you know there’s been a change of plan for Friday evening. I’m afraid the speaker’s let us down. But all is not lost; I’ve found a replacement, a woman who’s a guide for a specialist holiday firm.’

‘What kind of holiday firm?’ Orlando asked. He had a sudden image of a Saga Holiday rep coming to talk to the Garden Club to drum up trade.

‘One that specializes in garden tours in this country and Italy. She’s the author of several books and is in great demand. We’re jolly lucky to get hold of her. I certainly hope everyone appreciates the trouble I’ve gone to.’

Orlando’s interest rose. The Saga rep was at once replaced with an image of grandiose gardens against a background of splendid neoclassical architecture, of perfectly clipped box hedges, of elegant cypress trees, of parterres and terraces, and Baroque statues and over-the-top fountains. ‘What’s the subject of her talk?’

‘The gardens of the Italian lakes. It should be a fascinating talk.’

Orlando couldn’t agree more. He suspected Lucy might not be so enthusiastic. She wasn’t a member of the club but occasionally, if the talk was of interest to her, she would come along as his guest. However, in this instance he’d bet a week’s wages that just a whispered murmur of Italy would incite a hammer-blow of resistance.

He still hadn’t got around to giving Lucy the card he’d retrieved from the bin and the longer his dithering went on, the more difficult it was going to be to give it to her.

At Chapel House later that evening, Mac was delighted with the news that there had been a change in speaker for Friday evening. He’d been wondering how he was going to feign interest in an hour-long talk about bonsai trees. The month before it had been ‘Natural Healing from Plants’, which had been exceptionally good. Before that it had been ‘Biological Pest Control’. But bonsai — good God, even Conrad, that lover of all things Japanese, wasn’t interested in stunted trees as gnarled and knobbly as a witch’s bum.

He made a note to ring Helen Madison-Tyler in the morning to let her know about the change. He didn’t think she’d care one way or the other, but the courtesy call would give him the opportunity to further establish his interest in helping her with the garden at the Old Rectory. He’d thought a lot about her unexpected visit that afternoon, and in particular her request. He’d come to the conclusion that he owed it to Alice to keep an eye on her garden for her: it was, he’d decided, a matter of duty. For those in the know, the Old Rectory garden had been a landmark on the gardening calendar; people had travelled from miles around to see it during June and July when Alice opened it to the public to raise money for charity. He’d first seen it for himself several months after he’d come here to convalesce – when he still believed his stay would be temporary. Conrad had driven him the short distance to St John’s and with the aid of a walking stick he’d managed to make it to the back of the church for morning worship. It was after he’d insisted there was no need for Conrad to stay that he’d met Alice. She had joined him in the pew where he sat alone, and as she made herself comfortable — depositing a bulging, grubby PVC shopping bag on top of a faded needlepoint kneeler depicting a cross and a dove — she had said, ‘You’re new, aren’t you? I’ll warn you now; I don’t participate in the giving of the peace. If you want hugs and kisses and an evangelical grope, I suggest you sit in another pew.’

Amused, he’d said, ‘I’m all for maintaining an air of decorum, so I think I’ll stay where I am if you don’t object.’

No one else joined them in the pew and throughout the service his companion, whose weathered face with its sharp bright eyes reminded him of a raisin, sang not a word from any of the hymns, nor did she join in with any of the responses. When it came to receiving communion, he rose unsteadily to his feet, stood for a moment to gather himself together while putting his weight on his walking stick, but then lost his nerve. What if his legs gave out halfway up the aisle? What if he took a flyer and went arse over tit? As if sensing his predicament, his companion said briskly, ‘Here, lean on me.’

Humiliated that this small woman – only when she was standing did he realize how little there was of her: she was all presence — he said with defiant pride, ‘No fear. If I lay so much as a finger on you, you’ll accuse me of groping you.’ And with that, he set off up the aisle. Everything was going according to plan until he tried to stand after kneeling at the altar rail. His knees had locked: he was stuck. A firm hand appeared at his left side and he found himself being hauled to his feet by the raisin-faced woman. ‘I hope you were praying to be rid of your stubbornness,’ she said when they were seated once more. ‘What’s wrong with your legs?’

‘I had a stroke last year.’

‘A bad one?’

‘No. Thank God.’

When the service was over and he was waiting for Conrad to come and fetch him home, Mac decided he ought to introduce himself.

‘Ah, so you’re Conrad’s uncle,’ she said. ‘I should have guessed.’

‘You know my nephew?’

‘Every woman in the village knows him. He’s the focus of far too much attention. Although, to his credit, I doubt he notices it. How long are you staying in Swanmere?’

‘Just a few months. Until I can convince Conrad I’m well enough to cope on my own.’

‘Well, if you find yourself at a loose end, you’re welcome to pay me a visit.’

‘Where would I find you?’

She was already walking away from him now, taking the gravel path that led in an easterly direction away from the church. ‘At the Old Rectory,’ she called back to him. ‘Ask Conrad; he’ll know.’

‘But I don’t even know your name.’

‘Alice. Alice Wykeham.’

He later learned just how few invitations of this sort Alice Wykeham gave out. Other than opening her garden to the public, she rarely invited anyone to step over her threshold. Five days later he took her up on her invitation and asked Conrad to drive him to the Old Rectory. Feeling like a teenager being dropped off for a first date by his father, he’d knocked on the door while Conrad waited in the car just in case no one was at home. But the door was opened and he was admitted. ‘I’ll have him home in time for his bath and tea,’ she told Conrad with a wicked smile.

‘You wretch,’ he told her when Conrad had left them. ‘You did that deliberately to make me feel worse than I do already.’

‘Oh, do stop whingeing. Anyone would think you had an incurable disease.’

‘I have. It’s called old age.’

‘Mmm … self-pitying as well as stubborn. I can see I’ve got my work cut out with you. What you need is a large vodka martini. I invariably have one at this time of day. It sets me up nicely.’

‘Thank you. I’ll have mine dry with a twist of lemon.’

She raised an eyebrow. ‘Is there any other way? Now go and sit in the garden while I do the honours. There’s a copy of The Times on the bench. See if you can help me with eight down. It’s been driving me mad.’

Their friendship was sealed from that day on, as was his passion for gardening. Alice enthused him in a way no one had in a long, long time.

The Euston to Crewe train was packed, and sitting cheek by jowl in a first-class carriage Conrad was surrounded by an army of fidgety men in shirtsleeves tapping at their lap-tops, shuffling through files of papers or speaking volubly into their mobiles. Perhaps they didn’t have workplaces, just spent their days using the railway network as a mobile office. Before he got too carried away with this idea and started calculating the cost of office space versus a round-the-country lifetime first-class season ticket, he switched his thoughts to his own day’s work. It wasn’t often he was asked to present himself down in London for the law firm he freelanced for, but just occasionally, if the contract was an important one or if the Japanese company involved wanted a more personal approach, he would be expected to make an appearance. Hence the suit and tie. He didn’t object to slipping into this role now and again, but he much preferred his usual routine of working at home and playing the part of happy slob. Samantha had never shared his love of working from home; he’d told her that was because she derived an unhealthy pleasure from being the boss of her own company. ‘Don’t deny it,’ he’d said to her when he first took her out for dinner. ‘You clearly get a hell of a buzz from having twenty-plus people working for you.’

‘Anything wrong in that?’ she’d asked.

‘Only if it starts going to your head.’

‘And how would that manifest itself?’

‘Oh, you know, the usual thing; you’d try bossing me about.’

‘The result being?’

‘I’d have to take firm steps.’

‘Such as?’

‘Are you trying to have the last word?’

‘No, I’m flirting with you. You’re just too stupid to catch on.’

She was as sassy as she was ambitious. From the moment he’d met her, he’d had it bad for her. He was no dumb jackass himself, but compared to her fierce intellect, he’d scarcely evolved beyond the amoeba stage. Not only was she fluent in Russian and knew all about Russian trade law and the unglamorous world of machine tools, milling equipment, cable- and wire-making machinery, all of which were the core industries that made up her translating work – but she could speak passable French, Spanish and Italian and a smattering of Greek. When they became seriously involved and he took her to Japan for a holiday she surprised him on their arrival at their hotel in Kyoto by checking what time breakfast would be with the girl behind the desk – in Japanese. ‘How the hell did you do that?’ he’d asked.

‘I’ve been learning secretly,’ she’d admitted with a smile. 

‘But now there’s nothing I’m better at than you.’

She had linked her arm through his and guiding him towards the lift, she’d said, ‘I can think of several things you’re much better at than me. Let’s go to bed.’ He didn’t need asking twice, and they practically had their clothes off before they’d made it to their room.

It was when he saw her record collection and realized she was a massive Nick Drake fan that he knew he had to marry her. ‘Nothing else for it,’ he said, putting on his favourite album – Five Leaves Left – you have to marry me. It’s the law.’

She’d responded by saying, ‘I’m sorry, but I’m going to have to think about that.’

She did. For all of a split second.

Their backgrounds were very different, but it never got in the way of their relationship. Whereas he came from a strapped-for-cash, middle-class family — his father had been an unambitious vicar – Samantha’s family was a well-heeled, close-knit outfit. Not long after he met her, she inherited a ‘regular bundle’ as she’d called the hefty sum of money a great aunt had left her. ‘You’d better watch it, buster,’ she’d told him. ‘If you’re interested in me because of my money, think again. My family will kill you before they let you get away with anything so sneaky.’

Her parents were both dead now, but there was a brother and a sister who were both married with grown-up children. Samantha had been much younger than her siblings – a surprise baby for her parents in their mid-forties. Conrad still got together with them occasionally, usually around Christmas. Family time.

There wasn’t much left of his own family. His mother had died of cancer a year before he met Samantha and his father had died of an embolism almost a year to the day later. Apart from his sister, Susan, whom he seldom saw, mostly because he couldn’t abide her badly behaved children or her po-faced husband, Mac was all he had.

Samantha and Mac had got on famously. She’d called him her Big Mac and would regularly race him over the phone to see who could be the first to complete the crossword in The Times. When Conrad had had to telephone his uncle with the news that Samantha was dead, Mac had been devastated. ‘She was like a real daughter to me,’ he’d said, his voice ripped apart with emotion. ‘She was the best. The absolute best.’ Then: ‘Oh my God, Conrad, how will you manage? How will you ever get over it?’

‘I won’t,’ he’d said simply.




Chapter Eight

What Helen most enjoyed about Companion Care was the variety of work it offered and that every day was different. In theory Thursday and Friday were the only full days she worked, with Monday and Tuesday being mornings only, but in practice her schedule was very much a moveable feast. However, with the way things were going with Savannah lolling about at home and looking for every opportunity to stir up trouble, Helen was contemplating working full time.

It was Friday morning and with the prospect of being away from the Old Rectory for a whole eight hours, Helen couldn’t be happier. She had about an hour’s worth of paperwork to do and then she’d be on the road. Her first client of the day was Isobel Jenkins who needed taking to the doctor, followed by the chemist to pick up the prescriptions and then on to the library. Her afternoon was to be spent with Mr Haddon who had an appointment at the hospital for a blood test and an x-ray. It was anybody’s guess how long it would take, but she would stay with Mr Haddon until the job was done and would doubtless be treated to more graphic accounts of the countless illnesses he’d suffered as well as the many operations he’d undergone. She often joked with him that she was more intimate with his prostate than was decent.

Yet this was the whole point of Companion Care; they were more than just a taxi service for the elderly. Most of their clients lived alone with no family on hand to turn to. Quite a few were too proud to accept what social services could offer, preferring instead to pay for a tailor-made service, thereby keeping the arrangement on a respectable business footing. In many ways it was a face-saving exercise; it provided people with the means to accept help whilst at the same time hanging onto their pride.

And pride was something everyone fell prey to, including herself. When it was obvious her own business was going to the wall she had hated the thought of losing her independence. She had got used to being her own boss and didn’t relish working for someone else again. But then marrying Hunter had changed everything. ‘You don’t need to toil away to keep the wolf from the door now,’ he’d said, ‘so why not do something to help others?’ She suspected that he was old-fashioned enough to prefer a wife of his not to go out to work – neither Corinne nor Marcia had done so — but charity work of some sort was quite acceptable, to be encouraged even. Within weeks, she and Annabel had come up with the idea of Companion Care, had found some office space and with a modest loan from Hunter at their disposal, they were open for business. It was never their intention to make a profit — what they charged their clients just covered their overheads. They currently had four other part-time members of staff, but they were sufficiently busy now to think about expanding the team.

Leaving Annabel to open the mail, Helen put the kettle on for their first coffee of the day. Situated above a bathroom showroom in Crantsford, their premises comprised one reasonable-sized office, a narrow landing with a kitchenette off it, and a toilet with a flush loud enough to wake the dead.

As she poured boiling water into two mugs, Helen thought of Mac Truman. She had no doubt that he was as proud a man as any and that his gruff manner concealed a very real fear of growing old. She and Annabel saw it all the time. It was a trait especially prevalent amongst their gentlemen clients. She could fully sympathise. So many of them had fought in the Second World War; they had saved a nation – if not the world; they had come home, married and fathered children and got the country back on its feet. They had been a driving force, only to be thought of now as a spent force. No wonder they kicked against the unfairness of it.

Based on what Evie had told her about Mac Truman — that he’d been ‘something big in the world of banking’ before retiring – Helen could understand his reluctance to go quietly. She had been delighted when he telephoned yesterday morning to say that he was available any time she wanted his advice or assistance. He’d also given her Orlando Fielding’s number, which she’d immediately rung. She’d explained to Orlando that for now all she wanted was for someone to cut the grass regularly and maybe do some hacking back. He’d pointed out that general maintenance work wasn’t what he was looking for, as Mac Truman had told her, but seeing as it was Alice’s old garden and that he knew it well, he’d take a look at it as soon as he could. She’d then asked him about the Garden Club. ‘Mr Truman said you were a member. It’s not too highbrow, is it? A novice like me won’t stick out too much, will I?’

He’d laughed. ‘I’m afraid you’ll stick out like the proverbial sore thumb. But don’t worry; anyone new gets the same treatment. It’ll be the full-on interrogation, I’m afraid. Especially as you live at the Old Rectory. Your garden has a reputation all of its own.’

‘Did you used to work on it?’

‘Yes. It was a great inspiration to me. As was Alice. She taught me more about gardening and design than any textbook or college lecturer ever did. She was a genuine plantswoman. Really knew her subject.’

‘She sounds a regular Gertrude Jekyll.’

He laughed. ‘And some!’

The telephone rang just as Helen put Annabel’s mug of coffee on her desk. Annabel answered it, then immediately handed the receiver over to Helen. ‘Your lord and master,’ she said with a grin.

Helen rolled her eyes and tutted. ‘I don’t have one of those.’

‘What don’t you have?’ Hunter asked when she said hello.

‘Nothing,’ she replied, turning her back on Annabel. ‘So what can I do for you?’

‘How do you fancy lunch at Juno’s?’

Helen thought of Isobel Jenkins. To make time for lunch with Hunter she’d have to put off Isobel’s trip to the library. She knew this would disappoint the old lady. ‘I’d love to, only I have — ’

‘Excellent. I’ll book us a table.’

‘No, Hunter, listen. I can’t. I’ve got — ’

‘Nonsense. You can spare an hour for your husband. Get Annabel to cover for you. I’ll meet you at Juno’s at one o’clock. Don’t be late; I’ve got a hectic afternoon ahead of me.’

Helen put the phone down with exaggerated care.

Savannah had lost track of how long she had been standing at her bedroom window wearing nothing but a towel. The object of her fascination was a fit-looking guy down in the garden. He was dressed in jeans and a dark-blue T-shirt that clung to the kind of chunky, muscular build that she strongly approved of. He was certainly worth the effort of getting some clothes on and going down to see what he was doing here. She raised her arms above her head and let the towel drop to the floor. She stayed where she was for several seconds, hoping he’d look up at the house and notice her. But he didn’t. She quickly pulled on a pair of jeans and a halter-neck top and went to check him out before he disappeared.

‘And who might you be?’ she asked after she’d crept up behind him. With his hands on his hips, he seemed to be giving a lot of thought to a massive bush covered in purple flowers.

He turned at her voice. ‘I’m sorry; I didn’t think anyone would be here.’

She was glad to see that he was even better-looking close up. With his thick, sun-bleached hair, tanned face and blue eyes, he was a top buzz. ‘Why? Were you hoping to burgle the place?’

He smiled. ‘I’ve already cased the joint. I didn’t find anything worth taking.’

‘You should have looked upstairs where I was.’

The smile slipped from his face and he turned away to look at the purple-flowered bush again. Narked by his being more interested in a stupid bush than her, she said,

‘You haven’t answered my question. Who are you and what are you doing here?’

‘I’m Orlando Fielding and I’m figuring out how much work there is for me to do here.’

‘Work?’

‘Garden work. I’m a gardener.’

‘You don’t look like a gardener.’

He hooked his thumbs through the belt loops of his jeans and gave her his attention once more. ‘I assure you I am.’

Seeing as he was the first decent thing she’d come across since being dumped in the land of the dead, she decided to go for it. ‘Would you like me to make you a cup of coffee?’

‘No thanks. If I don’t get a move on I’ll be late for my next job.’

‘But you’ll be coming back?’

‘I expect so. It depends when your mother wants me to start work.’ He looked at his watch. ‘In fact, I’d better get going now. See you again some time.’

Disappointed to see him go so soon, she watched him walk back up towards the house, then round to the front. Good legs, she noted. And decent arse into the bargain. But then it registered what he’d said and anger flared. That stuck-up bitch Helen was not her mother.

She didn’t think she would ever forgive Helen for making her go and apologize to that decrepit, freaky old man. The worst bit was that she’d somehow got Dad to take her side. ‘Helen did the right thing,’ he’d said when he came home from work in the evening and she’d told him what Helen had made her do. She’d expected him to tell Helen not to mess with stuff that had nothing to do with her, but he hadn’t. Instead, he’d said, ‘With a bit of luck your apology will have smoothed the waters. After all, we don’t want to get off on the wrong foot with our new neighbours.’ And since when did Dad ever care about what other people thought of him? There was a satisfying moment, though, when he twigged Helen had given away an expensive bottle of his favourite wine. ‘Didn’t you look at the label, Helen?’ he’d said.

‘I did, but it didn’t really mean a lot to me.’

‘But you know that particular wine is a favourite of mine.’

‘Let’s hope it’s a favourite of Mr Truman’s, then,’ Helen had fired back. ‘After what Savannah did, I think it’s the least we can do.’

‘Technically Savannah didn’t do anything,’ her father had said, looking at Savannah. ‘You just happened to be driving by when the dog ran out – isn’t that right, Savvie?’

‘Yes, Dad. There wasn’t anything I could have done.’

But Bitch Queen Helen couldn’t let it rest and had chipped in with, ‘Mr Truman thinks otherwise. He said that Savannah was going much too fast.’

Mum described Helen as a shallow opportunist, a woman who’d seen her chance and grabbed it. ‘And now she’s bloody lady of the manor she thinks she can lord it over the rest of us,’ Mum said. Her parting words to Savannah when she’d driven off the other day were, ‘Don’t let that snooty, double-barrelled piece of work push you around.’

Annoyingly, Savannah had allowed that to happen on day one of her stay by giving in to Helen and apologizing to Mr Truman. Well, it wouldn’t happen again. And anyway, she’d only gone along with it because she wanted to know that the dog was okay. When she was little she’d pestered Mum and Dad endlessly about having a dog as a pet. She wanted a dog more than anything in the world. But they wouldn’t let her have one.

Isobel Jenkins always took her time when it came to choosing her library books. She would methodically cruise the shelves of romance, historical and crime novels at a steady, unhurried pace. Today was no exception. Observing her from the seated area where she was pinning a flyer for Companion Care on the library notice board, Helen was in two minds what to do – should she discreetly hurry the old lady, or let her take as long as she wanted? She was still furious that Hunter had railroaded her on the telephone earlier and was tempted to stand him up for lunch. How dare he treat her, and her job, so dismissively, as though what she did didn’t really matter. As though her job was little more than a hobby that she could pick up and put down at his convenience. He may well have treated his previous wives that way, but he was in for a nasty shock if he thought he could do the same with her.

‘I’m ready now.’

Helen turned. At less than five feet tall, and clutching her nylon string bag of books and dressed in a navy blue raincoat, Isobel Jenkins looked like a small wrinkled child anxiously waiting to be taken home after a long day at school.

‘You’re sure you’ve got everything you wanted?’ Helen asked her. She was almost willing Isobel to go back for another book.

Which had been petty of her, she thought when later she had dropped Isobel off at her neat-as-a-pin Victorian semi and was driving on to Crantsford. A glance at her watch told her she’d be at least ten minutes late for Hunter. Good. It served him right. She was doubly annoyed with him now because Isobel had been so obviously disappointed when Helen had had to refuse her offer of a cup of tea and a slice of homemade cake. ‘Another time,’ she’d had to say. ‘I’ve got a lot on today.’

The old lady had smiled and hugged her bag of books. ‘Silly me. I keep forgetting how busy you are.’

‘I’ll see you next week for your chiropodist’s appointment.’

‘I’ll make another cake, shall I?’

‘That would be lovely. But only if you have the time.’

‘It gives me something to do.’

Annabel was better at keeping clients and their problems at an emotionally safe distance, but Helen wasn’t so adept. Isobel Jenkins was a sweet, lonely old lady whom Helen couldn’t shrug off the moment their allotted time together was over.

She had just pulled into the car park at the back of Juno’s when her mobile rang. Assuming it was Hunter wanting to know where she was, she flicked it open and said, ‘I’ll be there any minute. I’m just parking the car.’

There was a slight pause and then: ‘Is that Mrs Madison-Tyler?’

Not recognizing the voice, she said a lot less sharply, ‘Yes, it is.’

‘Oh, hi, this is Orlando Fielding. Is it a bad time? I could call back later if you’d rather.’

‘No, now is fine. Is it about the garden?’

‘Yes. I had a look at it this morning. You’re right about the pruning work that needs doing. The lawns are in pretty bad shape, too. It’s amazing how quickly nature takes over when it’s given the chance. If you want, I could get things tidied up for you straight away and then we can discuss what other more regular help you need.’

‘That sounds perfect. When can you start?’

‘I could come on Monday afternoon.’

‘That’s excellent.’

‘We haven’t discussed money yet, but I usually charge — ’

‘Don’t worry about that now; we’ll discuss money on Monday.’

‘Okay. I’ll see you tonight, then.’

‘Tonight?’

‘The Garden Club?’

‘Of course. I’d forgotten all about that. Thanks for jogging my memory.’

After she’d rung off, Helen took a moment to check her appearance in the mirror. She never used to worry too much about how she looked, but Hunter was always so well turned out she felt she had to make an effort to try and keep up with him. Reapplying her lipstick, she wondered if he’d invited her for lunch so that they could chat without any risk of Savannah eavesdropping on the conversation. If that was the case, then maybe he was finally going to open up and talk about what was going on between them in bed. Or more to the point, what wasn’t going on. So far he hadn’t said a word about it.

When she entered the restaurant, Hunter rose from his chair. ‘What kept you?’ he asked after he’d kissed her cheek.

His question rattled her, but all she said was, ‘I’ve had a busy morning.’ She then explained about Orlando’s call and that she’d be out that evening.

‘Are you sure you really want to get involved? Won’t it be a bit jam and Jerusalem?’

‘I won’t know unless I try. Do you want to come with me?’

He laughed and shook his head. ‘Thanks, but no. Come on, let’s order. I haven’t got much time.’

‘Nor have I,’ she said pointedly.

It was when the waitress had taken their order that Helen understood Hunter hadn’t arranged to meet her here so they could discuss anything of an intimate nature. No, it was a set-up, pure and simple. ‘I have to go to Barbados tomorrow,’ he said. ‘There’s a development of apartments being built that I want to check out. I would ask you to come with me,’ he added, ‘only there’s Savannah to keep an eye on.’

After she’d counted to ten, Helen said, ‘Isn’t she old enough to keep an eye on herself?’

‘I promised Marcia that I’d look after her.’

‘Then why don’t you take Savannah with you?’

‘I could, but I’d rather not.’

Their food arrived, but Helen had lost her appetite.




Chapter Nine

Conrad switched off his computer. It had been one of those days that had been and gone without him noticing; one minute it was eight-thirty and he was starting work and the next it was seven in the evening. There had been a time when he would have gone on working right through the night. Anything rather than be alone with his thoughts.

After locking his office, he crossed the cobbled courtyard to the main part of the house. There was no sign of Mac downstairs, but seeing the empty soup bowl on the kitchen table, along with the hacked-about loaf of bread, an unwrapped wedge of cheddar cheese and an opened jar of olives, he remembered that it was Friday — Mac’s Garden Club night. Having made himself an early supper, he was probably upstairs now getting ready to go out. His uncle was always complaining what a useless bunch of people made up the club these days now that Alice was no longer around, but he never missed a meeting. Conrad often teased him that it was the attention of the female members of the club that piqued his interest. Conrad had never attended one of the meetings, but he could picture what went on down at the village hall – all those good ladies of Swanmere fussing over Mac as they vied for his attention. One only had to flick through the old family photo albums to see what a good-looking young man Mac had been. Even now, slightly stooped and slow of gait, there was a distinguished air about him. He possessed an ease of manner and authority that Conrad’s father had never owned.

The two brothers could not have been more different. Edwin Truman had believed in an ideal world where all had a roof over their heads and something to eat in their hands. This in itself was no bad thing, but to Conrad, when he was growing up, it always seemed that he and Susan had to be the ones to go without to provide for The Poor. And not just The Poor on their own doorstep in their father’s parish. This was The Poor in some faraway place where the sun scorched the earth to arid dust and every night little black children went to bed hungry. He and Susan were frequently encouraged to put all their pocket money in the tin kept on the mantelpiece – an old Brooke Bond tin that without fail was always shaken whenever a visitor made the mistake of calling. They were expected to part with a sizable proportion of their birthday and Christmas money, too, most of which came from Mac. ‘A sacrifice here, a sacrifice there,’ their father would tell them, ‘is all it takes to make the world a better place for everyone.’ Once, when Conrad dared to challenge this and asked why no one thought to improve the quality of his own life, he was sent to his room without any tea and told to reflect on his selfishness.

As a child, Conrad hadn’t realized the extent of the hostility between the two brothers, Mac and Edwin. All he’d been aware of at the time was that whenever Mac came to visit – whether it was to the depressing seventies flat-roofed vicarage on the edge of a council estate, or the draughty old Victorian manse that was burgled on a regular basis, even though they had nothing worth taking – the house seemed to come alive, the walls practically vibrating with his colourful dynamism. He would do magic tricks for Conrad and Susan; coins would disappear before their eyes, then reappear behind their ears or from under their chins. He would have swordfights with Conrad, the two of them running around in the garden pretending to be crusading knights or swashbuckling, one-eyed pirates. He would brighten their lives with wonderfully imaginative books and toys, and there would be gifts, too, for their parents: silk ties and scarves, cashmere sweaters, bottles of whisky and delicious chocolates. They were all things Edwin Truman could never afford on his meagre vicar’s salary. On one of his visits, Mac gave Edwin an expensive camera for his birthday and several months afterwards, when Conrad found the camera still in its box at the back of the china cupboard in the dining room, he’d asked his father why he hadn’t used it yet. Edwin, normally so mildly spoken, a man who rarely raised his voice, never mind his hand, had told him sharply to mind his own business and didn’t he have some homework he should be doing instead of poking around in cupboards that had nothing to do with him?

It was only when Conrad was older that he noticed how frequently, on the pretext of writing that week’s sermon, his father would retreat to the quiet of his study when Mac was around. Conrad was older still when he understood just how diminished his father became when he was in his brother’s presence.

Slow, emphatic footsteps on the stairs had Conrad turning towards the door. Seconds later Mac appeared in the kitchen with Fritz close on his heels. Mac usually went to the trouble of smartening himself up when he went out of an evening, but tonight Conrad could discern an extra snap, crackle and pop to his uncle’s attire. In place of his customary tweed jacket and corduroys was the blazer and grey flannel trousers he wore for church or occasional drinks parties. His suede lace-ups had been replaced with his best loafers. He was also freshly shaved and doused in something citrusy.

Conrad whistled. ‘Look at you. Who are you out to impress tonight?’

‘Don’t be ridiculous. I just fancied a change, that’s all.’

‘Whoever she is, she won’t appreciate the grumpy act from you. Better do something about that before you meet her.’

Mac tutted. ‘Now you’re just irritating me.’

‘At last the tables are turned!’

The doorbell rang. ‘That’ll be for me,’ Mac said, already moving to answer it. ‘I’ll see you later.’

One of the many unspoken rules they lived by was that they had to respect each other’s privacy, which meant they had a no-questions-asked policy. However, fully fired up with curiosity, and relying on his uncle’s hearing not being quite what it used to be, Conrad quietly followed Mac to the front door. Something was going on and he sure as hell wanted to know for whom Mac had gone to so much trouble. Not since Alice had become such a close friend to Mac had Conrad seen his uncle so nattily dressed.

Expecting to see an ageing lovely from the village, he was taken aback by the sight of an attractive woman who had to be half his uncle’s age. The old dog!

‘I hope I’m not too early,’ she said. She was softly spoken with an instantly engaging smile. Hair the colour and sheen of a glossy chestnut framed a pale face.

‘Not at all,’ Mac answered. ‘I would ask you in, but my nephew has the manners of a barbarian.’

Over Mac’s shoulder, the woman’s eyes flickered imperceptibly towards Conrad where he stood half hidden behind the balustrade, then back to Mac. ‘Really? In what way?’

‘In every way. Shall we?’

Mac stepped outside and banged the door shut, not before Conrad caught a glimpse of a bemused smile from the woman as she looked at him again. She had clearly sussed who he was – the barbarian nephew. But who the hell was she? And just what had his uncle been up to while his back was turned?

The village hall was much busier than Helen had expected. There were as many men present as women, so bang went Hunter’s theory about it being an extension of the WI. Mac explained that some of the people present weren’t actually members of the Garden Club. ‘They’re gatecrashers,’ he informed her. ‘If they like the sound of the speaker, people show up uninvited. We charge them, of course.’

‘Are they all here expecting the talk on bonsai trees?’

He chuckled. ‘I doubt that very much.’

‘But you only knew about the change in speaker the other day.’

‘Word travels fast here in Swanmere. I’d have thought you would have learned that by now.’

‘Oh dear, does that mean everyone knows my ghastly stepdaughter nearly killed your poor dog?’

‘More or less. But don’t let it worry you. I’m rather hoping that my bringing you here this evening will get them all gossiping about us. By breakfast tomorrow morning we’ll be the talk of the village.’

Helen laughed. She was enjoying Mac’s wicked sense of humour. Earlier, she’d had the feeling that he’d known perfectly well that his nephew was within earshot of his comment about him. He certainly didn’t look like he had the manners of a barbarian. He was much too handsome for that.

Mac Truman was now beckoning a young couple to come over and join them. When they had, he said to the pretty blonde girl, ‘We’re honoured to see you, Lucy. This is a rare treat. Let me introduce you to someone who’s here for the first time.’ He turned to Helen. ‘Helen Madison-Tyler, say hello to my favourite people, Lucy Gray and Orlando Fielding.’

Helen shook hands with them both. They made a strikingly attractive couple, both blonde and blue-eyed with a fresh, natural look about them. Lucy had exactly the kind of long, wavy hair that Helen had been desperate for as a child. ‘It’s good to meet you at last,’ she said to Orlando, suddenly feeling all of her forty-five years. ‘I believe you met my stepdaughter this morning.’

Before he had a chance to reply, a booming voice cut through the conversation. It was Olivia Marchwood bringing them to order. ‘Looks like we’d better sit down,’ he said.

‘Are you sure you want to hang out with us?’ Lucy said as they looked for a free row of seats. ‘We’re considered the bad set, you know. You’ll be tainted by association and become a social pariah.’

Thinking she was in with exactly the right set, despite the age gap, Helen settled back in her seat. If Mac was happy to be friends with the enviably youthful Lucy and Orlando, then so was she.

Olivia Marchwood cleared her throat and declared the meeting open. The next ten minutes were given over to reading the minutes from the group’s last meeting – Helen could hear Lucy shuffling restlessly in her seat – along with a list of suggested outings to various gardens in the coming months. ‘For those interested, I shall be taking names at the end of this meeting,’ Olivia Marchwood told them. ‘As always, numbers will be limited, so places will be offered on a first come first served basis.’

Helen leaned into Mac. ‘What do you reckon? Shall we go on a trip together and really give Swanmere something to talk about?’

His mouth twitched with a smile. ‘I’m game if you are,’ he whispered back.

‘And now we come to the highlight of the evening,’ continued Olivia, flicking over a page of her notepad. ‘We’ve been most fortunate — ’ Her voice broke off abruptly at the sound of a mobile phone trilling from somewhere in the audience. As her eyes searched the rows for the guilty offender, Helen thought her glare was one of the most formidable she had ever seen. Then to her horror it settled on Helen herself, prompting the realization it was her mobile. She hastily bent down to her bag to deal with it, and registering that it was Hunter calling her, she switched off the phone. Whatever it was he wanted to say, it could wait. She still hadn’t forgiven him for offloading Savannah onto her while he went waltzing off to Barbados. There had been no blazing row between them, which with hindsight was a pity. It might have cleared the air to have a damn good yell at each other. As it was she could feel her anger and resentment gently simmering.

The commotion over, Olivia was now introducing the speaker: Philippa Hutton from the Gardens of Delight tour company.

Lucy was hardly listening to what the speaker was saying. Jumpy and on edge, each time a new image appeared on the screen, Lucy half expected to see her father’s face staring back at her.

She blamed Orlando. He’d told her the talk was going to be about the Lake District. She’d been really looking forward to hearing about the gardens in the Cumbrian Lake District – those at Levens Hall, Holker Hall, Holehird, and Muncaster Castle. Instead, she was being forced to listen to a woman waxing lyrical about Lake Como, where her father lived. Orlando had whispered an apology to her when the talk had got underway, muttering something about having got hold of the wrong end of the stick from Olivia. Mistake or not, she still held him responsible for putting her through this ordeal.

The last time she had seen her father, she’d been fourteen years old. He had taken time off from work to take her out after school for something to eat. He said he had something important to tell her, something he’d already discussed with her mother that morning. He told her he couldn’t live with her mother any more, that it just wasn’t working between them. Her first thought, and what she actually said to him was, if she could live with her annoying mother, then why couldn’t he? ‘It’s not as straightforward as that, Lucy,’ he’d said. ‘I’ve fallen in love with someone else.’

‘But you can’t. You’re married to Mum.’

‘I’m sorry. Truly I am.’

For several minutes she had just sat there shredding the paper napkin on her lap, the hurt and anger growing inside her.

‘I’m sorry, Lucy,’ he repeated. ‘You must believe me; I never intended for this to happen.’

‘Then why don’t you stop it?’

‘I … I can’t. I have to be with the woman I love. One day you’ll understand what I’m saying.’

‘No I won’t! I’ll never ever understand how you could do this. Who is she and where does she live?’

‘Her name’s Francesca and she lives in Italy.’

‘Italy! You mean you’re going to live in another country? But that means I’ll never see you.’

‘Of course you’ll see me. You’ll come and spend the holidays with me. It’ll be fun. There’ll be lots of new places for us to explore together. Just the two of us.’

‘But I don’t want to spend the holidays exploring with you. I want it to be like it is now.’ She’d started to cry then. Loud wailing sobs that made people stare at them. He came round to her side of the table. He tried to put his arm around her, but she shrugged him off. ‘Don’t touch me! I hate you! I just can’t believe you would do this.’ Pushing him away, she jumped up from her seat, sending her chair flying, and ran out of the café.

Blinded by her tears she didn’t see the black cab coming as she blundered across the busy street. A squeal of brakes followed by a car horn and a man shouting didn’t stop her, though. She ran on and on until she reached home. Letting herself in, she called to her mother. There was no reply. The house felt eerily quiet. No radio on. No music playing. It was as if she’d walked through the wrong front door. She found her mother upstairs lying on her bed, staring at the ceiling. An empty bottle of champagne lay beside her. For a heart-stopping moment, Lucy thought she was dead, that she’d killed herself. ‘Mum?’ she whispered. ‘Are you all right?’ She moved slowly towards the bed, aware that to the left of her, the wardrobe doors were open. A row of empty hangers told her that some of her father’s clothes were gone.

Her mother stirred. ‘He’s told you, then?’

‘Yes. But we have to stop him. We have to make him understand he’s made a mistake. We can’t let him go.’ What she meant was: I can’t do this. I can’t be on my own with you.

Fiona shook her head. ‘It’s too late for that, Lucy. It’s just you and me now.’

Lucy blinked hard. The memory of that day was so clear in her mind it might just as well have been part of the slide-show they were watching. With the passing of so many years it shouldn’t hurt, but it did. If he had loved her, as he said he did, he wouldn’t have turned his back on her and left her. He hadn’t been the man she thought he was. He was nothing but a selfish bastard.

It was still light when they left the village hall and having accepted Lucy and Orlando’s invitation for him and Helen to join them for a drink at the Swan Inn, Mac was leaning against the bar waiting to be served. He knew that Orlando had wanted to pay for the drinks, but he also knew that the boy had precious little money to chuck about.

The drinks paid for, he made his way slowly over to their table, carrying the tray of glasses carefully and willing his hands not to shake. Sometimes they did, sometimes they didn’t.

‘You’re looking mighty sharp tonight, Mac,’ Lucy said to him when he sat down and had passed round the glasses. ‘What’s with the blazer? Hoping to pull tonight, were you?’

Glad to see a smile back on Lucy’s face, and suspecting what had caused her to look so unhappy earlier, he said,

‘Hush your mouth, wee girl. And who’s to say I haven’t pulled already?’ He threw a glance in Helen’s direction, hoping she’d play along.

She did. ‘Didn’t you know, Lucy? Mac and I are having a bit of a fling. It was love at first sight.’

He laughed, and remembering their first meeting, he said, ‘Actually, I think I was jolly rude to you.’

Lucy put down her glass with a bang, spilling some of her wine. ‘My God, Mac, that’s the first time I’ve ever heard you admit to being rude.’

‘But quite understandable,’ Helen said. ‘After what my stepdaughter did, he had every right to be as rude as he wanted.’

‘Don’t encourage him, Helen,’ Orlando said. ‘It’s taken us for ever to make him half civilized. Don’t undo all our hard work.’

Lucy reached for her glass again. ‘I think we should officially welcome Helen as a new member of our exclusive gang. After her mobile phone went off like that, she deserves nothing less. All those in agreement, raise your glass.’

They were still in the pub an hour later. Helen had made half-hearted noises about going home; Hunter would be in bed early to be up at the crack of dawn to catch his flight for Barbados, but she was enjoying herself too much to leave the party. She was touched by the way Lucy and Orlando teased and humoured Mac. He was clearly very fond of them, and they of him. How different he was from the irascible old man she’d met at Chapel House the other day. She wondered why he had been so rude about his nephew earlier. Had they just had an argument, perhaps?

As intrigued as she was by Mac and his nephew, she was curious too about the relationship between Lucy and Orlando. She couldn’t work out why there wasn’t more than friendship between them. She’d earlier made the mistake of assuming they were an item and they’d been quick to put her right. On the face of it they seemed perfect for each other. They were about the same age — late twenties, she guessed – and were clearly in tune with each other. Like a couple who’d been together for ever and a day, the rapport between them was so strong they had a habit of occasionally finishing each other’s sentence. But perhaps Orlando was gay. Weren’t all the best men gay these days? Or for that matter, maybe Lucy was gay. She was just thinking how complicated relationships were, and knew from personal experience how true this was, when she heard Mac say, ‘So, what do we think of La Marchwood’s suggested trips this summer? Any takers?’

Lucy shook her head. ‘The dates suggested are all Saturdays when I’ll be working.’ She wagged a finger at Mac. ‘Some of us have jobs to hold down.’

‘The same for me, I’m afraid,’ Orlando added. ‘I’m working six days a week now.’

‘That’s too bad.’

‘What about the proposed trip to Lake Como?’ Helen said, taking out the Gardens of Delight brochure from her handbag.

An awkward hush fell on the group. No one spoke, until Lucy said, ‘Well, you can count me out on that. I’m not going anywhere near Lake bloody Como.’




Chapter Ten

Over the following days Helen saw a lot more of Mac. He came to the Old Rectory at the weekend to take a look at the garden, then again on Tuesday, the day after Orlando had been to mow the lawns. On both occasions he brought Fritz with him and they’d had the house and garden to themselves – Savannah had been who knew where and Hunter was thousands of miles away in the Caribbean. Helen was amused and entertained by Mac. He was a man of unpredictable mood swings, though. One minute he could be witty and jolly, the next grumbling and complaining over the slightest thing.

He was here now, Wednesday evening, minus Fritz and in the kitchen with Helen. He was grousing about the length of time it had taken for him to see his GP that afternoon. His whingeing had gone on for fifteen minutes and had covered every aspect of his visit to the surgery, from the attitude of the discourteous receptionist to the ineptitude of the young locum he’d finally seen.

‘Okay, Mac,’ Helen said, deciding she’d heard enough. She had covered for Annabel today and had endured much the same gripes from one of her clients and she wasn’t prepared to put up with it at home as well. ‘What’s it going to take to make you button it?’

He raised his glance from the carrier bag he’d been rustling on his lap. He looked furious: brows drawn, lips pursed.

‘Well?’ she said when he didn’t say anything and the silence reverberated to the thumping sound of music coming from Savannah’s room upstairs. ‘What’s it to be? Because I’ll tell you this, I’ve had a day of it and one stroppy madam in the house is quite enough for me.’

‘Is that how you speak to the old folk you take care of?’

‘No. I put them against a wall and shoot them if they don’t behave. How about a glass of wine? Will that improve your mood?’

He let out a boisterous laugh, sending his bushy eyebrows back into place. ‘I’m beginning to see a new side to you. There was I thinking you were a sweet little thing who wouldn’t say boo to a goose, and all the time you were a despot in disguise. And thank you, a glass of something from your husband’s excellent wine cellar would be most welcome. Any news yet when he’ll be coming home and I’ll have to curtail my visits?’

Uncorking a bottle of Pouilly Fume that she’d put in the fridge in readiness for Mac’s visit, Helen said, ‘It looks like he might be extending his trip. He’s thinking of going on to Antigua. Or perhaps it was Tobago. I forget. Anyway, net result is, I’ll be stuck on my own with the beast from the deep for longer than ever.’ She tilted her head toward the ceiling.

‘The girl needs a lesson in manners and to know when she’s well off, that’s all.’

Helen handed him his glass. ‘You’re not wrong there. Last night she didn’t come home until nearly three in the morning. I have no idea where she’d been, but she was as sick as a dog. I’ve left the mess in her bathroom for her to clean up. I don’t see why I should have to do it. It’s not as if she’s a child.’

He shuddered. ‘I consider myself a lucky man indeed that I haven’t had the misfortune to raise any children. Cheers.’

Helen took a sip of her wine, and pushing Savannah from her mind, said, ‘So what’s in the bag, Mac? The way you’re clutching it anyone would think you had the crown jewels there.’

He put down his glass. ‘I … I wondered if you’d like to have a look at these.’ He opened the bag and pulled out a bundle of notebooks. Some were old and worn around the edges, while others looked to be in pristine condition.

‘They belonged to Alice,’ he said. ‘They’re her gardening journals. She gave them to me shortly before she died.’ He carefully offered them across the table with an air of reverence. ‘They might help you to understand what Alice’s garden meant to her. And maybe what it could mean to you.’

Helen took the books from him. She opened one and saw that it was very like the notebook she’d seen on the kitchen table that day at Chapel House when she’d first met Mac. She remembered how he had snapped it shut when he’d caught her looking at it. Now she knew why. These books meant more to him than a mere record; they were a precious bond with a woman he’d been immensely fond of. ‘Are you sure you want to lend them to me?’

He took a long swallow of his wine. ‘I trust you to take good care of them. Besides, they’re of more practical use to you right now than lying about at Chapel House. Just as Alice taught me, her notes will teach you to understand plants, where they’re from and how they survive in their natural habitat.’

‘Have you read them all?’

‘No. I started to, but hearing Alice’s voice speaking from the page wasn’t the comfort I thought it would be.’

Helen was touched that he was prepared to go to such lengths to help her. She said, ‘I know this may sound borderline crazy, and I know we’ve only known one another a short while, but I feel like we were always meant to be friends.’

For a moment he looked baffled by her words, but then, to her consternation, tears welled in his eyes. ‘I know exactly what you mean,’ he murmured. ‘That’s how it was with Alice.’

Helen went over to the larder cupboard to give him a minute to compose himself. He wasn’t the only one who needed time out. She didn’t know if it was because Hunter was away, but she’d started to feel lonely here at the Old Rectory. Lonelier than she’d ever been in her life. Which was stupid and completely unlike her. She’d always been so happily self-contained. She put it down to being an only child and having been brought up by grandparents who didn’t have the energy younger parents did.

But if it was Hunter’s absence that was making her feel lonely, why, when he’d been away countless times before, had it not bothered her then? And why did she feel so emotionally close to this man in her kitchen? What was the connection?

She selected a bag of sweet chilli flavoured crisps from the middle shelf, poured them into a dish and thought how this bluff man certainly had his soft, vulnerable underbelly. She’d seen it on Saturday morning when he’d visited for the first time. She’d heard the knock at the door just as she was tidying away the mess Hunter had made in his dressing room when he’d been packing for his trip. ‘I thought I’d give our passionate affair more credence by calling on you the moment your husband was out of town on business,’ he’d said when she let him in. He’d given her a loosely thrown together arrangement of flowers from the garden at Chapel House – sprigs of flowering rosemary, creamy-white May blossom and sweetly scented lily-of-the-valley. It had struck her that Mac might like to wander round the garden on his own, so she’d invited him to go outside and enjoy the sunshine while she made them some coffee. When she’d found him sitting on the stone bench in the sheltered bower of the rhododendrons and azaleas and staring at the sunken fish pond – the carp had long since been taken by the herons — there had been no mistaking the look of sadness on his face. How many times had he sat there with Alice? she’d wondered.

Closing the larder door, she put the dish of crisps on the table.

‘I’m sorry,’ he said gruffly, putting away a handkerchief. ‘I’m becoming a sentimental old fool. It’s just that I miss her. We understood each other, you see. We were extraordinarily compatible.’ He swallowed noisily. ‘Come on, let’s talk about something else.’

Helen thought fast, and said, ‘Perhaps you can help me with something. The other night at the pub, I clearly said something that annoyed Lucy. What was it? What did I inadvertently put my foot into?’

‘Ah …’ he said ponderously. ‘Yes, that was a tricky moment, wasn’t it?’

‘Tricky doesn’t come close. It was a real conversation stopper. I felt awful.’

‘We all have our raw spots, and unfortunately you prodded at Lucy’s. Her father left her and her mother when she was fourteen and she’s refused to have anything to do with him since.’

‘But what’s that got to do with going to see some gardens in Italy?’

‘Marcus Gray lives on Lake Como.’

Now it was Helen’s turn to say, ‘Ah.’

‘Any chance of a top-up?’ Mac held out his near-empty glass.

She fetched the bottle from the fridge. ‘Do you think I ought to apologize?’

‘No. Lucy isn’t the sort of person to hold a grudge.’

‘It sounds like she does with her father.’

‘True. But then we’re on the outside looking in and don’t know the full story. I’ve always believed that there is nothing so complicated as a family, especially if there’s been an altercation amongst its members.’

‘So what do you think about Olivia Marchwood’s suggestion that the Garden Club should go on a trip to Lake Como?’

‘It has its appeal.’

‘And?’

He winked mischievously. ‘As I’ve said before I’m game if you are. But if your husband wants to join us, I’d have to draw the line. I’m far too full of myself to play the gooseberry.’

She laughed. ‘I think there’s about as much chance of Hunter wanting to join the group as there is of Savannah wanting to come with us.’

At that exact moment, the girl herself appeared in the kitchen. Call it paranoia, but Helen had the feeling that she’d been listening at the door. Her trousers noisily dragging on the floor as she went over to the fridge, Savannah said, ‘Talking about me again, Step-ma?’

The atmosphere in the kitchen instantly grew super-chilled. ‘I’d better be making a move,’ Mac said. ‘It’s bad form to overstay one’s welcome.’

Up on the worktop now, her bare feet swinging as she chewed on a chicken drumstick, Savannah said, ‘How’s your dog, Mr Truman?’

‘He’s fine. But then he’s not been dodging badly driven cars of late.’

Savannah smiled and pointed at him with the drumstick. ‘Better tell him to watch out; my new car’s being delivered tomorrow.’

This was news to Helen. Having told Hunter she was too busy to go shopping for a car with Savannah, she’d assumed the matter had been dropped for the time being. ‘When was that arranged?’ she asked.

‘Dad called me this morning while you were at work. He arranged it as a surprise, said the garage was just waiting for the tax disc to be sorted.’ The drumstick was now being waved at Helen. ‘So guess what, you get to take me for driving lessons now.’

Out in the hall, Mac said, ‘Fate cast you a difficult card with that girl. Still, it won’t be for ever.’

‘Knowing my luck, it might be.’

‘Perhaps she’s just bored. Find her something to do. Something worthwhile that shows her how lucky she is. Why don’t you take her to work with you?’

‘Are you mad?’

‘It could do her good to see how others less fortunate than her have to cope with life.’

‘Our clients aren’t the great unwashed, Mac. Anyway, what have they ever done to deserve her? How would you feel if she turned up on your doorstep?’

He gave her a peck on the cheek. ‘She did. And amazingly, I survived.’

Conrad had finished work more than an hour ago. But instead of locking up and going across to the house to make some supper, he’d put Nick Drake’s Five Leaves Left on the CD player and started flicking through the pages of a photo album. It was a bittersweet process. Some might say he was a masochist, and maybe he was, but he was beyond caring what anyone thought of him. He’d long since accepted that he’d become emotionally and sexually dysfunctional in the eyes of his friends, who, he knew, all thought five years was a hell of a long time to grieve for a person. Some had hinted that it was self-indulgent. Yet to him there were still days when it felt like yesterday that Samantha had died. One of the senior partners of the law firm he freelanced for in London had lost his wife to cancer some years back and he’d confided in Conrad that his wife’s actual death hadn’t hit him as hard as people thought it had. ‘The bereavement started the moment we got the diagnosis that she had terminal cancer,’ he admitted. ‘It meant I was prepared.’

Conrad had had no such preparation. Sam’s death had come from left field. It had caught him right in the solar plexus and damn near killed him, too. A year to the day following her death, when the raw ache of loss and loneliness was too much to bear, he meticulously planned his own suicide. With the kind of thoroughness Sam would have described as being so typical of him – she used to joke that he had an anal retentive disorder – he put his financial affairs in order, changing his will so that everything would go to Mac and his sister, Susan. He’d then rigged up the necessary hose-piping to his car in the garage, turned the key in the ignition, closed his eyes and calmly waited, hoping that the end would be quick. He knew what to expect, that the lethally poisonous, colourless and odourless gas would combine with the oxygen-carrying molecule haemoglobin in his red blood cells and stop it from doing its job: when sufficient tissues had been starved of oxygen, asphyxiation would kick in.

But it had been a mistake to close his eyes, for at once all he could think of was Sam. He thought of her as she was the day he met her – how awesome she’d seemed. He relived the first time he’d kissed her properly and managed to catch one of his fingers in her necklace. He remembered the day they bought their first flat together and found a pair of knickers behind the radiator — they’d hurled them out of the bedroom window only to see them sailing down into their neighbours’ garden where a barbecue party was in full swing. But when he pictured the two of them on their wedding day — Sam coming towards him in the church, the confident smile on her face, the wink she’d given him, and the knowledge that this really was the first day of the rest of their lives together – he had snapped his eyes open. Sam had been one of the most fearless people he knew; what would she think of his cowardly way out? ‘Suicide?’ he heard her saying with contempt, as clearly as if she were beside him. ‘I’d have expected better of you, Conrad. Do you think that’s the kind of man I’d have married?’

In the days that followed he’d almost believed that Sam had been in the car with him, that her spirit, ghost, call it what you will, had saved him, because with tears streaming down his face, he’d fumbled to turn off the engine, and dragging himself from the car, he’d thrown open the garage door that led to the garden and collapsed onto the sodden grass. With the rain beating down, he’d lain there racked with gut-wrenching sobs and vomiting like an animal. Hearing the noise, his neighbours, Tim and Ann, had found him and taken him inside. It didn’t take them long to realize what he’d tried to do. Their suspicions were further aroused when they saw an envelope on his bedside table addressed to his uncle. Tim had then rushed back downstairs and checked the garage. Being a doctor, he’d jumped into full professional mode and made Conrad sit by the open window, breathing in the wet night air. He’d wanted to take him to hospital, but Conrad had begged him not to. ‘I’m okay, Tim,’ he’d said. ‘Check me over if you want, but please, no hospital. Anything but the degradation of everyone knowing how flaked out I’ve become.’

A deal was struck. Tim insisted on staying the night with him as well as extracting a promise that Conrad would see a grief counsellor. He never did, though.




Chapter Eleven

It was as quiet as the grave at Meadowlands Garden Centre. The weather had taken a turn for the worse, a chilly wind had sprung up and the temperature had plummeted. It was not a day for wearing shorts; Lucy was dressed in jeans, a T-shirt, an old woollen sweater of Orlando’s and her green fleece with the Meadowlands logo. With so few customers to deal with, she was able to get on with unloading that morning’s delivery. A lot of what they sold came from local nurseries, but the weekly delivery of plants from Holland was an integral part of their stock. The plants had a tendency to be a bit ‘soft’, having been overly mollycoddled in the massive Dutch greenhouses, and they always required extra care initially. After loading up a trolley of verbascums and astilbes, she pushed it to the covered area and transferred the pots to the awaiting tables. Sheltering the plants here for a few days would acclimatise them to the cooler temperatures – not having experienced the rigours of the real world yet, they had little resistance to the wind.

It was beginning to rain now. Lucy thought of Orlando; he was starting work on a new garden today. If the rain turned into a continuous downpour, he’d be sloshing around in a mudbath. Part of her thought he deserved it. After putting her through that talk at the village hall on Friday evening – honestly, how could he have made such a mistake! – he’d presented her with an envelope when they were at home. ‘Either you open this and read it, or I do,’ he’d said.

‘Where’s that come from?’ she’d asked him, recognizing at once the handwriting and Italian stamp.

‘I got it out of the bin.’

‘Why? Why the hell would you do that?’

But instead of answering her, he’d said, ‘Open it, Luce. Come on, what harm can it do?’

‘No harm to me,’ she’d said, ‘but I can’t vouch for what I might inflict on you.’

‘That’s a risk I’m prepared to take.’

When she realized that he wasn’t going to give up, she’d snatched it out of his hands. ‘Oh, give it here.’

Except she hadn’t opened it there and then, she’d taken it upstairs to her bedroom, promising Orlando she would read it. In her own time.

It was now Thursday and she still hadn’t got around to it. She could have thrown the wretched thing away again, but there was something in Orlando’s face every time he asked if she’d read it yet that stopped her. Today was the day, she’d decided. She’d brought it with her in her rucksack and was going to read it during her lunch break. She had asked Orlando why he had chosen now to start taking such an active interest in her nonexistent relationship with her father and he’d shrugged and said, ‘Just do it for me, Luce. Do it to humour me.’

At one o’clock she stopped for lunch. Behind the display of conservatory furniture was a cafe. On days when it wasn’t too busy, members of staff were allowed to use it. Otherwise they used what had once been a store room and had recently been converted into a staff room. It contained a couple of long bench tables with chairs, a sink, a fridge, a kettle and a microwave. It was here Lucy chose to eat her lunch – cheese and pickle sandwiches she’d made that morning, along with a banana and a piece of fruit cake. She was alone, just as she’d hoped she would be – everyone else on this lunch shift having gone to the empty cafe. She held the envelope in her hands for a few moments, wondering why she was doing this. Why had she let Orlando bully her this way?

Unable to come up with an answer, other than that she didn’t want to appear petty in Orlando’s eyes, she slid her finger under the sealed edge. Sure enough, just as she’d expected, there was a card. Without bothering to take in the picture on the front, and with her heart stupidly beating faster, she opened it.

Dear Lucy,

Knowing how atrocious the Italian postal service is, I’m sure (despite sending this card in good time) it will still arrive hopelessly late. Nonetheless, I wish you love and happiness on your birthday.

As always, I would give anything to see you. Please, won’t you have a change of heart? Why not come and visit us? Or let me come and see you. It would mean so much to me.

With all my love,

Marcus.



Not Dad. Not even, your father. But Marcus. It seemed to magnify the enormous gulf between them, as though he wasn’t her father at all. What else should she have expected from him? The knot of rejection tightened deep within her.

‘All alone, Lucy? What’s going on? Have the others sent you to Coventry?’

She stuffed the card back into her rucksack and turned round to see her boss standing in the doorway. Hugh Fielding was a tall, solidly built man with thick wiry hair; the only resemblance to Orlando was his blue eyes. ‘I fancied a bit of peace and quiet,’ she said.

‘Oh, well I’m sorry to have disturbed you.’

‘Was there something you wanted?’ Her tone was sharper than she meant it to be.

He came into the room and pulled out a chair. ‘You okay? You don’t seem yourself.’

She slumped back into her seat. If ever proof were needed that she was better off pretending she didn’t have a father, it was right there in her rucksack. Just that one reading of his card and her mood had gone from nought to sixty in the blink of an eye. ‘I’m sorry,’ she said. ‘I’m just a bit out of it at the moment.’

It was on days like this that Lucy regretted never having learned to drive. By the time she’d battled home on her bike in the buffeting wind and the lashing rain that evening, her tetchy mood had escalated into a full-blown cyclone of bad-temperedness. And it was aimed directly at Orlando. If he hadn’t poked his nose into matters that had nothing to do with him, she wouldn’t have spent the afternoon getting so steamed up. Dumping her bike against the wall and letting herself in at the back door, she stripped off her wet outer clothes in the laundry room. She was just removing her boots when she cocked her ear. Voices: Orlando’s she’s recognized, but not the girl’s. Company was the last thing she wanted. She pushed open the kitchen door.

‘Oh hi, Luce,’ Orlando greeted her, mid-laugh and swinging back on his chair. ‘I didn’t hear you come in. God, you’re drenched. Let me get you a towel.’

But as welcome as a towel was, Lucy was much more interested in the stranger who was sitting at the kitchen table drinking from her Winnie the Pooh mug. Orlando knew jolly well that no one but she was allowed to use that mug. What was this? Party Central all of a sudden?

Orlando had had enough of tiptoeing round Lucy’s foul mood. Ever since Savannah had gone, he’d been treated to some top-whack dirty looks. ‘Okay,’ he said after they’d sat in grim silence for most of supper. ‘If you’ve got something to say, Luce, just spit it out.’

‘I don’t know what you mean.’

‘Not much you don’t. Are you still angry at me for — ’

‘I’m not angry at anyone,’ she snapped. ‘Just leave me alone, will you?’ She got up abruptly and began clattering the plates and cutlery. He watched her practically hurl them into the dishwasher.

‘Have you opened that letter from your father yet?’ he asked, not caring that she might well turn and take a knife to him.

A moment passed and then she swung round, eyes blazing. ‘It wasn’t a letter, if you must know.’

‘Oh, so you’ve finally opened it? What was it?’

‘It was a card. Just as we both knew it would be.’

‘Did he write anything?’

She rolled her eyes. ‘Happy birthday, blah, blah, blah. What else would he write?’

‘He didn’t suggest that you meet, for instance?’

She narrowed her eyes. ‘Sounds to me like you already know what the card says. You didn’t by any chance steam it open before giving it to me?’

‘No!’ More calmly, he said, ‘So he says he wants to see you, does he?’

When she didn’t reply, he said, ‘Why don’t you, Luce? Haven’t you paid him back enough?’

‘This isn’t about paying anyone back. It’s about being true to myself. It’s about self-respect. It’s — ’

‘It’s not about you wanting to hurt him?’ he interrupted her. ‘To teach him a lesson for walking out on you and your mum?’

She looked at him, stunned.

He could hardly believe what he’d just said either. What had got into him? Why did he feel so strongly about Lucy making her peace with her father? What did any of it have to do with him? ‘I’m sorry,’ he said. ‘Forget I said anything. It’s really none of my business.’

‘And that’s the first thing you’ve said in a long while that I can actually agree with!’

That was it. He’d had enough. He scraped back his chair and stalked out of the kitchen. Upstairs in his room, furious that he’d handled things so badly, he stared down on to the rain-soaked garden. The last of the cherry blossom from the tree in next door’s garden had been blown by the wind into theirs, littering it with pale-pink petals. He hoped the weather would improve tomorrow. This afternoon had been a washout and he’d had to come home early. He’d been in the house only a few minutes, just long enough to change into some dry clothes, when there’d been a ring at the doorbell. Helen’s stepdaughter, Savannah, was the last person he’d expected to see on the doorstep.

‘Hiya!’ she said, ‘Can I come in? It’s peeing down out here and I’m getting drenched.’

Taking in the bedraggled state of her – hair plastered to her head, make-up smudged and running, clothes soaked through – he’d ushered her in. ‘Haven’t you heard of that amazing little device known as an umbrella? Or that other handy thing, a coat?’

She laughed. ‘I got caught out. Hey, nice place you got here. Shame I’m dripping all over the carpet. Any chance of a drink while I wait for the worst of the rain to pass over?’

Amused at her directness, he said, ‘I expect we can manage that.’ Knowing that Lucy worried about keeping the house as pristine as her mother had left it, he took Savannah through to the kitchen where her wet things wouldn’t cause too much harm. ‘Tea or coffee? Or do you want a cold drink?’

‘Coffee would be great. Cheers.’

He busied himself with the kettle and coffee. When he turned round, she was standing behind him squeezing her long wet hair into the sink. ‘Do you need a towel?’ he asked.

‘I’ll survive. We Tylers are pretty tough, you know.’

Somehow he didn’t doubt it.

He’d barely made her drink and invited her to sit at the table when Lucy had arrived home from work. One look at her face told him she hadn’t had a good day. It was a shame Savannah had been so slow to pick up on the bad vibes Lucy was giving off – he’d never known anyone to take so long over one cup of coffee – but eventually, after Lucy, having changed her clothes, had started to cook their supper, she left. He’d seen her to the door and given her an umbrella; the rain hadn’t stopped.

‘I’ll drop it off tomorrow, shall I?’ she asked.

‘It’s okay, I’ll pick it up the next time I’m up at the Old Rectory.’

She’d smiled goodbye and as she sauntered off, all cocky and jaunty, throwing him one last wave, he’d been struck by how much she reminded him of Lucy when he’d first got to know her.

A tap at his bedroom door made him swing round from the window. It was Lucy.

‘Can I come in?’

‘Only if you promise to declare what weapons of mass destruction you’re carrying.’

She came in and joined him at the window. ‘I’m sorry,’ she said. ‘I was a real bitch down there, wasn’t I?’

‘I’d say you were doing a fair impersonation of one.’

‘It’s just … Oh, I don’t know, it’s impossible to explain. But any connection with my father hurts. And I hate him for that. I hate the fact that he still has this ability to hurt me. I wish I could just forget all about him.’

‘Face it, Luce, that’s never going to happen. But what you could do is take control of the situation. Why not agree to meet him and finally have it out? Confronting him might not make you best buddies, but …’ he hesitated and smiled, ‘it might make you easier to live with.’

She gave him a tentative smile back. ‘I’ll think about it.’

He put his arms around her and pulled her to him. With his chin resting on the top of her head, he decided now was the perfect time to say what had been on his mind ever since Friday night. ‘You know what we should do? We should go on this trip to Italy with the Garden Club. You could take time out from the tour to meet your father, safe in the knowledge that you’d have a posse of back-up, should you need it.’

She leaned away from him. ‘You’ve put a lot of thought into this, haven’t you? Why?’

It was a question he’d asked himself several times this last week. He still didn’t really know why he’d lied to Lucy about the talk on Friday, then made out he must have misheard Olivia Marchwood on the phone, but for some weird reason he’d got it into his head that she should be there in the village hall that evening. Just as he’d picked that night to give her her father’s card. Perhaps it had been a full moon or something.

‘Orlando?’

He looked into her face, saw that she was waiting for an answer. ‘Because, you idiot,’ he said, ‘you’re my best friend and I care about you. Why else?’




Chapter Twelve

Savannah couldn’t believe this was happening to her. How had she wound up hanging around a hospital with her stepmother and this wrinkly, midget woman with a string shopping bag? And if that pervy bloke in the anorak opposite them stared at her any more, she’d bloody well give him something to stare at. With any luck, it would give him a heart attack and finish him off.

She pushed her legs out in front of her, tilted her head back and stared up at the fluorescent strip lighting. How much longer would they be kept waiting before this old woman would be called for her physio appointment? Or maybe this was how the NHS saved money; they kept people waiting long enough so that they died before any time or money was wasted on them. Thank God Dad had private medical care for the family.

Next to her, Helen and the old crone were wittering on about how hot it was in here. Savannah yawned. Could her life be any more tedious? Knowing Helen, this was probably the high point of the day. If she’d known the Bitch Queen was going to pull this stunt on her she would never have asked her for some driving practice. Next thing she knew, she was being told that in exchange for this she had to come to work with Helen. She’d had a rough idea of the sort of stuff she did – Dad had told her about it and Mum had said how smart Helen had been to scam Dad for the start-up money – but she’d had no idea just how dreary it was. Why did Helen do it? Mum had never worked; she’d always said she didn’t have time. What was the point, anyhow? Dad earned stacks of money. Why rob some other person of a job they’d need more than she did? It was just selfishness on Helen’s part.

She supposed that some time soon she’d have to start thinking about getting a job herself. Although her stepsister, Kim, never had. She just took the easy route and got married. Trouble was, Savannah didn’t want to do that, any more than she wanted to work for her father, like Clancy. There again, she wouldn’t say no to driving a forklift truck in one of Dad’s warehouses. That would be all right. A laugh, too. Most of her friends from school had gone to university, but having screwed up her A-levels, she’d thrown that option away. She blamed the school. Mum and Dad should never have made her go to that twatty all-girl school; she’d hated every day of being there. It could have been worse. Originally they’d wanted her to go to the same boarding school Kim had gone to, but she’d said if they forced her to do that, she’d burn the place down. ‘I’d sooner go to prison,’ she’d told them. The look on their faces when she’d said this still made her smile.

Which was more than her night out in Manchester earlier in the week had done. She’d been invited to celebrate Tasha Morgan’s twentieth birthday. She hadn’t wanted to go, but what else did she have to do, stuck in dullsville Swanmere?

Tasha was the daughter of one of Mum’s friends, and Savannah had had an on-off friendship with her for several years. Because their mothers got on it was assumed they would, too. But they had bugger-all in common – Tasha worked as a beauty therapist and she was always on about finding herself a rich husband. She had chosen the club they’d ended up in because she knew it was where a couple of footballers had started to hang out. ‘I’m gonna find myself a rising Man-U star,’ Tasha had told them all when the bouncers had waved them inside.

Within no time Savannah was bored of dancing and had found herself a seat at the bar where she planned to get quietly off her head. Anything was better than watching Tasha and her coked-up friends make fools of themselves in front of a crowd of potato-faced blokes they didn’t know from Adam. She didn’t touch coke these days; she’d had a scary episode once, blacked out in a club and woken up on the floor of a loo, her bag missing. Now she just stuck to alcohol. To ensure a good night, the trick was to drink until she was sick, and then when she’d thoroughly emptied her stomach and cleared her system, it was back to the bar for another tequila shot. Only once had she got it wrong; she’d ended up in hospital. Having her stomach pumped hadn’t been as bad as she’d thought. Her parents never knew anything about it – Mum had been at some ball or other and Dad had been away. Clancy had been called to the hospital instead. He’d given her a bit of a lecture, but afterwards, when he was driving her back to his place, he’d agreed that if she promised not to do it again, he wouldn’t tell Dad.

‘Dad’ll ground you until you’re collecting your pension if he knows what you’ve been up to,’ he said.

‘Did you never get drunk when you were my age?’

‘Sure. All the time. But I’m of the male species. You’re of the other kind. The kind Dad expects to be sweet and well behaved. Stomach pumps don’t enter the equation.’

‘That sucks.’

‘Life does. Better get used to it. Why did you do it?’

‘Do what?’

‘Get so drunk?’

‘Because I wanted to.’

‘I’m expecting a bit more of an explanation than that. Is it to do with Dad and your mum getting divorced?’

‘Hey, what is this? Are you training to be a social worker or something?’

He hadn’t pushed it, which was just as well. Another question from him and she might have told him the truth.

Watching Tasha on the dance floor that night in Manchester, grinding her crotch into the face of some bloke kneeling at her feet, Savannah had decided she’d had enough, and had got herself a taxi home. The cab driver hadn’t been too pleased when she’d told him how far away he’d have to take her, but after she’d assured him she could pay in cash, he’d agreed and said the fare would come to sixty quid. ‘Whatever,’ she’d shrugged. If there was one thing Dad had drilled into her, it was that she should never go anywhere on her own without plenty of cash in her pocket.

It must have been the cab driver’s awful driving down all those country lanes, but by the time he’d pulled into the circular drive of the Old Rectory, she’d felt her stomach heaving. She’d stuffed three twenty-pound notes into the driver’s hand, let herself into the house and staggered upstairs to be sick. She knew Helen had heard her because a light had switched on as she’d taken the final run up the stairs. She didn’t make it in time to the loo in her en suite bathroom, but she didn’t care. Dad had a cleaner to see to that. Except there’d been no sign of the cleaner the next day – apparently she only came once a week – and the Bitch Queen had thrust a bucket of cleaning stuff at her and told her to deal with it herself.

She shuddered at the memory of the puky mess all over the bathroom floor. The Bitch Queen was probably keeping a score of how many times she got the better of Savannah. Well, she’d better look out; two could play at that game.

She yawned again. Helen and the Old Crone were still at it, yacking on and on. God, what wouldn’t she give to be somewhere else? She closed her eyes and thought of Orlando. Gorgeous, sexy Orlando. It had been a score of an idea yesterday to call on him. She’d been sitting in the cafe at the deli waiting for the rain to ease up when she’d seen him driving by in his van. Home early, she’d thought. Maybe she’d brave the rain after all and take a little wander down the main street of the village. She knew exactly which door to knock on because she’d casually asked Helen where he lived. Deliberately leaving her jacket and umbrella behind at the cafe – if they weren’t there when she went back for them she could always buy some new gear – she’d ventured out into the rain. She’d arrived at Orlando’s in exactly the drenched state she knew would have him welcoming her inside.

Everything was going just fine until that girl he lived with had shown up. Talk about cutting the atmosphere with a knife the minute she joined them. Now if ever there was a girl who needed to chill, it was dear old Lucy! Enjoying the fact that she was causing such an obvious stir, she’d taken for ever to drink her coffee. It always amused her to make people feel uncomfortable.

She wasn’t entirely sure just how old Orlando was – she was just about to ask him when Lucy had burst in – but it didn’t really matter. He was fit and cool and would go a long way to keeping her occupied while she was stuck in Swanmere. And based on that look he’d given her when she’d said goodbye in the rain, there was every chance he might be interested in her.

She sensed movement beside her and opened her eyes. At last the Old Crone was being led away for her physio appointment. The pervy bloke opposite had gone too.

‘Would you like a cup of coffee?’ This was from Helen.

‘What’s the catch?’

The Bitch Queen frowned. ‘Why would there be a catch?’

‘There always is with you. I asked you to take me out in the car and look where I ended up: Planet Catatonic.’

‘I’m sorry you see it that way.’

‘Yeah, well, just so as you know, don’t make the mistake of thinking I’m stupid.’

‘I’ve thought many things of you, Savannah, but stupid isn’t one of them. I promise you this, the coffee comes without any strings or conditions.’

‘Milk, two sugars, in that case.’

As Savannah watched her stepmother disappear round the corner in search of a vending machine, her thoughts returned to Orlando. If things took off in that direction, maybe she’d want to extend her stay in Swanmere. Question was: who would that annoy most?

Helen?

Or Lucy?

She smiled. Bring it on!




Chapter Thirteen

Spoilt. Devious. Undisciplined. Self-indulgent. Reckless. Mouthy. Manipulative. Sly.

These were just a few of the more polite adjectives Helen could use to describe her world-class brat of a stepdaughter. She had been stuck with Savannah for over a week now and each day had brought her closer to losing her temper, something she’d sworn she wouldn’t be reduced to. However, yesterday she’d very nearly lost it. She’d found Savannah rummaging through her jewellery box. ‘Why don’t you just ask me for what it is you want and I’ll give it to you,’ she’d said from the open bedroom door. The girl hadn’t even jumped, just stood there staring insolently back at her, a pair of tear-drop diamond earrings in her hand.

‘That’s not like you, Savannah,’ Helen had said, stepping into the room. ‘Stuck for words. This must be a first.’

‘If you must know, I was working out how much Dad’s spent on you.’

‘That’s easy. He’s spent far too much. None of which I’ve asked for.’

‘You wouldn’t need to.’

‘Meaning?’

Savannah dropped the earrings back into the jewellery box. ‘That Dad’s got a heart of gold. What else could I possibly mean?’

With gritted teeth and clenched fists, Helen had left it at that. She’d known perfectly well what Savannah had been getting at: that she had worked a number on Hunter and was milking him for all she could get.

Hunter was due home tomorrow and the second he set foot over the threshold Helen was determined to wash her hands of his daughter. She knew she would never be able to convince him that his darling girl was the spawn of Satan, but for the remainder of Savannah’s stay, he needed to know that she was all his responsibility. As far as Helen was concerned, she had done more than her bit; she had gone way beyond the call of duty. Bloody hell, she was teaching the girl to drive! Would any other woman in her place do that? And what thanks did she get? None. Absolutely none. Let it not be said she hadn’t done her damnedest to keep the peace, for the sake of her marriage.

They were in the car now, Savannah cursing and swearing as she crashed through the gears of her brand-new I Series BMW. When Helen had suggested Hunter buy a sensible car for his daughter, a 1.6 litre engine, 16” alloy wheels, heated leather seats and air-con was not what she’d had in mind. When she’d been Savannah’s age, she’d been the proud owner of a rusting, third-hand Ford Escort. So bad was the rust she could see daylight through the floor. Her feet used to get soaked on rainy days.

‘Brake! I said BRAKE!’

The car screeched to a tyre-burning halt, just inches from the rear of the truck they’d been following along the dual carriageway to Crantsford. Roadworks had brought the traffic to a standstill.

‘Didn’t you see the truck’s brake lights?’ Helen demanded, when the seatbelt jamming mechanism had released itself and she was able to turn and face Savannah.

Savannah shrugged. ‘I guess I didn’t.’

‘You need to pay more attention to what’s going on around you.’

‘I was.’

‘Obviously not enough.’

Savannah drummed her fingers on the steering wheel. ‘I have a question,’ she said after a brief silence. ‘Are you going to keep freaking out?’

‘I’ll keep freaking out as long as you keep scaring the hell out of me.’

To Helen’s annoyance, the girl actually smirked. She was probably thinking she’d like nothing more than to keep scaring her. To death if needs be. Calm. Calm. Calm. A car hooting angrily from behind had her saying, ‘You’d better drive on.’

‘Oh, really?’ Savannah said sarcastically. ‘That hadn’t occurred to me.’ But, in the wrong gear, she stalled the engine. ‘Shit!’

‘Try first.’

‘Oh, like I wasn’t doing that already.’

‘If you had been we wouldn’t have stalled.’

‘Stupid buggering thing won’t go in! It’s stuck.’ Helen could see the girl was getting rattled.

The driver of the car behind hooted again.

Helen silently chanted to herself: Calm. Calm. Calm. ‘How about putting the clutch pedal down?’ she suggested.

‘I am! It’s — ’

They suddenly lurched forwards and stalled once more. Immediately this elicited a long and disagreeable honk from the electric-blue Subaru behind them. Helen had had enough. The red mist was down. She flung off her seatbelt and leapt from the car. She marched round to the rear and approached the Subaru driver who had formed such a close and meaningful relationship with his horn. His shirtsleeves rolled up, he was now banging his hands on the steering wheel and watching in wild-eyed despair as the queue of traffic to his right moved steadily by. She knocked on his window. It slid down. ‘So what’s your problem?’ she said, bending down to the open window. ‘Have you forgotten what a nightmare it is learning to drive? Or maybe you didn’t bother with lessons. The same way you skipped classes on manners.’ On the man’s lap was a half-eaten packet of sandwiches. A can of Coke rested in the specially made holder, and a road atlas lay on the passenger seat.

‘Are you crazy, or what?’ he yelled back at her. ‘Can’t you see you’re holding up the traffic?’

‘And I shall continue to do so until you’ve apologized.’

He goggled at her. ‘What?’

‘You heard. Out of the car. Now!’

‘Not on your life. And if you don’t get away from me, I shall call the police.’ He reached for his mobile.

‘And tell them what?’ she demanded. ‘That there’s a madwoman holding you hostage on the A556?’

‘You said it!’

‘Helen, what the bastard hell are you doing?’

It was Savannah, looking murderous. How very fortunate.

‘Ah, just the girl we need,’ Helen said, her tone falsely cheery. ‘Right, how easy can we make this for you, Mister? Just say the sweet words, “I am very sorry for being such a dickhead; it will never happen again,” and we’ll be on our way.’

Whether or not it was the fear of what she might be capable of doing next, or he’d simply accepted his fate, the man muttered something that came close to resembling an apology.

‘I’m sorry,’ Helen said, at the same time cupping her ear exaggeratedly. ‘I don’t think we caught that, did we, Savannah?’

‘Are you deaf as well as off your trolley?’ he shouted. ‘I said I was sorry! Now let me go. I’m late for a meeting.’

Back in the BMW – the Subaru driver having driven off in a blaze of fist-waving and screaming engine – Helen said in a serenely calm voice, ‘Right then, mirror, signal, and … manoeuvre.’

They’d been driving for several minutes when Savannah said, ‘What was that all about?’

‘I can’t abide bad manners,’ Helen said.

‘You don’t say?’

‘There was no need for what he did. He could see the L-plate on the back of the car. He should have made allowances.’

Savannah didn’t know what to say. She felt confused. She was convinced Helen hated her. So why had she stuck up for her like that? Mum would never have done that. From the safety of the passenger seat, Mum would have called the man every name under the sun, but she wouldn’t have got out and confronted him. Savannah couldn’t decide whether the Bitch Queen had earned her respect, or whether she should consider her one hundred per cent fruity-loop material.

She drove on, trying to concentrate on the road as well as the mirrors, the gears and her speed. Friggin’ hell, there was so much to remember! She’d be glad when she was back at home and could have proper driving lessons again with her instructor. While she was staying with her father, they’d been put on hold. She’d only had two lessons so far, but with a bit of luck she wouldn’t need too many more. Especially if she could convince Helen to keep taking her out like this. Except, of course, Helen was continuing to apply strings. The only reason she was getting some driving practice today was because Helen had said she could drive her to Crantsford to visit her grandmother. God, you’d think she had enough of old people, working with them all week.

‘My grandmother can appear a little vague at times,’ Helen said to Savannah as they walked the length of a royal-blue carpeted hallway.

Savannah couldn’t care less how vague the old woman was; she had no intention of sticking around for long. She’d clocked a garden at the back of the nursing home – the expensive nursing home that Dad had to be paying for, according to Mum – and after she’d satisfied her curiosity by having a squint at Helen’s grandmother, she was going to go and sit outside in the sun.

For some reason she was cutting up the pages of a newspaper when they opened the door of her room. The old lady put down her scissors, and as if not even noticing Helen, she stared long and hard at Savannah. Savannah cringed. What was it with old people? Didn’t they know it was rude to stare? But when an enormous smile covered the wrinkled old face, she took a step backwards. Scary or what? ‘Daisy!’ the woman exclaimed suddenly. ‘Where on earth have you been? We’ve been worried sick about you.’

Savannah edged closer to Helen. ‘What’s she on about?’

Before Helen could reply, the dotty old woman was saying, ‘Come and sit with me, dear. I want to hear everything you’ve been up to. Helen, why don’t you make us a drink? You’d like that wouldn’t you, Daisy? A nice drink. What about a piece of cake? I bet you’re starving. Goodness, this is a surprise! Wait till I tell Gerald.’

In a lowered voice, Helen said, ‘Could you play along with her, please?’

‘You’re kidding?’

‘Please, Savannah.’

Savannah sighed and gave in. What the heck? She could use this to her advantage. ‘I just want you to know that this is seriously weird, okay? You owe me big time. And who the hell is Daisy?’

‘She was my mother.’

‘Your what?’

‘What are you two whispering about over there? Come on, Daisy. Sit with me.’

Reluctantly Savannah crossed the room. As she dropped into the offered chair, she was suddenly enveloped in a bony hug that smelled of vanilla custard. She tried to wriggle out of the woman’s grasp, but couldn’t. She’d heard that crazy people are always stronger than they look. Now she knew it was true. ‘Make her stop,’ she hissed at Helen.

Helen came over. ‘Like I said, just play along with her,’ she whispered. ‘It’ll only be for a few minutes. Then she’ll forget.’

‘What will she forget?’

‘That we’re here. I’ll go and make us some tea.’

That evening, after posting some letters, Helen decided not to go straight home. She needed time to think and cool off. She would go for a walk.

Whilst driving back to Swanmere after leaving Emma dozing in front of the television, Savannah had raised the subject of euthanasia. Up until this moment in the car, relations between them had been bordering on the cordial. Grateful for Savannah’s performance at the nursing home, Helen had tried to put her animosity aside and make an extra effort to be nice to her stepdaughter, to keep her instructions about her driving to a minimum, and to suggest they picked up a DVD to watch that evening. But all that had been forgotten when Savannah said, ‘God, if I ever get to be like your grandmother I hope someone would do the decent thing and slip something into my cocoa. How can you bear to visit her when she scarcely knows you? I mean, what’s the point?’

‘She did know me,’ Helen had said quietly.

‘She sure as hell didn’t grasp who I was. So what do you think about euthanasia?’

‘I think it’s abhorrent.’

Turning to look at her, Savannah had said, ‘It’ll soon be a fact of life.’

‘Eyes on the road! And don’t you mean death? A fact of death?’

‘You’re only saying that because you’re over forty and starting to get squeamish about not living for ever.’

‘Oh, that’s right; it’s only the young who can see the world objectively. Mental note to self: I must stop being so subjective.’

‘Hey, chill with the attitude, why don’t you? There’s no need to be sarcastic. I’m only trying to have a proper conversation with you about something important.’

‘No you’re not!’ Helen’s voice had risen. ‘You’re saying you think the person who means the most to me should be put out of her misery to suit your convenience.’

‘Actually, I was thinking of your convenience. Because let’s face it, you only visit her out of a sense of duty, don’t you? And anyway, shouldn’t it be Dad who means the most to you?’

They completed the rest of the journey home in pin-drop silence.

It was a lovely, balmy evening. The sky was a beguiling soft shade of blue; insects had gathered in gauzy clouds in the still, warm air. After days of rain, everything had taken on a vigorous spurt of growth. Helen was following the footpath that started between the post office and the bank and skirted a row of attractive houses, their neat front gardens colourful with flowering laburnums, ceanothus bushes and wisteria. But instead of following the fork in the path that would lead her home to the gate at the bottom of the garden, she continued straight on. Either side of her were hedges of hawthorn covered in creamy-white flowers giving off a sweet appley smell; bees hovered lazily from flower to flower, their droning hum already replacing the sound of traffic from the main road. As she ventured further along the verdant path, the overhanging leafy branches of the lime trees filtered out the evening sunshine; it was like entering a magical tunnel of emerald luminescence. At the end of the path, she could see a stile and daylight. It was an omen, she told herself. As of tomorrow, when Hunter came home, everything would settle down again. He would take Savannah off her hands, and the gloomy mood she’d been suffering this last week would go.

But what if it didn’t? What if the feelings that had been building during his absence didn’t go away?

And anyway, shouldn’t it be Dad who means the most to you?

How had she made such a slip? Hunter was her husband; of course he should mean the world to her. But the truth was he didn’t. How could he? How could he be more important to her than Emma? She had known him for so little time in comparison. But then he wasn’t the first man in her life who had been denied full access to her heart. ‘Has any man ever been allowed to get close to you?’ a disgruntled boyfriend once asked her after she’d politely finished with him over dinner when he’d suggested they move in together. Another relationship ended similarly and on this occasion she was accused of maintaining an unnecessarily high level of security around herself. The words Ice Queen were mentioned. It was meant to be a hurtful criticism, but it merely endorsed her view that she was better off on her own. And what was wrong with self-preservation, anyway?

She stood for a moment and peered through a small gap in the hawthorn hedge, breathing in the smell of damp earth. Cow parsley fringed the meadow of long grass that was sprinkled with dandelions. In the distance she could see the church tower just peeping over the trees and rooftops, one of which belonged to Lucy and Orlando. She wondered how they were. And Mac. She hadn’t heard from him since he’d given her Alice’s journals. If Savannah wasn’t at home, she’d give him a ring and invite him up for a drink. How would he have reacted to Savannah’s views on euthanasia, she mused? Now that she was calmer, Helen could see that the girl’s comments were made because Savannah was incapable of feeling anything for anyone but herself. For this, the girl had to be pitied.

She climbed over the stile and pressed on towards the pool, where those with fishing permits came to sit and while away the hours on the wooden jetties dotted around the water’s edge. There was nobody about this evening. She was just nearing the still, reflecting pool of water and enjoying the scent of wild garlic on the air when she heard the sound of something cracking underfoot. Her heartbeat instantly went into overdrive and she looked around her, but couldn’t see a soul. A series of gruesome images flashed through her head – being chased, her cries going unheard, a hand reaching out, her throat being —

Another crackle of breaking twigs had her spinning round. Emerging from a screen of chestnut trees was a man with a small dog. She recognized them at once. It was Mac’s nephew: Conrad the Barbarian, and Fritz.




Chapter Fourteen

With Fritz suddenly charging at full steam through the long grass and bluebells, his ears flapping, Conrad had no choice but to follow. When he’d caught up with the dog, Fritz was lying on his back having his tummy scratched by the woman Mac had been seeing so much of recently. His first and very brief sighting of Helen Madison-Tyler had left him with the impression of an attractive woman, a woman he could quite understand his uncle wanting to spend time with: she would be a very pleasant balm to Mac’s fractious temperament. But he now revised his opinion of her. She was beautiful. Composed and cool-looking, but definitely beautiful.

‘I’m afraid that like his owner, that dog is a terrible tart,’ he said when he was looking down at a head of glossy auburn hair. She stood up, a slow, elegant movement. The dying sun was behind her, making her hair glow with a golden intensity. She was taller than he remembered. Friendly eyes the colour of brandy stared back at him.

‘It seems odd that we haven’t met properly before now,’ she said, her hand outstretched. ‘I’ve heard so much about you from Mac, an introduction seems superfluous.’ Her grasp was firm.

‘I can only guess at what my uncle has told you about me. None of it good, I’m sure. How do you like living here in Swanmere?’

‘I like it,’ she said simply.

‘You don’t find its inhabitants a bit too intrusive?’

‘No worse than anywhere else I’ve lived. Why, do you?’

‘Yes.’ He immediately regretted his response. Now she’d want to know why. But there again, in view of her friendship with Mac, she probably knew everything about him anyway. Keen to deflect any further interest in him, he said, ‘Mac’s not been well. That’s why I’m walking Fritz.’

‘I wondered why I hadn’t heard from him. It’s nothing serious, is it?’

‘No. Just a cold. He makes a terrible patient.’

She smiled. ‘Show me a man who doesn’t.’

Still lying on his back and waving his paws in the air, Fritz let out a bark as if to say, ‘Hey, remember me down here?’ They both bent to him at the same time, their heads bumping. Apologizing and backing off awkwardly, Conrad said, ‘That dog’s very nearly as demanding as Mac.’

‘Is your uncle well enough for a visitor? I could come and read him the riot act. If it would help,’ she added with what he took to be a smile of collusion. It was the same smile he’d seen that evening when she’d looked at him through the gap in the doorway at Chapel House. Knowing that she clearly had the measure of his uncle, he couldn’t help but warm to her. It had been the same with Alice Wykeham. She had sized Mac up in no time and the two of them had formed an alliance, a convergence of minds that had held the ‘miserable old bugger’ – Alice’s description – in check.

‘Do you have time?’ he asked. From the little he’d winkled out of Mac, he knew that she ran some kind of charity helping the elderly. ‘Hence the interest in you,’ he’d teased his uncle. To which Mac had responded, ‘That wouldn’t be the stirring of jealousy I can hear, would it?’

‘I could come now, if you like,’ she said. ‘I don’t have anything planned for the evening.’

‘Now?’ he’d repeated, taken aback.

‘Yes, why don’t we surprise him? Or did you want to be out longer with Fritz?’

Perhaps this was what his uncle liked about her, Conrad thought, her spontaneity. As they climbed over the stile – he stopped to offer Helen his hand – he wondered vaguely how untidy the house was and if it was entirely suitable for a visitor, but then he remembered Evie had been that morning. Evie he could count on; his uncle, on the other hand, was an entirely different matter. It was anybody’s guess how he would react to a visitor in his current state.




Chapter Fifteen

June was upon them. Summer was here. And so was Savannah.

Helen could hardly believe her bad luck. Marcia had phoned from the States to say that she was going to extend her visit, and was it all right for Savannah to stay with them for the rest of the summer? Expecting Savannah to embrace this news with her usual propensity to fly off the handle and blame everyone around her for forcing such a miserable time on her, and maybe, with a bit of luck, stomp off in a huff back to Crantsford, Helen had been astounded to hear her say, ‘Is that okay with you, Dad? You’re sure I wouldn’t be in the way? I could go home – the decorators have finished now.’

His reply had been, ‘Of course you won’t be in the way. It’ll be a pleasure to have you here. Isn’t that right, Helen?’

In danger of cracking a tooth by gritting her teeth so hard, Helen had nodded and disappeared to the kitchen where she had vented her frustration by bashing the living daylights out of a piece of pork tenderloin for supper.

Two weeks on, Helen and Hunter were enjoying a rare evening sitting in the garden – Savannah had gone out. Helen watched her husband absently swirl his drink round in his glass whilst reading a document that had been faxed through for his immediate attention. As if sensing her gaze on him, he glanced up from his papers. ‘You look tired, Helen,’ he said. ‘Are you sure you’re not overdoing it?’

In an effort to avoid spending any time with Savannah, Helen had been working longer and longer hours at Companion Care, but this was hardly something she could admit to Hunter. ‘That’s rich coming from you,’ she said lightly.

He smiled. ‘Two of a kind, aren’t we?’ He went back to reading his document.

Annabel had also commented on the extra hours she was working, but whereas Helen had to be carefully evasive with her husband she could at least be honest with her friend. ‘I know it sounds like I’m paranoid,’ she explained to Annabel, ‘but it’s as if there’s this negative forcefield around Savannah and everything she touches suffers. I don’t understand why Hunter doesn’t see it himself.’

‘Is it serious? Is she undermining your relationship?’ Annabel had asked.

‘Oh, I don’t think it will come to that,’ she’d replied glibly, although this was exactly what she was worried about.

‘Well, you’ve got to remember that Hunter’s between a rock and a hard place, trying to please both you and his daughter. What you can’t get away from is that Savannah is his pride and joy and he expects you to share that view.’ Helen was surprised how much Annabel’s advice annoyed her. It was as if her friend was taking Hunter’s side, which in turn felt like a criticism of Helen’s behaviour. And since when did childless Annabel know so much about children or stepfamilies?

But it wasn’t just Savannah that was causing difficulties for them. There was a far greater problem. Since Hunter’s return from the Caribbean, they had made only one attempt to make love. As before, it had ended badly.

Like cancer, impotence was one of those words you weren’t supposed to say out loud. The subject had become a no-go area and Helen was at a loss to know how they were ever going to resolve the problem if Hunter wouldn’t discuss it with her. Each time she tried to get near it – to get closer to Hunter – he backed off. What hurt him most, she suspected, was the slur it cast on him. He had reached an age when physically things were going to start developing glitches; perhaps he was worried that there was something more seriously wrong, but was too scared – and too vain – to do anything about it. That was the trouble with men like Hunter; they believed themselves to be invincible and couldn’t be seen to be anything but on top of their game.

Mac was the same. When Helen had visited him, he had been mortified that she should see him so ill-disposed. Sitting up in bed, unshaven and pyjama-clad, the pages of The Times scattered across the duvet, his face had been a picture of discomfort. He’d given Conrad a fierce scowl of reproach, but Conrad had ignored him and simply walked away, not before giving Helen a smile. He’d reappeared with two cups of coffee minutes later, then left them alone. Through the open window in Mac’s bedroom she’d watched him cross the courtyard. Shortly afterwards a desk lamp was switched on in an upstairs room. She could see Conrad sitting in front of a computer, putting on a pair of reading glasses. More than once, before she got down to work at the Old Rectory, Evie had extolled the merits of her employer at Chapel House to Helen, calling him ‘a smasher’ and ‘a dreamboat’. Whilst Helen might not go so far as to use these outmoded expressions herself, she couldn’t help but agree with Evie. He was tall and well built, and there was a measured and decisive quality about him that she approved of. His light-brown hair was cut short and pleasantly shot through with a smattering of grey at the temples. His brow was broad and strong and gave him an intelligent, scholarly air. An air of sincerity, too. All this she had secretly noted while they were walking through the village to surprise Mac at Chapel House. Still staring at him across the courtyard, she’d wondered if he was aware of his appeal. Following her gaze, Mac had interrupted her thoughts by saying, ‘He does nothing but work, that boy. It’s a wonder I get anything to eat or drink round here being stuck in bed. I could be dead and he’d still be in that bloody office of his.’

‘Perhaps if you were a better-behaved patient, he’d want to spend more time with you,’ she’d scolded him. ‘Stop feeling so sorry for yourself. You’re not at death’s door yet.’

‘It’s only a matter of time.’

It was dark when she’d left Mac, and seeing the light still on in Conrad’s office, she had been tempted to go and thank him for the coffee, but decided against it; he probably wouldn’t welcome the intrusion.

Why, she wondered now, as she listened to the faraway sound of a woodpecker, could she be utterly frank with Mac, but couldn’t be anywhere near as honest with her own husband? Why was she so afraid of upsetting Hunter?

Talk to him, she told herself. Right now, whilst you’re alone. ‘Hunter,’ she said.

‘Mm …’ he said without looking up, a pencil pressed against his lips.

‘Can we talk?’

He tapped the pencil against his teeth and glanced at her.

‘I’m worried about you,’ she murmured, her nerve only just holding out.

He frowned, then his gaze turned steely. ‘I’ve told you before; I don’t want to talk about it.’

Pretend he’s anyone but Hunter, she told herself. What’s the worst that could happen? ‘Why not?’ she asked.

His expression darkened. ‘Ever thought that the fault might be yours? After all, it’s never happened to me before – with other women.’

Ouch! But then in his eyes she’d probably asked for that. ‘It’s not about fault, Hunter,’ she said. ‘If it helps, why don’t we see a doctor together?’

‘What use would that be?’

‘You’re an intelligent man; please don’t be obtuse.’

He flung the pencil and partially read document onto the table and reached for his gin and tonic. He downed it in one, but didn’t say anything.

‘Look,’ she said more gently. ‘I know this is difficult for you. No man likes to admit — ’

‘And how would you know how it feels to be a man?’ he interrupted.

‘I don’t. But maybe if you opened up to me more, I’d have a better understanding of how to cope with what’s happening.’

‘Forget it. I’m not in the mood for some half-baked psychobabble you’ve read in a magazine. And I’m certainly not going near any doctor.’

‘But Hunter — ’

‘Enough!’ He rose abruptly, knocking the table as he did so and sending his empty glass flying. He marched off across the terrace and went inside the house through the drawing-room French windows.

Unaccountably near to tears, Helen chewed on her lip. So much for talking to him. How would they ever sort this out if he refused point blank to admit they had a problem? Staring down at the mess of broken glass, she got to her feet. She’d better fetch a dustpan and brush.

She took the route into the house that Hunter had taken and to her surprise found him in the drawing room standing in front of a small table. He had his back to her, but she could see that he was holding a framed photograph of the two of them on their wedding day. Oh, God, she thought, he’s wondering why he married me. It was as if he was weighing up her worth and deciding their future. Never had she felt so judged. She wanted to slip away unnoticed, but she wasn’t fast enough, or quiet enough. He turned at the sound of her shoe on the step. He looked awful. Older. Tired. Betrayed.

A wave of compassion swept over her. She knew instinctively that they’d reached a crisis point. Do the wrong thing now and it would all be over. ‘I’m sorry,’ she said, ‘I shouldn’t have said anything. Forgive me, please.’

Very slowly, he replaced the photograph on the table and then just as slowly, he held his arms out to her. She went to him. He crushed her to him, then pushing her head back, he kissed her throat, her neck, and then her mouth. He kept on kissing her, desperately, demandingly, his body iron-hard against hers, as though he’d never let her go. His breath was coming faster and suddenly his hands were pulling at her clothes, almost ripping them. His need for her was so powerful she was sure this time they’d be all right. Maybe it had been getting too samey and lacking in spontaneity upstairs in their bedroom. He stumbled with her over to the sofa, manoeuvred her down onto it and unzipping his trousers, he knelt before her. For a wildly inappropriate moment, almost laughing out loud, she remembered that this was where Olivia Marchwood had sat on that day she’d come calling. But the thought was short-lived. Hunter was thrusting deep inside her. She stifled a gasp, not wanting anything to distract him.




Chapter Sixteen

Up at the allotments Lucy was spitting bricks. ‘Bloody stupid Orlando!’ she panted. ‘Can’t he see what she’s up to? Anyone with half a brain cell could figure out that girl’s trouble.’

‘You know what they say about people who talk to themselves?’

She looked up from where she was preparing the soil for the first of three wigwams of runner beans. Dan was leaning on his hoe and staring at her with that benign expression of his, the one that always made her want to hug him. Despite the warmth of the evening, he was dressed as always in a shirt and pullover and his tatty old tweed jacket with its frayed cuffs and abstract artwork of stains down the front. ‘How long have you been there?’ she asked, pushing her hair out of her eyes and breathing hard.

‘Long enough to know that you’ve got one on you this evening. You’re digging away like a pile-driver. What’s got you into such a lather?’

‘I’m not in a lather.’

‘Come on,’ he said. ‘Come and sit with me for a while.’

She pushed the spade deep into the soft earth. Dan meant well, but she was nowhere near ready yet to be derailed from her anger. ‘I can’t,’ she said. ‘I’ve got too much to do. Orlando said he’d help and he’s buggered off for the night.’

‘Ten minutes won’t harm. I’ve got raspberries. First pick of my canes. I’ll make us a brew and you can tell me all about it.’

She wilted under the onslaught of his kindness. That was the thing about Dan; he was always able to disarm her. ‘Oh, go on, then.’

Dan’s plot was easily the neatest and most well cared for of all the allotments. It was also one of the biggest and on its farthest corner stood a shed half-hidden in honeysuckle: the warm evening air was thick with its rich, sweet scent. While Dan fiddled around inside the shed, boiling a small aluminium kettle on a Calor Gaz burner, Lucy snapped open two lightweight deckchairs. When she’d done that she sat and observed the activity going on around her. June was always the busiest month at the allotments; it was when everyone really made an effort. The place was buzzing with the sounds of summer: cheerful voices as people compared their crops (the first of the new potatoes were being pulled and admired); and hedge trimmers and strimmers whirring. For a nominal amount of money, their electricity was supplied by Ronnie Tadget, whose house and garden backed onto the allotments.

‘There you are; one cup of tea, just as you like it.’

She took the chipped mug from Dan’s knobbly hand. ‘Thanks, Dan. You’re a star.’

‘And you’re in a terrible mood. What’s Orlando done to upset you?’

‘So you were listening to me?’

‘I should think everyone heard you cursing the boy. What’s he been doing?’

She had never been very good at confiding in other people, and much as she liked and trusted Dan, she didn’t want to open up to him. ‘Where are those raspberries you promised?’ she asked.

He clicked his tongue and handed her his mug. While he was gone, she thought how best to distract him. The truth was, she didn’t want to be honest with Dan in case he got the wrong end of the stick and suggested she was jealous of Savannah. But it wasn’t jealousy that made her dislike the girl. It was the sure knowledge that she was a devious and manipulative piece of work. Lucy had come across any number of Savannah Tylers at school, and had never made the mistake of underestimating the power they wielded. Annoyingly, Orlando seemed blind to the obvious, that Savannah was seriously bad news. But then that was Orlando all over. He was just too nice; he always wanted to see the best in people. ‘I’m just giving her a chance,’ he’d said after Lucy had come home and found Savannah sitting at their kitchen table yet again. That was three times in the last week.

‘What do you mean you’re giving her a chance?’ Lucy had asked, when Savannah had cleared off and she was wiping up the mess from the table where empty packets of crisps and chocolate bars lay strewn.

‘It just strikes me that she’s used to people giving her a hard time,’ he’d said.

‘Maybe that’s because she deserves it,’ Lucy had argued.

‘Well, it’s a good thing my dad didn’t do that to you when you came to him for a job,’ he’d muttered, pouring the remains of his coffee down the sink.

That had hurt. How could Orlando compare her with that spoilt little rich kid who probably hadn’t done a day’s work in her life? She’d brought the subject up again at breakfast this morning and that was when Orlando admitted that Savannah had asked him if she could work for him.

‘What? But you scarcely earn enough money to support yourself, never mind pay her as well.’

‘I didn’t say I was going to pay her.’

‘She wants to work for you for free?’

‘She says she wants to learn from me.’

‘I bet she does.’

‘And what’s that supposed to mean?’

‘Oh, please, Orlando. She’s winding you round her little finger. That’s what girls like her do. And what kind of work does she think she’s going to be doing with you? I can’t see her being any help at all, only a hindrance. She’s no more interested in gardening than I am in nuclear physics.’

When he hadn’t responded, just concentrated on pouring milk on his cereal, she’d said, ‘So are you going to take her on?’

‘I haven’t decided. I’m meeting her for a drink tonight to give her my answer.’

‘Tonight? But I thought we were going up to the allotment. We’ve got all the runner beans and sweet potatoes to put in. If we leave it any longer, it’ll be too late.’

He’d looked at her then, his normally open and engaging face clouded with awkwardness. ‘I forgot all about that,’ he said. ‘I’ll give Savannah a ring and put her off until tomorrow. I’m sure she won’t mind.’

‘Oh, not on my account, please. I can manage on my own. I always have.’ She’d buttered her toast so vigorously it had shattered. She’d thrown the mess into the bin and slammed the lid down hard.

‘You don’t think you’re overreacting and being just a touch unreasonable?’ he’d said quietly.

Unreasonable? Her? No way! She’d left him to his bowl of Cheerios and cycled to work in record time. She tried to focus her anger on Savannah, not on Orlando, but it made her feel worse. She could imagine all too well what a prize Orlando would be to a girl like Savannah. Gorgeous men like him didn’t grow on trees. He wasn’t just a good-looking man; he was kind and endlessly generous. He didn’t have a mean bone in him. Perhaps that’s why his hunkability, as Angie referred to it, had never been important to Lucy. It had always been his personality that counted. But the thought of Savannah getting her hands on Orlando – and not just metaphorically – filled Lucy with hatred for her. He deserved someone so much better. Her thoughts took an unexpected turn and she recalled all the times she’d seen Orlando practically naked, when he’d emerged from the bathroom in a cloud of steam with just a towel wrapped around his waist, his wet hair slicked back and dripping water down his broad shoulders and smooth, hairless chest. She pedalled even faster. No way should Savannah ever be allowed to get her grasping little mitts on Orlando! Her legs were aching so much when she got to the garden centre she had to sit down and wait for them to stop shaking. Angie asked if she was okay, but had quickly made herself invisible. Half expecting Orlando to call her on her mobile and apologize, Lucy had spent the day nursing her disappointment in him. But he didn’t call, and when she got home and found a note saying he hadn’t cancelled his evening with Savannah after all, she’d pulled on her boots and marched off up to the allotment.

Dan was back. ‘Sorry I was so long,’ he said, exchanging a small plastic bowl of raspberries for his mug of tea. ‘I was picking off the greenfly for you, knowing what a classy girl you are.’

‘You’re too much, Dan.’

‘Aye, it’s been said many a time. Now tell me what the trouble is. It’s nothing to do with that trip to Italy, is it? What with you and your Dad, like.’

As convenient as the ready-made diversion was, Lucy approached it warily. ‘Yes and no,’ she said. She popped a raspberry into her mouth. It was perfectly firm, yet perfectly ripe. Perfectly delicious, too. Home-grown raspberries, especially Dan’s, were a breed apart from the mangy efforts supermarkets sold.

The Garden Club’s proposed trip to Lake Como was gaining momentum and proving to be the talk of the village. People had been quick to sign up for a place. Orlando had put his name down, and Mac said he was considering going, too. He’d told her this when she’d called round to see him after hearing on the grapevine that he was unwell. When Conrad had shown her through to the sitting room, she’d found him stretched out on the sofa, covered in a blanket and chatting to Helen. ‘Hey Mr Popular,’ she’d said, noticing Conrad discreetly removing himself from the room, ‘how’s it going?’

‘All the better for seeing you. Have you brought me a present?’

‘I have, as a matter of fact.’ She’d passed him the box of Turkish Delight she had bought at the deli, knowing it was his favourite.

It was then that he’d raised the subject of the trip to Italy, saying that he fancied going because it would probably be his swan song, his final holiday abroad before popping his clogs. She’d given him a thwack on the shoulder for being such a misery. ‘You used to be fun,’ she told him. ‘Now you’re getting maudlin.’

‘Correction, my girl; I’m getting ready to die.’

‘Any more talk like that and we’ll help you on your way,’ Helen had said, giving his other shoulder a light thwack.

Helen had also said she’d be interested in the trip, but she would have to see how it would fit in with work. ‘There’s always the chance that Hunter might like to go,’ she’d added, ‘but to be honest, I doubt he’ll have the time or inclination.’ It was funny, but Lucy was so used to seeing Helen on her own, it was difficult at times to remember that she was married. Her husband was a bit of an enigma.

But one absolute dead cert and up for no negotiation of any kind, as she’d told Helen and Mac, was that Lucy Gray would not be going on the trip. No amount of wheedling on anyone’s part, in particular Orlando’s, would budge her from her decision.

‘What do you think of the raspberries?’ Dan asked, bringing her out of her thoughts. ‘Are they as good as last year’s?’

‘They’re heavenly. I really must grow some myself. I don’t know why I haven’t got around to it before.’

‘That’s because you’re what my dear old mother used to call a Maybe Queen. One day this, one day that. Some time soon, you’ll realize you can’t keep putting things off.’

‘Is that really how you see me?’

‘It’s not a criticism.’

‘It feels like it.’

‘Then I’m sorry. So, will you be going to Italy?’

She suddenly smiled. ‘I’ll go if you come with me.’

He laughed and clumsily ruffled her hair with his big hand. ‘I’m not even a member of the club.’

‘Nor am I.’

‘And what would a simple fellow like me do in fancy old Italy? I’ve never been further afield than Worcester, and that was when I were a lad. No, I’m quite happy to hear all about it when you get back. Besides, someone’ll have to stay behind and keep an eye on things here.’

She put another raspberry into her mouth. ‘There won’t be any need for you to do that; I’m not going.’

He looked at her fondly. ‘We’ll see, my little Maybe Queen.’ He sipped his tea with noisy relish.

As he sat in the garden of The Swan, waiting for Savannah to reappear, Orlando was feeling bad about Lucy. Just lately they seemed to be disagreeing with each other more and more. The atmosphere between them had become strained and edgy and it troubled him. It was possible that living together hadn’t been such a smart idea. Too much of a good thing, perhaps? But did he really want to move back in with his parents? If it saved his friendship with Lucy, then it was something he should think about seriously. One thing was sure, on his current earnings, he’d never find anything remotely affordable to buy in Swanmere; it was an expensive place to live. He’d have to look elsewhere, somewhere cheaper.

The design work was beginning to take off, but it would be a while before he felt confident enough to make any serious financial commitments, such as taking on a mortgage. As a favour to Helen, but still getting paid for it, he was working regularly at the Old Rectory – Helen had decided that she had hugely underestimated the amount of work needed to keep on top of the garden. He could have told her that at the outset, but that would have been rude and patronizing. With such low overheads, thanks to Lucy, he was saving hard as well as managing to set aside some money each week for the trip to Italy in September. He smiled to himself; who knows? He might be able to claim the trip as a tax deductible expense – after all, research had to be a vital part of his work as a garden designer, didn’t it?

‘That’s what I like to see: a bloke smiling when he sets eyes on me.’

Back from the loo, grinning broadly, Savannah plonked herself on the bench next to him and resumed drinking her glass of lager. He noted the fresh blast of perfume that had been applied, along with a new coating of lip-gloss. Doubtless Lucy would claim that these were all crafty tactics on Savannah’s part to ensnare him. No matter that every girl he’d ever been out with always touched up her make-up when she made a trip to the loo. But there was no telling Lucy that right now. What annoyed him most was that she felt he was so stupid he’d fall for any tricks Savannah, or any girl, might try on him. All the poor girl wanted was a friend here in Swanmere. He had absolutely no intention of getting involved with her. She was too young for his taste.

‘So come on, then,’ she said, ‘have you decided if I can work with you?’

‘You’re sure you really want to do it? There’ll be no money involved. I can’t afford to pay you.’

‘I’m not doing it for the money. I told you before, I want something to do while I’m here. I’m bored out of my skull. And anyway, I want to learn. I’ve even been reading some of Helen’s gardening books. How’s that for commitment?’

He laughed. ‘We’ll talk about commitment when I see you up to your behind in mud and covered in nettle stings.’

‘So is that a yes? Am I officially your partner?’

‘My apprentice, more like.’

‘Cool. When do I start?’

That same evening Mac and Conrad were sitting in the garden at Chapel House. Back from his weekly game of tennis, Conrad was relaxing with a beer. Mac, while despatching The Times crossword with snorts of derision, and with loyal old Fritz at his feet, was onto his second gin and tonic. Now that his uncle had finally shaken off the cold that had confined him to bed for several days, his company, like his health, was vastly improved. However, he still hadn’t forgiven Conrad for bringing Helen back that evening when she’d first visited him. ‘Damn and blast you, Conrad,’ he’d said after Helen had left and Conrad had cooked them their supper. ‘You could have warned me she was coming.’

‘How? Telepathy?’

‘Didn’t you have your mobile phone with you?’

‘I was out walking Fritz. Why would I take my mobile with me?’

‘What if I’d needed you?’

Mac hadn’t made a remark like this since recovering from his stroke. Conrad didn’t want to read too much into it, yet at the same time he couldn’t ignore what it might mean: that his uncle, whilst being confined to bed, albeit briefly, had undergone another loss of confidence.

‘Conrad?’

He raised his gaze from his glass of beer. ‘Yes?’

‘There’s something I want to ask you.’

‘I’m listening.’

‘The thing is, you know Olivia is organizing a trip to Lake Como for the Garden Club? Well — ’

‘You want to go? I think that’s a brilliant idea.’

Mac sat up straighter in his chair. ‘I wasn’t asking for your permission,’ he said sharply.

‘I wasn’t giving it,’ Conrad replied evenly. ‘I was merely commenting on what a good idea it was. You’ll enjoy it, I’m sure.’

‘Don’t patronize me, boy!’

‘Then don’t call me boy. I’m forty-nine years old, in case it’s slipped your memory.’

Mac gave him a baleful look. ‘There’s nothing wrong with my memory.’

Conrad clenched his jaw. How did they do it? How did they always manage to bring out the absolute worst in each other? To his certain knowledge, Mac never treated anyone else the way he treated him. He knew the old adage about familiarity breeding contempt, but Mac’s contempt for him was getting beyond a joke. He’d once asked Alice why this was the case, and she’d said that everyone needed a punchbag in their life. ‘Sorry, Conrad, but it looks like you’re Mac’s. He needs to take out his frustration on someone, and you’re the one person he can do that to with total impunity. He’d be like a rhyme without a tune if he didn’t have you.’

With Alice’s words echoing inside his head, Conrad took hold of his own frustration and said, ‘I’m sorry, Mac, I interrupted you. What was it you wanted to say?’

‘It doesn’t matter. It was probably the stupidest idea I’ve ever come up with.’

‘Please. Just say it. Whatever it is.’

Mac cleared his throat noisily. ‘It’s the trip to Italy. I want you to come with me.’

‘You’re kidding.’

‘Do I look like I am?’

‘But I’m not even interested in gardening. You know that.’

‘The break would do you good. And … I’d like your company. What’s more, you’d keep those old biddies off my back. You know how they’re always looking for the slightest chance to turn me into a lap dog.’

Conrad smiled. ‘I hardly see you as a poodle, Mac. More of a Rottweiler.’

‘You know what I mean. Will you come?’

‘I’ll think about it.’

‘You’d better think fast; Olivia needs definite names asap.’

‘I said I’d think about it.’




Chapter Seventeen

The expression ‘master bedroom’ had always jarred with Helen. She couldn’t imagine Alice Wykeham looking too favourably on those two simple words either. On the other hand, Hunter, who was standing in front of the full-length mirror and fixing his tie, at the same time whistling something tunelessly cheerful, would have their bedroom at the Old Rectory described in no other terms. He was definitely a man who considered himself a master. A master of all he surveyed. A master of his destiny. A master in bed too, so it now seemed.

A week had passed since they’d successfully made love downstairs in the drawing room and the difference it had made to Hunter was as extraordinary as it was understandable. Light-hearted, attentive and full of energy, he was a man reborn. She was relieved that The Problem had gone away, but she wasn’t so sure about the new side to her husband she was seeing. Now when they made love, she felt locked out. There was no tenderness to the act, only a rough expediency. It caused her to wonder what was going through his mind when he took her so forcibly. Perhaps it was nothing more than staking his territory, reasserting himself after those previous disastrous moments. It’ll pass, she told herself as she finished applying her lipstick and sprayed her neck and wrists with perfume. ‘Ready?’ she asked.

Hunter pulled on his blazer, straightened the cuffs of his shirt, checked his cufflinks, and came towards her. The colour of his shirt matched his piercing blue eyes, and, still tanned from his trip away, he looked particularly handsome. He came and stood next to her in front of the mirror. ‘I am now,’ he said. ‘Mm … you smell gorgeous.’ He kissed her cheek, then lifted her hair so that he could nuzzle the back of her ear. ‘It’s a shame we have to go downstairs.’

‘It was your idea to throw a house-warming party.’

‘A man’s allowed to change his mind.’ He pulled her closer to him.

‘You once said you weren’t a man who changed his mind,’ she murmured.

‘I lied.’ He circled her waist with his hands and kissed her on the mouth, his teeth grazing hers, his tongue working deep into her mouth.

She kissed him back, but knowing that any minute the doorbell would start ringing, she pulled away. ‘Now you’ve gone and ruined my lipstick,’ she said good-humouredly.

He smiled and kissed her again, a hand sliding between her legs.

‘Hunter, we can’t,’ she said. ‘Our guests will be arriving any minute.’

‘So what? Let ’em wait. I can’t.’ He took her against the bedroom wall, her skirt hitched up around her waist, her mouth crushed beneath his. He climaxed almost immediately, his groan of pleasure so loud it sounded like a cry of triumph. They’d just rearranged their clothing when they heard a car on the gravel drive below. ‘I’ll leave you to redo your make-up,’ he said with a wink, checking the zip on his trousers.

Alone in the bathroom, Helen stared at her reflection. Her face was flushed, her lipstick smeared. On closer inspection, she saw that her lower lip was swollen. She ran her tongue over the swelling inside her mouth and tasted blood. The back of her head, where Hunter had banged it against the wall, felt tender too. A wave of self-disgust surged through her. She felt soiled.

Conrad didn’t know why he’d bothered to come; most people here were strangers. Mac had told him that the majority of the guests would be friends and family of their hosts. It was the first time he’d met Helen’s husband and although he hardly knew Helen, they seemed an unlikely pairing. Everything about Hunter’s overtly self-assured manner suggested he was a man of excess and Conrad found himself wondering how faithful he was. Men like Hunter seldom were. They always had something to prove. Some years back he’d done some translation work for a guy who had two mistresses, both of whom his wife knew about. Apparently she turned a blind eye to his philandering because it meant he left her alone and she was able to enjoy the lifestyle his success brought them. Perhaps Helen was the same.

Bored with hovering like a spare part on the crowded terrace – he had no idea where Mac was – he took the steps down to the next level of the garden. It was vastly improved since he’d last seen it when Alice was dying. He knew from Mac that Orlando had worked hard on reestablishing the borders and reinstating the original design and its effect. He’d done an amazing job; the drifts of flowers with their softly muted colours looked good even to Conrad’s uneducated eye. He almost wished he knew more about the plants and flowers he was looking at. He could pick out the obvious ones – roses, lupins, lavender, catmint and foxgloves – but the rest were unknown to him. Alice used to joke that it was a shame he was such a knuckleheaded Philistine. She also used to say that it was a shame he was so unsociable. He felt that now. He was only here because Mac had insisted it would be rude to decline Helen’s invitation. Mac had also said that he needed Conrad to give him a lift, that his legs were feeling a bit shaky. ‘I want you there just in case I keel over,’ he’d said. It had sounded as though it was supposed to be a joke, but Conrad had his doubts.

He spotted an unoccupied stone bench and claimed it before anyone else did. It overlooked an oblong pond, its still surface as smooth and reflective as a mirror. He tilted his head back and enjoying the bright summer sunshine on his face, he closed his eyes. He’d been sitting there for no more than a few minutes when his peaceful solitude was disturbed by the sound of voices. He flicked his eyes open.

‘What a lovely spot,’ a woman said to him. ‘Mind if we join you?’ She was accompanied by a man – her husband, presumably. They introduced themselves as Annabel and Simon, friends of Helen. ‘It’s a bit like attending a wedding, isn’t it?’ the woman said. ‘Trying to find out which side of the church to sit on. Which camp do you belong in, bride or groom?’

‘I’m a neighbour. So that puts me slap bang in the middle, I guess. Please, have the bench, I was just going.’

He left them to it, not caring if they thought he was rude. He wasn’t in the mood for small talk. But then he never was. He went in search of another bolthole and hadn’t gone far when he saw Helen coming towards him. ‘Hello,’ she said. ‘All alone?’

‘I’m afraid I’m a bit of a bore at parties,’ he said.

‘Why did you come, then?’

He frowned. ‘Because you invited me.’

‘And do you do everything asked of you?’

‘Not always. Tell me, do you interrogate all your guests this way?’

She frowned. ‘I’m sorry, that was appallingly rude of me. Perhaps, like you, I’m not in the mood for this.’ She cast her gaze back towards the house and terrace where everyone else seemed to be thoroughly enjoying themselves.

‘If it would help, I could kidnap you from your own party.’

She returned her gaze to him. ‘What an excellent idea. Where will you hide me?’

‘Anywhere you like. But first we’d better write a ransom note. How much do you think your husband will be prepared to pay up for you?’ He was smiling now, but when he realized that she wasn’t smiling with him, he said, ‘You okay?’

She looked away, as though embarrassed. He noticed then that there was something wrong with her lip. For some inexplicable reason, it suddenly mattered to him to make her smile. He held out his arm. ‘Come on, consider yourself officially kidnapped.’

Their destination was an area of walled garden that was approached through a pretty arched gate built into a hornbeam hedge. Conrad knew that originally it had been the kitchen garden but with only herself to grow vegetables for, Alice had turned it into what she’d called her secret garden. A brick path ran the narrow length of it, with borders of cottage-style plants either side. At the end was an arbour draped in pink roses.

‘I see Orlando has been busy here,’ he said. ‘The last time I saw this part of the garden it looked very sorry for itself. Or is it your green fingers that have been at work here?’ he added as an afterthought.

‘I’ll take a small amount of the credit, but really it’s Orlando’s efforts you should be appreciating. I don’t know what I was thinking when I assumed I’d be able to take the place on myself. Alice must have been Superwoman.’

‘It was what she lived for. She spent her every waking moment out here.’

‘Some days I wish I could too. It’s so lovely.’

They were settled on the wrought-iron seat now. The air was thick with the sweet old-fashioned smell of summer – roses, pinks, honeysuckle. On a nearby bush of buddleia, butterflies quivered on the sun-washed purple spikes. Choosing his words with care, Conrad said, ‘Presumably you could if you wanted to. According to village gossip your husband is richer than Midas and there’s no need for you to work.’

‘I work because I always have. It’s what I want.’ Her tone was sharp and defensive. Seconds passed. ‘I heard a rumour that you don’t need to work either,’ she said, then less acerbically, ‘Is it true?’

‘Who did you hear that from? Mac?’

‘I’m not saying.’

‘Whoever your source was, they’re half right. When my wife died the payout on her life insurance policy meant that I would be financially secure for the rest of my life, but the truth is, I work because I enjoy it. No doubt your source will have also informed you of my mental state, that I’m practically unhinged with grief.’ ‘You mean I’ve allowed myself to be kidnapped by a madman?’ she said, giving him a sideways glance.

Her comment was so unexpected he laughed out loud. ‘Bloody hell! That’ll teach me to go looking for sympathy.’

‘Was that what you were doing?’

This time he didn’t laugh. Nor did he answer her. ‘Mac’s asked me to go with him on that trip to Lake Como.’

‘Yes, he mentioned that to me. He said you weren’t keen. Why do you think he wants you with him?’

‘Probably to get me back for some imagined slight.’

She smiled. ‘You have a strange relationship with each other, don’t you?’

‘It never used to be so complicated. As a child I idolized him; even as an adult I was in awe of him, but now …’ His voice trailed off. He couldn’t bring himself to say the words. It was too disloyal.

‘But now you feel sorry for him,’ she said quietly. ‘And I’ll bet you any money you like, he knows that.’

He let out his breath. ‘You’re good, aren’t you?’

‘No, it was just a guess. Based on my own feelings for my grandmother.’

‘But I’ll wager you don’t keep mentally pushing and shoving each other the way Mac and I do.’

‘No, we don’t. Although who knows how we would behave if her mental faculties weren’t so frail.’

‘Mac told me she’s in a nursing home. Was that a difficult decision on your part?’

‘Why, worried you’ll have to make that same decision for Mac one day?’

‘Are you always so brutally frank?’

‘Frank, yes. But I didn’t think I was being brutal. Anyway, you don’t have to answer any of my questions.’

‘And be branded a wimp for it? No fear. You’re right, though; of course I’m worried about Mac. But I’ve promised myself a home will be a last resort. I’ll do all I can for him. Right to the end.’

‘See if you still think that when he starts wetting the bed several times a night.’ Her voice was flat.

There was nothing he could say to this, other than apologize for his blunder. ‘I’m sorry. I wasn’t suggesting for one minute that I’d manage any better than you.’

She seemed to rouse herself and turned to look at him. ‘No. It’s me who should be sorry. I don’t know what’s got into me.’

‘Too much of a good thing perhaps,’ he said, suddenly aware how arresting her eyes were. He’d remembered them being the colour of brandy; now he could see they were lightened with tiny flecks of gold.

‘What?’

‘Too much party food,’ he said with a smile. ‘Sugary cakes and pop – never a good combination.’

They sat in silence, then through the mellifluous trill of birdsong came a raucous burst of voices from somewhere the other side of the walled garden. ‘Sounds like the party’s going well,’ he said. ‘Thank you for inviting me, by the way.’

‘I was told you wouldn’t come.’

‘Who by?’

‘Oh, Evie, Lucy, Orlando. And Mac.’

‘It’s good to travel through life with such a ringing endorsement,’ he said dryly.

More raised voices and laughter drifted over the wall. ‘I really ought to be getting back,’ Helen said. ‘Hunter will be wondering where I am.’

‘Yes, I suppose I have rather monopolized you. As husbands go, is he the jealous kind?’

‘I have no idea. The situation’s never arisen.’

‘Mac will be disappointed to hear that. I think he’s been working hard at being the other man in your life.’

She smiled and rose from the seat. ‘I enjoy your uncle’s company,’ she said simply. ‘He makes me laugh.’

‘Your arrival here has given him something else to think about,’ he said. ‘Alice’s death hit him badly.’

‘I know,’ was all she said.

It was when Conrad was holding open the gate for Helen that he thought to ask if she was going on the Lake Como trip – she hadn’t mentioned earlier if she was or not. It had just occurred to him that the holiday might be almost bearable if she was there too.

‘Any idea where Dad is, Savannah?’

Savannah swallowed a mouthful of beer and turned at Clancy’s question. ‘I don’t know, the last time I saw him he was talking to some woman.’

Clancy laughed. ‘Yeah, that sounds like Dad. Wouldn’t you agree, Mum?’

Corinne rolled her eyes. ‘He’ll never change.’ She looked about her distractedly. ‘Oh, there’s Frank. Excuse me while I go and see how he is. It’s ages since I’ve seen him.’

When they were alone, Clancy lowered his voice and said, ‘Poor old Mum, she can’t lie to save her life.’

‘How do you mean?’

He inclined his head to where Corinne was now chatting with Dad’s oldest friend and business partner. ‘They’re seeing each other. Have been for weeks. They’ve kept it quiet because they’re worried what Dad will say.’

Savannah was surprised. Not that Corinne was seeing Frank, but because her father’s first wife was seeing anyone at all. Although she was actually a year younger than Dad, Corinne appeared much older. She took no interest in her appearance whatsoever and wore clothes that were years, if not decades, out of date. Savannah had seen photographs of her when she was young and she’d been quite attractive then, but now she had no figure to speak of and it was a joke within the family that she cut her own hair. She spent most of her time with her dogs and horses, saying you always knew where you stood with a four-legged friend. She couldn’t be more different from Savannah’s mum, but somehow they got on with each other. Maybe because they were so different. It didn’t take a genius to reach the conclusion that Corinne and Marcia had come out of divorce well. Especially Corinne, who according to Clancy had helped Dad with the running of the business when he was starting out and was entitled to a decent whack of the profits. Neither woman had to work and despite giving them both one-off settlements, Savannah knew that Dad still regularly bunged them money when the mood took him. To her knowledge they hadn’t ever shown a desire to remarry and Savannah supposed it was because they liked the security of having a man like Dad still taking care of them. But now here was Corinne secretly seeing Frank.

‘I wouldn’t have thought Dad would care less who your mum goes out with,’ she said to Clancy. ‘She’s free to see whoever she wants.’

‘They’ve got it into their heads that Dad will think Frank’s stepped out of line. You know Dad – he expects us all to stick to the script. As devised by him. Anyway, how are the driving lessons going? I hear Helen’s been helping you.’

‘Not now she isn’t. Dad’s taken over. Well, he’s taken me once. Trouble is; he’s hardly around and when he is, teaching me to drive isn’t high on his priorities.’

Out of the corner of her eye, Savannah saw Orlando come into view. She watched him walk across the lawn, then on to the area around the pond where Mac Truman was sitting on a bench with the frostily uptight Lucy. He was wearing a pair of faded, ripped jeans and a white T-shirt that showed off his tan. God, he looked amazing! Her plan to see more of him had worked brilliantly. A shame she had to pretend she enjoyed gardening. That was a real drag. But it was a mark of how great he was – and how keen he had to be on her – that even when she pulled up a load of small plants thinking they were weeds, he didn’t shout at her. He was trying to teach her the names of plants and had given her one of his books to study. There was only thing she wanted to study and that was his sexy, hot body!

‘I hear you’ve taken up gardening,’ Clancy said.

She turned and saw where the direction of her stepbrother’s gaze lay. Nothing ever got past Clancy. ‘You could say that,’ she said.

‘How old is he?’

‘Twenty-eight.’

‘What does Dad say?’

She shrugged and took a long swig from the bottle of Budweiser in her hand. ‘He’s way too busy to worry about what I’m getting up to,’ she said. ‘If it’s not work with him, it’s Helen.’

She thought of the disgusting noises she’d heard coming from his and Helen’s bedroom earlier and cringed. Was there anything worse than hearing your own father at it?




Chapter Eighteen

Helen could see that Hunter was thoroughly pleased with himself. Surrounded by his family – Savannah, Clancy and his wife Paula, Kim and her husband Terry, Corinne and Frank Maguire, who was as good as family – he could not have looked happier. For the first time Helen realized that she envied him this simple pleasure. For all his love of the good things in life, it was his family that really provided him with the most satisfaction. Particularly when he was at the centre of it.

It was nearly ten o’clock, the rest of their guests having left some hours ago. Inside the house, the caterers were packing up the last of the crates of glasses and crockery. Just as soon as they were gone, Helen would go in and make coffee for those who wanted it. Hunter, Clancy and Terry would probably move onto brandy or whisky. Frank would stick to wine. He usually did. With so many different conversations going on around her, Helen stared up at the sky that wasn’t yet fully dark. Dramatic brush strokes of pink, violet and deep indigo gave it a theatrical unworldliness. She longed to leave the table and walk around the garden, to breathe in the sweet smells of the flowers and plants, to kick off her shoes and feel the cool grass beneath her toes. Maybe when everyone was gone, she’d do exactly that. She would go down to Alice’s secret garden, shut the gate behind her and pretend it was her entire world. That nothing else existed beyond those walls and hedge. It was a magical place, somewhere she’d come to feel most at ease. She loved the sense of containment it gave her. It had been Conrad’s suggestion that they go and hide there this afternoon. On any other day she might have enjoyed his company, but her mood had not been a happy one for the duration of the party. Annabel had remarked upon this earlier when she was saying goodbye.

‘Everything all right, Helen?’ her friend had asked. ‘You seem a bit down.’ She had used tiredness as an excuse. What else could she have said? Certainly not the truth: that she felt as if she had woken from a dream and was living some other woman’s life. Who, she wanted to know, was this man to whom she was married? And what kind of woman was she who allowed herself to be treated the way she was?

Suddenly sensing that the tone of the conversation around her had changed – everyone was clearly delighted with what had just been said – Helen forced herself to focus. Hunter and Clancy were on their feet and embracing each other. Now Hunter was kissing his daughter-in-law and congratulating her. From Paula, he went to Clancy’s mother, Corinne, and with his hands resting on her shoulders as he stood behind her, he kissed the top of her head affectionately. ‘How about that, Corinne? We’re going to be grandparents!’

Corinne laughed and covered one of Hunter’s hands with her own. ‘And not before time,’ she said with a happy smile directed at Clancy.

Kim and Savannah were next to be singled out. ‘Just think; you two are going to be aunts! What a thought!’ Hunter beamed.

Then, as though he’d only just remembered she was there, still with his hands resting on Corinne’s shoulders, Hunter looked over to Helen. ‘Isn’t this great news, Helen?’ Everyone turned to look at her where she sat isolated and excluded at the end of the table. Never had she felt such an obvious outsider.

Hours later, seeking refuge in the garden, she blamed herself for feeling this way. Hadn’t she always deliberately kept life at a safe distance because it was the surest way to avoid being hurt? She’d witnessed the pain her grandparents had suffered at the loss of their only child, had seen how their lives had been blighted through no fault of their own, and had vowed she would never put herself at risk in the same way. Not ever. Her philosophy had been that it was better to tiptoe through life under the cover of darkness, hoping no one would pay her too much notice.

So it stood to reason, she thought now as she moved barefoot across the dewy grass in the moonlight, that having kept Hunter at an emotionally safe distance, she would end up feeling isolated from him. Perhaps he’d been right and The Problem had been her fault. Had she inadvertently been cold and unresponsive towards him? If so, no wonder he was treating her the way he was. Following the adage that you reaped what you sowed, then she had brought this on herself.

When she reached the gate in the hornbeam hedge she raised the catch carefully, not wanting to disturb the beautiful peace of the night. It was three in the morning, and unable to sleep she had crept downstairs to make herself a drink, but the sight of the garden, lit by a full moon and a clear starlit sky, had been too much of a lure to ignore and so she’d slipped on her gardening fleece over her nightdress and unlocked the back door.

She made herself comfortable on the seat where she and Conrad had sat that afternoon. With her knees drawn close to her chest, she stared up at the moon; it was high and unfeasibly bright. The air was still and around her the shadows were motionless. Continuing to stare into the infinity of the night sky, she wondered how to save herself from the most dangerous and destructive person she knew: herself.

Somehow she had to make this new life of hers work. But how?

There was so much to admire in Hunter – his commitment and pride in his family; his strong work ethic and all that he had achieved through it; his generosity, public and private; and his powerful dynamism. It added up to an immensely attractive persona. But sometimes she glimpsed a vulnerability in him, a need that she doubted he would ever express. It was this perhaps that had won her over when he’d proposed in Egypt. She had convinced herself that out of her respect and gratitude, love would slowly grow. Or if not exactly love, then something profoundly good and enriching. She would be the person she suspected Hunter needed in his life. Someone strong and loyal. A worthy companion.

The only time she had hesitated over marrying him after agreeing to do so, was when she was being asked during the marriage service if she wanted to take this man, Hunter Kyle Fraser Irving Tyler, to be her lawfully wedded husband. Kyle Fraser Irving? He’d never said. Never told her he had all those other Christian names. What else hadn’t he told her? She must have answered in the affirmative because the next thing she knew the deal was done, the knot was tied and Hunter was kissing her and then they were laughing and hugging and being applauded by the few friends they’d invited to the service.

She closed her eyes wanting – needing – to relive that moment, to remember the happiness of the day. But she couldn’t do it. She could picture the scene – the delighted expression on Hunter’s face, the piercing blue of his eyes, the whiteness of his shirt – but she couldn’t summon the actual sensation of being happy.

It was gone.




Chapter Nineteen

Ever since the weekend of Helen’s party, the weather had been awful. Every morning that Lucy drew back the curtains and was greeted with yet another overcast sky and the threat of rain, she felt her spirits plummet. The rain might be good for the gardens, but it was disastrous for business. There was nothing like a steady downpour to keep the punters away. ‘If it goes on like this for much longer,’ Hugh had complained, ‘we might just as well start getting the Christmas stock out.’

Today, the last Friday of June, the rain was a fine, misty drizzle. It was sneaky rain, the sort that soaked you to the skin while your back was turned. For once, Lucy was glad to be working in the dry. She was tidying the racks of seed packets. So far she’d found half a dozen packets that had been got at by mice. These particular mice either had magical powers or circus skills by the looks of things. For the life of her, Lucy couldn’t figure out how the little devils were getting at the packets, given that they were three feet off the ground. She wasn’t keen on the idea, but she knew the simplest solution was to put down traps at night. It was a pity they couldn’t do the same for the people who pinched the seeds during the day. It never failed to surprise her the amount of seeds that were stolen on a daily basis. The worst offenders were the pensioners who seemed to think that they were perfectly entitled to help themselves. One man they’d caught stuffing his pockets full had the cheek to say, ‘What difference does a few packets of seeds make to anyone?’ Hugh had told him to push off and never come back. ‘If I see you again I’ll call the police,’ he’d added.

‘You’d do that for a few measly seeds?’ the man had responded incredulously.

‘It’s my livelihood you’re depriving me of. So sod off!’

It was never a good idea to rile Hugh Fielding.

Or Orlando, Lucy was learning. Like father, like son, she thought, as she went to fetch a dustpan and brush to sweep up the trail of mouse droppings. She had always known that Orlando had a strong streak of stubbornness, but his refusal to see what a girl like Savannah was capable of was just plain dumb. She hadn’t thought there would ever come a time when she would actually agree with her mother, but Fiona had been bang on the money when she used to say that a man couldn’t see beyond the end of his nose once a woman was involved. Now wasn’t that the truth!

Orlando had told Lucy several times that she was reading too much into the situation, that there was nothing going on between him and Savannah. ‘But she’s practically superglued to you,’ Lucy had said. ‘It’s obvious to anyone that she’s got more than gardening on her mind when she’s around you.’

‘If I didn’t know better I’d say you were jealous, Lucy.’

Two days later Orlando had told her that Savannah was going on the Gardens of Delight trip to Italy. Lucy hadn’t trusted herself to say anything. Instead, feeling as if she was being slowly dipped in icy cold water, she’d listened to Orlando saying, ‘Apparently her father is over the moon that she’s found herself something to do, something she’s really enjoying. Savannah says I’m very much the flavour of the month with her dad.’

‘Is that so?’ Lucy had managed to mutter.

Orlando had then gone on to raise the subject of whether or not Lucy was going to join them on the trip. ‘There aren’t many places left, so if you’re going to go, Luce, you’d better get a move on. Mac’s a definite now, as is Conrad.’

‘Already ahead of you,’ she’d said, forcing herself to sound upbeat. ‘I’ve put my name down.’

‘You have?’ He’d seemed both surprised and pleased. ‘That’s brilliant.’

She’d been lying, of course. She hadn’t done any such thing. But in that split second, she’d pictured Savannah throwing herself at Orlando while wandering around some garden by Lake Como, and had made up her mind to go. Someone would have to keep an eye on Savannah and it might as well be her. The second Orlando had gone out and she’d had the house to herself, she’d phoned Olivia Marchwood. ‘You’ve left it a bit late,’ the irritating dragon had said, ‘but you’re in luck; there are still a couple of places available. I’ll need a deposit of a hundred and fifty pounds from you by the end of the week. Am I right in thinking that your father lives on Lake Como?’

‘I’ll drop the cheque off to you tomorrow,’ Lucy had told the nosy old witch. This had nothing to do with Marcus Gray and everything to do with protecting Orlando.

The mouse droppings dealt with, Lucy was putting the dustpan and brush away when she heard the counter bell being rung. Not once, not twice, but three loud, long, insistent rings. She hurried over to see who needed serving and immediately wished she’d left it to someone else.

‘Hiya, Luce,’ Savannah said. ‘Orlando’s given me a list of stuff I need to get for him.’ She waved a piece of paper in the air. ‘I haven’t a clue what any of it is; could you give me a hand?’

‘Sure.’ Although I’m surprised you need my help, thought Lucy, you’ve helped yourself to just about everything else. ‘Where’s Orlando?’

‘Outside looking for his dad.’

Lucy took the list from Savannah. It was standard stuff: bone meal, organic liquid seaweed, chicken manure pellets, twine, bamboo canes, peat-free compost. ‘We’ll need a trolley,’ she told Savannah. She pointed towards the trolleys the other side of the automatic sliding doors, where it was still raining. Fetching and carrying for Savannah only went so far. But at least the girl looked as if she was more appropriately dressed for the part of assistant gardener. On her first day she’d worn a pair of minuscule shorts that even Kylie’s famously pert bum would have struggled to squeeze into. Today she was decked out in baggy combat trousers with a black puffa jacket and a woolly hat pulled down over her ears. ‘Right,’ Lucy said when Savannah had returned. ‘Follow me.’

They were halfway through the list when Savannah said, ‘You don’t like me very much, do you, Luce?’

Adding a ball of twine to the trolley, Lucy said, ‘Do you mind not calling me Luce?’

‘Orlando calls you that all the time.’

‘Yeah, well, he’s the only one who gets away with it.’

‘Why’s that?’

‘We’ve known each other for so long, I suppose.’

‘Are you in love with him?’

Lucy stopped what she was doing. ‘Better make that three bottles of organic liquid seaweed. It’s on special offer; three for the price of two.’

‘So are you in love with him?’

Anger coiled inside Lucy. ‘No, I’m not. And why would you think I was?’

Savannah shrugged. ‘Because you see me as a threat and hate me for it.’ Her voice was all sweetness, but the jut to Savannah’s chin unnerved Lucy. No way was she going to let this girl with her cheeky gob outmanoeuvre her.

‘I don’t hate you,’ she lied, her voice equally sweet.

‘Yes, you do. You took a major dislike to me the moment we met.’

Ten out of ten for observation, thought Lucy. ‘That’s rubbish,’ she lied again. ‘I don’t hate anyone. It’s a highly counterproductive emotion.’

‘Orlando says you hate your father.’

Her hand resting on a box of bone meal, Lucy struggled to keep her composure. ‘Does he now?’ she said tightly.

‘Orlando also said that you haven’t seen him since you were fourteen. My dad can be a complete pain when he wants to be, but I can’t imagine not seeing him in all that time.’

Lucy swallowed. She almost threw the heavy box of bone meal onto the trolley. It was either that or throw it in Savannah’s smug, pixie-like face. Did she have any idea just how offensive and insensitive she was being? Or was it deliberate? What really rankled was that this young girl, nearly ten years her junior, could annoy and unnerve her so easily. What was it about her that set her teeth on edge? Why did even the thought of Savannah bloody Tyler remind her of nails being dragged across a blackboard?

‘It must be tough if you love someone and they don’t love you back.’

Bloody hell, the gobby little pixie was off again! ‘I told you, I don’t love Orlando.’

‘I wasn’t talking about him; I was talking about your father.’

‘Shit,’ muttered Lucy.

‘You what?’

‘Chicken shit. Over here. Six drums of chicken manure pellets.’

They loaded the drums onto the trolley.

‘Can’t we at least be friends?’

Her eyes firmly on the list in her hands, checking she hadn’t missed anything, Lucy said, ‘I don’t think so, do you?’ And with that, she took hold of the trolley and wheeled it over to the checkout area. She rang up the items, subtracted the usual discount Hugh gave Orlando, and presented Savannah with the bill. The girl pulled out a wad of ten- and twenty-pound notes Orlando must have given her. The transaction was almost finalized when Orlando appeared with his father. Traitor! Lucy wanted to hiss. How could you tell Savannah all those things about me? I thought you were my friend!

‘Aha! So this is the protégée I’ve been hearing so much about,’ said Hugh. ‘You look very young; are you sure you’re old enough to be working?’

Orlando rolled his eyes. ‘Savannah, this is my father. Do your best to humour him. Hello, Luce. I bet you’re glad you’re working inside today. It’s miserable out there.’

Not half as miserable as I am, she thought bitterly.

She spent the rest of the day going over what Savannah had said. Each time she completed a circuit of the conversation, she came to the same conclusion: the girl had been talking total chicken manure.




Chapter Twenty

It was the first week of July and Mac was restless and bored. He needed something to occupy him. There was plenty of work to do in the garden now that the rain had finally stopped and the sun was making a guest appearance, but he wasn’t in the mood for feeding, weeding or staking. He assuaged his guilt by remembering something Alice had told him, that some carefully considered neglect never did a garden any harm, in fact it was positively beneficial. ‘To constrain nature with a fist of iron,’ she used to say, ‘is the worst crime a gardener can commit. You have to give Mother Nature her wings now and then.’

With a sigh of irritation, he abandoned the crossword – nine across had him stumped — and tossed the paper onto the ground in disgust. Fritz gave a startled yelp. Mac hauled himself out of his garden chair, an expensive teak steamer affair that Conrad had bought for him, and straightened his back. He felt stiff all over. His knuckles were sore and his knees ached. All of which did nothing to improve his mood. He hated to admit it, but he was lonely. He briefly considered going across the courtyard for a chat with Conrad, but damn the boy, he’d be far too absorbed in what he was doing and would welcome the interruption with his customary grace. Sometimes he admired Conrad for the way he stayed so focused on his work. Other times it infuriated him. There was more to life than work.

With Fritz close on his heels, he went inside the house and while making himself some coffee, he listened to Evie banging about upstairs with the vacuum cleaner. He wondered if Helen was at home and whether she’d like a visitor. He would have to ring her first. Unlike Alice, who had always been reliably ‘in’, Helen was a busy woman who worked unpredictable hours. There was also her husband to consider. Mac didn’t want the man to view him as a nuisance, the kind of pathetic individual who was always loitering on the doorstep. But given that it was a weekday and that Hunter was probably at work, Mac decided to make the call. When he heard Helen’s voice at the other end of the line, his spirits rose. ‘Helen, my dear, it’s Mac.’

A cacophony of background music and what sounded like a scraping noise came down the line at him. ‘Can you hang on a second, Mac? I’ll have to go downstairs and use the phone in the kitchen.’ Less than a minute later he was listening to her voice again. ‘That’s better. I’ve got the decorators in and I’m trying to keep an eye on them and work at the same time, but it’s hopeless. I can’t concentrate.’

‘You’re doing more to the house? I thought you’d done it all.’

‘We’re almost there now. Thank goodness.’

Disappointment crept up on him. ‘With so much going on, I suppose a visitor would be the last thing you’d want. Are you too busy to come out and play?’

‘Absolutely not. Hunter’s away again so I could do with the company. What are you suggesting?’

‘Come and entertain me. I’m withering on the vine with boredom. I need amusing.’

The sound of her laughter was like the sun breaking through the clouds for him. ‘What time do you want me there?’ she asked.

‘Now! It’s an emergency.’

‘I’ll be there in fifteen minutes. Get the kettle on.’

‘I’ve a better idea; I’ll make us a vodka martini.’

It was nine in the evening in Kyoto and with the receiver pressed to his ear, Conrad could hear the rain beating down all those thousands of miles away. He was talking to his old friend Tsubasa Itani, a professor of Japanese Poetry and Literature. The two men had a tradition of ringing each other on their birthdays – it was Tsubasa’s fiftieth.

‘Did that make you feel homesick?’ Tsubasa asked him, when he came back on the line. He had momentarily put his phone just outside the window of his apartment so that Conrad could fully appreciate the rainy season that hadn’t yet come to an end. The city of Kyoto was like a vast bowl and the rain poured into it for longer than it did in Tokyo or Osaka. And yes, he admitted to Tsubasa, the sound of the rain beating down on the roof of the apartment did make Conrad miss his days in Japan. It also gave him a twinge of regret that it was two years since he’d last seen his friend and his wife, Shinobu.

‘So when are you coming to see us again? Shinobu is always asking after you.’

‘I’d love to come over, but you know how it is. Work keeps me pretty busy these days.’

‘Yes. Yes, I can see that work would keep you busy, and that it would leave you no time for your old friends.’

‘Tsubasa, stop it.’

‘Stop what?’

‘You know very well.’

‘I know all too well. But it won’t stop me from wishing you happiness one day.’

‘I’m happy enough as I am.’

‘Uso!’

Conrad was taken aback. For the excruciatingly polite Tsubasa to call him a liar was the equivalent of the Queen telling the Archbishop of Canterbury to go screw himself. ‘Hey, why are you having a go at me all of a sudden?’

‘It’s time to move on, Conrad. Time to leave Sam behind. Sure, you loved her. Sure, you still love her. But she is in the past. She is no more. Only a memory. The next time we speak you will be fifty. And what will you have achieved? Fifty and still living alone with only your work to comfort you late at night. Is that what you want?’

‘You’re forgetting my uncle.’

‘Ah, so I was. But he too will soon be a memory.’

‘If you carry on much longer like this, I’ll be over to Kyoto on the next available flight and it’ll be you who’s nothing but a memory!’

Tsubasa laughed. And then it was as if his laughter was coming at Conrad in stereo. Craning his neck to look out of the window, he saw that his uncle was in the garden and that he had company: Helen. The two of them were sitting at the table in the shade of the apple tree, a cocktail glass apiece. Fritz was lying on his back in front of Helen, and she was absently tickling the dog’s tummy with a bare foot. Lucky old Fritz, he found himself thinking. She had nice feet, he observed. Nice ankles, too. He craned his neck further still and nearly fell out of his chair.

‘Conrad? Are you still there?’

‘Sorry, what did you say?’

‘I was asking if there is genuinely no hope of you coming to see us this year. Or if indeed there is any chance of you allowing yourself some time off.’

‘Actually, I am going on holiday later this summer.’

‘Oh?’

‘To Italy.’

‘Alone?’

He was all set to explain about the Gardens of Delight trip when he changed his mind. ‘I’m going with a friend,’ he said. ‘Her name’s Helen.’

Inevitably his words left him wide open to the most intense interrogation. ‘You’re not getting another word out of me,’ Conrad said when he’d grown tired of repeating, ‘No comment.’ ‘Now get on with enjoying your birthday. And say hi to Shinobu from me.’

When he’d hung up, he sat staring at the phone wondering what he’d just done. What had got into him? I’m going with a friend. Her name’s Helen. Where had that come from? Okay, he’d finally given in to Mac’s cajoling because he was worried about him and had signed up for the trip, but why put the spin on it that he had? He switched his gaze from the telephone to the woman who had caused this mental aberration. The bare foot was no longer rubbing Fritz’s tummy, it was tapping the air as though in time with a piece of music only she could hear. Conrad watched her face as she chatted to Mac – as she sipped her drink, as she pushed her hair behind an ear, as she readjusted her sunglasses – and came to the only conclusion he could reach: he was attracted to her.

But why? And why, after living like a monk all these years, did he find himself attracted to a married woman? What was that all about? Was it a clever trick on the part of his subconscious to make him want something that was strictly out of bounds and therefore unattainable? A safe fantasy, in other words – one to which he would never have to seriously commit. He shook his head in disbelief. What a crackpot supposition.

As far as work was concerned, his concentration was done for. He might just as well stop for lunch. And maybe have some company whilst he was about it.

‘Not interrupting, am I?’ he asked as he approached Mac and Helen in the garden.

‘Good Lord!’ exclaimed Mac, making an irritating play of looking at his watch. ‘What brings you out here at this time of day?’

Conrad shrugged. ‘I needed a break. Can I get anyone another drink?’

‘Evie was mucking out the kitchen a minute ago. So unless you want to brave a verbal avalanche from her, I’d wait until the coast is clear.’

Helen laughed. ‘I don’t believe it. Two grown men afraid of Evie Hawkins. You should be ashamed of yourselves.’

Conrad took the chair next to his uncle so that he could take advantage of the view across the table towards Helen. ‘She likes to boss us around,’ he said. ‘She thinks we can’t manage on our own.’

‘And can you?’

Mac snorted. ‘Of course we can!’

‘It’s easier with Evie around,’ Conrad said more reasonably. ‘Neither of us is motivated to do half the things she does for us.’

Another snort from Mac suggested Conrad knew where he could stick his motivation. The old man got to his feet. ‘Just to prove I’m not scared of her, I shall go inside and mix us another drink. Same again, Helen?’

‘I shouldn’t really. I’ll have trouble finding my way home if I’m not careful.’

‘Oh, go on,’ urged Mac. ‘If needs be, Conrad can drive you home. Conrad, what about you?’

With several hours of work still to get through, he said, ‘No offence, but I’ll play safe and eschew one of your super-strength cocktails in favour of a beer.’

‘Didn’t I tell you he wasn’t any fun, Helen?’

When they were alone, Conrad said, ‘Once again my deficiencies and inadequacies are brought squarely to your attention.’

She smiled. ‘He tells me you work too hard. Do you?’

‘I do whatever needs doing.’

‘Approximately how many hours a week do you put in?’

‘I haven’t a clue.’ He sat back in his chair and crossed one leg over the other, wishing as he did so that Helen would take off her sunglasses so he could get a better look at her. ‘I hear from Mac that your step-daughter is working with Orlando.’

‘And how surprised were you by that?’

‘Totally surprised. I don’t know the girl, but from what Mac says, she doesn’t seem the green-fingered sort.’

‘I’ve a feeling it’s less to do with what colour her fingers are and more to do with Orlando being drop-dead gorgeous. She’s even going on the trip to Lake Como. I couldn’t believe it when she asked her father if she could go.’

‘And will your husband be joining us?’ He was deliberately fishing. The last he’d heard from Mac was that Helen’s name had been added to the list but Hunter still hadn’t decided if he’d be free.

‘No, he won’t be coming.’

Now why did he suddenly want to cheer out loud?

‘What swayed you in the end?’ she asked.

‘The fear of never hearing the last of it if I didn’t.’

‘And the real reason?’

He looked over his shoulder, to make sure there was no danger of being overheard. ‘I’m worried about my uncle.’

‘Really?’

‘He doesn’t seem himself. He hasn’t said anything to you, has he?’

She shook her head. ‘Not a word. But then I’d hardly have expected him to. It’s not like I’m an old and trusted friend.’

‘Maybe not an old friend, but I suspect he trusts you. Which, take it from me, means a lot.’

She smiled. ‘Perhaps he just needs cheering up. He was telling me earlier about a garden over in Shropshire he and Alice used to visit together. Do you think he’d like it if I took him there?’

‘I think he’d love it.’ Part of Conrad thought he might love it too, and before he knew what he was doing, he was saying, ‘Perhaps it would be a good idea if I came along too. You know, just in case anything happened to Mac. It wouldn’t be fair for you to be lumbered in any way.’

She removed her sunglasses and leaned forward, an anxious frown on her face. ‘Are you that concerned about Mac?’

Perhaps he had laid it on a bit thick. If his remarks ever reached Mac’s ears, he’d be a dead man. Back-pedalling slightly, he said, ‘Not really. It’s just better to be safe than sorry. Or would I be in the way?’ He deliberately fastened his gaze on hers, then wished he hadn’t. God, those eyes! It took all his willpower to look away. For something to do he bent down to Fritz and scratched him behind the ears.

‘Of course you wouldn’t be in the way,’ she said. ‘When’s a convenient day for you?’

He straightened up and risked another direct glance. To his relief and disappointment the sunglasses were back in place. ‘How about tomorrow?’

She hesitated. ‘It’s my day to see my grandmother. I was going to take her out for the afternoon.’

‘Why not bring her with us?’ What was he doing? Why the eagerness? Why was he pressing her so hard?

Mac was in the kitchen, cocktail shaker in hand. Had Helen been there, he would have made more of a performance of it; as it was, only Evie was observing him. She was standing on a chair, theoretically cleaning the top of the wall units. In his opinion, she did a lot of theoretical cleaning – a cursory wipe of a duster here, a dab of polish there.

‘You can make me one of those while you’re about it,’ she said.

‘Not on your life. You’re sloppy enough as it is without any alcohol inside you.’

‘Cheeky sod!’

‘Foul-mouthed harpy.’

She shook out her duster. ‘That’s rich coming from you.’

With his back to her, he smiled. He rather enjoyed his tussles with Evie. He was just adding a twist of lemon to the glasses when suddenly the worktop moved. It rose up towards him and he felt the room shift on its axis. The blood seemed to rush out of him. He felt suspended in time, separated from his body. He took several deep, panicky breaths, convinced that this was it. Goodbye life! He reached for the worktop to steady himself, trying to stop the kitchen from spinning. He held on tight. He didn’t want to die. Not yet. He wasn’t ready. He still had so much to do. Then, as suddenly as it had started, it stopped and the room was perfectly still. He could hear a voice. It was Evie’s. She was standing next to him and asking if he was all right.

‘I’m fine,’ he snapped. But he wasn’t. He was bloody terrified.




Chapter Twenty-one

The next day Helen woke to a glorious morning. It had rained during the night, just a light fall that she’d heard pattering against the windowpane, but with brilliant sunlight streaming into the bedroom now the day promised to be warm and sunny. It also held the promise of some fun. She was looking forward to driving over to Shropshire to see Wollerton Old Hall Garden.

When she and Conrad had told Mac what they had in mind, he’d been oddly lukewarm about the suggestion. Eventually he’d come round to the idea, but Helen had been left to ponder on what Conrad had said, that his uncle didn’t seem himself. When Mac had brought their drinks out, he’d certainly seemed distracted. Quite unlike the man who’d gone inside to make their vodka martinis. What could have caused the sudden downturn in his mood?

She stood at the window for a moment to enjoy the view of her own garden. It was a delight. The blades of grass in the immaculately cut lawn (care of Orlando) and the plants and flowers in the borders glistened with jewel-bright droplets of water. Her eyes ran over the white delphiniums and pearly pink hollyhocks, the towering verbascums with their grey-white stems and leaves and pale yellow flowers, the creamy lilies and delicate mauve campanulas, and the hummocks of santolina, their vivid yellow flowers adding a sharp crispness to the overall effect. Even at this distance, she could see that the edging of lavender was attracting the early-morning bees. The sight of the gently curving border near the summer house, which she’d weeded after coming back from Chapel House yesterday afternoon, gave her a happy sense of satisfaction; its freshly dug soil looked rich and wholesome. With Hunter away in Dubai, she hadn’t felt any guilt about staying out in the garden until the church bell struck ten, when only the fading light forced her inside. She hoped that Alice was smiling down with approval. She also hoped that Alice wouldn’t disapprove of the changes she thought she might make in the walled garden. Orlando had pointed out to her that a fair number of the plants were nearing the end of their life and that they should be replaced. This was another reason why she was looking forward to visiting Wollerton Old Hall Garden. Mac said it was one of the most inspirational gardens he knew, a favourite of Alice’s, as well.

Once she had showered and dressed, she went downstairs. Savannah was sitting at the table with a plate of toast and a glass of orange juice.

‘You’re up early,’ Helen remarked. The atmosphere between them these days was a lot less spiky. She had a feeling that ever since the incident with the man in the Subaru, Savannah had viewed her differently, was maybe even harbouring some grudging respect for her. It wasn’t often Helen lost her temper, and when she did it was usually over something quite trivial. The really important issues she kept firmly under lock and key.

‘Orlando’s got a lot on today,’ Savannah answered her.

Helen smiled to herself. Orlando this, Orlando that. She filled the kettle, lifted up the lid of the hotplate on the Aga and was met with a blast of heat. With the kettle in place, she opened a window. She didn’t think she’d ever see the sense in having a cooker that produced so much heat when you didn’t need it. ‘So where’s the first job of the day for you and Orlando?’ she asked Savannah.

‘One of those poxy estate houses. He’s designed a new garden for the woman who lives in it.’

Helen refrained from reminding Savannah that just because a house was on an estate it didn’t necessarily mean it was poxy, and said, ‘You’re really enjoying working with Orlando, aren’t you?’

Savannah chewed on her toast and nodded. ‘Well, yeah. Why wouldn’t I?’

Helen knew her stepdaughter well enough now to recognize that the question was rhetorical and so kept to herself the list of reasons why this change in Savannah was such a surprise. What surprised Helen more was Hunter’s reaction to this turn of events. She had expected him to come down hard on Savannah, saying that this was not a suitable occupation for a daughter of his. To Hunter’s credit, he applauded Orlando’s sponsorship of his daughter, joking that the lad didn’t know what he was taking on. It was possible he viewed it in the same way that he did Helen’s work – something worthwhile but not to be taken too seriously.

‘What are you doing today, then?’ Savannah asked. ‘You don’t look like you’re dressed for work.’

Helen felt Savannah’s critical eye taking in her cropped jeans, strappy top and silk overshirt. ‘I’m going out for the day with Mac and Conrad,’ she replied. She explained about the garden they were going to see and that she was taking her grandmother with them.

‘Sounds deadly.’

She set off to the nursing home, having called ahead to check that Emma was well enough for the outing. She was parking the car when her mobile rang. It was Annabel at the office. ‘Don’t panic, I’m not going to hassle you on your day off. I just wanted to see if you could cover for me next week.’

‘I don’t see why not. When were you thinking?’

‘I’ve been invited away for one of those dreadful girl-only weekends where we sit around getting drunker by the minute and moan about our awful husbands. Okay if I play hooky until Wednesday?’

After they’d ended the call, Helen reflected on how few girl-only weekends she’d been on. It was a deliberate choice on her part; she had never been fond of women en masse.

Emma was ready and waiting for her, sitting on the edge of her bed in her thickest overcoat, her handbag gripped tightly on her lap. ‘I’ve told her it’s going to be a scorcher today and that she won’t need such a thick coat,’ the auxiliary nurse told Helen, ‘but there’s no prising her out of it.’

‘Not to worry; we can always dispense with it if needs be.’ Then addressing Emma directly, Helen said, ‘How about we take your much lighter raincoat as well, just in case it rains?’

Emma looked worried. ‘If it’s going to rain, we’d better take an umbrella.’ There was no arguing with her logic.

It took for ever for her grandmother to get settled in the car. It wasn’t always like this. Most days when Helen took her out, she drifted happily along on the tide of Helen’s instructions. But today the seat was too far forward. The seatbelt was cutting into her neck. The car was too warm. Then it was too cold. ‘Where’s that draught coming from?’ she wanted to know.

‘It’s the air con, Grandma.’

‘Air what?’

‘Air conditioning.’

‘Well, it’s too cold. I knew I was right to wear my winter coat. It’s like the Arctic. What does this button do?’

The radio burst into life and mercifully, as if Emma was a fractious child, the no-nonsense tone of Jenni Murray’s voice lulled her into a more relaxed state and she sat back. But when the next subject to be discussed started, Helen wondered if some music might not be more appropriate.

‘I was listening to that,’ Emma said, smacking Helen’s hand as she reached out to change the radio station.

‘Sorry.’

‘What we have to remember,’ said the so-called expert who was promoting her latest book, a sex manual for the over forties, ‘is that sex is the glue that holds a relationship together. Whilst carrying out extensive research for my book I interviewed hundreds of mid-life couples who all said the same thing: if the sex was no good, the marriage was doomed.’

Out of the corner of her eye, Helen could see that Emma was nodding her head vigorously. ‘Your grandfather and I used to have sex in the afternoon when you were at school.’

Helen gripped the wheel. This she did not need to hear.

‘He liked doing it from behind.’

No-oo!

The expert on the radio was now giving her top tips for a healthy sex life. They included using plenty of baby oil, having an armoury of sex toys – apparently you couldn’t have enough of those – and always, always - the expert couldn’t stress this enough – one had to keep experimenting with new positions and any number of fantasies, no matter how silly they might sound. Also, and this was Rule Number One – use it or lose it!

Heavens! When had things changed so dramatically? When had it become practically de rigueur for everyone to be discussing sex in such detail? It was ten thirty-five in the morning and they were now being told that for some women the only way to climax was through oral sex.

‘That was something your grandfather was good at,’ Emma said sagely. ‘What’s your husband like in bed?’

The conversation was so surreal: for a start Emma had remembered that Helen was married, but also they had never ever discussed sex. Helen was tempted to speak the truth and open her heart to her grandmother, safe in the knowledge that Emma would not recall her confession. She was suddenly curious to know how it would feel to hear the words out loud, that Hunter was bloody awful in bed. That his every touch seemed fuelled by a powerful need to possess and dominate. And how every time he climaxed, it was as if he’d scored a winning goal. She badly wanted to talk to him about it, to hint that he might like to try a more gentle and loving approach, but coward that she was, she was concerned he would take it as a criticism. An attack on his technique could well trigger off a reappearance of The Problem.

Instead of answering her scarily uninhibited grandmother, she said, ‘Are you warm enough now?’

Confusion registered in Emma’s face, as though she was sure she’d asked a question but couldn’t remember what.

Back in radio-land, the expert was explaining to Jenni that sometimes an affair could make a tired, worn-out marriage shift up a gear. ‘Affairs aren’t always the bad thing people think they are,’ she expounded.

Oh, go ahead, why don’t you? Helen wanted to shout at the stupid woman. Give everyone carte blanche to lie and cheat on each other!

Honestly, where did they get these people?

The last time Mac had come here he’d been with Alice. It had been a muggy, overcast day with thunder crashing around in the distance, but that hadn’t spoiled it for them. It had been late in the season and they’d had the place almost to themselves. Today, despite it being a hot July afternoon, the garden still wasn’t busy. He could see that Helen was clearly impressed and even Conrad looked to be showing some interest. Mac still hadn’t got over Conrad willingly taking time off work and spending it this way. Perhaps it had been Helen who had persuaded him to do it. He was damned sure that if he had asked Conrad to come, the answer would have been no.

Helen had insisted on driving them here and her grandmother – the poor old girl – had slept for most of the journey. She’d woken up just as they turned off the main road and pulled into the field that was used as the car park. There had then been an awkward couple of minutes when Emma had got upset because she was disorientated – ‘Where am I? … Who are these people?’ – and then she’d suddenly wanted to make a bolt from the car. It transpired, after some furtive whispering, that she needed the loo. And in a hurry. Once this had been accomplished, she’d calmed down and was happy to be guided round the garden. Much to Mac’s amusement she kept referring to Conrad as Helen’s husband. ‘I’m sorry,’ she’d said at one point, ‘but you’re going to have to remind me what your name is. Helen did tell me, but it’s gone.’ Give Conrad his due; he was damned patient with her. Better than him. This was just the kind of madness Mac was terrified of being reduced to: the twilight zone of senility. Although if he experienced another episode like the one he’d had in the kitchen yesterday, the end might come sooner than he’d bargained for and he’d be spared the humiliating ordeal of slowly going ga-ga. He knew he ought to go and see the quack, but the fear of being given rock-solid, irrefutable confirmation that he was on the slippery slope in a greased toboggan heading towards life’s great exit filled him with horror.

Wollerton Old Hall Garden wasn’t in the least bit grandiose or pretentious like some places Helen had visited. It was seductively exquisite, a gem of design and plantsmanship. The use of colour was key, as were the structural elements, and the overall ambience was intoxicatingly tranquil. Every corner they turned brought them to somewhere as enchanting and interesting as the area they’d just left. She liked the way the three-acre space was divided into gardens within a garden. Each was individually named – there was even one called Alice’s Garden – and there always seemed to be a strategically placed bench so that one could stop and admire the view.

‘I think we may have taken a wrong turning,’ Conrad said, looking up from the map in his hands. ‘If I’m not mistaken we’re back in the Daisy Borders.’

‘So we are,’ agreed Helen, recognizing the sundial and colourful borders of hollyhocks and delphiniums and stunning roses. Spotting a summer house as well as a bench, and thinking that Mac and her grandmother might benefit from a rest, she said, ‘Why don’t we sit down for a while?’

‘We’re not going home now, are we?’ Emma’s voice was papery thin with disappointment. She shot Helen an anxious glance.

Helen took her by the hand and led her to the seat. ‘We’re having a break from all the walking round in this heat, Grandma. Here, sit down. Do you want to take off your coat?’ Emma seemed to think about this, and then began to fumble with the buttons. Helen reached out to help but Emma pushed her hands away. ‘Leave me alone. I want him to help me.’ She was pointing at Conrad.

‘Conrad’s busy, Grandma.’

Emma looked at her as if she were crazy. ‘Busy doing what? He’s just standing there.’

‘It’s okay, Helen. I’ll do it if she wants me to.’

Moving aside, Helen watched Conrad bend down so that he was eye to eye with Emma. When he’d undone the first button, her grandmother looked at him shyly, a hand pressed to her lips. She then giggled like a teenager. ‘Has anyone ever told you that you’re very handsome?’ she said.

Behind her Mac said, ‘Mind if I break ranks and have a snoop round the summer house? They used to have a display of “before and after” photographs of the garden in there.’

Helen watched Mac disappear inside the summer house, then turned back to see Emma shuffling along the bench to make room for Conrad. He’s so patient with her, she thought, as he took the offered seat. With no space left, Helen sat on the grass in front of them. From behind her sunglasses she observed her grandmother, who was bright-eyed and smiling radiantly. Helen suspected that it had a lot to do with being paid so much attention by an attractive man. She hoped Conrad wouldn’t mind that Emma kept muddling him up with Hunter. She was doing it again now. ‘I hope you’re a good husband to Helen,’ Emma said.

Helen tensed. She hoped the conversation wasn’t going where she thought it was.

Conrad parried the question effortlessly. ‘Did you have a good husband yourself?’

The question elicited a coy grin and a wink. ‘He was a real man,’ she said. ‘In every sense of the word.’ She dug Conrad in the ribs and gave off a laugh that would have served Sid James well.

What had got into her grandmother? Ten minutes with Jenni Murray and she’d become a saucy caricature of a woman obsessed with sex.

‘I remember the first time we did it,’ Emma said wistfully. She lowered her eyes and pleated the fabric of her skirt with shaking hands. ‘It was in a wood. It was early in the morning and we’d been mushroom-picking. It was too cold to take all our clothes off but we lay on a soft bed of leaves and moss, with the sound of birds all around us.’ She stared into the distance. ‘I can still smell the moss. And the mushrooms.’ She slowly turned and looked at Conrad. There were tears in her eyes. ‘I can remember that day so well. I’d never been happier.’ She frowned. ‘What did you say your name was?’

In a gesture that was so solicitous, so unbearably kind that it made Helen’s throat tighten, Conrad put his arm around Emma.




Chapter Twenty-two

Half an hour later Emma announced that she was hungry. They slowly made their way back towards the house and the tea room. It was self-service, and after reading the blackboard menu, Helen had to explain everything at least three times for Emma’s benefit, then answer her questions, which were so loud the young girls behind the counter were trying not to laugh – ‘Salmon and broccoli quiche – will I like that? Lentil soup, does it have bits in? Does the ploughman’s salad come with pickled onions? Pickled onions give me wind.’ Finally they chose their meals. Helen steered her grandmother towards a table in an area where nobody else was sitting. She felt a twinge of guilt as she did this – was she so embarrassed by her grandmother that she wanted to keep her away from other people? Did she really care what others thought?

To her shame she had actually thought twice about bringing Emma today; she had been worried how Mac and Conrad would cope with her diminishing faculties. It wasn’t everyone who could. Hunter couldn’t. It was why Helen had only taken Emma home to the Old Rectory on one occasion. Hunter had been hopelessly at sea with the situation. Going with the flow of Emma’s erratic behaviour was beyond him; he just wouldn’t allow himself to get caught up in the tangle of her thoughts. As if picking up on this, Emma had become fidgety and clumsy. After knocking over a small table and smashing a cup and saucer, she had locked herself in the downstairs loo, saying she wasn’t coming out until the horrible man had gone.

In contrast, Conrad seemed infinitely patient. Compassionate, too. Helen didn’t think she would ever forget the way he’d put his arm around Emma. What he’d done had been as poignant as the story Emma had just told them. Whilst it seemed all wrong hearing the intimate details of her grandparents’ relationship, it had occurred to Helen that she would never have the same tale to tell. She had never loved anyone the way her grandparents had clearly loved each other. There had been plenty of boyfriends over the years, along with numerous moments of sexual rapture, but she doubted the memories would still be with her when she was in her eighties. Other than the bond she’d had with her grandparents, there had been nothing lasting in her life.

When they’d finished lunch, they ventured back into the garden for a final look around. Helen was keen to revisit the Yew Walk, the Rose Garden and the Cottage Garden, as well as the Main Herbaceous Border. She wanted to take some photographs and make some notes.

They had just walked through the pretty arched doorway into the Yew Walk – Helen had her camera poised – when Emma came and stood in front of her. ‘We’ve been here before, haven’t we?’ she said.

‘That’s right, Grandma.’ Helen stepped away from her so that she could take the photograph, but the moment she raised her camera to her eye again, she saw Emma staring back at her through the lens.

‘I want to see the pond again,’ the old lady said. More uncertainly, she added, ‘There is a pond, isn’t there?’

Conrad intervened. ‘Why don’t we show Emma round the garden and leave you free to take your pictures, Helen?’

Thinking that Conrad had done more than his share of babysitting her grandmother, Helen said, ‘There’s no need; I’ll be quick.’

However, Emma now seemed to think it was an amusing game to keep standing in front of the camera.

‘Come on, Emma,’ Mac said, ‘Let’s go and find that fish pond, shall we?’

Half expecting Emma to shrug off Mac’s hand, Helen watched her grandmother happily led away. She was surprised to see Conrad still standing next to her. She must have guessed right: that he did feel he’d done his bit.

‘Would you rather I left you alone?’ he asked.

‘No, that’s okay. So long as you’re not bored. It must have been a tedious day for you so far. Mac says you hate gardens.’

‘Correction, I hate gardening. I can’t see the point in continuously slogging one’s guts away, day in day out, just to keep on top of something.’

‘Not even when the result is as beautiful as this?’ She cast her gaze round the Yew Walk.

He smiled. ‘Okay, I admit it; I’m being disingenuous, covering up the fact that I’m just a lazy slob.’

‘You’re hardly that.’ She fiddled with the camera, momentarily awkward. She wanted what she said next to come out right. ‘You were very good with my grandmother earlier,’ she said. ‘You made what could have been an excruciating moment something I’ll always remember. I just wanted you to know that. It meant a lot to me. It’s not everyone who would have treated a rambling old lady with such kindness.’

‘Only someone with ice in their veins could have been unmoved by what she said.’

He was suddenly looking at her oddly. Very intently, as though there was something else he wanted to say. As though he … She swallowed. No, she told herself. She was being fanciful. The warmth of the day was getting to her. But still he went on staring at her. His eyes, she noted for the first time, were blue. But not the piercing shade of Hunter’s eyes. His were the softest of blues and reflected the paleness of the sky above them.

She swallowed again and tore her gaze away from his. She snapped her first picture of the borders with the immaculately clipped pyramids of taxus, then took some close-up pictures: a metal frame covered in a clematis the colour of pink marshmallow and surrounded by roses; and a climbing hydrangea that framed the arch through which they’d just come. Still peering through the lens of the camera, she panned round checking for anything else that was worth recording. She did a double take when Conrad came into view; he was leaning into the border to smell one of the roses. She zoomed in closer until his sideways profile filled the frame. The intensity of seeing him so near, coupled with the memory of that look in his eyes, did something extraordinary to her. She wanted to reach out and touch his face, to run a finger along his jaw, then kiss —

She pressed down on the shutter release button.

He swung round at the sound.

‘You looked so thoughtful,’ she said, by way of explanation.

He came over. ‘Seems only fair that I should get my own back and snap you in return.’

She held onto the camera tightly. ‘No way.’

‘Don’t be a spoilsport. Hand it over.’

‘Would you like my husband to take a picture of you and your wife?’

They both turned, neither having noticed that a couple in matching beany hats had joined them in the Yew Walk. Helen was about to explain that there was no need, when Conrad whisked the camera out of her hands and passed it to the man. ‘Thank you. We’d really appreciate it.’

The man briefly familiarised himself with the camera, then held it to his eye. ‘That’s it, get nice and close now. You call that close?’

‘Better make it two,’ Conrad told the man, when he’d released the shutter. ‘Just in case.’

Helen glanced up at him. ‘Just in case of what?’ she murmured.

‘In case the first one isn’t any good,’ Conrad said. He then dipped his head and kissed her lightly on the cheek. It was a whisper of a kiss. A delicate touch that was over in a flash.

But it left Helen in no doubt that she hadn’t imagined that look Conrad had given her.




Chapter Twenty-three

Mac was glad to get home that evening. He felt drained. He’d spent the day fighting off a barrage of maudlin thoughts, most of which had been related to Alice. He’d felt her presence so strongly at Wollerton. Perhaps it was because they had enjoyed themselves so much there. It was where he’d first kissed her. They’d been alone in the summer house near the Daisy Border, looking at the display of photographs, when all of a sudden he’d been seized with the need to let her know how fond he was of her. Up until then they hadn’t so much as held hands. At their age, it hadn’t seemed necessary, he supposed. But in the cool shade of the summer house, with no one around to see, a kiss had seemed an absolute necessity. ‘Well,’ she’d said, when he released her, ‘I’d been wondering when you’d get around to that.’

‘I wasn’t sure how it would be received,’ he’d said.

‘Worried I might slap you, eh?’

‘Something like that, yes.’

She’d laughed so heartily the years had stripped away from her lined and weathered face and he’d caught a glimpse of what she might have looked like as a young girl. How different his life might have been had he met her when he was just starting out.

But there was another reason she had been on his mind today: she was the one person in whom he would have been happy to confide. He’d had another dizzy episode. It had happened when he’d been on his own in the summer house. Suddenly the walls had begun to spin and he’d fallen back against a table and nearly lost his footing. Luckily he’d managed to keep himself upright. For the rest of the day he’d been on red alert, anticipating the worst. He was paying the price now. By keeping his muscles permanently tense in the irrational belief that he could fend off an attack by being on his guard, his body ached all over. He was exhausted.

He made himself a gin and tonic, then went and stood on the terrace. A gentle breeze was stirring and he could smell lavender. He sat down heavily and once more considered the day. He had spent most of it wrapped in his own thoughts, but even so he’d sensed that something else wasn’t quite right. During the journey home when he’d been sitting in the back of the car with Emma, there had been a palpable tension between Helen and Conrad in the front. They exchanged no more than a couple of words the whole time and not once did they turn and look at each other. Had Conrad upset Helen in some way? But how? Conrad might have his faults but he didn’t go round annoying other people – only him – and Helen was very easy-going. Even when she’d finished taking her photographs and reappeared with Conrad to find Emma sitting on the edge of the fish pond dangling her stockinged feet into the water, she hadn’t been cross. ‘I tried to stop her,’ Mac had explained to Helen, ‘but she wasn’t having it. He’d been concerned that he would be blamed for not keeping an eye on the old girl properly, that she could have come to harm while in his care. Yet all Helen had done was to nod and take a picture of her grandmother as she wiggled her toes in the water and beamed like a happy child. Passers-by had smiled too and in a funny way, her benign happiness had spilled out to them. A small boy had tried to struggle free from his pushchair to join in the fun and his parents had had a hard job convincing him it wasn’t really allowed. But not as hard a job as Helen had had in persuading her grandmother that it was time to go. Using paper napkins that Conrad fetched from the tea room, they’d dried Emma’s feet and eventually steered her – forcibly at times – in the direction of the car.

As he now recalled the strained expression on Helen’s face as she’d taken the napkins from Conrad, Mac wondered if he’d been mistaken in his earlier belief that Conrad had had something to do with the tension in the car. It was more likely that Emma’s behaviour was what had caused Helen to be so quiet while she drove them home. It had to be a wretched and painful process watching a loved one deteriorate like that.

He set his glass down on the arm of his chair and looked at his watch. It was nearly six-thirty. The evening stretched before him. Perhaps he’d suggest to Conrad that they nip across to the Swan for a bar snack later on. He certainly couldn’t be bothered to cook. He yawned hugely, then his eyes slowly closed and he gave in to sleep.

Conrad was in his office checking his emails. He scanned the messages for anything urgent, decided that it could all wait until the morning, hit the disconnect button and then leant back in his chair, feet up on the desk. It was now time to explain himself.

He’d made a pass at a married woman. Oh, nice going! Let the record show just how badly he’d lost the ability to think straight!

Even in his darkest moments, when he was scarcely able to rise above the swell of his grief and had thought he could screw Sam out of his system with any woman he chanced upon, he had avoided married women. There were certain decencies to uphold, if nothing else.

That dark and furious period in his life was not something he ever spoke about. It was hardly his finest moment, and the series of one-night stands and disastrous relationships had culminated in his pathetic attempt to commit suicide. He had hated himself for betraying Sam that way, but the self-loathing he had to live with was nothing compared to the devastating loneliness. He’d come to believe that the intense bereavement he’d gone through meant that the world had been split in two; there were those who knew what he was going through because they too had experienced the death of a loved one, and there were those who didn’t have a clue what he was experiencing because their lives hadn’t been touched by anything more troublesome than a broken fingernail.

Ironically, until Sam’s death he had been jogging along quite happily in the broken fingernail camp. But then the horror of holding Sam’s dead body in his arms changed his perspective for ever.

They had only recently moved to Cheshire when it happened. The move had been at Sam’s request and was a direct result of her becoming pregnant – she wanted to get out of London and be nearer her old home and her parents. ‘I don’t want our child to grow up as a cockney baby,’ she joked. He’d dragged his feet over parenthood, believing their life was perfect as it was, but had gone for it in the end because Sam said at her age she couldn’t put it off for much longer. She had it all worked out. ‘Once you have impregnated me with your seed,’ she told him in bed one night after he’d had a good go at doing exactly that, ‘I’m going to sell the business.’

‘But I thought it meant everything to you.’

‘Wrong,’ she said, ‘you mean everything to me. Besides, I want to have some fun. I want to start wearing aprons and keep chickens.’

‘There won’t be any wringing of necks, will there?’

‘Only yours if you don’t get a move on and fertilize one of my eggs.’

Eight weeks later they discovered he’d obliged in this department and a month on, a rival firm of legal translators made a lucrative offer for TransLex Ltd. They moved to Cheshire soon after, having bought a delightful black-and-white half-timbered cottage with two acres of land, part of which was already given over to a well-established fruit and vegetable plot. While he was shut away in his office banging out shipping contracts, Sam was in her wellies getting in touch with her earth mother side. He used to tease her that he’d give her a year before she’d want to be back in the work place.

She was seven and a half months pregnant when he was told by the law firm he was then freelancing for that they wanted him to go to Japan to meet a client. He was torn. He wanted to go, but didn’t want to leave Sam on her own so late into her pregnancy. ‘Oh, don’t be such a pain in the butt,’ she told him. ‘Pack your case and get going. I’ll be fine. Just make sure you bring me back plenty of wasabi peas.’

She drove him to the airport, but still he wasn’t happy about leaving her. ‘Why don’t you go and stay with your parents while I’m away?’ he urged her.

‘Now you’re just annoying me. Boris and I will be just fine.’ Despite not knowing what sex their baby was, Boris was the nickname they’d given it.

He kissed her goodbye, never once imagining that it would be the last time he would do so.

He phoned her every day from his hotel in Tokyo, and she laughed at him for being a sentimental devil when he told her he’d spent over an hour in the department store Seibu in Ikebukuro, choosing some baby clothes and toys. ‘Yeah, but that’s why you love me. Look, I’ve got to run; I have one last meeting, then I’m on my way to the airport. And don’t worry about coming to meet me, I’ll get a taxi.’

‘Forget it, I’ll be there.’

Secretly he was pleased. There was nothing like being met at the airport by someone you loved.

He was one of those irritatingly smug people who can sleep for most of a long-haul flight, especially in business class. What he always liked about flying with predominantly Japanese passengers was the quietness of the flight: Japanese travellers were the quietest in the world, he reckoned. Twelve hours later he was joining the stream of people filing through to the arrivals hall. On one occasion when Sam came to meet him she’d greeted him with a placard she’d made: ‘Miss Capulet for Mr Montague’. When the tables were turned not long after and he was meeting her following a trip she’d made to Moscow, he’d been waiting for her with a sign that said, ‘Vronsky for A. Karenina.’

He scanned the crowd for her face and maybe a placard. But there was no sign of Sam. He hung around for ten minutes then tried her on her mobile; she’d probably got stuck in traffic. Getting no response – her mobile was switched off – he tried home. Again there was no response. Don’t panic, he told himself. If she’s gone into labour, she’ll have got her family involved. They’ll all be there with her at the hospital. So why hadn’t someone left a message on his mobile?

He kicked his heels for a further thirty minutes, trying both numbers repeatedly and telling himself that she’d probably lost track of the time, had rushed out of the house and forgotten to switch on the answer machine. And forgotten her mobile? When another ten minutes had passed, he gave up and grabbed a taxi. In the back of the cab he called Sam’s parents. Her father answered and it sounded like they had company; Conrad could hear voices and music tinkling away in the background. Maybe it was an impromptu Tempest get-together and Sam was there being pampered by her mum and dad, something she always denied enjoying, but which Conrad knew she secretly loved. It took all of ten seconds for this cosy, reassuring picture to be shattered by Phil saying, ‘Hi Conrad, how’s my darling girl doing?’

It was dark when the cab driver swung into the drive. The first thing Conrad noticed was that Sam’s recently bought Chrysler Jeep was parked alongside his Beamer. There were no lights on and two bottles of milk stood on the doorstep. Every fibre of Conrad’s being screamed at him that something was wrong.

He inserted his key into the lock, but when he tried to push open the door, he couldn’t get it further than a couple of inches: the safety chain was across. He went round to the back of the house. The door into the utility room was locked. By now his heart was threatening to burst out of his ribcage. He smashed a pane of glass in the kitchen and opened the window. With difficulty he climbed through it and stepped over the broken glass. He called out to Sam, but his voice echoed eerily in the hush.

Switching on lights as he went, he found her in the hall, at the foot of the stairs. Nausea lurched from the pit of his stomach, sweat broke out all over him, and he knew with heart-stopping certainty that Sam was dead, and that this moment would stay with him for the rest of his days. She was wearing her night clothes, and his towelling bathrobe … the one she always liked to wear because … because it trailed the floor and kept her warmer than her own. The dark pool of blood on the carpet from the congealed gash on her head told him she’d been there for some time. He sank to the floor and cradled her in his arms. His tears splashed down onto her pale face, but when he brushed them away and felt the terrible coldness of her skin he cried out in anguish. Dead! Why? Why had sbe been taken from him?

He was still crying when his mobile went off in his jacket pocket. He tried to ignore it, but it kept on ringing. And ringing. Eventually he answered it. It was Phil. He was just checking in with Conrad to see what news he had.

He rubbed his face and wondered how long he’d been trawling the past. A glance at his watch told him half an hour had disappeared. He lowered his feet to the floor and switched his thoughts back to where he’d started.

Helen.

She was the first woman he had met since Sam’s death who genuinely interested him. In the aftermath of his aborted suicide attempt, he’d vowed not to look at another woman. He told himself that he owed it to Sam to stay loyal to her. Celibacy wasn’t the big deal people made it out to be. It was manageable, he’d come to know, so long as he kept himself permanently busy. Moreover, from listening to other men moaning in the changing rooms at the tennis club, he reckoned that there were plenty of men out there who despite being married had long since given up on a sex life. ‘It’s okay for you, Conrad,’ they often said, ‘you’re a single man; you can have a different woman every week.’

Yeah, that’s right. That’s exactly how it works.

But now he’d met Helen. He pictured her face, that wonderfully calm expression. Those beautifully arched eyebrows, and those eyes. Oh, those eyes. They drew him in and left him floundering like a fool. Which was how he’d behaved when he’d kissed her. Okay, it was no more than a peck on the cheek, but was it appropriate behaviour? he asked himself, given that she was married.

And given that once his lips had brushed against her skin, and he’d realized that he’d wanted to kiss her ever since that evening down at the pool, where exactly did that leave him?

It left him precisely where he was before: alone. He could long for her all he wanted, but there was damned all chance of it ever coming to anything. She was married. That silence in the car on the way home had told him everything he needed to know. Back off, it had said. Back off now!




Chapter Twenty-four

From her second-row seat in the village hall, Lucy had far too good a view of the visiting speaker, a beardy, sandal-wearing man with the ugliest, boniest white feet and thickest yellowing toenails she had ever seen. His talk on bonsai trees could not have been less interesting. She’d always regarded this so-called art as cruel, like bandaging little girls’ feet to stunt their growth. To top it all, the speaker had one of those irritating voices that made you want to kick the owner up the backside. His hesitant, stop-start delivery was like the feeble whistle of a kettle that can’t decide if it’s boiling or not.

If it hadn’t been for that gobby pixie, Savannah-bloody-Tyler, Lucy would be up at the allotment enjoying herself. But instead here she was, for the sake of keeping an eye on Orlando, having her brains turned to mush. Except, and here was what really galled her, Savannah hadn’t bothered to show her face. Just as they’d been taking their seats along with Mac, Orlando had received a text from Savannah saying she’d changed her mind and would skip the Garden Club talk and see him afterwards at the Swan where they were going for a drink. The girl was smarter than Lucy had given her credit for.

Since that conversation they’d had at the garden centre, when Savannah had slyly gone on about them being friends, Lucy had decided to keep a closer eye on the girl, to catch her out as much as anything. Lucy was convinced that Savannah was only pretending to be interested in gardening so that she could be with Orlando. Had she been the right girl for Orlando, Lucy would forgive her the subterfuge; she might even admire her for the lengths she was going to. But she knew in her heart that Savannah was totally wrong for him. He deserved someone so much better. More his own age would be a good start.

Orlando still refused to accept the obvious, that Savannah wanted a lot more than just friendship from him and Lucy had given up trying to make him see sense. She was worried now that he might start getting the wrong idea if she pushed the matter any further, especially if Savannah was filling his head with the kind of stuff she’d spouted at Lucy — ‘Are you in love with him?’ What nonsense! The only reason she was so concerned about Orlando was because he was her best friend. Hadn’t he said exactly that when he’d tried to warn her about that married man she’d been involved with? ‘You’re my best friend; I don’t want to see you get hurt,’ he’d told her.

Although, after he’d gone behind her back and gossiped to Savannah about Lucy and her father, it had been a close-run thing as to whether she still considered him her best friend. What had got into him? And how dare that girl think she had the right to comment on Lucy’s father, much less make that extraordinarily inaccurate assumption that Lucy must love him. She had intended to have it out with Orlando, to make him apologize, but she knew it would only make her look petty. Better to pretend it was neither here nor there. She was determined to treat the trip to Lake Como in the same way. She didn’t want anyone thinking it was a big deal. So what if she was visiting a place where her father lived? What of it? Maybe if she had the time she’d look him up. Or maybe she wouldn’t. It was no one’s business but her own. Marcus Gray was completely incidental to the reason she was going to Italy. Orlando was her number one concern. She was sure that that was when Savannah would make her move and manoeuvre him into something he would regret.

A sudden burst of clapping brought her out of her thoughts. Thank goodness for that; old beardy had finished his talk. Olivia Marchwood was now on her feet, notebook in hand. ‘I think I can speak for everyone,’ she said when the applause ran dry – it was noticeably short-lived – ‘that we’ve all learned something here this evening. I for one had no idea that the world of bonsai could be so fascinating. Thank you, Mr Brown; you’ve spurred us on to give it a go ourselves.’ She encouraged everyone into giving another round of applause and then announced that there would be an interval during which tea and coffee would be served. ‘If you could then return to your seats,’ she instructed, ‘I have the latest news on our trip to Lake Como. The Gardens of Delight people have sent me a brochure of the hotel we shall be staying in. I’ve run off copies for everyone.’

‘A shame Helen couldn’t make it this evening,’ Mac said when they were in the queue for a drink.

‘Did she say why?’ Orlando asked.

‘Yes. She was collecting her husband from the airport.’

‘Does she mind him being away so much?’ Lucy joined in.

‘She’s never said anything, but who knows?’

They were at the front of the queue now and after putting a handful of coins into the small basket and passing round their cups of coffee and biscuits, Lucy said, ‘Anyone know if Hunter is coming on the trip with us?’

‘I believe not,’ Mac said.

Orlando added – a little too quickly for Lucy’s liking – ‘According to Savannah he’s much too busy.’

It had rained on and off for nearly two hours when Orlando said, ‘Come on, let’s give this up as a bad job and make a move for home.’

Despite being wet through — the last shower had been so heavy they’d got wet through before making it to the van – Savannah tried not to show how disappointed she was. She’d been enjoying being in the cab of Orlando’s van sheltering from the rain. The woman whose garden they were supposed to be working on had brought them out mugs of tea and chocolate mini rolls and with the radio on it was all right sitting here, just the two of them. She’d never talked to anyone as much as she talked to Orlando. He was great; he listened to her properly. He never did that bored glazed-eye thing that Mum and Dad did when they pretended to listen to her.

If she had a complaint about Orlando it was that he didn’t seem to catch on to how much she fancied him. At the pub last night, despite the looks Lucy kept giving her, or maybe because of the looks the stuck-up bitch was giving her, she’d really made an effort to let him know that she was interested in him. She put it down to wariness on his part. He probably thought he was too old for her. What else could it be? Unless Lucy was quietly brainwashing him and warning him off her. If that was the case, then there was nothing else for it. She’d have to up her game. It was laughable really, what dumb old Lucy was playing at. Just because she couldn’t have Orlando, she didn’t want anyone else to, either. Watch and learn, girl!

‘Why don’t we give it another ten minutes?’ she said to Orlando. ‘The rain doesn’t seem so heavy now.’

He laughed. ‘I didn’t realize you were such a misplaced optimist.’

‘There’s lots you don’t know about me,’ she said with what she hoped was just the right amount of flirtatiousness to her smile.

‘One thing I do know is that I could do with a shower and a change of clothes.’ He reached across for her empty mug from the dashboard, clanked it against his and opened the door. ‘I’ll be back in a minute; I’ll tell the others, and Mrs Moreton, that we’re going home.’

Savannah observed Orlando talking to the two gormless lads in the van in front of them. Thick as shit, they were. How he put up with them she didn’t know. Craig, the one from Stoke with the silver nipple ring and tattoo round his neck, who thought he was Robbie Williams, had tried it on with her and she’d told him exactly where he could shove it!

Orlando was now sprinting through the downpour towards the front door of the house. He was soaked, his hair plastered to his head. She suddenly pictured him in the shower, and an idea came to her.

They were almost back in Swanmere when she slapped her hand against her forehead. ‘Durr! How stupid am I? I’ve just remembered that there won’t be anyone at home. Both Dad and Helen will be at work.’

‘Don’t you have a key?’ Orlando asked.

She shook head. ‘I forgot today.’

‘Not to worry. You’ll just have to come back with me. You can have a shower and we’ll see if we can get your clothes dry in the tumble dryer.’

Savannah smiled. ‘You’re sure I won’t be in the way?’

‘Of course you won’t. Besides, Lucy won’t be back yet.’

Better and better, she thought.

Orlando let them in at the back door. They kicked off their muddy boots along with their socks and jackets, which he hung on the clothes airer in the laundry room. In the kitchen, he called out Lucy’s name. There was still an hour to go before she was due home, but even so it seemed a wise precaution. He knew how poorly she viewed his friendship with Savannah. It was a mystery to him why she was so against the poor girl, but he’d long since accepted that they would never be friends.

He sometimes got the feeling that Savannah was coming on to him, but he put it down to nothing more than her mischievous nature. He reckoned that most things she did or said were done to provoke a reaction. He also reckoned that her home life – despite the fact that she’d been given everything money could buy – hadn’t been much cop, and that all she wanted was for people to take notice of her. He’d have thought Lucy, of all people, would have picked up on this and empathized.

He found a clean towel for Savannah, pointed her in the direction of the main bathroom, and went to use Lucy’s en suite bathroom. He hoped Lucy wouldn’t mind too much. He stripped off his jeans and T-shirt and stepped into the shower. As tempting as it was, he didn’t linger for too long. He dried himself off, then after wrapping the towel around his waist, he padded back down the landing towards his bedroom for some clean clothes. He closed the door after him, dropped the towel to the floor, turned round and got the shock of his life.

Savannah was sitting up in his bed. All he could see of her was her head and bare shoulders above the duvet, but odds on she wasn’t wearing anything underneath it. Before he could say anything, or bend down for his towel, he heard a voice calling out.

It was Lucy.




Chapter Twenty-five

As Lucy dragged herself up the stairs she had only one thing on her mind, and that was knocking back some super-strength cold remedy, or any other pain-numbing substances they had in the house, and getting into bed. The thick woolly head she had woken up with that morning had developed into the mother of stinking colds. Luckily the weather was so bad there had been hardly any customers and Hugh had let her go early. ‘Go home now and take your rotten germs with you!’ he’d ordered.

The ride home on her bike in the pouring rain had very nearly killed her, and the moment she’d let herself in she’d thrown her stuff onto the floor – for once not caring about the mess – and made for the stairs. She knew Orlando was back because she’d seen his van parked on the street at the side of the house and she was glad. A little bit of TLC from him would go a long way to making her feel better.

‘Orlando,’ she called out again.

No response. Perhaps he was in the shower. At the top of the stairs, the bathroom was empty: splashes of water on the floor suggested he’d been in there recently. Wanting to see him, to tell him she wasn’t feeling well, she crossed the landing and knocked on his bedroom door. Her hand was poised to turn the handle when she heard a noise that made her hesitate. It was the unmistakable sound of giggling. She snatched her hand away as if she’d just received a massive electric shock.

Savannah!

Who else could it be?

She backed away from the door, desperate to put as much distance between her and Orlando’s room. The last thing she needed was for him to respond to her knocking.

But she wasn’t fast enough. The door opened a couple of inches. It was Orlando, and he was dressed only in a towel tied around his waist. She had seen him in exactly this state of undress countless times before, but now it seemed altogether different. It was as if he was a stranger. She averted her eyes, embarrassed. He stepped towards her and closed the door behind him, but not before another giggle had slithered through the gap. ‘It’s not what you think,’ he said, his voice low. ‘I thought she was — ’

Lucy took another step back and raised her hands. ‘Hey, it’s none of my business. You don’t need to tell me anything.’

‘But Luce, you’ve got it all wrong. There’s nothing to tell. I … she — ’

‘No really, I don’t want to know. And if you could keep the noise down, I’d be grateful. I’m going to bed. I’m not feeling very well. It’s why I came home early.’

She made her exit as dignified as she could, even managing to ignore the pain when she stubbed her toe on the wooden chest by the airing cupboard. But when she closed her bedroom door, she lost what was left of her composure and threw herself on the bed. For no reason she could think of, she buried her face into the duvet and sobbed. ‘How could he?’ she croaked. ‘And with her?




Chapter Twenty-six

Nearly a week had passed since Hunter had returned from his trip to Dubai. But it was only today — Sunday – that Helen felt he was truly home. He’d been so busy following up on all the potential deals he’d set in place during his time away, which had included the acquisition of a lease on some office space, that she had hardly seen him. Every morning he went to work early and came home late at night. ‘Don’t bother about making me anything to eat,’ he’d say on his mobile from the car, ‘I sent out for a sandwich earlier.’ His absence left her feeling disappointed and anxious. Vulnerable, too. Never before had she so badly needed to know that he cared for her. She wanted to be close to him, to be protected by his larger-than-life presence.

And why? Oh, that was easy. To stop herself dwelling on the memory of what had happened at Wollerton with Conrad. All during the drive home that day, unable to meet his gaze or speak to him, she had told herself it meant nothing, that kiss. Or that look. But she couldn’t stop herself from replaying the gentleness of his lips against her cheek. Oh, such gentleness. Later, her stomach had skittered like that of a love-struck teenager whenever she thought of Conrad.

Since then she had kept herself busy with work and made her excuses whenever Mac called. It was important that, whilst the memory of that day was still fresh in her mind, her path didn’t cross with Conrad’s.

She looked at Hunter now, across the table where they were having breakfast in the garden. She willed him to look up and make some kind of connection with her. Why couldn’t he realize that she needed him? She started counting in her head, telling herself that when she reached ten, he would put down the report he was reading and look at her.

Amazingly, he did.

His face was very tanned from his time away, making his blue eyes seem brighter and sharper. He looked well. Just the kind of man any number of women would look at twice. ‘I’ve been thinking of joining a gym,’ he said.

‘Really?’ She was genuinely taken aback. He had always been so vociferous in his belief that a healthy body was a body that was worked hard and fuelled sensibly.

‘I used the gym at the hotel in Dubai and found I quite liked it,’ he said.

‘You’ll be telling me next you played golf there and want to take that up.’

He shrugged. ‘Who knows? I might do just that. If I do as much business there as I intend to, the golf club is the ‘in’ club to join. You wouldn’t believe how much business is conducted whilst out on the greens. Pass the orange juice, will you?’

She handed him the glass jug, conscious that it was the first real conversation they’d had since he’d come home.

‘So what was Dubai like? You haven’t really told me much about it.’ She knew exactly what Dubai was like. It was one of those ghastly places she had never wanted to visit; it was overly manufactured, a lavish Disney world for the wealthy who no longer wanted to live in the real world.

‘It was forty degrees and swarming with property developers,’ Hunter replied. ‘It’s an enormous building site. There are currently more construction cranes in Dubai than anywhere else in the world.’

That much she also knew. Along with the disgusting fact that there were construction workers there being paid as little as forty-six pence an hour. ‘Is that it?’ she asked.

One hand still holding the report, he filled his glass with the other. ‘There’s not much to tell. Another five years and the place might be finished. By then the Russians, Eastern Europeans and Chinese will have joined the party and made a killing.’

She suddenly felt angry, as if he was patronizing her. The fact that he was still holding that report added to her annoyance. Was she worth such a scant amount of his attention? ‘What kind of properties are you buying?’ she pressed.

He took a long, slow sip of his orange juice. ‘This is a strange phenomenon. You’ve never been interested in my business activities before. What’s brought this on?’

She hesitated. Why was she doing this? Why was she so desperate to push him into engaging with her when he clearly didn’t want to? Did she really trust herself so little? Obstinately, she said, ‘Are you saying I’ve disappointed you by not showing more interest before now?’

Confusion – or was it irritation? – flickered across his face. ‘Question after question, Helen. Do you feel neglected? Is that it?’

‘Yes,’ she said, suddenly deciding that maybe this was the easiest way to stop what she’d started. And wasn’t being neglected part of the problem? If he was around more, perhaps their marriage wouldn’t seem so … so ambiguous. ‘Yes,’ she repeated. ‘I do feel neglected.’

Hunter’s face softened. He put down his report and reached out to her. ‘Why didn’t you say? You should come with me when I go back to Dubai. I’d like your opinion on the Arabian ranch properties I’m buying. Maybe we could choose a place for us there.’

‘To live there, you mean?’

He laughed. ‘Don’t be daft, I couldn’t leave my family. No, what I meant was we could buy a holiday home for ourselves.’

‘Well — ’

‘Excellent. That’s settled, then. I should have thought about taking you in the first place. Am I forgiven?’

‘Nothing to forgive,’ she said faintly.

He went back to his work and she felt as if she’d been dismissed.

Five minutes later his mobile buzzed with a text message. Leaving him to deal with it, she gathered up some of the crockery and went inside the house. All was quiet. Presumably Savannah was still asleep upstairs. Feeling more unsettled than ever, she pulled down one of Alice’s journals from the shelf on the dresser and went back outside. Not to where she’d been sitting with Hunter, but down to what she now always thought of as Alice’s secret garden.

Disappointingly she hadn’t got around to implementing any of the changes she wanted to in this area. Time had been a factor, but more importantly the inspiration for the project was still curled up inside her camera. She hadn’t had the nerve to have the film developed yet.

She should never have taken that picture of Conrad. It was what had started all the trouble. She had as good as flirted with him when she’d zoomed in on his profile and pressed down on the shutter release. She would have to watch her behaviour in the future. There could be no more slip-ups.

Closing the arched wooden door behind her, she wandered slowly along the central brick path with its pretty herringbone pattern: immediately she felt at peace in the calming solitude and uplifted by the deliciously heady scent of the Gallica and Alba roses. The planting Alice had carried out in this area had created an atmosphere of timeless serenity and Helen knew that when she came to add her own personal touch she would have to take care not to spoil what Alice had achieved. She had tried to share her ideas with Hunter but he was no more than politely interested. He seldom ventured down here; he said it was because he couldn’t get a signal on his mobile this far from the house. As a consequence, Helen liked knowing that it was her very own special place.

Where she had once sat with Conrad.

There! It had happened again. He had sneaked his way into her thoughts. It was happening too often. The harder she tried to keep him out, the more persistent his presence became. Only the other day she had found herself remembering the first time she’d met him. Back from her long weekend away, Annabel had caught her staring out of the window. She must have had a strange expression on her face because Annabel had laughed and said, ‘That looks more than a penny’s worth of thought. Care to share it with me?’

To deflect her friend, she’d said, ‘Tell me about your girls’ weekend. Did you get very drunk and verbally trash your husbands into the ground?’

Annabel had groaned. ‘You don’t want to know. We behaved worse than a hen party in Tallin. I don’t think we slept at all.’

From the exhausted look of her, Helen could believe it.

She settled herself on the wrought-iron seat and opened Alice’s journal. Here, at least, in the place that had belonged to Alice, was a world free of turmoil and disappointment.

If we are passionate about our gardens, we can’t help but look to the future, Alice had written. We can’t help but be cock-eyed optimists. If we weren’t, we would surely go mad.




Chapter Twenty-seven

Over the coming days, Lucy’s cold got a lot worse. As did relations between her and Orlando. The atmosphere in the house was spiralling out of control. They seemed to be on at each other the whole time, even rowing over something as trivial as forgetting to put out the wheelie bin.

If only he would be honest with her then she might be able to respect him. But no, he kept denying that there was something going on between him and Savannah. Did he take her for a complete idiot? Hadn’t she seen for herself what he’d been up to? How could he even think of insulting her by saying that he’d had no idea Savannah was playing at Goldilocks in his bed? ‘Look, I came back from using your shower and there she was,’ he had said. He was about as convincing as Bill Clinton claiming he’d never had sex with Monica Lewinsky. She’d told him as much. ‘Oh, what the hell, Lucy!’ he’d suddenly shouted. ‘If you don’t believe me, that’s your problem. Go ahead and call me a liar. I don’t see why I have to explain myself to you, anyway.’

‘Problem!’ she’d croaked as loudly as her painfully sore throat would allow. ‘I don’t give a damn who you go to bed with. You can sleep with the entire female population of Swanmere for all I care. I just thought you had more intelligence than to waste yourself on a girl like Savannah.’

‘You know what the real problem is, don’t you?’ he’d said, his voice loaded with coldness. ‘You’re turning into your mother. I’ve never known you to be so irrational or so bitter and twisted. And for reasons beyond my understanding, you’re blinded with jealousy. All I’m doing is giving Savannah the same chance my father and plenty of others gave you when you were — ’

She hadn’t heard the rest of what he had to say; she’d been too busy barging past him to go to the bathroom. Once she’d locked herself in and had heard his footsteps thumping downstairs, she’d slumped to the floor and wept. As she’d crouched with her back against the bath panel, her chin resting on her knees, she’d felt as if her heart was ready to break. But why? Why did any of this matter to her so much?

That was when she began to wonder if her feelings for Orlando were more complicated than she’d ever considered. Was it possible that she loved him? The enormity of this question provoked a fresh wave of sobbing. But worse was to come when she made the mistake of imagining Orlando making love to Savannah. She’d clenched her fists, driving them against her eyes. Why had that bloody awful girl come into their lives?

Oh, what wouldn’t she give for things to be the way they’d been only a few months ago, when she and Orlando didn’t argue, when they spent nearly all their free time together, talking, laughing and being the best of friends? It was as though they’d been made for each other. Everything was so easy between them. When she really thought about it, they’d been as good as married for years.

Her greatest fear, if things got any worse, was that Orlando would move out. Just like her father had walked out on her and her mother.

Now, two days later, as if things couldn’t get any worse, Lucy’s mother was on the phone. Within seconds it was clear that her only purpose for calling was to sound off about Charles, who must have committed some unspeakably vile crime towards Fiona.

Dragging herself around the kitchen in her slippers and dressing gown whilst opening a can of tomato soup, Lucy held the cordless phone away from her ear, just occasionally bringing it nearer so that she could keep the gist of the one-sided conversation within her grasp.

At last her mother paused for breath and said, ‘Are you listening to me, Lucy, or am I wasting my breath?’

‘Sorry, Mum,’ she said hoarsely, ‘I’m not feeling well. I’ve been off work the last few days with a horrible cold. Now tell me about you and Charles. What’s he done? Stopped your pedicure allowance?’

Fiona tutted. ‘You know what I’ve always said about sarcasm.’

‘Yes, that it’s best left to moronic halfwits. Which is exactly how I feel at the moment, so spare me the prevarication. Just tell me what the problem is.’

‘I don’t want to discuss it.’

‘Then why did you ring me?’

‘I thought you’d be interested. But obviously you’re too wrapped up in yourself to worry about me. How’s that young man of yours? Treating you better than Charles is treating me, I hope.’

‘Which young man would that be?’ Lucy knew exactly to whom her mother was referring, but she’d rather push hot needles through her eyeballs than admit it to Fiona.

‘I’m talking about Orlando, as well you know.’

Lucy switched on the gas to heat up her soup. ‘Firstly, he’s not my young man, and secondly, I haven’t a clue how he is. I hardly see him these days. He’s out most of the time.’

Fiona’s tone audibly brightened. ‘Oh? Have you had a quarrel? If so, I’m not going to beat about the bush and lie to you. Frankly, I’m delighted. I always said you were too good for him, that he had no real prospects. It wouldn’t have been so bad if he’d stuck with his father’s business. At least then he would have had some kind of security to offer you.’

Lucy had heard her mother express this view on many occasions in the past, but it was poignantly painful hearing it now. ‘We’ve only ever been friends, Mum,’ she said tiredly. ‘It’s never been a matter of what he can offer me.’

‘Oh, don’t give me that. He’s been after you for years. Take it from me, this will be a good opportunity for you to meet a decent chap. I just wish it had happened a long time ago.’

Too weak and emotionally drained to argue with Fiona, Lucy stirred the pan of soup. She wished, just once, that her mother would act like a mother and notice all was not well with her daughter. But no. It was always about Fiona. And accordingly, Lucy would always be the one to bolster up Fiona’s confidence and convince her that everything would be all right. Turning the gas down beneath the bubbling pan, she thought of all the times when, in an attempt to lift her mother’s deflated spirits, she had uttered the rallying war cry of, ‘Sod Marcus Gray! Who needs him anyway?’ How many times had she been the child masquerading as the adult, the one to lock up and turn out the lights, then check that her mother hadn’t fallen asleep with a lighted cigarette in her hand? It was a burden that had eventually driven her to fight tooth and nail to be free of it. To be rid of her mother’s suffocating neediness by defying her every way she could.

With the greatest effort she said, ‘Come on, Mum, let’s get back to you and Charles. You know he loves you to bits.’

It was nine o‘clock and Orlando and Savannah were just finishing a bread and butter job he had promised the clients would be completed by tomorrow, in readiness for a party they were throwing to celebrate their thirtieth wedding anniversary. He switched off the petrol powered mower, and as he tipped the last of the grass cuttings into the refuse sack, he watched Savannah sweeping the terrace and repositioning the pots of pale-pink nemesia and white petunias, having dead-headed and watered them as he’d instructed. She was proving to be a good worker. Particularly so since that crazy stunt of hers. ‘What the bloody hell do you think you’re doing?’ he’d demanded, after Lucy had knocked on his bedroom door, put a whopping great two and two together and gone off in a monumental huff. ‘No, don’t even bother to explain. I don’t want to hear it. Just get dressed and go, Savannah.’

Doing as he’d instructed, she’d slipped out of his bed and crossed the room to the bundle of clothes on the floor. The sight of her completely naked should have had him turning away, but his eyes swept over her slim, perfect body, lingering for longer than was decent on her breasts, which were full and high. His face must have betrayed him for she’d stepped towards him, her hands on her hips, and said, ‘Tell me you’re not tempted.’

He swallowed. ‘I’m nine years older than you, Savannah.’

‘That’s not answering my question.’

The confidence of the girl was extraordinary. And a massive turn-on. Trying to ignore what was going on under his towel, he’d said, ‘Please, just get dressed.’ With more resolve than he thought himself capable of, he’d grabbed a pair of clean jeans, some boxers and a T-shirt, and left her to get dressed. Outside on the landing, his heart was pounding and his mouth was dry. Shocked that she’d had such an effect on him, he’d gone into the bathroom and splashed cold water onto his face. Hurriedly throwing on his clothes, he’d waited for her to reappear. No way was he going to risk going downstairs leaving her up here alone with Lucy on the warpath.

She’d emerged within seconds, dressed in her wet work clothes, and to his surprise he saw that her face was suddenly without a shred of guile. She looked so young, almost fragile. ‘Does this mean I’m sacked?’ she’d asked. Gone was the brazen act he’d witnessed just moments ago and in its place was a look of pure misery. He’d felt a stab of regret that he’d rejected her so cruelly. In an effort to soften her humiliation, he’d smiled. ‘Hey, sexual harassment goes on in the workplace all the time. Just don’t let it happen again. Okay?’

She’d raised her chin from where it had been tucked into the v-neck of her top and very nearly looked him in the eye. ‘You mean that? Really? You’re not going to dump me?’

The pleading tone in her voice had caused something to shift inside him. He’d felt like taking her in his arms. ‘Why don’t we pretend it never happened?’ he’d said.

A faint flush had stolen over her face and she’d chewed on her lower lip. ‘I’m … I’m not sure I can.’

He’d put a hand on her shoulder. ‘Come on, let’s go downstairs and I’ll see you out. I’ll pick you up for work at eight-thirty sharp tomorrow morning. We’ve got Mrs Moreton’s garden to finish off. It’ll be just you and me; Richie and Joel are starting another job.’

The next day the sun had shone in a clear blue sky. Savannah had hardly said a word all morning. It wasn’t until lunchtime that Orlando decided to do something about the embarrassing silence between them. He missed the old Savannah, the lippy, self-assured girl who had an answer for everything. Knowing that Mrs Moreton was out for the day, he’d suggested they eat their lunch on the patio. He had watched her unscrew a bottle of Pepsi and was just thinking what to say to put her at ease when she tilted her head back to take a long, thirsty swig from the bottle. The sight of her smooth neck fully exposed stopped him dead. Still drinking, she’d turned and caught him looking at her. ‘Want some?’ she’d said, lowering the bottle and offering it to him.

He had shaken his head. Nine years older, he’d reminded himself. But the seeds of desire had been sown. He wanted her. He wanted her badly.

‘I suppose you’re wondering why I did what I did yesterday,’ she’d said in the silence, at the same time kicking off her boots and removing her socks. Mesmerized, he’d watched her stretch her legs out in front of her and wriggle her toes in the sun. On her right foot, she wore a silver toe ring.

‘It had crossed my mind,’ he’d replied.

‘Yeah, well, I’m sorry. It was pretty stupid of me. It’s just that I’m used to getting my own way, I guess. I get it from my Dad.’ Leaning back into the chair, she had rolled up her vest top to sun her already tanned midriff. He’d had a sudden urge to lean over and kiss the taut flatness of her stomach and that cute little twinkling gemstone that was catching the sunlight.

He’d cleared his throat. ‘What exactly was it you were hoping to get your own way with?’ he’d asked. Yeah, like you don’t know, he’d said to himself.

Without turning her head or even opening her eyes, she’d said, ‘I’ve fancied you from the first moment I saw you and decided it was time to get things moving.’ She’d opened her eyes, but hadn’t turned to look at him. Replacing the cap on the bottle of Pepsi, she had rested it on her crotch. ‘It’s okay. I can handle knowing that you don’t fancy me. It’s a shame, but I’ll get over it.’ She’d turned then and looked at him. ‘Is that okay with you? I mean, I really enjoy working for you and would hate to think you had a problem with me.’

That should have been the moment when he’d done the sensible thing and said it would be better if she did stop working for him. But he hadn’t. Instead he’d torn his gaze away from the provocatively placed bottle and went to great lengths to deny that he had, or ever would have, any kind of a problem working with her.

Since then he’d come to realize that his problems had only just begun. By day he was continuously distracted by thoughts of Savannah and by night he was subjected to countless moods and sarcastic comments from Lucy.

Lucy’s behaviour was astonishing. He had never known her to behave so irrationally. It didn’t matter how many times he tried to deny he’d slept with Savannah, Lucy refused to believe him. In the end he simply thought, what the hell? Let her believe what she wanted. And anyway, he had a right to sleep with whomever he wanted. Just because he and Lucy had been friends since for ever, it didn’t mean he was answerable to her.

It annoyed and saddened him that things had deteriorated so badly with Lucy, but as far as he was concerned he’d done nothing wrong. He certainly had no intention of apologizing. If anything, it was she who needed to apologize to him for all those barbed comments she’d made. Perhaps when she’d got over her cold, she’d start thinking more reasonably.

‘Orlando, I’m finished here; shall I start putting the stuff on the van?’

Savannah’s voice broke into his thoughts and he pushed the mower up to where she was waiting for him on the terrace. He checked that she’d done everything he’d asked her to and said, ‘Yes, go ahead. I’ll just have a word with Mr and Mrs Meade.’ He paused. Then: ‘Seeing as I’ve kept you so late, how do you fancy a drink and a bite to eat at the Swan before I drop you off?’

She looked at him steadily with her almond-shaped eyes. ‘You’re not worried I might try and jump you in the bar?’

He laughed. ‘Just try it.’

And with something of her old swagger, she said, ‘Who knows, play your cards right and I might just do that.’




Chapter Twenty-eight

It was only Wednesday, yet for the third time that week, Helen was destined to spend the evening alone. Hunter had told her at breakfast that he and Clancy were getting together after work to go over some papers with the company’s finance director and that he wouldn’t be home until late. ‘No need to wait up for me,’ he’d said. ‘Clancy and I will probably go for a meal and a drink afterwards. If it’s a really late session I might even stop the night with him and Paula. You don’t mind, do you?’ He’d kissed her cheek and left, not even waiting for her reply. Not long after, just as Helen was gathering her things together to go to work herself, Savannah had appeared in the kitchen and announced that she wouldn’t be home until late either. No explanation was forthcoming.

Now, as Helen shut the front door behind her and picked up the mail, the house seemed to resonate with an unwelcoming emptiness. Leaving her briefcase in the hall, she went through to the kitchen. The remains of Savannah’s breakfast — crusts of toast, an orange juice carton and a half-eaten apple – lay strewn across several work surfaces. The girl was easier to be around these days, but she was still an unthinking madam who expected others to clean up behind her.

Helen held Orlando entirely responsible for the slightly improved Savannah. When she’d bumped into Mac outside the newsagent just recently, he’d implied that Orlando’s championing of her stepdaughter was putting a strain on his friendship with Lucy. Helen couldn’t understand why he would want to jeopardize what he had with Lucy for the sake of continuing his interest in Savannah. Unless, of course, there was more to the situation than met the eye. Once or twice Hunter had teased Savannah, saying that he hoped it was only gardening she and Orlando were getting up to. ‘That’s strictly none of your business, Dad,’ Savannah had laughed. There was something to that laugh – it was more girlish than one usually heard from Savannah — that suggested she was quite taken with Orlando. And what right-thinking girl wouldn’t be? Orlando Fielding was cuter than cute.

Helen had asked Mac, seeing as he was so in the know, if he thought there was something going on between Orlando and Savannah. For once Mac had to admit ignorance. After he’d remarked on how little he’d seen of Helen lately, and she’d brushed him off by saying work was frantic just now, he’d then told her he was on his way home to listen to an Italian language cassette in preparation for their trip. ‘I hate sounding like an ignorant oik in a foreign country. Always better to have a few pleasantries under one’s belt, in my opinion.’

Knowing that Conrad was a fluent Japanese speaker, and wondering what other languages he knew, Helen had said, ‘Does Conrad speak Italian?’

‘Oh, he’s one of those clever dicks who can pick up the basics through a process of osmosis. His wife, Sam – now she was a real linguist.’

This was the first direct reference Helen could recall Mac making about Conrad’s dead wife. It gave her the courage to ask how the love of Conrad’s life had died. The answer was far worse than she could have expected. ‘It was an appalling out-of-the-blue accident,’ Mac told her. ‘Conrad came home after a business trip to Japan and found her dead at the bottom of the stairs. She must have tripped. It was as simple as that. One mis-footing and she was no more. Their unborn baby dead, too. The boy’s been to hell and back since then.’

Helen could believe it. She knew how devastated her grandparents’ lives had been by the death of her mother, Daisy. The horror had never truly left them. Especially for her grandfather, who had discovered the body. How could anyone not be changed for ever after an ordeal like that? Sometimes Helen was grateful that Emma now lived in such a state of confusion; it meant that she was probably no longer haunted by those awful memories. Small mercies.

Helen also considered it a small mercy that she had managed to put that day at Wollerton Hall behind her. Whatever had been going through Conrad’s mind at the time was his business, not hers. Since then, she’d pulled herself together. Other than the occasional two-second sighting of him in the village, either in his Saab or walking along the main street, she hadn’t seen him to speak to.

However, as effective as she’d been at casting him from her mind, every so often, when she was least expecting it, there would be a frisson of recall. It was the compassionate tenderness of the man that still crept into her thoughts. With a new awareness, she could see that Hunter, for all his grand gestures, his altruistic giving to charity and generous all-round benevolence, was not a tender-hearted man. She suspected that he would argue that practical help was of far greater worth than tears and sympathy. He would no more stop to breathe in the perfume of a fragrant rose than he would cry at the opera.

But he was a good man, she reminded herself. Look how he’d responded when she’d told him she’d been feeling neglected. And there wasn’t anything he wouldn’t do for his family. Okay, he wasn’t able to give Savannah as much time as she would probably like — his half-hearted attempt to teach her to drive had fallen by the wayside and Savannah’s new car stood unused on the drive like an abandoned toy – but then time was a precious commodity to him. He needed most of it for his business interests – they were his whole raison d’être. Anything else had to fend for itself. He was out all hours and when he was home, he was on the phone. She worried sometimes that he was pushing himself too hard. Especially as he’d gone ahead and joined the gym he’d spoken about. He was surely a classic case of a middle-aged man putting himself in the direct line of fire of a heart attack.

There was also his recent sudden lack of interest in sex. Wasn’t this another sign that he was suffering from exhaustion? She knew better than to air this thought – an alpha male like Hunter would deny such a weakness to his dying breath. After the way things had been, though, his lack of interest came as a relief.

Slipping the rubber band off the bundle of post and separating it into the appropriate piles — most of it was for Hunter – she came across a pale-mauve envelope addressed to her in a spidery hand. She opened it and pulled out a thank-you card from Isobel Jenkins. It had been Isobel’s birthday last week and Helen had sent her a present, a copy of Maeve Binchy’s latest novel. With a happy smile she put the card on the dresser and returned to sorting out the rest of the post. There were two more large buff-coloured envelopes for Hunter and then … a package for her: it was her photographs back from the developers.

She had deliberately not taken the film anywhere local to be developed for fear of setting tongues wagging, and had very nearly thrown it away at one stage. But she hadn’t. She had wanted to see if the camera had recorded what she’d felt that day.

Despite being alone in the house, she found herself looking over her shoulder before opening the package. She slid the glossy prints across the work surface, her heart picking up pace as she waited for Conrad’s image to appear.

And there it was, the picture she’d taken when he wasn’t looking. She stood for a moment just staring at his handsome, intelligent face, taking in the set of his jaw, the line of his nose, the colour of his light brown hair, made even lighter by the brilliant sunshine. How pensive he seemed. Almost melancholic. She moved on to the other pictures. The one of them together – Conrad’s arm around her, his expression anything but melancholic — and then the one with Conrad’s lips skimming her cheek. She put her hand to where he’d kissed her. How easy it was to imagine him doing it again. Right now. This very minute.

Wrong! She told herself. Absolutely wrong!

The ringing of the telephone less than two feet away made her start. She reached out to it. ‘Yes?’ she said, expecting it to be Hunter. With her free hand she guiltily covered up the photographs.

‘Helen, it’s Mac. How are you?’

‘Oh, not too bad. I’m just wondering what to do with myself this evening; Hunter’s not home until late.’

‘In that case, why don’t you come and help me out. Conrad’s cooking one of his curries and I can’t face it alone. What do you say? Can I tempt you to take pity on a desperate man?’

Don’t even think about it, she told herself. Say no. Say no thank you and hang up.

‘I’d love to, Mac. What time shall I come?’

‘Soon as you can.’

You’re playing with fire, she warned herself when she’d hidden the photographs and was changing.

I don’t care, she answered herself back. I’m bored and lonely. Why not spend the evening with Mac and Conrad?

Because bored and lonely equals dangerously vulnerable. It’s an equation every neglected wife knows.

Mac looked at Conrad and wondered what the hell was wrong with him. ‘I don’t understand,’ he said, ‘I thought you’d be pleased to have someone more interesting than dull old me sitting round the table.’

‘Did you stop to think whether I was in the mood for socializing?’ Conrad snapped back at him.

‘But it’s Helen I’ve invited, not some passing stranger.’

‘All I’m saying is that it might have been nice to ask me what I thought.’

‘And what do you think?’

‘I think that was the doorbell I just heard. You’d better go and answer it.’

Unable to fathom Conrad’s reaction to his inviting Helen to join them for supper, Mac went out to the hall. ‘That was quick,’ he said when he opened the front door and saw her standing there. ‘Come on in. But a word to the wise, keep away from Conrad.’

She frowned and looked alarmed. ‘Any reason why?’

‘He’s having one of his little tantrums. Apparently he’s not in a sociable frame of mind.’

‘Would it be better if we took a rain check?’

‘Certainly not. I’m sure he’ll buck up once he sees you. Looking as lovely as you are, I guarantee you’ll be able to disarm the grumpiest of sore-headed bears.’

‘I think that might be stretching a compliment just a tad too far, Mac.’

He laughed and took her by the arm. ‘Nonsense. You’re exactly what this house needs; a breath of fresh air. Come and work your magic.’

After several glasses of wine in rapid succession, Conrad was finally relaxing and had forgiven his uncle. In fact he’d go so far as to say he was enjoying himself. The awkwardness he’d expected to feel while in Helen’s company – and which he’d hoped to avoid at all costs – hadn’t been as bad as he’d thought. Initially he’d been conscious that they were both trying to avoid any direct eye contact, which led him to suspect that she’d been equally unsure about coming here this evening. He was glad now that Mac had invited her, and more importantly that she’d accepted the invitation. He only wished he could get her alone so that he could apologize for that moment of madness at Wollerton and put her at ease. Trouble was, he knew that if he did get her alone, he’d want to kiss her again. And kiss her properly.

He looked at her across the table while she listened to Mac showing off his recently learned Italian phrases. They were eating in the kitchen – he and Mac rarely used the dining room; it was too much bother – music was playing, and the urge to reach across and touch Helen’s cheek where he’d kissed her was so strong he had to force himself to think about something else. She didn’t make it easy, though; the cream top she was wearing hugged her body as close as he’d like to. His pulse quickened at the thought. Then suddenly she’d turned her brandy-coloured eyes on him and was asking how much Italian he could speak. ‘Parlo italiano un po’,’ he replied. He held up his fingers to show just how little.

She smiled. ‘I don’t believe you. I think you’re being modest.’

He returned the smile and gave her a ‘Who, me?’ shrug. ‘And how about you?’

‘I’m a little rusty but I used to be able to speak enough to get a tour group round the main sites in Italy without too much difficulty.’

‘Will it feel strange for you, the boot being on the other foot, so to speak? Poacher turned gamekeeper?’

‘No. I shall relish every minute of not being the tour leader, knowing that it isn’t my responsibility to get everyone from A to B.’

‘Good for you,’ said Mac. ‘And seeing as your husband won’t be joining us, it will be our pleasure to take care of you in his place. We shall be your official chaperons. How does that sound to you, Conrad?’

Conrad nodded. ‘That’s fine by me,’ he said casually. ‘But we mustn’t assume Helen wants chaperoning. How about some coffee?’ he added.

‘Or a liqueur?’ Mac suggested.

Helen folded her napkin and placed it carefully by the side of her cheese plate. It was another thing about her that Conrad liked – how measured and precise she was. There was no rush to her. ‘No thank you,’ she said. ‘I really ought to go. But before I do, can I help with the washing up?’

‘Absolutely not,’ Mac said. ‘Conrad’s a dab hand in that department.’

‘Actually,’ Conrad said, suddenly seeing an opportunity the size of the Atlantic appear before him, ‘I was going to put forward the idea, Mac, that while you tidy up here, I’ll see Helen home.’

While Helen didn’t refuse his offer he noticed that her perfectly pale complexion blushed faintly.

It was a beautifully clear night as they set off down the main street. It was just gone midnight, and the village was deserted. Above them the stars shone brilliantly and a silvery husk of moon hung in the sky. Putting a hand to the small of her back, he guided her across the road. He then took a deep breath. ‘Helen,’ he said.

‘No. Don’t say anything.’

Her words brought him up short. She knows, he thought. She knows how I feel about her. Even so, he said, ‘But you don’t know what it is I was going to say.’

‘I think I do.’

‘And you don’t think I should just say it anyway?’

She slowed her pace. ‘I’m married, Conrad.’

‘I wish you weren’t.’

‘Don’t say that.’

‘I wish you weren’t,’ he repeated. ‘I wish you were single and I could — ’

‘Please don’t.’

‘Then why did you agree to let me walk you home?’

‘Because… because it would have been rude to refuse.’

‘So it’s better to be polite than speak the truth?’

She turned and looked at him, her eyes as dark as the sky above them. She looked so troubled, almost as if she was scared of him.

‘I’m sorry,’ he said, shocked. ‘From now on I’ll keep my big mouth shut.’

And he did. He made no attempt to kiss her goodnight, as he’d planned to, just stood on the doorstep at the Old Rectory and watched her go inside. He listened to an owl hoot, then he turned and walked away, his footsteps crunching on the gravelled drive.

He wanted to believe that if he turned and looked back, he would see her standing at one of the windows, her face full of longing for him.

He didn’t look back, though. He was too busy looking to the future, to the trip to Lake Como.




Chapter Twenty-nine

For some inexplicable and annoying reason, so it seemed to Lucy, everyone suddenly fancied themselves an expert and wanted to give her the benefit of their worldly wisdom. First it had been her mother offering advice, then Mac, then Dan, then Angie, and now Hugh was pitching in. Her mother, with her all-weather downer on Orlando, had said it was about time Lucy woke up to the truth about him, and everyone else was saying their bust-up was nothing but a storm in a teacup. Some storm, she’d thought. What pained her most was remembering those cruel things he’d said about her: that she was becoming just like her mother.

Irrational.

Bitter.

Jealous.

If he’d ever cared for her how could he have said what he did, knowing how deeply it would hurt her?

She’d been back at work for a week now – her cold finally making a timely exit — and having deliberately and successfully gone out of her way to avoid being alone with Hugh, her luck had now run dry. He’d cornered her while she’d been making a start on tidying the bedding plant section, which after the weekend onslaught looked like it had been trampled on by a herd of charging elephants. He was staring at her now with what he probably thought was his caring I‘m-not-just-your-boss-I’m-your-friend look.

‘How’s it going then, Lucy?’ he asked, while clicking a biro in one hand and fiddling with the walkie-talkie clipped onto his belt with the other.

‘Busy,’ she said. Couldn’t he see that? She gave the ground a vicious swipe with the broom.

‘Too busy for a chat?’

Head down with the broom, she said, ‘I can spare you five minutes. I’m expecting a delivery any minute and I’ve got this lot to sort out before — ’

He cut her short as she knew he would. ‘I’m aware what time the delivery’s arriving, Lucy, and it’s not till after lunch, so do yourself a favour and hear what I’ve got to say.’

‘I don’t have to, you know.’

He clicked the biro. ‘You don’t have to, but just for once I’m calling the shots round here. So put that broom down and come and have a coffee with me in my office.’ Without waiting for her response, he signalled to where Angie was chatting to one of the vacation workers. ‘Hold the fort, will you, Angie? I need Lucy for a few minutes.’

Hugh’s office was the untidiest area in the entire garden centre. Squalor was its close cousin. Whenever Lucy stepped over its threshold she longed to roll up her sleeves and carry out a cull of the ancient catalogues, brochures, files, seed packets, newspapers, crushed cardboard boxes, and chipped china mugs — most of which had mould growing inside them. There was even a broken lopsided chair that had been there for as long as Lucy could remember; the padded seat had been chewed away by a family of nesting mice. ‘I’d prefer to stand,’ she said, when Hugh placed their mugs of coffee on what little area of his desk would safely accommodate them and invited her to sit down. ‘This place is a health hazard,’ she pointed out to him. ‘You really should do something about it.’

He laughed. ‘Not a chance. It’s my sure-fire method of getting rid of pushy sales reps. They can’t get away soon enough.’

‘I wouldn’t be surprised if one showed up dead and decomposing under the clutter some day. It would explain the awful smell.’ She wrinkled her nose. ‘Doesn’t it ever get to you?’

‘No. But what does get to me is knowing my son’s upset you. What’s he done?’

Damn! She’d handed him the perfect opening, right on a plate. ‘Haven’t you asked Orlando?’

‘I tried but he went all non-committal and tight-lipped on me. Is it something to do with that girl who’s working for him?’

Lucy picked up her coffee mug and took a cautious sip – not because there was a danger of it being scalding hot, but because Hugh’s coffee-making ability was on a par with his housekeeping skills. A domestic engineer he was not. She winced at its bitter strength and said, ‘Savannah doesn’t even figure on my radar.’

Hugh raised one of his bushy eyebrows. ‘Judging from your tone I’d have to dispute that.’

Feeling she was being backed against the wall, she said, ‘Look, Hugh, I’d hate to get above myself but really this is none of your business.’

‘Wrong! You’re very much my business. Why, you’re practically family. Like a daughter to me.’

His words whittled away at her resolve. She cleared her throat, suddenly overcome. ‘I had no idea you could use such persuasive rhetoric,’ she said with a rallying attempt to bluff her way through the conversation. Keep the defences up and you’ll soon be out of here unscathed.

‘Oh, come on, love, you can do better than that. Stop stonewalling me. If the lad’s stepped out of line, I want to know about it.’

‘We’ve had a disagreement, that’s all.’ First defence down.

‘It must have been a hefty one for him to be spending more time back at home all of a sudden. I get the feeling from him that the two of you are hardly speaking to each other.’

She took another diverting sip of coffee and instantly regretted it. ‘We said stuff,’ she said. ‘Things got heated.’

‘And the stuff? Did it have anything to do with that girl, Savannah?’

‘Why do you keep going on about her?’

‘Because you and Orlando have been inseparable since you met and shortly after she comes along the two of you aren’t speaking to each other. Is there something going on between Orlando and Savannah? Is that the problem?’

‘Hugh, be fair; if Orlando was going out with a suspected serial killer it still wouldn’t be my place to tell you about it. Can I get back to work now?’

‘So you think she’s on a par with a serial killer, do you? You dislike her that much?’

Damn! ‘I didn’t say that.’

‘No, you didn’t need to. It was written all over your face that day you served her here. I know men are famed for being a bit slow on the uptake, but does Orlando know how you feel about him?’

Lucy froze. ‘What do you mean?’

‘Now you’re just insulting me. Have you told him how you feel? Or have you just let him go off to make a fool of himself with this young girl who’s flattered his ego so effectively?’

She stood staring at Hugh, unable to speak.

‘If I were in your shoes,’ he went on, ‘I’d consider putting up a bit of a fight for him. Some men have to be bludgeoned over the head and dragged back to the cave by their hair. It’s what my wife had to do with me. So if it runs in the family, you’d better find yourself a large blunt instrument.’

Lucy’s head was telling her to battle on, to keep up the pretence and convince Hugh that he’d allowed his overactive imagination to run away with itself, but her heart was telling her to be honest with him. And herself. To say that yes, there was the strongest of possibilities that she did love Orlando, that she had loved him all these years but had never realized it. And now she had pushed him out of her life and into the arms of another. Finally she said, ‘It’s too late, Hugh. Orlando has made it very clear to me that there’s only ever been friendship between us.’

‘Are you sure?’

Just like your mother … irrational … bitter … jealous. She swallowed. ‘Oh, yes. He couldn’t have stated his feelings more plainly.’

‘Things are often said in the heat of the moment. I’ve never been the kind of father to interfere, but how would it be if I spoke to him? Really pinned him down and made him see sense. After all, this thing with Savannah has to be nothing more than a passing fancy.’

She was nearly crying now, knowing that Hugh cared so much that he was prepared to intervene on her behalf. She shook her head and mumbled something about getting back to work.

But he wasn’t finished with her yet. ‘You won’t go and do anything stupid, will you?’

‘Such as?’

‘Such as pulling out of the trip to Italy.’

Astonished at his intuitiveness – several times already she had come within a whisker of calling Olivia Marchwood and cancelling – she said, ‘Have you taken up mindreading on the quiet?’

‘I thought as much.’ He came round from his side of the desk, stepping over a block of crumbling polystyrene. ‘That would be the coward’s way, and you’re no coward, Lucy. You get on that plane to Lake Como, you strut your stuff there and you bloody well enjoy yourself while that fool of a son of mine is getting that girl out of his system. And more importantly, you meet your father and say whatever needs saying. It strikes me that now might be the perfect time to be reconciled with him. Hey there, don’t go all wobbly on me and cry. I’m just your average boring, middle-aged bloke; you know I can’t handle displays of emotion.’

‘I’m not crying,’ she sniffed. ‘It’s this bloody awful coffee. It’s making my eyes water.’




Chapter Thirty

Savannah was having lunch with her mother. They were eating in one of Marcia’s favourite restaurants in Manchester, a trendy, minimalist, wooden-floored establishment where the waiters were all so snooty and up themselves that Savannah longed to hurl, or at least belch very loudly.

Back from her visit to the States, Marcia was dressed in a pair of skin-tight powder-blue hipster jeans with a diamante belt and a plunging white top. Even to Savannah’s critical eyes, her mother looked amazing – years younger than when she’d last seen her. She was used to feeling overshadowed by her mother, but today she felt totally eclipsed. She hated knowing that all around them heads were turning, not to look at her, but to get a better eyeful of Marcia. And as her mother batted her eyelashes at the waiter who was pouring out their wine, Savannah had a sudden thought. She stared harder at her mother’s face – her mother’s perfectly smooth face — particularly around the eyes and forehead. Then her chin. And then her… Bastard hell! That was why she’d been away in the States so long. She’d had a friggin’ face lift and a boob job while she was there. She must have stayed there until the bruising and swelling had gone down and she could come home looking a million dollars with no one the wiser.

And how typical of Mum not to tell her own daughter what she was up to. No change there, then. That was what she hated about her parents: they couldn’t even be arsed to give her the time of day. They never confided in her. Never asked how she felt about something. They just expected her to fit in with their plans.

In contrast Orlando always had time for her. He had to be the most patient guy she’d ever known. And easily the fittest and coolest. But she’d nearly blown it with him. She hadn’t bargained on him being so different from the rest of the guys she knew. His rejection of her that day in his bedroom, when she’d laid it on a plate for him, had been one of the most humiliating moments in her life. She’d made herself look cheap, and decent blokes didn’t do cheap. Everyone knew that.

But he’d been so nice to her about it. He’d even made a joke of it. She’d felt even worse then and had come embarrassingly close to bursting into tears. And that was something she never did. She had never, in the whole of her life, cried in front of a bloke. No bastard way was she going to let some guy see her fall apart. Somehow she’d kept herself together and the next day she’d decided to be completely honest with Orlando. She reckoned she had nothing to lose by this stage. As it worked out, it was the best thing she could have done. Since then they’d got on fine. Well, actually, a lot more than fine. And with Lucy and her great big yapper out of the picture now, things were really looking up.

It was kind of weird, but Orlando’s enthusiasm for his work was infectious and she’d found that she was almost enjoying learning all that plant stuff he knew so much about. Then yesterday he did something that took her by surprise. He kissed her. He’d just got the news that he’d been given the job of designing a garden for some bloke off the telly who lived in Nantwich, and he’d been so pleased he’d put his arms around her and hugged her. He’d lifted her off the ground and swung her round. ‘You’ve brought me luck,’ he’d said. ‘This is going to be such an important job for me.’ And then he’d kissed her – a direct hit on the mouth. Not exactly a snog, but a taster of what might be. He’d then asked her to have dinner with him to celebrate his good news.

‘So what have you been up to whilst I’ve been away?’

Savannah snapped out of her thoughts and regarded her mother. Her freakily fresh-faced, unlined, high-boobed mother. She suddenly felt the need to compete with Marcia, to show her which one of them was the real deal. And so she told her all about Orlando.

‘And exactly how old is this gardener fellow?’ Marcia asked, after a waiter had cleared their table and copped a good look down her front.

‘He’s eight years older than me. But the age difference doesn’t matter. He’s the first man who’s ever treated me — ’

‘And your father’s allowed this?’ Marcia interrupted.

Savannah’s hackles began to rise. ‘I’m old enough to go out with whoever I want.’

‘But a gardener! And you working for him. You. Gardening.’ Marcia shuddered. Savannah supposed that had her mother’s newly stretched skin allowed it, there would have been an expression of horror and outrage covering her face. ‘It’s hardly what your father and I imagined you’d end up doing when we sent you to that expensive school,’ Marcia added sniffily.

‘The school and the cost of it were entirely your choice, not mine. But it’s my choice what I do with my life.’

Marcia dabbed at the corners of her mouth with her napkin. ‘I notice you didn’t answer my question about your father. Does he know you’re involved with this older man?’

‘Bloody hell, Mum, you make Orlando sound like he’s as ancient as you.’

‘There’s no need to be rude. Needless to say, your father’s probably so preoccupied with work and Helen he hasn’t a clue that you’ve been running around with the hired help and making a fool of yourself into the bargain.’

Savannah had had enough. Describing Orlando as the hired help was just so typical of her mother. She went in for the kill. ‘If you must know, Dad and Helen have been great about me working with Orlando. Maybe you should have got your prejudices checked out whilst you were having your face and boobs done, Mum.’

For a moment Marcia said nothing. She just stared at Savannah. ‘And since when has Helen’s opinion meant anything to you?’

Good question, thought Savannah, when minutes later her mother had excused herself to go to the loo, probably to look in the mirror to see what had given her away. Helen might have her faults, Savannah pondered, but she’d never once made a single disparaging comment about Orlando. The memory of her tearing that Subaru driver apart still made Savannah smile.

They were outside on the pavement when her mother said, ‘So, darling, when are you coming home?’

It was a question Savannah had been expecting. ‘The thing is, Mum, I’d kind of like to stay on at Dad’s.’

‘You’re joking, right?’

‘If I come home I can’t carry on working for Orlando.’

‘Oh, I might have known he’d be at the bottom of this!’

‘And one more thing, Mum. I’m going to Italy in a couple of weeks’ time, with Orlando.’

‘The two of you alone?’

She explained about the trip.

‘Well, it looks like you’ve got it all sorted. I’m just glad you could spare me the time for lunch today.’

‘Now you know what it feels like, Mum.’

Orlando was nervous. He was picking Savannah up from the Old Rectory, and apart from wondering if her father would be there, and what he might have to say about his daughter going on a regular date with him, he was still in two minds as to whether he was doing the right thing. By asking Savannah out, he’d given her an unequivocal message: he was interested in her. But she must have reached that conclusion when he’d kissed her. It had been such a spontaneous act on his part – he hadn’t thought twice about it at the time – and it was only later that doubts had crept in. Just what was he getting himself into?

In the past if he’d had something on his mind he would have turned to Lucy for advice. She’d always been there for him in times of uncertainty. It had been Lucy, along with Alice, who had urged him to do the garden design course. He’d been wary of upsetting his father at the time, knowing how keen he was for him to take over the business one day, but Lucy had encouraged him to follow his own dream and had even talked to his father.

As he parked his van on the drive at the front of the Old Rectory, he made a promise to himself. He’d apologize and make it up to Lucy. He’d said some awful things and he knew he’d hurt her. He hadn’t meant to, but his temper had got the better of him. It rarely happened, and in this instance he regretted it deeply. He hoped Lucy would forgive him.

He rang the doorbell. It was answered immediately by Savannah, and the moment he set eyes on her, Lucy and any doubts he’d had flew from his mind. ‘You look fantastic,’ he said as Savannah closed the door behind her and stepped towards him. He was so used to seeing her in her work clothes, the sight of her slim body wrapped in a figure-hugging black dress that finished just short of her cute little bum made his mouth go dry. She was wearing a pair of strappy, high-heeled shoes – the kind to make a bloke sit up and take notice – and the transformation was unbelievable. He felt like one of those ridiculous cartoon characters; if he opened his mouth, his tongue would roll out and dangle somewhere on a level with his knees.

‘Thank you,’ she said. ‘You don’t look so bad yourself.’

He couldn’t help thinking that they made a striking entrance when, later, he pushed open the door of the Italian restaurant. There wasn’t a man who didn’t look at Savannah’s legs when she sashayed past. Dream on, he thought proudly. She’s all mine!

It was a feeling that stayed with him throughout the evening, and any reservations he’d had about what he was getting into were long gone by the time he was seeing her home and was once again standing outside the front door of the Old Rectory.

‘I’ve had a great evening,’ she said, her hands clasped behind her back, her breasts jutting out towards him.

‘So have I. Do you think you’d like to repeat it?’

‘What do you think?’

‘I think I’d like to kiss you.’

‘Any reason why you shouldn’t?’

‘I’m worried that if I so much as touch you it will set off an alarm causing security lights to flash on and your father to come rushing out here.’

She smiled and positioned herself on a higher step so that she was eye to eye with him. ‘Shall we put it to the test and see what happens?’

They did.

There was nothing like the stir of a proper first kiss. The excitement. The promise. Then the clamouring hunger for more than a kiss. He pressed her slender body close, his mouth open wide over hers, her tongue darting over his.

‘There,’ she said, when they finally drew apart, ‘no alarms, no lights, and no angry father.’

‘You might not have seen any flashing lights,’ he joked, ‘but I did.’

She smiled, kissed him one more time, lightly on the lips, and said, ‘See you tomorrow, then.’ She turned and disappeared inside the house. She was gone so quickly, it was as if she and the whole evening had been a figment of his imagination.




Chapter Thirty-one

Oh, this was bad. Worse than bad. It was potentially disastrous. How had she, Helen Madison-Tyler, normally so level-headed and rational, allowed it to happen? How could she have given Conrad all those mixed messages? She should never have agreed to let him walk her home. She might just as well have given him a written statement that she was miserable in her marriage and looking for a distraction. Better still, why not set herself up in a brightly painted booth as a fairground attraction — Roll up! Roll up! See the lonely, disenchanted married woman!

This was not a description she ever thought she would apply to herself, but she was lonely, and she was, although it pained her to admit it, disenchanted with marriage to Hunter. But an affair wasn’t the answer. Not with Conrad. Not with anyone. She had her principles and she wasn’t about to throw them out of the window along with her self-worth.

‘You’ve missed one.’

She looked up into the faded eyes of her grandmother. ‘What’s that, Gran?’

‘You’ve missed a coupon. Look.’

‘So I have. Sorry. I was miles away.’ She snipped away at the magazine, then added the coupon for a box of dog biscuits to the pile of money-off vouchers Emma would never use. The poignant futility of the exercise made Helen want to scream. Why did it have to be this way? Why was life so bloody unfair? She suddenly needed to get out of here. The smell of death was too much. No matter how elegant and refined the furnishings were in this place, it was all around them; the very structure of the building was permeated with the sour, unpalatable odour of death and decay. There was no mistaking that it was the holding bay for meeting one’s end.

How could a life as bittersweet as Emma’s had been, be reduced to this? Hadn’t she suffered enough? A rush of fierce love for Emma caused tears to spring to Helen’s eyes and she thought of everything her grandmother – and her grandfather – had done for her. Had it not been for them, what would have happened to her when her mother killed herself? As a young child she had developed a heart-stopping fear of being left behind somewhere. A trip to the local shops became a terrifying ordeal. What if her grandmother let go of her hand? What if her grandmother disappeared into the crowd of people and Helen couldn’t find her? What if she couldn’t find her way home? Then, through sheer determined willpower she decided she would have to learn to fend for herself. She committed to memory the number of the bus they used, the road names they passed, and the shop names. She became obsessed with landmarks: that was the row of terraced houses where they’d once seen an ambulance parked on the kerb, its lights flashing; that was the butcher’s shop where they always put sawdust on the floor and the men wore funny straw hats; and that was the zebra crossing where the nasty woman had smacked the little boy because he’d dropped his ice-cream. It was an exhausting process initially but it soon became second nature and her confidence grew. But what she couldn’t cope with were the looks of sympathy. She hated that, hated knowing that people knew she was different. She even hated her dead mother for a while. How could Daisy have been so selfish? To kill herself and not care what happened to her child or what it would do to her parents? She vowed she would never be as weak. She would be so strong that nothing, and more importantly no one, would cause her to falter. Independence was the key, she discovered. So long as she had that, she would be all right.

‘Why don’t we go for a walk?’ she said, getting up from the table and going over to her bag for a tissue.

Emma put down her scissors, her face instantly bright with a smile. ‘Can we go to that garden again? The one we went to yesterday?’

Pleased that her grandmother had some recall of that day at Wollerton — even if it did feel like yesterday to her – but saddened there wasn’t time to drive all that way, Helen said, ‘We’ll go there another time. For now let’s just go for a walk in the gardens here.’

The smile vanished from Emma’s face as quickly as it had appeared. ‘I don’t want to. I have too much to do.’ The scissors were back in her hands.

In need of something more constructive than the relentless task of chopping up more copies of Chat and Good Housekeeping, Helen offered to make them a cup of tea. Minutes later she was back in Emma’s room with a tray of tea things and a plate of shortbread she’d brought with her.

‘You don’t look happy,’ Emma said when she’d helped herself to a biscuit and had crumbled some of it down her front within seconds.

The statement was so unexpected, Helen just opened her mouth and said, ‘I’m not.’

Emma’s expression grew serious and she drew her whispery white eyebrows together. ‘Oh, that’s so sad, Daisy. Why aren’t you happy?’

Daisy. Helen. What did it matter? ‘My marriage is a disappointment to me,’ she said simply.

The frown deepened into an intense look of concentration. ‘I can’t remember; have I met your husband?’

‘Yes.’

‘Did I like him?’

Recalling the smashed cup and saucer and the locked cloakroom door, Helen said, ‘People generally like Hunter, Gran. He’s charismatic, the sort of man who stands out in a crowd.’ She passed her grandmother another biscuit and surreptitiously brushed the crumbs off Emma’s cardigan.

‘Stop fussing over me,’ Emma said, taking a swipe at her hand. ‘Just talk to me.’

Why not? Helen thought, if that was what her grandmother wanted. ‘The thing is,’ she said, ‘I’ve met someone. He’s everything Hunter isn’t. He’s quiet, thoughtful, and very kind. You met him that day at the garden in Wollerton. Ever since then I haven’t been able to get him out of my mind. He’s touched my heart in a way Hunter never has. I don’t know why, but he’s made it clear he’s interested in me, and I know I shouldn’t react to anything he says or does, but I can’t help myself.’ She paused to reign herself in as much as for the need to draw breath. ‘What do you think I should do, Gran?’

Emma, who had been gazing up at the ceiling with a faraway look in her eye, suddenly gripped the arms of her chair anxiously. ‘I need the lavatory,’ she said.

It seemed no coincidence at all, when Helen drove home, stopping off at the delicatessen, to find that the only other customer was Conrad. With a baguette sticking out of the top of a carrier bag, he was just leaving. And, of course, it was only natural that when he asked how she was, she told him that she was fine. He was fine, too, he told her. Good, they both concluded. It was good that they were both fine. All out of sparkling repartee, they then danced an awkward two-step around each other as they tried to get past, and by the time he’d shut the door after him and Helen was standing at the counter, she’d forgotten what she’d come in for. She made a random choice of some stuffed olives and a piece of stilton and left in an embarrassed hurry.

Conrad was waiting for her outside.




Chapter Thirty-two

‘Did you forget something?’ she asked.

Conrad blinked, as though it would help him to summon up the necessary courage. To push him where he ought not to go. ‘Yes,’ he said. ‘I forgot to ask if you’d — ’ He broke off.

Her achingly beautiful eyes stared back at him, but she didn’t say anything.

He cleared his throat and tried again. ‘The thing is, I can’t stop thinking about you.’

Her gaze slid away, down to her shoes. ‘But you must,’ she said faintly.

‘Maybe I don’t want to. Let me walk you home.’

She looked up again, as startled as if he’d fired a gun.

‘I only want to walk with you,’ he pressed.

He could see the hesitation in her face, but then she nodded. They waited for a break in the traffic and when the last car had gone by with Olivia Marchwood at the wheel — she gave them an imperious wave – they stepped across the road. ‘We’ll go the long way,’ Helen said, ‘through the churchyard.’

His first thought was that his luck was in, that she wanted to prolong the length of time they could be together. His second thought was that maybe she thought the consecrated ground of St John’s would keep her safe from him. This thought was given extra credence by the speed at which she set off, as if she was running for cover. However, once they’d passed through the lychgate, and were within the dappled shade of the ancient yew tree, she slowed her pace. They followed the gravel path, then, catching sight of the bench he used to sit on whilst waiting for Mac when he had to be ferried to and from church, he said, ‘Why don’t we sit here for a while?’

Again she nodded her agreement. It was impossible to know what she was thinking. Was she merely humouring him?

Once they were settled, he said, ‘I meant what I said earlier, that I can’t stop thinking about you. I keep trying to put you out of my mind, but you won’t budge.’ He turned his head. ‘It’s … it’s a long time since anyone’s had this effect on me. Just my luck you have to be married.’

‘I’ve never cheated on anyone in my life,’ she murmured.

‘Neither have I.’

‘I’ve always believed that people who behaved that way had no self control. That they were selfish and lacked a sense of right and wrong. And I’m well aware that that sounds prim and holier than thou in this day of winner takes all.’

‘Not at all. I used to think people who were going through some kind of crisis or other had only to pull themselves together to get over it. Sam’s death taught me otherwise. Life isn’t the orderly black-and-white business we’d prefer it to be. It’s messy and complicated and horribly blurred around the edges. All we can ever do is make the best of it. And maybe grab at those fleeting chances of happiness.’

‘But never at the expense of anyone else’s happiness.’

‘Meaning your husband’s happiness?’

‘Yes. Hunter may not be the perfect husband, but he deserves my loyalty.’

‘He’s a lucky man.’

‘No. I’m the one who’s lucky.’

There was so much he could say in response to this wholly inaccurate remark but Conrad held his tongue. Instead he listened to the sound of a blackbird chirruping, of pigeons cooing, and the distant thrum of a lawnmower. But all the while he was consumed with the need to bridge the two-inch gap between them as they sat on the bench. He wanted to touch Helen. To hold her. To kiss her. It was so long since he’d felt this way, it was all he could do to stare straight ahead in the hope that she wouldn’t guess at the strength of his feelings for her.

At last he couldn’t take the silence any longer. ‘I just want to spend time with you,’ he said. ‘I want to get to know you better.’ He risked a sideways glance. ‘Would that be so very awful?’

She turned and finally looked at him. His heart lurched. There was an expression of such sadness in her face, he caught his breath. I’m responsible for this, he thought with shame. I can’t do this to her. If I really care about this woman, I have to leave her alone. Abruptly he got to his feet. ‘I’m sorry,’ he said, already moving away. ‘I have no right to pester you like this.’ He was some distance from her when he stopped and glanced back. ‘Forget I ever said anything,’ he called to her. ‘You were right and I was wrong.’

For what seemed for ever, Conrad stood firm in his resolve to cast Helen from his mind, but three days later he couldn’t fool himself any longer and he decided to accompany his uncle to the last Garden Club meeting before the trip to Lake Como. It was a sure way of spending a legitimate evening with Helen without causing an unnecessary stir.

Except it did cause a stir in one particular quarter: Mac. ‘You’re coming to the meeting?’ his uncle asked him incredulously. ‘What on earth for?’

‘It was you who wanted me to go on the wretched trip in the first place,’ he countered. ‘I just thought it was time I showed some interest in what I’ve signed up for.’

‘You’ll be bored stiff. I’d give it a miss if I were you.’

‘It’s okay. I’ve come this far, I might just as well go the whole hog.’

They were having lunch, one of those rare occurrences when Conrad had been lured away from his office by the appeal of sitting in the garden in the hot August sun for an hour. That and the need to quiz his uncle about Helen. He knew that yesterday Mac had spent an afternoon at a local nursery with her, helping to choose some plants for the garden at the Old Rectory.

‘So how was Helen yesterday?’ he asked. By talking about Helen, he felt closer to her. Closer was good. Closer meant he could kid himself that one day she would look at him with something other than sadness in her eyes.

Helping himself to another bread roll, Mac said, ‘Funny you should ask. I thought she seemed quieter than usual.’

‘How quiet?’

‘Perhaps preoccupied would be a more apt description. Several times I had to repeat what I’d said because she hadn’t heard me. She’s usually more attentive than that.’

‘Perhaps you were boring her?’

Mac scowled. ‘Thanks a bunch. Pass the butter.’

‘Or do you think she was upset about something?’

Mac shot him a look. ‘Such as?’

Conrad shrugged. It was time to stop fishing, but he couldn’t. ‘I don’t know; I get the impression all is not as it could be in that marriage of hers. Her husband’s hardly ever around.’

‘It’s never wise to speculate on other people’s marriages. The bond that holds most relationships together is often incomprehensible to the outside eye. You only have to think of your own parents’ marriage to know the truth of that.’

Not wanting to be sidetracked, certainly not by his parents’ nebulous relationship, Conrad said, ‘But what do you make of Hunter?’

‘I hardly know the chap.’

‘And since when has that ever stopped you from forming an opinion of someone?’

Mac narrowed his eyes. ‘What’s going on, Conrad?’

‘I don’t know what you mean. We’re sitting here in the garden having a chat.’

‘I make that two unprovoked insults in the space of as many minutes. Even by your standards, that’s going some. And more to the point, why the sudden interest in Helen? What could she have possibly done to deserve your under-the-microscope scrutiny?’

Something in Conrad’s face must have given him away. Either that or the effect of Mac hearing his own question out loud clearly had him wondering. Seconds passed. ‘Conrad, is there something you’re not telling me? You and Helen … you’re not…’ His voice trailed off. ‘Dear God! What have you done?’

Conrad saw no point in lying. ‘Nothing much. But not for the want of trying.’ He added.

‘Don’t talk in riddles. Are you or are you not having an affair with Helen?’

‘An affair isn’t what I want. And to Helen’s credit, neither is it what she wants.’

Mac looked ready to explode. ‘So what the hell is going on between the two of you?’

‘Let’s just say if her circumstances were otherwise, things could be very different.’

‘But she is married!’ roared Mac. ‘I won’t let you hurt Helen this way.’

Whatever reaction Conrad had expected from his uncle, it wasn’t this vociferous outburst of protectiveness. ‘Hurting Helen is the last thing I want to do,’ he said.

‘Well, I want nothing to do with it.’

‘Good! Because guess what, I wasn’t looking for a threesome.’

Mac bristled. ‘How can you be so flippant about this? A marriage is at stake here.’

‘No it isn’t. Helen’s being eminently sensible and loyal. She hasn’t done anything, and won’t do anything, to jeopardize her marriage.’

‘And what about you? If you keep sniffing around her, she’ll — ’

‘Look,’ Conrad interrupted his uncle, ‘this isn’t easy for me. Do you think for one minute I deliberately went looking for a situation as complicated as this? I can’t explain or justify it. It just happened. It’s how it is. She makes my heart soar. She makes me feel like I used to. Can that be so very wrong?’

To Conrad’s surprise, all the fight suddenly went out of his uncle. The old man leaned back in his chair heavily. He looked weary. ‘It may not feel wrong to you,’ he said almost inaudibly, ‘but trust me, Hunter will view the matter very differently. A cuckolded husband is a dangerous unknown quantity. Especially a man like Hunter. And I’ll wager you any sum you care to mention that he’s a volatile man.’

‘There’s nothing for Hunter to find out about. And I meant it when I said the last thing I want to do is hurt Helen.’

The village hall was stuffy and airless that evening. Every window was open but it made no difference; there wasn’t the slightest breeze of cooling air to be had. Whilst waiting for the meeting to get underway, people were fanning themselves with whatever they had to hand and complaining about the sweltering heat. There were mutterings of the humid days that were apparently ahead of them and even more mutterings of the threat of fungal disease in the garden, of mildew and rust and leaf spot.

Mac wasn’t listening. He was in a state of shock. He’d had no idea about Conrad and Helen. How the devil had he missed that? He felt betrayed. Had Helen only been sociable with him to spend time with Conrad? Could she really have been so devious? He didn’t want to believe that. He liked Helen. He liked her a lot. Truth be known, he was even a little jealous. Helen had been his friend.

He leant forward slightly and looked to where she was sitting, just the other side of Conrad. Conrad had sworn blind that nothing had happened between them, yet it didn’t make Mac feel any easier. The intent was there, if only on Conrad’s part. All the situation needed was the right spark and then where would they be?

He sighed inwardly. It was all too familiar. Another time. Another two lives.




Chapter Thirty-three

Lucy was trying hard to sound as though this conversation with Orlando wasn’t causing her anguish. For the sake of their friendship she had to appear upbeat and magnanimous. Above all else, she had to convince Orlando that she was totally okay that he and Savannah had become Swanmere’s latest hot couple.

It was eight o’clock in the evening and they were at the allotments. Getting Orlando to meet her here was the only way she could be sure of talking to him without the Gobby Pixie in tow.

He’d turned up exactly on time – punctuality had always been a strong suit of his – and initially they’d kept the talk on a strictly safe level, about the sweetcorn that was perfectly ripe now and the bumper crop of tomatoes she’d earlier been showing off to Bill and Joe. When at last there was nothing left to divert them, she said, ‘Shall I make us a drink and we can talk about what really matters?’

And now while she fiddled around with the Calor Gaz burner inside the shed, which was hotter than the Sahara desert having had the sun on it all day, she told herself that everything would be all right. They’d apologize and be best mates again.

But was best mates what she wanted?

It’s all that’s on offer, she reminded herself. So you can forget about anything else!

They sat side by side on the two rickety collapsible stools Dan had given Lucy about a million years ago, and stared into their mugs – Orlando into his black coffee and Lucy into her peppermint tea. She was getting through a lot of peppermint tea these days; it was supposed to keep her calm and settle her stomach. In times of worry it was always her stomach that was the first casualty.

As it turned out, they both apologized simultaneously and in perfect unison.

‘I’m sorry for all the things I said, Lucy.’

‘I’m sorry for the way I behaved, Orlando.’

They smiled tentatively at each other.

‘I was way, way out of order,’ Lucy said. ‘Completely off the chart.’

‘So was I. I still can’t believe what a jerk I’ve been. Do you forgive me?’

‘Only if you forgive me.’

‘Already done.’

They put their mugs down and hugged each other.

‘I’ve missed you so much, Lucy,’ he said. ‘Don’t let’s ever argue like that again.’

‘Trust me; You’re my oldest and closest friend, I won’t do anything to jeopardize that.’

He kissed the top of her forehead. ‘Ditto for me.’

‘So come on,’ she said, once they’d let go of one another and were sipping their drinks. They could hear Bill and Joe singing – for some strange reason – ‘You’ll Never Walk Alone’ at the top of their voices. ‘How’s it going with you and Savannah?’

She sensed him tense, could see he was reluctant to talk about the girl. It was sweet of him to want to spare her feelings, but she was having none of it. She had to know the worst. ‘It’s okay, Orlando. I’m over all that nonsense.’

Before long she was regretting her encouragement. She could see that he was enjoying talking about Savannah, that just saying her name out loud made him smile. His obvious happiness caused Lucy’s throat to constrict and her heart to feel as heavy as a stone. She wanted to tear it out of her chest and hurl it as far away as she could. Maybe then it wouldn’t hurt her any more.

She made herself smile back at him, to give him the chance to share his feelings. If she really cared about him she would want him to be happy, she kept telling herself.

‘It sounds serious, Orlando,’ she said.

He shrugged. But that sickening smile was still radiating out from him.

She nudged him playfully with her foot. ‘Go on, you can tell me: do you love her?’

‘It’s far too soon for that, Luce.’

‘And since when has time had anything to do with it?’

‘But love, that’s — ’

‘Oh, don’t give me all that. I can see it in your eyes, Orlando. You’re crazy about her.’

The colour rose to his face. ‘You always did know me so well. I don’t know how it happened. She just kind of crept up on me.’

‘That’s love for you.’ And didn’t Lucy know the truth of that. All these years she’d regarded Orlando as a friend, then suddenly out of nowhere her heart gives a breaking newsflash that he means so much more to her.

He put his arm around her. ‘I can’t tell you how pleased and relieved I am that we’re okay again,’ he said.

‘Me, too.’

He squeezed her shoulder. ‘You’re the best, Luce.’

Yes, aren’t I just, she thought wretchedly.

Later, when he’d gone and only a few people were still pottering in the fading light, Lucy stood alone in her shed. She was crying as silently as she could, her head in her hands. She was so racked with misery she didn’t hear the sound of footsteps approaching.

‘Lucy? Are you all right?’

Dan was framed in the doorway. The look of concern on his weatherbeaten old face was too much and she cried all the more. He stepped inside the shed and wrapped her in his arms. She rested her head against his chest, finding comfort in the rich, earthy smell of his tatty old jacket. ‘Oh, Dan,’ she said, ‘I think I’m falling apart.’

‘Oh, lass, whatever it is, it can’t be that bad.’

‘It is. It’s worse than anything you could ever imagine.’

The 9.10 Virgin West Coast train out of Euston was twenty minutes late. London had been stinking hot and the temperature inside the first-class carriage where Conrad was sitting wasn’t much better. With his laptop open on the table in front of him, he prepared to kill the next two hours by doing some work. All in all it had been a good day. He’d come away the blue-eyed boy because he’d spotted a dodgy clause in the contract that the Japanese lawyers had slipped in at the last minute, a clause which would have cost his clients dearly in the long run. Arses had been whipped!

The train hadn’t been moving for long when somebody further up the carriage answered the ring of his mobile phone. The man’s voice carried well. A little too well. The young woman opposite Conrad looked up from her copy of the Evening Standard and rolled her eyes at him. Conrad gave her a small nod of collusive understanding. Five minutes later and the annoying man was still giving everyone the benefit of his one-sided conversation. ‘I’m telling you, the Dubai vision is going great guns,’ he told the caller. ‘You’d be a fool not to get on board; it’s the business centre of the Middle East. There are properties there that are just soaring in value, some of them by as much as a hundred per cent. Yes, through the stratosphere. But I’d advise you to get a move on. Everyone’s wanting a slice of the Palm Projects action.’

Unable to resist getting a look at the know-it-all big-mouth, Conrad leaned to his left to peer through the gap in the seats opposite. What he saw had him pressing himself back against the window. It was Helen’s husband, Hunter. He felt foolish for not recognizing his voice, but there again he’d only met him the once and had barely spoken to him. Still, the coincidence felt bloody weird. Or was it just a guilty conscience that was responsible for that?

Hunter may not be the perfect husband, but he deserves my loyalty.

It wasn’t the first time those words of Helen’s had played inside his head. What did she see in him? What bound her to him? Did she, as he’d speculated before, simply enjoy the lifestyle her marriage gave her? It was not a thought he wanted to dwell on because it cast Helen in a less than favourable light.

But whatever her reasons for making that remark, he was convinced love wasn’t a factor.

It was possible, of course, that he was being overly simplistic. By using the benchmark of his own marriage, was he jumping to the conclusion that all relationships were as straightforward, or as deeply rooted in love and compatibility?

He risked another surreptitious glance through the gap in the seats. Helen’s husband was winding down his phone conversation now. ‘No problem. I’ll get my secretary to email you the details. Cheers!’ He snapped his mobile shut and turned to his left, winked and then moved out of Conrad’s eye line.

The wink suggested Hunter wasn’t travelling alone. Was Helen with him? Conrad strained a little further to his left — causing the man sitting next to him to back away with a disgruntled look – and caught a glimpse of Hunter’s companion.

Except, frustratingly, he couldn’t quite see enough. All he was sure of was that the blonde woman Hunter was now kissing was most certainly not Helen. His secretary, perhaps?

Anger surged through Conrad. How dare Hunter cheat on Helen! How dare he abuse her trust! What kind of a man was he?

But then the irony of the situation caught up with his self-righteousness and he pulled the plug on his anger and condemnation. As the train pulled into Watford Gap, Conrad speculated on what this discovery might mean to Helen. Would it make her feel less guilty about embarking on an affair with him? Or would it make her leave Hunter? If so, and if he was being purely selfish, wouldn’t it be in his interest to tell her about this other woman? But should he? Could he really be that brutally selfish?

He deserves my loyalty.

As misplaced as this sentiment now seemed, wouldn’t the knowledge that her husband was cheating on her upset Helen?

No. He couldn’t do it. He didn’t want to be the one to cause her a moment’s unhappiness.

That was when he knew for sure that he’d fallen in love with her.




Bellagio




Chapter Thirty-four

Maybe it was a sign of him getting older but Marcus didn’t like it when Francesca was away from him for too long. He could have gone with her to Milan, as he’d suggested, but she’d been unusually insistent. ‘You’d hardly see anything of me,’ she’d told him, ‘I’m going to be busy with my friends the whole time I’m there.’

The invitation to get together with her old university friends had materialized out of the blue and whilst he didn’t begrudge his wife spending time reminiscing with them, he did have an uneasy feeling about her absence. It was an uneasiness that had been following him round these last few weeks, maybe even longer. It wasn’t anything he could really put his finger on, more a sense that Francesca had become vague and distracted. She felt distant from him, something he’d never before experienced. He’d tried talking to her, slipping in a subtle question here and there in the hope that she’d take the bait and open up to him. She hadn’t.

They had always been so intensely close that he couldn’t help but be sensitive to the merest hint of a change between them. He was convinced he wasn’t imagining the shift in Francesca. Moreover, he was sure she was hiding something from him. His greatest fear was that she was unhappy – with their marriage and with him.

Until now he hadn’t dared articulate this thought, not even to himself. So saddened was he by it, he flung aside his glasses, switched off his laptop and decided to go for a walk. He’d go to Bellagio. He needed to call in at the bank anyway. Then he might pay a visit to Anna. If anyone knew what was going on with Francesca, Anna would be the one.

It was mid-afternoon and the hot August sun was high in the sky, but the quiet, narrow streets of Pescallo were cool and shady. When Francesca had first shown him the small fishing village, he had taken to it at once and asked her – hoping she’d say yes – if this was where she would like to live. She’d been delighted with his reaction and when the right villa became available, they snapped it up. That was a little over twelve years ago. The intention had been for it to be a family house with a couple of children running about the place, but it had never happened. After several miscarriages and seeking countless medical opinions, Francesca was told that it was highly unlikely she would ever carry a child to full term. It had been heart-wrenching disappointment, and her loss was compounded by the ease with which the rest of her family were able to conceive and give birth. So overwhelmed initially was she by the starkness of this diagnosis that Marcus had been genuinely concerned he might lose her. He’d had the same sinking feeling then that he was experiencing now.

But with the resilience that he so admired in her, Francesca emerged from her sadness and settled for being her many nephews’ and nieces’ favourite aunt. They called her zia Cica and adored her as much as she adored them. Yet he knew this role could never fill the vacuum of her need to be a mother. He’d have given anything for it to be otherwise.

He loved her as deeply as the day he’d fallen in love with her all those years ago when, as they’d always later joked, he had literally swept her off her feet. Their meeting had been one of those extraordinary events that one just doesn’t see coming. Literally. During a moment’s loss of concentration when he’d been reflecting on yet another row he’d just had with Fiona, he’d knocked her off her bike as she was pulling out of a side street. Fortunately the worst of the damage had been inflicted on the bike. Picking herself up from the ground, she’d shrugged off his attempts to help her and began hurling abuse. Even though she was ranting at him in Italian, it was clear to him and to those who had stopped to offer assistance, or in some cases to gawp openly, that he was on the receiving end of some pretty explosive stuff. It wasn’t long, though, before the tirade became English and he felt the full force of her anger. Shocked that in a second of carelessness he could have killed her, all he could do was keep repeating how sorry he was and offer to pay for the damage to her bicycle. He’d then insisted on taking her to the nearest A and E department to make sure she really was all right. Throughout the short drive, she’d sat in the front passenger seat with her arms folded across her chest, berating him for his negligence. When he could squeeze in a word to the vociferous outpouring, which had reverted back to Italian, she just stared at him. And though he was genuinely concerned that he might have injured her, he tempered his anxiety by reminding himself that Italians were drama- and crisis-rich and liked nothing better than having something at which they could gnash their teeth.

They spent the best part of two hours in casualty, by which time he was beginning to think how attractive she was and what an amazingly sexy voice she had – her English was near-perfect but beautifully accented with her native tongue. In answer to his questions, she told him she was studying English at Milan University and was in London to do an English Literature dissertation. He’d been impressed. His recollection of being forced to read Shakespeare, the great poets and Chaucer was that it had been an overwhelming chore, but here was this young Italian girl writing a dissertation on Emily Bronte’s Wuthering Heights. How on earth she could wade through all that dialect he didn’t know. But at least they seemed to have found themselves on safer ground. Her animosity towards him had melted away and she was talking about a trip to Yorkshire she was hoping to make, to see where the Bronte sisters had lived. From nowhere he suddenly heard himself saying, ‘I’m going up to Yorkshire on business next week; why don’t I give you a lift?’

She looked at him with her impossibly dark eyes. ‘Why? Why would you want to drive me all that way?’

‘I just said I was going there anyway.’

She pursed her lips. Then: ‘I think I would have to be crazy to get in a car with such a bad driver.’

‘You chanced it to get here to the hospital,’ he pointed out.

‘Only because I was in shock. Maybe I am still in shock. Maybe I have concussion and I am going to die from a brain haemorrhage.’

He smiled. ‘You’re studying medicine as well as English literature, are you?’

‘Which is more than you have ever done! Have you had any driving lessons at all?’

Amused at her sharp retort, he bowed his head. ‘First game to you,’ he said.

He did take her to Yorkshire and with each mile he drove he grew more aware of the danger he was deliberately getting himself into. Except it didn’t feel dangerous. It felt good. Better than good. This young Italian girl with her animated face, flashing dark eyes and amazingly long lashes was good to be around. By the time they arrived in Haworth and he was dropping her off at the bed and breakfast she’d booked herself into, he didn’t want to leave her, not for a single second. He arranged to come back for her two days later, even though it meant extending his stay for longer than he’d originally planned. When he pulled up outside the stone-built farmhouse he almost hoped that she’d appear in the doorway and he’d feel nothing for her, that whatever he’d experienced had been a crazy flight of fancy. But no. He took one look at her as she came towards the car with her rucksack bouncing off her shoulder and a smile lighting up her face, and his heart swerved.

They were on the MI with London only a short distance away when she said, ‘I know you’re married,’ – he’d told her this during the drive up — ‘but I’d like to see you again. Would that be possible?’

‘I’d like to see you again too,’ he’d replied, taking his eyes off the road for a split second to look at her. ‘So yes, it would be possible.’

She didn’t say anything else, but she placed a hand on his leg and kept it there for the rest of the journey. From that day on he saw her or spoke to her on the telephone, on a daily basis. When she’d finished her dissertation and it was time for her to return to Italy, he knew he couldn’t let her go. He offered her a job at his advertising agency, which she turned down with tears in her eyes. ‘I’m sorry, caro,’ she said, ‘but I have to go home to my family. Bellagio is my home, not London.’

He pleaded with her not to leave him. ‘I can’t stay,’ she said. ‘It’s selfish of me, I know, but I can’t carry on as we are. I want the whole of you or nothing.’

He knew what she was asking of him, but could he do it? If it weren’t for Lucy, then yes, he’d go without a second thought. His daughter … he loved her so much. But he loved Francesca, too. In the end, he forced himself to believe that love would conquer all, that Lucy would find it in her heart to forgive him. One day.

He was still waiting for that day. Perhaps it was futile to think that she would ever understand what he’d done. A year after he’d left England there had been a brief period when he’d stopped writing to Lucy — the agonizing silence that followed each card, letter and present that he sent was too painful. Permanently living with the hope that she would answer one of his letters became intolerable and he told Francesca that he’d come to the conclusion it would be better if he tried to pretend he’d never had a daughter. She was furious with him and said she’d leave him if he ever did that. With hindsight he knew she’d been right. It was better to live in hope. But why, after all these years, could Lucy not accept that this was something he’d had no say in? He just had to be with Francesca. He would have thought that by now she would have discovered for herself that love — the real thing – was a law unto itself. It wasn’t the rational process everyone wanted to believe it was.

For some years he had tried to ignore the obvious: that his marriage was over. For his daughter’s sake, he’d done his best to hold things together; it had never occurred to him to go looking for anyone else. He just threw himself into his work instead. This in turn provided more grounds for disapproval – ‘You’re never here,’ Fiona would complain. Was it any wonder? he wanted to fire back at her. But he didn’t. He hated confrontation. As a small boy he’d witnessed too many arguments between his own parents when their marriage broke up and he couldn’t bring himself to enter the arena of snipe and fire. Even when the arguments with Fiona had escalated to the point where she seemed to be goading him for the sake of it — she would argue that he spent too much time with Lucy, or too little time – he couldn’t bring himself to fight with her. Perhaps that had been his mistake. If he’d been more forceful and stood his ground maybe things might have been different. As it was, whatever he did was wrong.

It was no wonder, when Francesca came along, that he should find her company so enriching and diverting. He could have stopped right at the outset, had it not been love. If it had been some shabby infatuation, then yes, he’d have had some power over what he was getting into. He’d been telling himself this ever since, because as happy as he was with Francesca, he still felt the weight of guilt for what he’d done to Lucy.

He stood for a moment to catch his breath. He’d been so lost in his thoughts that he hadn’t paced himself for the steep climb up the cobbled steps towards Bellagio. He turned and looked back to the lake: the Lecco arm of Lake Como. The water was perfectly still. He wondered what Francesca was doing now. Was she with her old university friends? Or was she with someone else?

A man …

He shivered, despite the early September heat. If Francesca left him, not only would his life be over, then the colossal sacrifice he’d made would have been for nothing. He couldn’t let that happen. He would have to talk to Francesca, give her the opportunity to tell him what was wrong. It was possible that he had been neglecting her recently. With the expansion of his office in Milan, work had been busier than ever these last couple of months. Not once had she complained, and often, if her own work as a freelance writer and tour guide permitted, she would stay with him at their apartment in Milan.

But if she did feel as though she was being treated as second best he would have to take steps to rectify the situation. He had a perfectly good team working for him, so in theory delegation shouldn’t be a problem. He knew, however, that it would be a challenge. He had never been good at delegating. When he’d left England, he’d had visions of leaving behind the rat race that had been his life up until that point. But he soon discovered he wasn’t cut out for idling along in the slow lane. He needed the buzz of the next deal, the next account. Advertising was in his blood. Once he’d mastered Italian and felt confident enough to do business in a foreign language, he was soon competing with the best of them. He found that Italy had so much to get excited about. Forget about the crazy bureaucracy and the barely disguised corruption and xenophobia, Italy, in particular Milan, was a hotbed of opportunity. With so much industry based in Northern Italy, his agency had never been short of clients. As to be expected, it had taken him a while to become established. To begin with, he’d rented a small office in Bellagio, where he and Francesca were then living and which just so happened to be within walking distance of nearly every member of her immediate family. He had then taken his favourite sister-in-law’s advice and got involved with several local businesses. On the face of it, the only industry going on in Bellagio was tourism, but behind the scenes there was an established plant nursery industry and a glass-making factory specializing in ornaments and Christmas decorations. These intricately handcrafted, high-quality glass baubles were now exported on a satisfyingly large scale to the States – a staggering ninety per cent of what they produced ended up in America — and Marcus was pleased to have been a part of the company’s still growing success.

Enrico Mosto, the owner of the largest nursery in the area, was one of Marcus’s closest friends and a week rarely went by without the two of them getting together for a drink or a meal. He was meeting Enrico at the Serbelloni that evening. The restaurant at the Grand Hotel Villa Serbelloni – one of the finest on Lake Como – was Enrico’s favourite place to eat and he always insisted on taking Marcus and Francesca there for dinner at least once a month. Tonight, for the first time ever, it would be just the two of them: Francesca was driving back from Milan that evening and Enrico’s wife had died earlier this year. The poor man was still in deep mourning for her.

His breathing back under control now, Marcus pushed on. Then blessedly the steep climb was over and from here on it was downhill all the way to Bellagio.

The densely packed town often reminded Marcus of Venice, so crammed was it with narrow passageways, most of which were cobbled, and, so Francesca claimed, a pain to walk on in high heels. When he’d first arrived here it had taken him some days to navigate around the small town, especially at night.

At the bottom of Salita Genazzini he passed the Hotel Splendide and made for the bank. Ten minutes later he was back out onto the tourist-filled street. Across the road, cars were queuing for the ferry; one had just pulled into the terminal and a slow-moving crowd of yet more tourists were being disgorged into the busy lakeside resort. Another two months, he thought, and all would be quiet. Come the first week of November, the whole town would grind to a shuddering halt. The hotels would close their doors, most of the shops and restaurants too, with only a handful staying open to service the needs of the three thousand or so locals and the Milanese who visited at the weekends. The sense of relief that descended on Bellagio in November was as tangible as the snow that would later appear on the surrounding mountaintops.

From the bank he turned right and continued along the main street; all around him he could hear the sound of English-speaking voices, whether they were Australian, American or from the south east of England. Visitors tended to be of the older variety, bringing with them the ever growing power of the grey pound and dollar. He waved at the waiters at the San Remo Bar and for a split second he was tempted to stop for a beer, but seeing that all the tables were taken, he carried on towards his destination.




Chapter Thirty-five

It was only when they were thirty-five thousand feet up that Helen felt she was calm enough to speak. ‘I still don’t understand why you had to do this,’ she said. ‘It was so unnecessary.’

But Hunter was deaf to her. He was too busy accepting a minuscule bag of pretzels and a gin and tonic from the pretty, smiling stewardess, a young, dark-haired Italian girl with the whitest teeth Helen had ever seen. Out of the corner of her eye she watched the exchange between her husband and the girl. As ever, Hunter was doing what he did best, charming the stewardess and singling himself out. Impeccably dressed in his open-necked, pale-blue shirt, classic blazer, and cream chinos — the only piece of jewellery he was wearing was a gold Rolex watch (three times married, and he had never worn a wedding ring) – everything about him gave off an air of confidence and affluence. What young girl wouldn’t think he was worth an extra smile? Or an extra bag of pretzels? Question was; was Hunter tempted? Had he ever been tempted since they’d been married? ‘Signora?’

The smile and sparkling teeth were now pointing her way. ‘White wine, please,’ she said, mustering what little politeness she was still in possession of. It wasn’t the stewardess’s fault that Hunter attracted attention wherever he went. Or that he had acted with scant regard for anyone else’s feelings, riding roughshod over the rest of the group and upgrading his and Helen’s flight tickets. Never had Helen felt so embarrassed or been so appalled as she had when they’d all met up at the Alitalia check-in desk, as per Olivia’s instructions, and Hunter had announced that his days of slumming it in coach class were long since gone and that he’d upgraded their tickets. As he’d pushed her towards the business class check-in desk, she’d felt everyone’s eyes on them and wished that he hadn’t changed his mind at the last minute and decided to join her on the trip. Apparently he’d been under pressure from Marcia to keep an eye on Savannah and Orlando. Helen had nearly laughed out loud when she’d heard this. She’d always thought Marcia was stupid, but now she knew the woman was completely mad. Who did she think Savannah was – a fourteen-year-old innocent?

What irked her more was that when she had asked Hunter to come to Italy with her, he had said he was much too busy. Then Marcia had snapped her fingers and he’d moved heaven and earth to do as she wanted.

Helen was wrong about Hunter not hearing her. Having ripped open his bag of pretzels, tipped them out onto his napkin and put one in his mouth, he said, ‘I don’t know what all the fuss is about. You’ve never objected to travelling business or first class before.’

‘This is different,’ she said. ‘And you know it is. We’re travelling with a group of friends and neighbours, which means we should all travel together. You’ll be telling me next that you’ve gone behind my back and upgraded our hotel in Bellagio.’

He chewed on another pretzel. ‘I’ll warn you now, if the hotel doesn’t come up to standard, it’ll be the first thing I do. I’m not staying somewhere I don’t feel comfortable. And I don’t see any reason to apologize for that.’

How tempting it was to say, ‘And I won’t apologize for staying exactly where I want to.’ But she kept quiet and turned to look out of the window, squinting slightly at the brightness of the snow-white clouds and brilliant blue sky. She wondered what was being said of her behind the curtain, ten rows back. And in particular, what Conrad must think of her.

A couple of days after the evening at the village hall, when Conrad had turned up unexpectedly for the meeting, she’d heard from Mac that Conrad had flown to Tokyo on business. She’d been both relieved and disappointed that there would be no risk of bumping into him in the village for the next few days. It was a bewildering time; she seemed to be nothing but a jittery mass of contradictions – wanting to see Conrad, but terrified of what she might do if she did.

That day in the churchyard, when he’d talked so candidly about the effect she had on him, she had come perilously close to giving in to temptation. Just one little touch from him would have been enough to tear away her defences. But then suddenly he was on his feet and telling her to forget he’d ever said anything.

She’d sat there a while longer on her own, confused and shocked – shocked that she could have been overcome with such longing for him, and confused by his erratic behaviour. What had she said or done to cause him to run off like that?

When he’d sat next to her during the Garden Club meeting, she’d hoped he might offer an explanation for what had happened, if only to put her mind at rest that she hadn’t offended him in some way, but other than exchanging a few pleasantries with her, he’d said nothing.

She knew he didn’t rate Hunter too highly, and after today’s debacle, her husband could only sink lower in Conrad’s estimation. She hated the thought of being tarnished by association and hoped the others – Mac, Lucy and Orlando – would understand that she’d had nothing to do with Hunter’s offhand decision.

To her surprise, Savannah had not been included in the upgrade. Helen had a feeling that the girl would have told her father exactly where he could stick his business-class seat if it meant she was going to be separated from Orlando. As things stood, only a nuclear explosion would be capable of separating those two.

Hearing the sound of food being served, Helen closed her eyes and pretended to be asleep. She wasn’t hungry. Her appetite seemed to have disappeared completely this last week. Annabel had commented on it only the other day. ‘Have you lost weight?’ she’d asked.

‘Just a little,’ Helen had admitted.

‘I didn’t know you were on a diet. I mean, it’s not like you need to.’

Part of her had wanted to confide in her old friend, to tell her that she couldn’t eat or sleep properly because of Conrad. But she hadn’t. Annabel would never understand the situation, not when she thought Hunter was the perfect catch. Instead, she’d again poured out her feelings in a one-sided conversation with her grandmother whilst taking her for a visit to a nearby garden centre. The only response from Emma had been to ask if she could have an ice-cream.

Strangely, she had very nearly confided in dear old Isobel Jenkins during one of their mornings together. After taking her shopping for a new coat, Helen had been helping her to complete an insurance form when Isobel had remarked how tired Helen looked. It had taken all of her professionalism not to blurt out that her life was in turmoil, that she had met a man who tapped into a place deep inside her, a place that no one else had ever discovered.

Her head resting against the window, Helen let her thoughts roam. How had this happened? How had she allowed Conrad to get under her skin to the extent that people were aware of a change in her?

Had Hunter sensed anything different about her? she wondered. Probably not. He hardly seemed to notice her these days. This wasn’t a pathetic ah-poor-little-me thought; it was a fact, plain and simple. She’d always been good at dealing with facts. It was uncertainty she wasn’t so good with.

Mac was agitated. No matter how many times he shifted his position he couldn’t get comfortable. There was bugger-all leg room and he felt hot and light-headed. He’d had another of those dizzy incidents last night when he was doing his packing, having gone for days without a problem. But it wasn’t that that was really bothering him. Deep in his guts, he had a bad feeling about the coming days. All around him there were people getting themselves into situations that at best could only end in tears.

First off there was poor Lucy trying to put a brave face on an impossible situation. He’d always liked and respected Orlando, but the wretched boy seemed to have lost every ounce of his common sense. Surely he couldn’t be serious about Savannah. Everyone knew that he and Lucy were ideally suited in every way and the assumption had been practically carved in stone that it was just a matter of time before they got it together officially. Mac was convinced that either Orlando would eventually come to his senses or Savannah would get bored and leave Swanmere. She didn’t seem the sort to have any staying power. She was a natural drifter in his opinion, but then maybe that was just her age. For the young, nothing was for ever, everything was for the moment. All life’s pleasures were there to be taken in great greedy gulps of capricious and impatient thrill-seeking need, with not a thought for the consequences.

The consequences here were that when Savannah decided the itch had been satisfied and slunk away in search of the next cheap thrill — and it was a matter of when, not if, Mac was sure on this point – Orlando would do what any man in his position would do: he’d turn to Lucy for solace. And Lucy, who adored him, would feel … what? Used? Betrayed? Maybe even glad that he’d got his fingers burned. It was anybody’s guess. But in the meantime, one thing he was certain of was that Lucy was going through hell, and Orlando was ignorant of it. The three of them were sitting directly in front of Mac and Conrad — the two girls side by side with Orlando in the aisle seat. Being so tall, Mac was able to see over the seat backs and could clearly observe what was going on. Savannah was resting her head against Orlando’s shoulder and making a big thing of cosying up to him. Every now and then there would be a loud, irritating giggle from her. All of which must be sickening for Lucy. Mac’s heart went out to her. As if she didn’t have enough on her mind, what with being on the verge of maybe meeting her father for the first time in years.

Mac had spoken only briefly to Lucy about this, wanting her to know that whilst they were away, she could turn to him, should the need arise. He hadn’t been fooled by the cheerful response she’d given him. ‘Oh, Mac, that’s so sweet of you, but I’ll be fine. Probably all that’s going to happen is that I’ll knock on his door and find he’s away on holiday. It would be just my luck. And who knows, maybe it would be for the best.’ He admired her for making light of the situation, but he knew her well enough to see through her brave words. He’d bumped into Dan in the Swan one night and Dan had asked him to take care of Lucy for him while they were away.

‘The lass isn’t herself at the moment,’ Dan had said. ‘And it’s hardly surprising what with that Orlando carrying on the way he is. He’s breaking her heart.’

Orlando probably wasn’t aware of it, but he wasn’t too popular in certain quarters. Even Olivia Marchwood, not known for having anything to say when it came to matters of the heart, had added her voice to the mutterings of disapproval. ‘Men!’ she’d been heard to exclaim in the paper shop. ‘They’re all the same.’

And if Orlando was in blissful ignorance of his fall from grace, Mac hoped Lucy was equally unaware of the sympathy that had been circulating the village for her. She’d hate to be the object of anyone’s pity.

He sighed and feeling his right leg beginning to stiffen, he tried to stretch it by sticking it out into the aisle and giving his knee a rub.

‘You okay?’ asked Conrad.

‘I will be when we land. Perhaps we should have done the smart thing like Helen’s husband and upgraded.’

Conrad carefully refolded his paper napkin and added it to the remains of his lunch tray. His only comment was: ‘Do you want to get up and have a wander round to get the blood circulating in your legs?’

‘Worried I might conk out with DVT?’

‘More to the point, are you?’

‘Not a bit. I’m determined to inflict myself upon you for a good while yet.’

‘I’m glad to hear it. Are you going to eat any of your lunch?’

‘And you can drop the care-in-the-community routine right there!’

‘Suit yourself. I’m going to grab some sleep.’

Mac watched Conrad push his seat back. Knowing that he was still jet-lagged from his trip to Japan, he wasn’t surprised when, almost straight away, Conrad was fast asleep, his head tilted to one side. And you’re the second reason I have a bad feeling about this trip, Mac thought.

He turned and looked down the aisle to where Helen and Hunter were hidden out of sight behind two flimsy pieces of segregating curtain. No one knew better than Mac that loving another man’s wife was no picnic. Oh, it felt wonderful for a time, but when it finally hit you that the woman you loved wouldn’t leave her husband, that she was bound to him by something you could never comprehend or compete with, well, that was when the pain began. When you understood you were destined not to be together, that your love just wasn’t quite enough to win the whole of her heart, then that was when your life ceased to have any meaning. He wouldn’t wish that misery on his worst enemy, let alone Conrad.

Feeling sleepy himself now, Mac closed his eyes. He thought of the strain that both Conrad and Lucy must be under, and how well they were hiding their feelings. But then he too was doing much the same. He still hadn’t told anyone about the dizzy episodes. He ought to have said something to Conrad, but he didn’t want to worry the boy. He had worries enough of his own right now.

His last conscious thought before the blurred edges of a foggy sleep claimed him was that it felt like they were heading towards Lake Como with a bomb strapped to them. Who or what would make it go off, he didn’t know.




Chapter Thirty-six

Marcus’s destination was the Hotel Villa Rosa; it had been in the Fontana family for nearly fifty years. Francesca’s father — Rinaldo Fontana — had bought the four-storey dilapidated property as an ambitious young man and turned it into a traditional albergo and restaurant. Since Rinaldo’s death the running of the hotel had been handed over to Francesca’s brothers — i Fratelli Fontano - and their wives. It was still very much a family affair.

The first time Francesca had introduced Marcus to her family they had regarded him with unconcealed dislike and suspicion. Francesca was Rinaldo and Rosa’s only daughter, and their youngest child to boot, and to say they had their doubts about his suitability was a colossal understatement. Perhaps only a convicted mass murderer might have received such a chilly welcome. Their suspicions were not unfounded. After all, who was this man who was so much older than their precious daughter? What kind of man was he to abandon his family in England and take up with Francesca? And would he do the same to her one day?

The first eighteen months were the worst of his life. The Fontanas’ politeness towards him was so thin as to be transparent. The following Christmas, Francesca took matters into her own hands and made an announcement. She told the entire family over dinner that now that his divorce was finalized, they were going to be married, with or without the family’s approval. ‘There is no shame in what I am doing, marrying a man who is divorced,’ she told them, ‘or that he isn’t a Catholic. The only shame I feel is the shame my very own family is inflicting on us. Surely you can find it in your hearts to give the man I love a second chance?’

Marcus had been unutterably proud of Francesca, but reaching for her hand as she sat down, he didn’t hold out any hope for a thaw within the Fontana clan. He was wrong. Rinaldo rose slowly to his feet and with tears in his eyes he raised a glass in Marcus’s direction. ‘To my prospective son-in-law,’ he said. He even managed to smile. Then one by one everyone else followed suit, and the ice was finally broken. He was in. Accepted.

The marriage took place three months later, in March, a couple of weeks before the season started up again. It was conducted in the local biblioteca - and was the first time there had been a civil wedding in the Fontana family. Afterwards Francesca warned him that very likely some of the older members of the family would never consider them truly married. ‘My grandmothers are very conservative,’ she explained. ‘Tradition and religion is everything to them.’

And all the while he had been trying to prove to Francesca’s father that he was worthy of his prized daughter, he’d been ostracized from his own daughter. Not a letter or a phone call did he receive from Lucy. He suspected at times that the letters he sent didn’t actually reach her, that Fiona was intercepting them. He knew that Fiona was still angry and bitter and that he had to accept he had no control when it came to her influence over Lucy.

Taking the next turning to the right, Marcus once again climbed upwards; the cobbled passageway was so narrow he could almost touch the buildings either side of him. In an elevated position, just back from the main street of shops and other hotels, Hotel Villa Rosa was quietly situated with excellent views of the lake. On a clear day, Cadenabbia and Tremezzo could be clearly seen across the water, but today the view was blurred by a purplish haze of humid heat. He pushed open the glass door and stepped into the welcome cool of the hotel’s air conditioning. Antonia – Francesca’s oldest niece – was on the telephone behind the marble reception desk; she gave Marcus a flutter of her fingers and mouthed Ciao! at him. He went to look for her mother, Anna.

He found her on the first floor, outside in the shade of the terrace garden. She was watering her precious collection of terracotta pots and antique urns which were home to a spectacular display of pink roses, creamy white hydrangeas, and stunning bushes of vermilion oleander. The hotel was smaller than most of the others in Bellagio; it didn’t boast a swimming pool, a spa, or a gym, yet these days there was rarely an empty room. Most of the guests were American, followed by Brits and a smattering of French and German visitors. What they all appreciated about the Hotel Villa Rosa was the uncompromising quality of the service they received, as well as the excellent standard of cuisine. They also raved about the lovely terrace garden that Francesca had helped Anna to create. During the summer months, this was where breakfast was served.

Anna put down her watering can when she saw Marcus. Wiping her hands on her broad hips, she came over and kissed him on both cheeks. ‘Ciao! Come stai?’

‘Sto bene,’ he replied warmly. He’d always liked Anna, but then she’d been his only ally when the rest of the family had all but shunned him. Married to Franco — the oldest of the Fontana brothers – Anna might well have been yet another determined force to drive him and Francesca apart, but she hadn’t. Instead, she’d quietly supported and encouraged their relationship, telling Marcus to be patient, that it was merely a matter of time before their love would win out. Only two years older than her, he’d always felt particularly close to Anna. She was also exceptionally close to Francesca, and since Rosa’s death three years ago, she had been something of a replacement mother figure to her.

‘You look like you could do with a beer,’ Anna said.

He pulled a face. ‘I look that bad, do I?’

She smiled. ‘A little hot, perhaps.’

While Anna went to fetch him his drink, he made himself comfortable in one of the cane chairs at the far end of the terrace. In the shade of the vine-covered pergola, he listened to the clanging chime of San Giacomo’s bell striking the hour – it was three o’clock – and then to a couple of guests as they studied their guidebook and map of the lake. They were American, smartly dressed and from Chicago, judging by their accent. They were exactly the sort of guests Marcus had urged the Fontana brothers to target when he’d advised them to give the hotel a major refurbishment two winters ago. Business had begun to slide and in Marcus’s view it was easy to see why: the Hotel Villa Rosa had seen better days. As tactfully as he could, he’d explained to the family that Italian Shabby, as he called it — worn-out rustic plumbing, faded decor, threadbare rugs and dusty, tarnished gilt — was no longer appropriate for the twenty-first century traveller. He’d encouraged them to dramatically update the hotel, to give it a smart, pared-back look. He introduced them to a pair of young interior designers from Milan, who took one look at the time-warp decor and furnishings and threw their hands up in horror. Once the theatricals were over, the two men convinced the Fontana brothers that they needed to make their hotel stand out from all the others in Bellagio. To their credit, Franco and his brothers approached the bank and took the plunge. The result was that the Hotel Villa Rosa now had a growing reputation as a chic, class act of a hotel offering simple yet up-to-the-minute stylish accommodation and the kind of efficient service that the more sophisticated and discerning traveller had come to expect. It had been regularly featured in several magazines since its reopening and the upgraded restaurant was gaining in reputation as well.

‘Sorry I was so long,’ Anna said, when she appeared with his beer and an espresso for herself. The Americans had gathered up their things and left, leaving them alone in the quiet. ‘I was caught by the telephone,’ she explained. ‘It was Alessio. The good news is that he’s agreed to my proposition and is arriving here later this afternoon.’

‘And since when has anyone not agreed to do anything you’ve asked of them?’

Anna smiled. ‘I’m just persuasive, that’s all. Like you, Marcus.’

Marcus took a long, thirsty swig of his beer. Alessio was Anna’s nephew – her only sister’s son — and a classically trained pianist. He was a member of the orchestra at the Conservatorio di Musica in Milan and had always been fêted within the family as a child prodigy. He was a devil for the girls, too. Which, of course, only enhanced his status within the family. At the age of thirty he was an arrogantly handsome young man with the fragile temperament of a skittish thoroughbred. Apparently, so Marcus was frequently told by Anna and Francesca, it made for a devastating combination. Privately, Marcus pitied the poor girl who ever thought of marrying Alessio in the belief she would be the one to settle him. But there was talk that he had changed. He’d contracted meningitis in the spring and had very nearly died. Many candles were lit for him and his recovery, which the doctors said was nothing short of a miracle. He was still recuperating. ‘So how is Alessio?’ Marcus asked.

‘Still not a hundred per cent. Everyone at the Conservatorio is being very considerate towards him and has said that only when he feels he’s ready should he return to playing full time.’

‘They’d be crazy to treat him any other way. He’s a gifted player; it would be a crime to rush him when he’s not ready.’ Whatever Marcus thought of Alessio’s private life, his talent as a musician was never in doubt. ‘So he’s agreed to come and play for you here in the restaurant, has he? He won’t feel that’s a bit of comedown for him?’

Anna shook her head. ‘It’s too bad if he does. His mother and I have decided the change of scene will do him good.’

‘He’ll certainly provide an extra draw. The restaurant will be packed every night — mostly with women weak at the knees and disgruntled husbands grinding their teeth.’

Anna laughed and tipped a sachet of sugar into her espresso. ‘By the way, we have another of those gardening groups arriving today. It was a good idea of Francesca’s for us to target the English and American speciality tour groups. We’re getting a lot of business that way now.’

‘You’ll be taking up my suggestion of cookery holidays next.’

‘Oh, that’s all very well for the Tuscany set, but I’m not sure it’s for us here in Bellagio.’

‘I seem to recall you saying something similar about the garden tour groups.’

She waved his comment aside. In the background a phone began to ring. Anna cocked her head, as if ready to go and answer it, but it was picked up almost immediately. Marcus took the brief lull in the conversation as his cue to probe for anything Anna might know about Francesca.

Twenty minutes later he was on his way back home to Pescallo. Disappointingly, he was none the wiser. When he let himself in, he went straight out to the garden with its beautiful view over the lake. The garden was Francesca’s pride and joy and she had lavished so much love on it. It would be horribly simplistic to say that each and every plant she’d used to fill the garden was a child substitute, but as he stared out across the water to the villages of Lierna, and further to the north, Varenna, Marcus hoped that maybe it was true. If it was, there was a small chance that the garden — if nothing else — might stop her from walking away from him.




Chapter Thirty-seven

The bus that had come to meet them at the airport hurtled along the busy motorway, where all the other drivers seemed to be driving bumper to bumper and at a terrifying breakneck speed. Lucy felt ill.

It wasn’t travel sickness she was suffering from, but a nasty case of being overexposed to the sight of Savannah slobbering and pawing over Orlando. The fear of what lay ahead was also causing her stomach to flip and wobble. Would she or would she not meet her father whilst she was here in Italy? Did she have the bottle to go through with it? Dan had said she was more than equal to the task. Hugh had said much the same thing. And, of course, Orlando had been the one to set the ball rolling in the first place. Three men telling her it was time to put the past behind her. Was it easier for men to do that? Did women find it harder to forgive? Did the hurt go deeper for women? So deep inside it was impossible to mend or cure it?

She kept having imaginary conversations with her father, all of which ended in exactly the same way: her telling him just what she thought of him and then walking away, never to see him again. She’d imagined the encounter so many times now she was word-perfect. It wasn’t what was expected of her, she knew. Nobody had come right out and said it, but the expectation was that she would undergo some kind of miraculous conversion. As if one minute in her father’s company would be all it took to sweep the past aside and have her falling into his arms crying, Daddy! Daddy!

At the front of the bus their tour guide for the next five days, Philippa Hutton — the woman who had come to Swanmere and given her talk to the Garden Club — was telling them with the aid of a crackling microphone that they would be arriving in Bellagio in approximately an hour, depending on the traffic. Battling on with the faulty microphone, Philippa was now explaining about the rest of the members of the tour group who had flown in that morning on the Gatwick flight. ‘Aha! The north-south divide,’ muttered Mac, who was sitting next to Lucy. ‘I trust we’ll be put on different floors. We don’t want any cross-pollination.’

‘You’re a southerner yourself, Mac,’ Lucy said. ‘Just as I am.’

‘Yes, but a bit of tribal argy-bargy on holiday is too good an opportunity to pass up.’

‘I’ll take your word for that. Me, I’ve got all the aggro I need.’

She stared out of the bus window. Why was she here? Why was she putting herself through this double whammy of misery, playing gooseberry to Orlando and Savannah, and maybe meeting her father? She recalled Dan’s pet name for her – his Maybe Queen. Well, this was definitely a Maybe Situation. Maybe she would go through with it, maybe she wouldn’t.

She closed her eyes briefly, and when she opened them they were off the motorway and passing through a town of some sort. She gave their surroundings more of her concentration. Then suddenly they turned a corner and there was water before them. The lake.

‘This is the town of Como,’ Philippa informed them from the front of the bus. ‘It was founded by the Romans in 196 BC. The town’s population today is sixty-five thousand. Over to your left, if you look quickly, is the Duomo — ’

‘I wish she’d shut up,’ Mac said under his breath. ‘If she’s going to be like this the whole trip I’ll have to invest in some earplugs.’

‘You want to get yourself one of these,’ Lucy said. She rummaged in her bag and pulled out her iPod. ‘No offence, Mac, but I think I’ll listen to some music for the rest of the journey.’

‘None taken, my dear.’

With Muse’s Absolution blasting her eardrums, Lucy watched the landscape unfurl before her. Narrow and winding in places, the road ran parallel with the lake. Everywhere looked lush and green. Tall, elegant cypress trees rose up like church spires towards a pearly blue sky. Pink and scarlet geraniums tumbled from window boxes, blushing hydrangeas swelled in the sun, and bushes of oleander punctuated every twist and turn in the road. It was prettier than she’d thought it would be. And the lake was certainly larger than she’d expected. She had bought a guidebook but hadn’t as yet got around to reading it. She’d have plenty of time to do that in bed at night. She just hoped that when they arrived at the hotel she wasn’t put in a room anywhere near Orlando or Savannah. If she was next door to either of them and could hear the sound of bed springs, she wouldn’t be responsible for her actions. She had no idea if they’d been to bed together yet; goodness knows what went on whilst she was out of the house, but she knew for a fact that Savannah hadn’t stayed the night. She supposed it would only be a matter of time before she was forced to endure her presence at the breakfast table. She knew that separate rooms had been booked in their names, but only a fool would think they wouldn’t spend the night in the one bed. Not even Savannah’s father could think they’d do otherwise.

She blinked hard to keep back the tears. Why, oh why, had she realized too late what she felt for Orlando?

She quickly switched her thoughts to what she intended to do once they had arrived in Bellagio. She had her father’s address and just as soon as she had unpacked, she planned to check out where he lived by getting hold of a map. She had no idea how big the town was, and was slightly concerned that if it was very small she would be tripping over him at every street corner. She was in no hurry to track him down, but what she wanted to guard against was accidentally bumping into him and not being in control of the situation. Chances were he didn’t live right in the town centre anyway.

One thing she didn’t doubt was that she would know him instantly. But would he recognize her?

‘If I was your husband, I wouldn’t be sitting at the bar and ignoring you.’

‘He’s not ignoring me.’

‘Isn’t he?’

When Helen didn’t say anything, but turned to gaze out at the night sky and the lake where a ferry, its lights reflected with a magical brightness, was crossing the inky-black water, Conrad said, ‘I’m sorry. That was cruel of me.’ They were standing at the furthest end of the terrace garden of the Hotel Villa Rosa, waiting for dinner, and it was the first time he’d managed to get Helen alone all day.

‘Yes, it was cruel of you. What made you say it?’

Conrad shrugged. Ever since he’d witnessed Hunter kissing that woman on the train he had wanted to let Helen know what kind of a man she was married to. But he’d promised himself he wouldn’t. He didn’t want Helen to have an affair with him to get back at Hunter, which is what he knew would happen. It was human nature – you hurt me, I’ll hurt you. No. He needed Helen to want him the same way he wanted her. Having spent so many hours on his own this last week travelling to and from Tokyo, he’d had a lot of time to think about Helen. He’d tried to talk himself out of his feelings, but it hadn’t worked. If anything, he felt even more strongly about her.

‘I have a theory,’ she said, turning to look back at him, ‘based on all the years I worked as a tour guide.’

‘Go on.’

‘When people are away on holiday they behave differently; they do and say things they wouldn’t dream of doing at home.’

‘Point taken and I’m sorry again for my rudeness. Put it down to tiredness. I’m still on Japanese time.’

‘The thing is,’ she said softly, as though he hadn’t spoken, ‘I’ve never been able to decide if they’re acting out of character when they’re away from home, or being their true selves. What do you think?’

He stepped a little closer to her. So close his shoulder was touching hers. ‘I think — ’ But he got no further.

‘And what are you two whispering about all alone here?’ It was Olivia Marchwood and she was decked out in what was clearly her idea of holiday wear — a sleeveless, lime green dress with an elasticated waist. Around her shoulders was a shawl the colour of English mustard and it couldn’t have clashed more with the dress. Conrad had never seen the woman in anything so tasteless before. Talk about acting out of character.

‘We were just enjoying the view,’ he said in answer to her question, conscious that beside him Helen was managing to look as guilty as sin, as though they’d just been caught having oral sex right there on the terrace. ‘How’s your room, Olivia?’ he added for something else to say.

‘As billets go, it’s perfectly adequate. All I need is a firm mattress and a hot shower. I’m not like some of these other travellers who expect countless frills thrown in. I heard a dreadful woman complaining earlier that her bathroom wasn’t big enough. Have you spoken to the Gatwick contingent yet?’

The inference was crystal clear. ‘No, not yet. I’ve only just come downstairs. I was chatting with Helen whilst waiting for Mac to put in an appearance.’

Having recovered her composure now, Helen said, ‘It’s a lovely spot here, isn’t it? Much quieter than I thought it would be.’

‘Philippa told me we’d approve of her choice of hotel,’ Olivia responded. ‘Apparently she uses it all the time for her tour groups to this area.’ She glanced at her watch. ‘Dinner’s in five minutes; Mac had better get his skates on or he’ll be late. No sign of Lucy, either, I notice. I do hope people won’t become too disorderly. In my experience, if people start breaking rank the whole thing disintegrates.’

‘Oh, I expect Philippa will be able to handle us all,’ Helen said.

‘Of course, I was forgetting you used to do this kind of work, didn’t you? Before you married Mr Tyler.’

There was something in the woman’s tone that Conrad didn’t care for. Changing the subject, he said, ‘How about an aperitif, Helen? You too, Olivia, what can I get you from the bar?’ Something as tart and sour as that tongue of yours, perhaps.

Without answering him, she said, ‘Ah, there’s Philippa! Do excuse me, I need to ask her something about the itinerary for tomorrow.’

‘Was that offer of a drink genuine?’ Helen asked when they were alone again. ‘Because if so, I’d like a vodka tonic. And make it a double measure of vodka.’

‘What rattled you most?’ he replied, ‘her comment, or her finding us talking?’

‘Oh, definitely the latter. I couldn’t give a stuff about her thinking I married Hunter to feather my nest.’

‘And did you?’

‘What do you think?’

Her voice had taken on a sharp, chilling quality he’d never heard from her before. For some reason, it made him unable to meet her eye. ‘I’ll get those drinks,’ he said.

Lucy didn’t think she could face eating anything. But when Mac knocked on her door, she knew he wouldn’t take no for an answer. ‘Not changed for dinner, then?’ he said.

‘I thought I’d give it a miss, Mac. I’m really not very hungry.’

He looked at her sternly. ‘I’ll give you five minutes.’

‘Really, Mac. I don’t want — ’

‘Five minutes and counting. I’ll be outside waiting for you. By the lift.’

She gave in, swapped her jeans for a pair of white linen trousers – the only smart pair she’d brought with her — and slipped on a white strappy top and a pair of suede, mint-green flip-flops she’d picked up for next to nothing in the summer sales. As a token gesture, she slapped some lip gloss on and ran a brush through her hair, but then decided to tie it up with a scrunchy the same colour as her flip-flops. It would have to do, she decided.

Her room was directly next to the lift and staircase and she found Mac waiting there for her. ‘You look lovely, my dear,’ he said. ‘Quite the ravishing beauty. You’ll do an old man’s ego a power of good when we enter the dining room together.’

‘Any more talk like that and I’ll feed you alive to La Marchwood and her coven of hotties.’

He laughed and summoned the lift. The doors sprang open immediately and they stepped inside the mirror-lined cubicle. They had only just begun to descend to the first floor when all of a sudden Mac seemed to lose his footing. Lucy grabbed hold of him. ‘You okay, Mac?’

He swallowed and his eyes wavered, as though he couldn’t focus properly. It was a while before he spoke. ‘Just a bit of vertigo,’ he said. ‘Had it for years. Nothing to worry about. Lifts often have this effect on me.’

‘You look very pale. Are you sure you’re all right?’

‘It’s the mirrors and lights in here. They bleach a person out.’

Lucy wasn’t convinced. They came to a stop and the lift doors opened. Stepping onto the white-tiled floor, she said,

‘You won’t go overdoing it here, will you?’

‘Don’t you start! I get enough of that from Conrad. Now where’s that arm for my dramatic entrance? I want all eyes on us. Is that understood?’

She did as he said but couldn’t summon up the smile she knew was expected of her.

An area of the restaurant had been put aside for the tour group. Lucy’s heart sank when she saw that there were two long tables with place cards awaiting them. Philippa, looking flushed and clutching a clipboard, explained that they would be having a set meal and that she’d mixed them all up for the evening. ‘It’ll give everyone the chance to get to know one another,’ she said as she started to herd people about.

‘I hope there’s not going to be too much of this jollying along nonsense,’ Mac growled at Lucy’s side. ‘Or too many set menus. I won’t be told what to eat.’

As luck would have it, Lucy ended up sitting at one end of a table with Mac on her left, but opposite Olivia Marchwood. Their nearest neighbours were three grey unknowns. It was funny; she never thought of Mac as being old, but these people – part of the Gatwick contingent — looked depressingly dull and ancient. The squat, chubby-faced man the other side of Olivia reminded her of a Toby jug. And while Olivia launched into an enthusiastic round of introductions, Lucy looked further down the table to where Orlando was wedged in between two other unknowns but facing Vi Abbott and Barbara Slattery — they were Olivia’s closest buddies on the committee for the Garden Club, being treasurer and secretary respectively. Orlando didn’t look too happy as he stared over at Savannah, who was sitting on the other table with Helen, Hunter and Pat and Colin Campbell, who when they weren’t gardening were avid bird watchers. Lucy couldn’t bear to see the disappointment on Orlando’s face. ‘Pass the wine,’ Lucy whispered to Mac. ‘I think it’s the only way I’m going to survive this.’

She was right. Within minutes Olivia and the others had found their level and taken the conversation to the mind-blowingly dizzy heights of their eating habits. Top of their collective menu was a bowl of homemade carrot and coriander soup for supper with a yoghurt to follow. Maybe an apple thrown in for a special treat. Their pious self-righteousness had Lucy wanting to say that she regularly stuffed a dozen Big Macs down her throat with a fistful of king-size Mars bars for afters. She gulped back her wine, then suddenly registering that she was actually hungry now — starving, in fact — she looked around her at the other tables and occupants, wondering what the food would be like. She was just eyeing up a mouth-watering dish of seafood risotto and a plate of mozzarella salad when she noticed a tall, angular man enter the room. Dressed in black jeans and a white shirt open at the neck he crossed the marble tiled floor and came to a stop in front of a piano that until now Lucy hadn’t noticed. He sat down, lifted up the lid of the piano, shuffled about on the seat, repositioned it, repositioned it again, ran his hands through his sleek, jet-black collar-length hair, fiddled with his shirt cuffs, then placed his long slender fingers on the keys. Way too good looking, Lucy thought. And knows it. All that fidgeting around was nothing more than a ploy to attract attention. He’d succeeded. Over on the other table Savannah, along with most of the other women, had stopped what she was doing to take a look. Interest in him was certainly intensified once he started to play. Lucy had no idea what the piece of music was but it had the instant effect of mellowing the atmosphere. It was as if someone had turned out the lights and illuminated the dining room with candles.

‘Smooth, wouldn’t you say?’ Mac murmured in her ear. ‘A chap destined to play the rascal, if ever I saw one.’

‘Couldn’t have put it better myself,’ she replied.

‘You wouldn’t be tempted then?’

Lucy laughed out loud, causing people to glance their way. Including the pianist. He looked straight at her. And continued to stare at her, right until the end of the piece of music he was playing. She only knew this because Mac told her that that was what he’d done — the second his gaze had settled on her she’d turned away embarrassed. ‘He’s got you in his sights,’ Mac said when the room was filled with the sound of applause. ‘Mark my words, he’ll be coming on to you, my girl.’

‘Yeah, and I can smell him from here. He reeks of pride and vanity. Not to mention sexual conquest.’

‘Best smile on, Lucy; he’s looking your way again.’

Unable to stop herself, Lucy twisted her head round to see if Mac was speaking the truth. The arrogant devil smiled and winked at her.




Chapter Thirty-eight

Francesca had scarcely had time to unpack after arriving home from Milan when the telephone rang. Now, and with a slow and careful hand, she replaced the receiver and thought about what Anna had told her. Was it really possible? After all these years, could this moment have finally arrived? Something told her it was exactly as it was meant to be. The timing of it was too perfect to discount that fate — or God — wasn’t at work in their lives. She crossed herself as she always had as a child. It was a habit she had only recently readopted. For most of her adult life she had cut herself off from the Catholic faith of her upbringing, had turned her back on what she’d seen as a means to brainwash and control. Her family had been as shocked by this rejection as they had been over her relationship with Marcus. And it was only natural that they should hold him accountable. In their eyes he had led her astray in every way and forced her to live in a permanent state of sin. It had upset and angered her in the beginning, but then, because she genuinely loved her parents and knew that they loved her, she had tried her hardest not to overreact, to keep in mind that they really did have her best interests at heart.

Hearing the sound of Marcus’s key in the door — he was back from his dinner with Enrico – she considered how best to break the news to him. He had waited so long for this. But what if Anna was mistaken and had leapt to a conclusion that would get his hopes up, only to have them instantly dashed? Poor Marcus, he didn’t deserve that kind of pain. Not when Francesca knew that in the coming days, weeks and months, she was going to put him through the very worst kind of heartbreak.

Marcus drove the short journey from Pescallo to Bellagio – the way he’d just come — in record time. He parked his car and hurried across the road without looking, almost colliding with a scooter. Recovering himself, he took the cobbled steps up to the Hotel Villa Rosa, his mouth dry, his heart hammering in his chest. He didn’t really know what he was going to do when he got there, but at the back of his mind he thought the sensible thing to do would be to observe Lucy discreetly before making himself known to her. He was frightened of blundering in and making a fool of himself — and in his current state there was a real danger he would do exactly that.

He had absolutely no doubt that it was Lucy staying at the hotel. Anna had read out the details at the back of her passport and everything fitted — the name, the dates, and the place of birth. It was all too much of a coincidence for it not to be his daughter. Besides, the address on the checking-in form was Swanmere, Cheshire. He would for ever be grateful to Anna for making the connection when she’d been sorting through the passports of the guests who had checked in that day. Lucy Gray wasn’t that unusual a name, but as Anna had just said on the phone to him, ‘It caught my eye for obvious reasons.’

The reception area was empty when he pushed open the heavy glass door. He paused to catch his breath and to straighten himself out in front of a mirror-lined wall. He didn’t want Lucy’s first sighting of him to be that of a dishevelled, breathless, red-faced man.

The second Francesca had told him about Anna’s telephone call he’d kept asking himself the same question: why was Lucy here? Was it a coincidence? Or had she come to Bellagio to seek him out? Please God, he thought as he summoned the lift, let it be the latter. Let her be here because she wants a reconciliation.

The lift doors opened. ‘Marcus!’

It was Franco. He stepped out of the lift. ‘I’m so sorry, Marcus,’ he said, ‘but she’s gone.’

‘Gone where?’

Marcus’s brother in law, a square-shouldered, square-jawed man, shrugged. ‘I don’t know. One minute she was in the dining room and the next she had disappeared.’

‘To her room?’

‘We don’t think so. Anna tried knocking on her door, pretending she was housekeeping, but there was no answer. Anna thinks she may have gone for a walk.’

The disappointment of not being able even to catch the merest glance of his daughter when he was this close, hit Marcus hard. ‘Show me her passport,’ he said. ‘At least then I’ll know for sure that it’s Lucy.’ And then I’ll wait here until she comes back, he thought. He’d made a promise to Lucy, all those years ago — a stupid promise he should never have made – that he would never spring a surprise meeting on her, but this was different. This, he was convinced, was a cautious attempt on her part to reach out to him.

Or was that just wishful thinking on his part?

It was nearly one o’clock in the morning, yet the streets weren’t entirely deserted. A few arm-in-arm couples were strolling along the main street that bordered the lake. Save for the sound of water lapping gently against the shore and some nocturnal ducks quacking, all was quiet. This was Lucy’s first wander round Bellagio and much to her surprise she felt quite at home. Following the curve in the road, she passed the ferry point and continued on along a gravelled promenade that was lined on one side with attractive street lamps and on the other with neatly clipped trees of oleander. There were raised beds of brightly coloured flowers, and benches placed every few yards. Looking back the way she had just come, she paused to take in the view. Spilling out from the waterfront of hotels and bars, light poured across the water in long drizzled, reflected lines of softly diffused pink and liquid gold. She decided to sit down and review the evening.

Dinner had been nothing short of extraordinary. Once that piano player had embarked on whatever game he was up to – as if she didn’t know what that was! – the tone of the evening had changed completely. It certainly hadn’t been the tedious torment she’d imagined. He’d played a mixture of popular classics and foot-tapping show tunes and people had soon got in on the act and started making requests. He clearly revelled in the attention, almost as much as he seemed to enjoy making her blush from head to toe. If she was to be entirely honest, she couldn’t say the experience had been altogether unpleasant. All those over-the-top smiles and come-on glances had given her an oddly warm glow. Compared to how she’d been feeling before, the change was a vast improvement. Cruel as it might sound, the icing on the cake was seeing the expression on Orlando’s face. He’d looked like thunder, as though he could have slammed the piano lid down on the pianist’s hands. She was just smiling to herself and wondering if a bit of old-fashioned jealousy would bring Orlando to his senses, when she heard the sound of footsteps crunching on the gravel.

Suddenly conscious that she was all alone in a strange place, she turned nervously. When she saw who was coming towards her, the smile was instantly wiped from her face.




Chapter Thirty-nine

He seemed to have appeared out of the shadows from nowhere, his presence all at once dominating the space around him, just as it had earlier at the hotel. How did he do that? And what was he doing here? Had he followed her?

‘Ciao!’ the piano-playing smoothie said as he covered the last few steps and stood looking down at her. ‘You are English? Yes?’

She got to her feet, feeling that if there was to be any conversation between them it should be conducted as formally as possible. ‘Yes,’ she replied. ‘And so that you know, I don’t speak a word of Italian.’

He smiled. It was a strong, carefree smile. ‘Not a word? Not a single word? How disappointing. Italian is a very beautiful language.’

Go on, she thought, tell me it’s the language of lurve.

‘But please, sit down.’ He gestured to the bench. ‘Perhaps you will allow me to join you?’

‘Actually, I was just leaving.’

‘I don’t think you were.’ And before she could stop him, he’d taken hold of her arm and they were both sitting on the bench together.

‘I’ll warn you now,’ she said, ‘this heavy-handed approach of yours won’t get you anywhere. I didn’t appreciate being made to look stupid throughout dinner and I certainly don’t like being forced to sit here against my will.’

He gave her a baffled look. ‘Che?’

Oh, hell, so his English was as superficial as he was. ‘I said — ’

The megawatt grin was back in place. ‘It’s okay,’ he said, ‘I understand perfectly what you are saying. My English is more than adequate. I lived in London for a year. In Wimbledon. Perhaps you know it? But tell me, when did I make you look stupid? From where I was sitting, you appeared flattered by my attention during dinner. Your face turned a lovely shade of pink. It made you look very pretty. And that is why I continued to smile at you. So really, it is all your fault that you find yourself sitting here with me. How could I possibly resist you?’

Lucy’s mouth opened to protest in the strongest terms at the absurdity of this arrogant man, but no words came out. Never in her life had she heard such a stream of unadulterated rubbish. She tried to think where to start in putting him right, but something suddenly bubbled up inside her. For the first time in weeks, she laughed. Once she started, she couldn’t stop. She went and leant against the railing and tried to concentrate on the lake, as if picking out the spangling lights dancing across the water would somehow stop the madness. Because that was what it felt like. Pure madness. What did this man think he was doing by prattling on at her this way? Did he really think she’d be taken in?

He was standing next to her now. ‘Did I say something amusing?’ He asked. He looked quite pleased with himself.

She used the backs of her hands to wipe her eyes. ‘I’m sorry,’ she said, ‘but you sounded so ridiculous.’ She mimicked his smooth but heavily accented words: ‘“How could I possibly resist you?”’

He raised an eyebrow. ‘You find that funny?’

‘Hilarious!’

‘But why? It is the truth.’

The solemnity of his manner set her off again. ‘Look,’ she said when she’d got herself under control again. ‘This is just a word of advice, but you might like to turn down your charm level. At the moment it’s cranked up much too high. You’ll never get anywhere with English girls like that.’

‘Cranked? Che cosa?’

‘It means you’re trying too hard with the charm. Ease off a bit.’

‘Ease? So many English words you speak that I do not know.’

‘Forget it. I’m just trying to point out to you that you shouldn’t try so hard.’

‘Ah! Ho capito! You think that would help to give me the leg up?’

‘Mm … you could put it that way.’

‘In that case, please, sit down again and I will try to ease off the crank in order to get the leg up. Or do I mean the leg over?’

She realized then that he had been playing with her. Instead of making her cross, it made her laugh again.

‘You have a lovely laugh,’ he said, when once more he had manoeuvred her back onto the bench. ‘I’m glad you find me amusing. Tell me your name.’

‘It’s Lucy.’

‘Tanto piacere! And I am Alessio.’ He held out his hand. ‘It is very good to meet you, Lucy. How long are you staying here in Bellagio?’

‘I’m here for five days. I leave on Saturday.’

‘That is not long. Not nearly long enough. I will have to tempt you to make a return trip.’

She wagged her finger at him. ‘Oh no you don’t. Remember what I said about the charm?’

He wagged his finger back at her. ‘That was not charm; that was a fact. Now tell me, what are you doing staying at the Hotel Villa Rosa with all those old people?’

‘They’re not all old. My friend Orlando is my age.’

‘Was he the one during dinner who looked as though he might like to kill me?’

Oh, so he was more perceptive than she’d thought. Interesting.

‘He loves you, eh?’

She shook her head. ‘No.’

‘Davvero? Are you sure?’

‘I’m very sure. He’s an old friend and he probably thought you were behaving badly towards me.’

‘He is the protective kind?’

‘Maybe. He’s also madly in love with a girl called Savannah. I expect you noticed her during dinner. You seem to have observed just about everything else.’

‘She was the young girl with too much eye make-up and the lips closed too tightly? She looked very cross with life.’

Lucy didn’t know how it had happened, but this man with his abundance of self-assurance had totally disarmed her and she felt a comfortable affinity towards him. Or maybe it was just because he’d criticized her number one sworn enemy. She looked at him properly for the first time, trying to see the person behind the dark-chocolate eyes and the dazzling smile. He had an angular face with wide-set eyes and his black, collar-length hair was swept back from a broad forehead. His nose was long and straight and his eyebrows arched, giving him a permanent expression of amusement. For all his arrogance and industrial-strength charm, he was probably fun to be around.

‘The stars are very pretty tonight,’ he said as though they were old friends and waiting for a bus. ‘They seem brighter than usual.’ He tilted his head back and she found herself doing the same. How strange, she thought, the stars did indeed seem brighter. It suddenly occurred to her what a beautiful night it was. And how different this discovery made her feel.

‘Will you have lunch with me tomorrow?’ he asked.

She sat up straight. ‘I’m sorry but I can’t; I’m going on a tour of some gardens tomorrow. That’s why we’re all here, to see the gardens.’

‘Then I shall see you in the evening.’

‘You’ll be playing in the dining room again?’

‘Sì. Every night.’

‘You play very well.’

‘I know.’

‘And you’re much too modest.’

He frowned. ‘I am being honest. I am an excellent pianist. Everyone says so.’

‘And is this what you do, play in hotels for a living?’

‘No. I am here only for the rest of the season in Bellagio. I live in Milan. I play for the Conservatorio.’

‘Why are you here, then?’

‘I’m recovering from an illness. Meningitis. I very nearly died.’

He said this so matter of factly, she wondered if he was exaggerating. ‘Really? How do you feel now?’

‘Sitting here with you, I feel wonderful!’

She rolled her eyes. ‘You’re hopeless.’

‘Davvero! I am speaking the truth. I took one look at you in the restaurant this evening and thought you would be the perfect medicine for me.’

‘No. You took one look at me and thought, aha, someone new to flirt with.’

‘And is that so very wrong?’

Perhaps not, she thought when ten minutes later he was walking her back to the hotel. She went to bed that night not once thinking of Orlando. Or worrying about her father.

It was gone four in the morning but Marcus wasn’t in bed. He couldn’t sleep. But then he’d known he wouldn’t be able to. He was sitting in his study, and in the soft pool of light cast from the desk lamp, he had his most treasured possession in front of him: a photograph album. It contained all the pictures he had of Lucy, from baby photos to the last adolescent pictures he’d snapped of her. His favourite photograph was one he’d taken in the Lake District. Set against a backdrop of Coniston Water, the light just fading, the water like milky glass, she was staring straight into the camera, a woolly hat pulled down to her eyebrows, her hair sticking out comically. Lucy had hated the picture when she’d seen it and had made him promise not to have it framed and on show. It was another of his promises he’d made for her. He’d always tried to put her feelings before his own. Except that one time, when he’d fallen in love with Francesca.

Comparing the images he knew by heart with the one he’d seen in Lucy’s passport tonight, it amazed him just how little she had changed. It both delighted and pained him that he could have so effortlessly picked her out as his daughter in a crowd. He had waited for more than an hour with Anna and Franco for Lucy to reappear but eventually he’d accepted the folly of his actions. ‘Go home,’ Anna had said. ‘Get some sleep and come back in the morning.’

He’d come home to find Francesca waiting for him, but seeing how tired she was, he’d insisted she went to bed. ‘I’ll be up soon,’ he’d told her. ‘I just need some time to unwind.’ She had always been good at gauging his mood and she’d left him to sit in the semi-darkness of his study. To be this close to Lucy was unbearable. Knowing that in a matter of hours he might see her, maybe speak to her, made him want to rush back to the Hotel Villa Rosa and camp outside her room. The morning couldn’t come soon enough.




Chapter Forty

Helen was awake early the next morning. Having slipped out of bed and dressed without disturbing Hunter, she was standing on the small balcony of their room. With the doors closed behind her, she was taking in the enchanting view. The light was sublime, serenely muted with a gossamer mist. Across the perfectly still water, the mountains were almost lost in a blurry, blue haze. Presumably, once the sun had made its impact, the mist would lift and the tops of the mountains would be revealed. The sky for now was delicately pale and pearly.

She was reminded of countless other trips to Italy; all those mornings as a tour guide when she’d deliberately risen early so that she could enjoy an hour or so on her own before the day would be given over to the demands of her charges. There had been a time when she had thought she could make Italy her home, find herself a little apartment tucked away in some pretty town or city. Somewhere like Padua. Padua held a special place in her heart. It was where she’d met Giovanni. A quietly spoken, flawlessly mannered academic, he’d worked at the university. Their paths had crossed early one morning when she’d gone for a walk on her own. Dawn had just broken and the only other people around were street cleaners and sleepy-eyed students shuffling home to their beds after an exhausting night out. Much to her embarrassment the heel on her shoe had snapped off and he’d come to her rescue by insisting that she come back to his apartment where he could repair it for her. Not knowing him from Adam she had declined his offer, but in perfect English he had told her to stay where she was and he would return within minutes with a tube of superglue. Ten minutes later he reappeared in the Piazza Cavour with not only some glue but a bag of warm, sweet-smelling brioche. From then on, whenever she took a tour group to Padua, she would meet up with Giovanni. A year later they became lovers. But then Emma’s health deteriorated and Helen had to forget all about Italy — and Giovanni.

Those days seemed a lifetime away, yet she wasn’t bitter. She would do anything for her grandmother.

Just being away from Emma for a few short days gave Helen cause for concern. The medical staff had assured her that everything would be fine, that Emma would be well taken care of during her absence. But what if they were wrong? What if something terrible happened to Emma and Helen couldn’t make it home in time? Memories of the last nursing home Emma was in came back to Helen and she felt a surge of guilt-fuelled anger. She remembered the fear on Emma’s face, the trembling hands that held onto her, the whispered words: ‘Don’t leave me. Please. Please don’t leave me here.’ But she had left Emma. And she would always regret that.

You had no choice, she reminded herself before her guilt could do its worst. You did what you thought was right. Forget the past. What’s important now is that Emma is safe and happy. Be grateful for that.

Making a mental note to ring the nursing home after breakfast to check on her grandmother, Helen’s attention was caught by a pigeon flying by, its wings flapping halfheartedly as if it didn’t want to disturb the peace of the morning. Directly beneath Helen and all around the hotel was a delightful jumble of terracotta rooftops. TV aerials and chimney pots of differing sizes added haphazardly to the chaotic charm of the little community. Sitting at the base of one of the chimneys was another pigeon; it was fat and round and looked like a slightly squashed cushion. The sound of shutters opening had Helen looking to her right. An elderly woman in slippers came into view on a neighbouring balcony. She began pegging out a basket of washing consisting of several large pairs of what could only be described as comedy bloomers, a vest and a row of socks. At home Helen would never have dreamt of watching someone perform such an intimate task, but, just as she’d said to Conrad last night, less than twenty-four hours into the holiday she was already behaving differently.

Her theory about people acting out of character on holiday was something she’d thought about when she’d been in bed waiting for Hunter to come up from the bar, where he’d been chatting with one of the other guests, a Russian who’d lived in California for the last eighteen years. It was, she’d decided, to do with being a stranger in town; it gave one a shield of anonymity. A licence to be different.

When Hunter had finally come to bed she’d pretended to be asleep. She’d listened to him moving about the room as he’d undressed. When he was in the bathroom, she’d heard him drop something and then curse loudly. He hated the hotel; it was much too small for his taste. When they’d been shown into their room, he’d made no attempt to conceal his disgust. ‘It’s a budget-priced holiday,’ she’d told him in defence of the room, which in her opinion was chic and simple with a lakeside view, more than adequate for their stay.

He’d replied tetchily, ‘I would have thought you’d know by now that I don’t do budget-priced anything, Helen.’ More good-humouredly, he’d added, ‘Why don’t I check out the Grand Hotel Villa Serbelloni first thing in the morning? We could have a suite there and be much more comfortable.’

‘I’m perfectly comfortable here,’ she’d said.

‘But I’m not.’ His voice had adopted that steely edge she’d heard him use on the phone so often when he was conducting business. Simmering with resentment, she’d dropped the subject and started her unpacking. She felt that if she argued the point any further they would go on doing so for ever.

The woman who had moments earlier pegged out her washing was now watering the window boxes of begonias and petunias that lined her balcony. Helen looked at the scarlet geraniums that tumbled from the boxes fixed to the wrought-iron balustrade of the balcony she was standing on. Although it was the first week of September, the flowers showed no sign of coming to the end of their life. Unlike some of the bedding plants back at home which had already taken on that faded, do-I-still-have-to-perform look that pre-empted the beginning of autumn. Here in Bellagio it was still summer and the day was glorious. Nothing was going to spoil it for her. If Hunter started up his nonsense about switching hotels, she was going to stand firm.

To her left, two balconies along, another pair of shutters swung open and Conrad appeared. His feet were bare but the rest of him was covered in jeans and a T-shirt. He placed both hands on the wrought-iron railing and leant forward as though embracing the day. She held her breath as she so often did when she saw him, or even thought of him.

She recalled the weird conversation they’d had before dinner last night. She’d been in a strange mood. Still cross with Hunter for upgrading their seats on the flight, but concerned that her morality was fast reaching a deeply questionable level, she’d been scratchily defensive and on edge. Especially when Olivia Marchwood had made her patronizing comment. She brought to mind the uneasy look on Conrad’s face when she’d been unnecessarily sharp with him after he’d asked if she had married Hunter to feather her nest. Even if he’d been joking, it had been too close to the truth. Perhaps, in a perverse way, she had been trying to frighten him off by deliberately giving him a reason to view her with contempt. There were definitely times when she despised herself, so why wouldn’t he feel the same?

A pair of pigeons landed on a nearby chimney pot; it was to the right of Conrad’s vision and as Helen watched him turn to look at the birds, she knew she would also come within his line of vision. ‘You’re up early,’ he said when he saw her.

‘So are you,’ she said self-consciously. He’d probably guessed that she’d been secretly staring at him.

He said something else but his words were lost in the clamour of bells. Helen glanced at her watch: seven-thirty. The mellow clanging sound continued and whilst Helen thought it was the perfect accompaniment to the start of such a beautiful day, she knew that Hunter would not be so captivated. Anything that disturbed his sleep would be given short shrift.

Breakfast on the terrace was a simple buffet affair — croissants, bread rolls, jam, cheese, ham, fruit juice, and tea and coffee. Helen had just poured a second cup of coffee for Hunter when his mobile rang. ‘I’ll take this back upstairs in the room,’ he said when he’d checked who the caller was. ‘It could go on for a while.’ As he hurried away, the phone pressed to his ear, Mac, Conrad and Lucy materialised. Mac waved over to Helen. She returned the gesture and watched Mac pull out a chair for Lucy. She was glad Mac was making such a fuss of the poor girl. The last few weeks hadn’t been kind to her. There was no sign yet of either Orlando or Savannah, Helen noted as she tore off a corner of her croissant and dabbed it into a dollop of cherry jam. Odds on they had spent the night together and were probably enjoying room service. Hunter could kid himself all he liked, but his presence in Bellagio would have little effect on what his daughter chose to do.

She looked up from her breakfast plate to see Conrad standing over her. ‘We wondered if you’d like to join us on our table,’ he said, ‘seeing as you’ve been abandoned.’

She could have said no, that she hadn’t been abandoned, that Hunter would be back any minute, but she didn’t. She gathered her things together and followed behind Conrad as he wove his way round the other tables.

‘Hi, Helen,’ Lucy greeted her. ‘Are you looking forward to our first tour this morning? There’s no sign of Philippa yet. I half-expected her to be here jollying us along like she was yesterday.’

Lucy’s chirpiness surprised Helen. She hadn’t seen her looking so animated in a long while. ‘Maybe she’s having breakfast in her room,’ Helen suggested. She’d never met a tour group leader who didn’t hide herself away in her room if she could get away with it. She herself had done it many times. Taking care of a disparate group of travellers was exhausting work, especially if one of the members was lonely and wanted to be the tour guide’s best friend. Helen had a wealth of experience of this, with both men and women. There was a man once, during a trip to Venice, who had never left her side. He’d badgered her night and day, asking her to help him with a hundred and one things — finding a lost key, checking to see if the butter at breakfast was salted, putting a telephone call through to England. His last cry for help was to ask her to find his underpants, which he’d washed and put out to dry on the window ledge of his hotel room only to find that they’d disappeared overnight. How she’d kept a straight face – he’d gone on to explain that the situation was serious because they were his only pair – she didn’t know. Her solution was to go out and buy him a new pair of Y-fronts.

She hoped Philippa would have an easier time with this particular group.

As soon as Lucy had finished her breakfast she excused herself from the table. ‘I want to go and explore for a few minutes before Philippa rounds us up for the day,’ she said.

‘I thought you did that last night,’ Mac said.

‘I did, but it was dark. Permission to wander about in broad daylight?’

‘Permission granted,’ Mac said with a crisp salute. ‘We’ll see you in the lobby at the appointed time. Nine forty-five, wasn’t it?’

They all agreed that that was the itinerary and Lucy went upstairs to her room. It hadn’t slipped her notice that neither Orlando nor Savannah had made it for breakfast, but she’d accepted that that was inevitable.

Her teeth brushed and her small leather rucksack packed for the day – sunglasses, money, bottle of water, sun cream and camera – she shut the door behind her and took the stairs down to the lobby. She was pulling open the glass door when the woman behind the reception desk called out her name.

‘Signorina Gray, I have your passport. Would you like to take it now or shall I keep it for you until later?’

‘Oh, that’s all right, I’ll take it now. Thanks.’ As an afterthought, and with Alessio’s accent ringing in her ears, she added, ‘Grazie.’

The woman smiled back at her. ‘Prego.’

Lucy slipped the passport into her bag and was just about to go when she remembered the map she wanted. ‘Do you have a street map of Bellagio?’ she asked.

The woman reached down behind the counter, then laid out a small map for Lucy to look at. With a pen she pointed to a street and said, ‘This is the Hotel Villa Rosa. As you can see, we’re very central.’

‘Thank you,’ Lucy said. She took the map to study later and stepped outside into the narrow passageway. The last thing on her mind was that she might bump into her father. But that was exactly what she did.




Chapter Forty-one

Lucy recognized her father instantly. Admittedly he was older, but he barely seemed to have changed at all.

‘You knew I was here,’ she said, matter of factly, although she had never felt less matter of fact in the whole of her life. She felt that any second her legs would work of their own accord and she’d start to run. She would run as fast as she could, all the way back to Swanmere. But somehow she stood firm, resolute in the face of this unwanted pre-emptive strike by her father. A pre-emptive strike that had taken away her control of the situation – something she had badly wanted to keep.

‘Yes,’ he said. ‘I knew you were here. And that you arrived yesterday.’

‘How?’

‘I … I know the people who own the hotel. They made a connection with the name and — ’

‘And tipped you off?’

He nodded.

The narrow alley where they were standing was suddenly crowded with tourists trying to get around them. ‘Can I take you for a coffee?’ he asked.

‘So that we can have a nice little chat?’ She knew she sounded belligerent, that she wasn’t doing anything to help this watershed moment. But why should she? She was the hurt party. It was down to him to make good the damage he’d inflicted.

‘Something like that,’ he said.

‘I’m sorry,’ she said, ‘but I’m busy right now.’ Why should she make it so easy for him?

‘Later, then?’

Relieved that she was now back in the driving seat, she said, ‘Give me your phone number and I’ll call you.’

He took out his wallet and handed her a card. ‘Ring me any time you want, Lucy. Please. My mobile is always switched on.’

She pocketed the card and without another word set off down the steep, cobbled steps as casually as she could. Yes. That was more like it. That had showed him. She had covered no more than half a dozen steps when she felt compelled to look over her shoulder. He was still standing in the same spot. But now his face was hidden behind his hands.

She told herself to turn and walk away. Whatever he was feeling was entirely his affair. But to her disgust she was inexplicably filled with pity for him. No! She was not ever supposed to feel sorry for him. She cast her mind back to how it had felt that day in the café when she’d been fourteen years old, when he’d told her of his plans to leave her to live another life. A life that could never include her. Her throat tightened. Hold that thought, she told herself. Don’t let it go. Not ever.

Yet the memories, as painful as they were, couldn’t compete with the here and now. The sight of her father’s desolate figure as she watched him slump against the wall opposite the hotel, his head lowered and unaware that she was watching him, or that passers-by were staring at him oddly, bludgeoned her resolve.

Very slowly she retraced her steps until she was standing next to him. She put a hand on his arm. Startled, he looked up. His eyes were wet with tears. ‘Do you still want to go for that coffee?’ she asked.

Marcus ordered their drinks. When the waiter had gone, he clenched his hands into tight fists under the table; it was the only way he could stop them from shaking. He was in shock and fighting hard to resist throwing his arms around Lucy and telling her what a beautiful young woman she’d grown into, that he couldn’t be more proud of her, that he’d missed her more than he could ever put into words. There was so much he wanted to say and ask, but where to start?

Instead they were being, as Francesca would say, so very English and hiding behind a murmured exchange of small talk – yes, she liked what she’d seen of Bellagio so far … did she like the hotel? Who were the people she was with? It was better than he could have hoped for. What he’d done to her could never be brushed aside with a simple kiss and apology. He had years of hurt and resentment to overcome.

Their coffees arrived. As did the moment to say something that mattered. ‘Lucy,’ he began.

She looked straight at him. ‘Yes?’

On the receiving end of such a direct stare he was poignantly reminded of that day he’d held her as a newborn baby and had experienced that first bolt of fierce love for her by simply looking into that fragile, unfocused, ash-blue gaze. Self-conscious nerves took away his courage to say what he wanted to say. He pushed the bowl of sachets towards her. ‘Sugar?’

‘No thanks. I don’t take sugar in my drinks.’

He winced. Was that a pointed remark on her part? See, had you been a better father – a father who hadn’t walked out on his family – you would have known this. He watched her carefully scoop off the froth from her cappuccino and lick the spoon clean. Compared to him she seemed utterly composed. He took a very deep, slow breath and tried again. ‘Why are you here in Bellagio, Lucy?’

‘I’m on holiday.’

‘So it’s coincidence, then, that you’re here where I live?’

She put down her spoon and gave him a look that was hard to read. ‘No. Not exactly.’

When she didn’t expand on this, he said, ‘Were you planning on getting in touch with me during your stay?’

‘Yes. But when I was ready. When I’d decided the time was right.’

‘I’m sorry I forced your hand. I just couldn’t wait any longer.’ He explained about Anna’s telephone call last night and his visit to the hotel only to find she wasn’t there.

She seemed genuinely surprised by this. ‘You came straight away?’

‘Of course. I wanted to see if it really was you.’

‘I’d gone for a walk,’ she said.

‘It was late to be out on your own.’

She raised an eyebrow. ‘Not as late as you thinking you can play the heavy father with me. And anyway, Bellagio strikes me as being about as dangerous as a marshmallow.’

‘I’m sorry,’ he said softly. ‘If it makes you feel better, it’s the kind of well-meaning, sexist thing I’d say to Francesca.’

There was a deathly awkward pause. That was clumsy of him. He shouldn’t have brought up Francesca’s name so soon.

‘So how is Francesca?’ Lucy asked after the awkward pause had made its mark.

‘She’s well. But don’t worry, I’m not about to say you must meet her. I won’t do that to you.’

‘Good.’

He did his best to hide his disappointment. He was sure that if Lucy gave Francesca a chance they would take to each other. He’d always believed that Francesca might actually help Lucy to accept the past, that she could be part of the reconciliation he so badly wanted. ‘How’s your mother?’ he asked. ‘I heard on the grapevine that she’s remarried. Hopefully second time around is suiting her better than our disastrous attempt — ’

She cut him off at the pass. ‘Yes,’ she interrupted. ‘Charles makes Mum blissfully happy.’

Rather unkindly he thought that blissful happiness was not a state Fiona was capable of ever knowing. However he sensed Lucy’s words were meant as another stinging reproof rather than an accurate description of Fiona’s current situation. ‘I’m glad,’ he said. ‘Glad that someone has succeeded with your mother where I failed.’

There was another strained pause while they both drank their coffee. They were then blessedly distracted by a glamorous couple settling themselves at a nearby table: from their sleek clothes and languid bodies, Marcus put money on them being from Milan. But it wasn’t the man and woman themselves that were worthy of attention; it was the dog they were making an enormous fuss of that was the star turn. Or more particularly, it was the extraordinary lead the raven-haired woman was holding that Marcus couldn’t take his eyes off. He had come across many a pampered Italian pooch since living in Bellagio but never one that came on the end of a dog lead that had been designed to look like a string of sausages. He caught Lucy’s eye and they both smiled. It completely made his day.

And then the moment was gone. Lucy glanced at her watch and leapt to her feet, the starched white tablecloth caught up in her movements. He was reminded of her as a young child, always in a hurry, always knocking things over. ‘I have to meet the others back at the hotel,’ she said. ‘I’m booked to go on a tour.’

He knew better than to say, but isn’t our sitting here more important? He straightened the cloth and said, ‘I’ll walk with you. If that’s all right?’

She shrugged.

He chucked some Euros on the table and led the way back to the Hotel Villa Rosa. They hadn’t discussed anything of real importance – how could they in only twenty minutes? – but that smile just now, that one single shared smile, spelled hope for him. It was all he needed.

As they boarded the traghetto to cross the lake for Villa Carlotta, it was obvious to them all that Philippa, their guide, was not going to make it through the day. She was putting a brave face on it, but she was fooling no one. Her eyes were bloodshot, her complexion was flushed and her voice was so painfully Rod Stewart croaky it made Helen want to keep clearing her own throat. Whilst they all offered the poor woman sympathy – at the same time keeping a healthy distance from her – there were other mutterings in the camp. Namely: ‘What was the point in having a guide who was losing her voice?’ Someone – an irritating man from Epsom whom it was impossible to take seriously because he was wearing open-toed sandals with socks and a shirt tucked into a pair of trousers with a drawstring waist – had very helpfully said he was going to complain to Gardens of Delight and demand a refund if they were to be without their guide. He had the air of a man who could waffle on until the end of time if given the opportunity. He also had the full backing of his po-faced wife, who peered out from beneath her sunhat, which was tied in a childishly large bow under her chin, to say, ‘We’re here to learn; it’s not just a holiday for us.’

Guarding against coughs and sniffles had always been a priority for Helen when she’d been a tour guide. Only once had she come close to thinking she would have to let a group down. But for all her years of experience, she had never worked for an outfit who could provide protection against problem travellers like this uncharitable couple, who could so easily infect an entire group with their poisonously divisive comments.

‘Cap’n, I sense storm clouds gathering and mutiny a-brewing,’ Mac said. He was sitting on Helen’s right with Conrad and Lucy the other side of him. Hunter was at the back of the boat talking to someone on his mobile. To Helen’s knowledge, it was his fourth call of the morning already.

‘How about we throw the troublemakers overboard?’ Conrad suggested.

‘A lovely thought,’ Helen replied. ‘But I suspect the combination of the ringleader’s inflated ego and his hugely puffed up self-importance will act as a very superior buoyancy aid.’

Mac laughed. ‘You’re on form this morning, Helen.’

‘Unlike Philippa,’ said Conrad. ‘What do you think will happen if she has to take to her bed?’

‘Personally,’ Mac said, ‘and no offence meant, but if we are left to our own devices, I shan’t mind a bit.’

‘She’ll probably organize a local guide for us,’ Helen said. ‘It’s what I would do in her shoes.’

They were in the middle of the lake now and the delicate light of early morning had given way to a sky of eggshell blue, and the mountains had emerged from their lacy shroud of mist. It was captivatingly beautiful. Wondering if Conrad thought so too, she risked a glance in his direction, only to crash headlong into his gaze, which must have been on her while her head had been turned.

A shadow fell across her and she looked up to see Hunter standing over her. ‘Bad news, Helen,’ he said. The expression on his face didn’t look like he had bad news to deliver. Anything but, in fact.

‘What is it, Hunter? Nothing serious I hope.’

‘I have to go to Dubai. A problem’s developed with the lease on the office premises I was hoping to acquire. They’re trying to screw me.’

‘Can’t someone else handle it?’

The exact same question had been on Helen’s lips, but it had been voiced by Mac.

‘I don’t like to toot my own horn too loudly,’ Mac went on, ‘but when I worked for the bank, I always ensured that I had a team behind me who could step in when needed. It’s the sign of good work practice, being able to delegate with confidence.’

Hunter smiled thinly. ‘It’s a bit different when the company’s your own.’

‘When do you have to leave?’ Helen asked. She knew there was no point in trying to dissuade Hunter. She could see his mind was made up. Part of her was willing him to go right away. Oh, the relief! But oh, the guilt!

‘Judith’s checking the flight availability as we speak,’ he answered her.

Good old reliable Judith, thought Helen dryly. She’d only met Hunter’s murderously loyal PA a couple of times but knew that the fifty-something spinster was utterly devoted to him. She also knew that Judith disliked Helen for having the audacity to be Wife Number Three, and that she would get her beloved boss on the next available flight out of Italy if only to get him away from Helen’s evil clutches. ‘You’d better go and break the news to Savannah,’ Helen said. ‘I’m sure she’ll be disappointed that you’re leaving.’

Hunter snorted. ‘I doubt that somehow. Now she’ll be able to carry on as badly as she wants to with that Orlando of hers.’

On the end of the row of seats, Lucy suddenly got up and walked away.

The traghetto pulled into Tremezzo and everyone disembarked. At the top of the gangplank, Philippa counted them off. Her voice croakier than ever, she instructed them to cross the busy road and to wait for her at the entrance to Villa Carlotta. They weren’t the only ones heading towards the famous house and garden; nearly half of the people who’d been on the boat surged across the road and brought the traffic to a halt.

‘You’re very quiet,’ Mac said when he found himself walking alongside Lucy. Conrad was trailing behind. Bad enough that Hunter was always on his mobile, now Conrad was at it too. ‘Everything okay?’ he asked.

‘Any reason why I wouldn’t be?’

‘That idiot husband of Helen’s could have been more tactful for a start.’

Lucy looked at him sharply. It was the first time he’d so much as hinted that he knew all was not well between her and Orlando, and that the cause of the problem was Savannah. He wondered if he’d overstepped the mark. When she didn’t say anything, he said, ‘Have you done anything about meeting your father?’

‘Actually, I’ve met him already.’

Ahead of them Philippa was struggling valiantly to instruct the group on what would happen next. ‘I’ll tell you more later,’ Lucy whispered.

‘No! You can’t leave me dangling like that. Was it all right? How did it go? How did he — ?’

The man in the drawstring trousers turned briefly and told Mac to ss-sshh!

‘Oh bugger off, you ghastly jumped-up little prat!’ Mac mouthed at his back.

‘A shame you weren’t brave enough to say it to his face,’ Lucy sniggered when the group moved on.

‘Give it time,’ Mac said. ‘Now tell me all about it. How did you feel when you saw your father?’

Savannah was in a foul mood and as a consequence Orlando didn’t seem able to say or do anything right. He’d decided to keep his head down and his mouth shut, trying to make the most of the garden they were visiting. But even that was as good as a red rag to a bull.

‘You could at least talk to me,’ Savannah had sniped at him only moments ago when he’d stopped to take a photograph of a tulip tree he’d never seen before and write down its name.

‘What’s the point?’ he’d retaliated, thoroughly pissed off now by her behaviour. ‘The minute I open my mouth you just bite my head off.’

She’d glared at him and then marched off.

I should go after her, he thought as he put his notebook back into his pocket. But he couldn’t be bothered. Why put himself through the hassle?

It had all started to go wrong when they went up to his room after dinner last night. He’d made the mistake of asking her what she’d thought of the piano player. ‘Yeah, he was hot,’ she’d said. ‘And he certainly looked like he had his eye on Lucy, didn’t he?’

‘You thought that too, did you?’

She’d laughed. ‘Come off it, Orlando, everyone in the room could see what was going on. Why do you ask? You’re not jealous, are you?’

‘Of course not.’

‘Good. Because I’ll tell you this for nothing: I’m not competing with Lucy. Now get yourself over here on the bed and kiss me. This is our first whole night together and I want it to be perfect.’

He’d made an effort to oblige, but sex was the last thing he’d had on his mind. He had a thumping headache and embarrassingly all he really wanted to do was turn out the light and go to sleep.

‘No way,’ she said when he’d explained the situation. ‘I know just what will cure you of that.’ She started to undo the zip on his trousers.

‘Trust me, it won’t,’ he said, gently pushing her hand away and hardly believing he was passing up the opportunity.

That was when she’d turned nasty. ‘I don’t frigging well believe it!’ she said. ‘The first night we’re properly alone and you go all flaky on me!’

He tried to laugh it off and reassure her that tomorrow she’d better look out as he’d be firing on all cylinders.

‘That means naff all to me right now,’ she snapped, jumping off the bed. ‘I’m feeling horny now!’

It struck him that a more understanding girlfriend might have offered to massage his neck and shoulders. He went to the bathroom to find the packet of Paracetamol he’d brought with him. Minutes later when he came out of the bathroom she was pulling on her jacket. ‘I’m going to my room,’ she said. ‘I know when I’m not wanted. I hope you sleep well.’

‘Shall I knock on your door for breakfast?’ he’d asked. He had no intention of stopping her from going. If she was choosing to take it personally, then there was sod-all he could do to convince her otherwise.

‘Oh, do what you want.’

But he’d slept so heavily that he’d overslept and missed breakfast. This was his first faux pas of the day. Things had gone steadily downhill from there.

Still, at least his first love wasn’t disappointing him. The garden at Villa Carlotta was a horticulturist’s dream. He hoped Lucy was enjoying it as much as he was.




Chapter Forty-two

The garden at Villa Carlotta was the first of the tour and frankly Conrad didn’t think it was all that it was cracked up to be. But then he was no botanist or horticulturist. Not even a gardener. However, the rest of the group seemed suitably impressed by the many different varieties of plants and trees on offer in the English-style landscaped garden that dominated this area of hillside on the western shore of the lake. Under Philippa’s strained tutelage, he had had pointed out to him the biggest magnolia grandifloras he’d ever seen, a Chinese camphor tree, azaleas that were a hundred and fifty years old, swathes of rhododendrons (apparently these had to be seen in the spring to be believed), a bamboo garden, japonicas, exotic succulents, palms, hedges of camellias, ferns, an arbour of citrus trees, sequoias, myrtles, roses, and countless other specimens. None of which he could claim had any great interest for him.

Everyone else was now exploring the garden on their own, including Mac, who’d gone off with Lucy. Conrad had had more than enough for one morning. He followed a cool, shady path until he found himself back where the wrought-iron gazebo was located. The view across the lake towards Bellagio was quite something. Best of all, sitting in the jasmine-covered structure, he was entirely alone. It was good to escape some of the other members of the group. Just as Helen had her theory about people behaving out of character on holiday, he had a theory about gardeners. With a few exceptions, female gardeners were either beanpole thin, as Alice Wykeham had been, or built like butternut squashes. Olivia Marchwood, along with nearly every other woman on the tour, was definitely in the butternut squash category. And about as interesting.

Thank God Helen was here and was capable of talking about something other than gardening.

Since that slightly odd conversation before dinner last night they hadn’t spent any more time alone. But now it looked as though that might change. With Hunter conveniently out of the picture, who knew how things would shake down? By rights he should be smiling and rubbing his hands in glee, but he wasn’t. Instead he was angry. Hunter was playing dirty. He was blatantly lying to Helen and cheating on her. Okay, Conrad’s own moral compass wasn’t a perfect paradigm these days, but he hated the idea that Hunter was abusing Helen’s trust.

Helen might not have suspected Hunter of lying earlier, but Conrad had. Which was why he’d got straight on to his mobile and checked the available flights to Dubai. If Hunter came up with a flight time that didn’t fit with what he’d been told, then he’d know for sure that the man was lying. He wouldn’t do anything with the information – he certainly had no intention of telling Helen – but he’d always considered it wise to know one’s enemy. And Hunter was his enemy. Conrad disliked him intensely. He was arrogant and far too sure of himself. He was the kind of man who considered himself to be at the top of the food chain and enjoyed looking down on everyone else. There was a cruel streak to him, too. Conrad had no evidence to support this suspicion, but every time he looked at Hunter he imagined him capable of wantonly inflicting pain on another person. As far as Conrad was concerned, there wasn’t one redeemable facet to the man’s character. What had possessed Helen to marry him?

‘Looks like you’re doing the sensible thing. Mind if I join you?’

Who else but the man himself!

Conrad shifted along the seat to make room for Hunter. ‘Any news on your travel arrangements?’ he asked.

‘It’s fixed. I’ve got a car organized to take me to Milan at three o’clock this afternoon.’

Go on, thought Conrad, make my day. ‘What time’s your flight?’ he asked.

‘Six thirty-five. I was lucky to get a seat at such short notice.’

‘A direct flight?’

‘Yup.’

Conrad clocked the lie. Without having to refer to the slip of paper in his pocket – on which he’d written down the only two possible direct flights – he knew the time didn’t tally.

‘I bet you wish you were coming with me.’

Conrad glanced up at Hunter. ‘Why do you say that?’

‘I’d put money on it that this is hardly your scene. I keep asking myself why you’re here.’

Conrad tensed. Had he underestimated Hunter? Was it possible that he’d got wind of his feelings for Helen? ‘I’m here because my uncle wanted me to accompany him,’ he said. ‘His health isn’t what it could be. He suffered a stroke a couple of years ago.’

‘So you’re a nursemaid, are you?’

‘Mac wouldn’t thank you for saying that.’

‘I dare say he wouldn’t. Not when he likes to give the impression of being as strong as a cart horse. No, I think you’re here for an entirely different reason.’

Keeping his tone level, Conrad said, ‘Really? And what would that be?’

Like a burst of gunfire going off, Hunter let out a loud, cheerless laugh. ‘It’s got to be for the women, hasn’t it? I mean, where else would you get such a fine-looking bunch? But listen, if you’re not too busy chasing the fat-arsed beauties, I’d appreciate you taking care of Helen for me when I’m gone.’

‘Sure, that’s what friends are for.’

‘So they say.’ Hunter flicked at a tiny leaf that had drifted down from above their heads and landed on his leg. ‘Back at home, my wife spends a lot of time at your place, doesn’t she?’ he said.

Again Conrad tensed. ‘I have it on good authority that she and Mac are as thick as thieves,’ he said lightly.

Hunter let off another short bark of a laugh. ‘Yes, I’d noticed that. I reckon if your uncle was a younger man I’d have cause to be worried.’

It seemed to Conrad that every word that came out of Hunter’s mouth was loaded with accusation and menace. Or was he being paranoid? The symptom of a guilty conscience? Best thing to do was to go on the attack. ‘Let’s hope your trip to Dubai is a success, then,’ he said. ‘No chance that you can get the problem wrapped up in double-quick time and rejoin us before the end of the holiday? It would be a nice surprise for Helen, wouldn’t it?’

‘It would. But sadly, I don’t see that as being very likely. I’ll catch up with you all back in Swanmere.’

‘Yes, and then we’ll bore you rigid with our holiday snaps. Show you what you missed out on.’

‘That sounds like a threat to me.’

Conrad was about to reply when he heard voices. With Pat and Colin Campbell, and Vi Abbott and Barbara Slattery in her wake, Olivia Marchwood approached the gazebo. ‘Ah, excellent!’ she declared. ‘Another two rounded up. Philippa says we’re to meet her at the back of the villa by the camellia hedge; she’s booked us a guide to take us inside.’

‘If it’s all right with you good folk, I’ll pass,’ Hunter said.

Not wanting to spend another minute in Hunter’s company, Conrad got to his feet. ‘I’m sure the house is worth a look.’

The young Italian girl who was their guide for the tour round the villa was as enthusiastic as she was knowledgeable and twenty minutes into her stride, Conrad was getting the feeling that by the end of the tour, no stone of Villa Carlotta’s history would have gone unturned. She’d started with its late seventeenth-century roots and its creation at the hands of the Marquis Giorgio Clerici, a wealthy merchant from the area, had moved on to I795 when the Sommariva family became its owners, and she was now giving a detailed account of its purchase by the wife of Albert of Prussia, Princess Marianna of Nassau, who bought it as a wedding gift for her daughter Carlotta. Some wedding present!

Finally, as the young Italian drew breath, she ushered them into the next room. It was the Central Parlour, otherwise known as the Statue Room. The first thing she pointed out to them was the ornate vaulted ceiling with its fake stuccowork of stars, coffers and rosettes. Next to be brought to their attention was the Carrara marble high-relief frieze that ran the perimeter of the room and which depicted the Entrance of Alexander the Great in Babylonia. ‘It is the jewel in the crown of the Sommariva art collection,’ the guide explained, ‘and is made up of thirty-three panels.’ But Conrad’s eye had caught on something else. At the far end of the room was a marble statue; there was something vaguely familiar about it. He peeled away from the group and went over to take a closer look at the two figures that made up the piece. Within seconds he knew why it was familiar to him. The last time he’d seen it, he’d been with Sam in the Hermitage Museum in St Petersburg. ‘Don’t you think it’s just about the most erotic statue you’ve ever seen?’ Sam had asked him. Had he not been with her and had the statue brought to his attention, he probably wouldn’t have even noticed it.

‘What’s it called?’ he’d asked after he’d decided she was right. There really was something profoundly erotic about the couple and their embrace.

‘“Amore and Psyche Reclining”,’ she’d told him. ‘Don’t you just love the tender way he’s holding her and the way she’s giving herself up to him?’

‘And what’s the story behind it?’

‘In a nutshell; jealousy and the power of love.’

‘And?’

‘Do you really want to know, or are you just humouring me?’

‘No, I want to know. Really.’

‘Well, Psyche was such a stunner, Venus’s nose was well and truly put out of joint. In a fit of jealousy and envy, Venus instructed Amore, also known as Cupid to his mates, to make Psyche fall in love with the ugliest specimen he could come up with. As is the way of these things, Cupid fell for Psyche himself and was forced to hide his identity to her. But when urged by her sisters to discover who it is she’s been making secret whoopy with, Psyche goes and spoils everything and Cupid hops off sharpish. Venus then puts Psyche to some hard labour, which of course should by rights have finished off the poor girl, but because Cupid still loves her, he’s sneakily helping her to survive. Being the heroine of the story, Psyche finally overcomes Venus’s hatred and jealousy, becomes immortal and at long last, she’s united with Cupid for ever. A charming crowd-pleaser of a tale, don’t you think?’

‘And the moral of the story?’ he’d asked.

‘Oh, that’s simple. We have to go through hell before we reach heaven. Whatever that might be.’

Conrad swallowed. It was as if Sam was here telling him the story all over again.

‘Ah, I see that you are admiring the beautiful work of Adamo Tadolini, who was Canova’s most prized pupil.’

Conrad swung round to see that the guide and the rest of the group had now joined him to look at the statue.

‘This is one of the most loved exhibits at Villa Carlotta,’ the guide went on, ‘but I have to tell you, it is a copy. The original is in the Hermitage Museum in St Petersburg.’

Conrad edged away from the group. He needed air. And space.

Outside in the garden, he wandered over to the terrace that was lined with pots of vibrantly red hibiscus plants. From there he looked down onto the arched citrus walk. The sun was high in the sky now and he could feel it on his neck and face. After the cool interior of the house, and the chill of the past wrapping its ghostly fingers around him, it felt good. He stared out at the lake, its rippling surface twinkling and shimmering in the sunlight. He tried to make sense of his reaction just now inside the villa. It wasn’t the actual memory of Sam that had shaken him, he decided, it was her words. Words he hadn’t thought of since that day. We have to go through hell before we reach heaven. Whatever that might be.

He for one had been to hell and back since Sam’s death. Did that mean he was in for something better any time soon?

He was just raising a hand to shield his eyes from the glare of the sun as he continued to stare out at Bellagio on the other side of the lake, when he heard a flinty bark of laughter. It was coming from below him, from the citrus walk. He stayed where he was until, as he knew would happen, Hunter emerged at the end of the archway nearest Conrad. Hunter was oblivious to his presence and it wasn’t difficult for Conrad to hear him say into his mobile phone: ‘I’ll see you later, then. And make sure you have the champagne on ice. And your knickers off!’

Gotcha! thought Conrad. Not that he’d needed any more evidence to confirm that Hunter was cheating on Helen. How tempting it was to show himself and let the lying, cheating bastard know that he’d been overheard. But what good would that do? Would it stop a man like Hunter Tyler? He very much doubted it. And did he really want to stop him? Wasn’t it in his own interests to let Hunter go right ahead and pull the pin and detonate his marriage?




Chapter Forty-three

According to the itinerary, as Philippa was hoarsely pointing out, now they were back in Bellagio, the group had the next two hours to themselves and were free to explore and have lunch wherever they fancied. ‘I’ll meet you all in the foyer of the hotel at two-thirty,’ she croaked. Privately, Mac thought they’d be better off if she took to her bed and kept her germs to herself. The last thing he wanted was to go down with some dreaded lurgy. Since his stroke, he’d developed a strong sense of self-preservation. He hated being ill. He simply couldn’t abide that feeling of being at someone else’s mercy, of someone else making decisions for him. It was so humiliating.

He caught up with the conversation going on around him. To his annoyance, Helen’s husband had somehow taken charge and was insisting on taking some of them for lunch, seeing as he was leaving that afternoon. ‘Conrad and Mac, you’ll join us, won’t you? Savannah, you and Orlando must make up the party. And don’t look like that, Savvie; you’ll have plenty of time to eat lunch alone with your fella when I’m gone. What about you, Lucy? We can’t leave you out, can we? No, no. I absolutely insist. You must join us.’

‘This should be fun,’ Mac muttered as he fell in step beside Conrad and followed some yards behind Hunter. The man’s overly bonhomie manner was getting right up his nose. ‘Where’s he taking us?’

‘Where else but to the Serbelloni?’ Conrad replied. ‘And do try to behave, won’t you? For Helen’s sake if nothing else.’

‘Oh, don’t you go worrying about me. I’ll be the model of good behaviour. But spare a thought for poor Lucy. We’ve seen just how sensitive and subtle that bloody man can be.’

‘She could have said no.’

‘Yes, just as the rest of us could have opted out. Only we’re all too polite to tell him where to stick his lunch.’

Conrad smiled. ‘I had no idea you’d taken such a violent dislike to Hunter.’

‘I’ve never had to suffer his presence so much as I am now. Years ago I knew a chap like him out in Hong Kong. He was enormously wealthy and an arrogant bully, always used to getting his own way. Worst thing was, no matter how close to the wind he sailed, nothing ever stuck to him.’

‘Go on, tell me there’s a happy ending to this story. He died a lonely, grisly death, broke and broken-hearted.’

‘Far from it. He got wealthier and wealthier and his wives got younger and more beautiful. We called him Teflon Terry.’

‘Now you’re just depressing me.’

‘What I’m trying to tell you, Conrad, is that men like Hunter always win out. They’re not like us. They operate differently.’ He slowed his step and put a hand on Conrad’s forearm. ‘If Hunter discovers you’ve got a thing for Helen, heaven help you.’

‘That’s not going to happen.’.

Mac removed his hand and picked up the pace again as they dodged the crowds of tourists. ‘Listen to me, Conrad; I’ve seen the way you look at her. And I can’t be the only one to see it.’

‘Okay, I admit I’ve looked, but I haven’t touched.’

‘Not yet you haven’t. But tell me what happens the moment Hunter disappears this afternoon to Dubai?’

‘I don’t know what you mean.’

Mac rolled his eyes, but left it at that. They were now approaching the revolving door of the hotel where Hunter was treating them to lunch. Bloody show-off, Mac thought when he saw the splendid opulence of the hotel. He’d stayed in plenty of top-quality hotels in his time, some of the best in the world, but never had he rammed his good fortune down anyone else’s throat the way Hunter enjoyed doing. It was so distasteful. He could see from Helen’s silence that she thought so, too. He’d noticed that about her – that whenever Hunter was around she hardly opened her mouth, that she became almost invisible.

She reminded him of another woman from a long time ago. His beautiful Hannah. The only woman he’d truly loved. She had been such a wonderfully animated presence when they’d been alone together, but the minute her husband was around, she reverted to the quiet, unassuming wife and mother he had turned her into. For years Mac had urged her to leave her husband, to become the woman she was meant to be, but she wouldn’t. It broke his heart.

He stood back to let Conrad go on ahead and waited for Lucy. Frustratingly they hadn’t had a chance to talk properly about how it had gone between her and her father. Every time she had started to say something, someone had popped out from behind some bush or other.

‘If I’m extra nice to you, will you promise to sit next to me during lunch?’ he asked her when they were inside the hotel and Hunter was talking to the concierge.

‘I’d prefer you to be your usual grumpy self, Mac.’

He smiled. ‘It can be arranged.’

Lunch at the Grand Hotel Villa Serbelloni was served on the terrace overlooking the swimming pool and beyond that, the lake. They were shown to a table in the shade of a large awning and their waiter’s deferential manner, as he handed them their menus, suggested that nothing would be too much trouble for him. Lucy listened to Hunter ordering some champagne. ‘That’s just for starters,’ he said, when the waiter left them alone, ‘until we’ve decided what wine we want to drink.’ He picked up his menu. ‘Now then, let’s see what they’ve got to offer us.’

‘I hope they do pizza,’ Savannah said without bothering to look at her menu and fiddling with her hair – she was wearing it in two large bunches either side of her head; dangling from her ears were large hooped earrings. She couldn’t have looked more churlish or more out of place. ‘Cos that’s what I was planning on having before you-’

‘I’m sure they’ll cook you whatever you want, Savvie,’ Hunter interrupted her smoothly.

‘They better had.’

Lucy gritted her teeth. Was she the only one here who wanted to slap Savannah? Glancing round the table, she saw Helen’s face and knew she wasn’t alone. On the other hand, you had to hand it to the ungracious spoiled brat; she was the only one brave enough to say what she thought. It was blatantly obvious that most of them were sitting here against their will. Lucy had tried to say no to Hunter when he’d said she must join them, but some kind of sick, masochistic need to observe Orlando and Savannah at close quarters had kicked in. She’d noticed earlier at Villa Carlotta that Orlando had spent most of the tour round the garden on his own. She’d also overheard Savannah arguing with him, something about him ignoring her. Was it so very wrong to feel a ripple of pleasure at this?

‘My, this is grand,’ she whispered to Mac.

‘Yes,’ he whispered back, ‘but don’t worry, I’m already under orders from Conrad to behave myself. Now tell me about your father.’

‘Let’s order first.’

Ten minutes later their waiter had taken their order – the chef couldn’t do a pizza for Savannah, and she sulkily said she’d make do with bruschetta with tomatoes, followed by the Parma-wrapped chicken – and Mac was holding Lucy to their bargain. ‘Spill the beans,’ he said.

It was difficult to know where to start. Initially she’d tried to block out all thoughts of her father. She’d wanted to put everything on hold, to let the shock of their meeting pass so that her reaction could slowly unfold and reveal itself. But that hadn’t happened yet. She was still reeling from the suddenness of it all.

‘So?’ prompted Mac.

‘I had a coffee with him,’ she said, her voice low so no one else could hear them. ‘We talked. It was … it was weird.’

‘But not too awful? Not too confrontational?’

‘I didn’t let rip at him, if that’s what you’re asking.’

‘If you had, would it have mattered?’

She thought about this and remembered her father’s beaten look when she’d turned on the steps outside their hotel. Yes, she thought with a sadness she hadn’t known she was capable of. Yes, it would have mattered. In that instance he hadn’t deserved her animosity. And yet … that hurt and anger she’d carried around with her all those years was still there. It still needed to be vented somehow. Some time. He needed to know what it had been like for her. And for her mother. There’s a price to be paid, she thought, her heart hardening just a little. When you inflict that much pain on another person you have to face the consequences.

‘Lucy?’

She looked up and saw that Mac was waiting for her to say something. ‘I’m sorry,’ she said, ‘I got lost in my thoughts for a moment.’

‘I’m not surprised. This is proving to be a momentous day for you.’ He squeezed her hand. ‘And for your father, I suspect.’

At this, another voice said, ‘What’s that about your father, Lucy?’

Once again Lucy’s hand itched to slap Savannah. Or maybe yank on those ridiculously large hooped earrings she was wearing. How dare the Gobby Pixie barge into a private conversation! ‘Nothing,’ she muttered and was glad when two waiters appeared at Hunter’s side, each carrying an ice bucket and a bottle of champagne. It was the perfect distraction.

Or so she thought.

‘Did you know Lucy’s father lives here, Dad?’ Savannah said, her voice even louder than usual. ‘He buggered off with some Italian tart when Lucy was fourteen and she’s refused to see him ever since. If you’d dumped me like that, I’d have killed you and the woman you’d gone off with.’

Lucy froze. Irrationally she felt a surge of anger towards Orlando. Why couldn’t he control his girlfriend’s enormous mouth? Everyone, except for Savannah and her father, was looking awkwardly down at their place settings. They knew. They all knew that this was something Lucy would never want to discuss so openly. She wished Orlando had the guts to look her in the eye. But he didn’t. And she found herself despising him for it.

In the process of tasting the champagne – ‘Yes, it’s fine, go ahead and pour it,’ – Hunter said, ‘I’m no saint, but I’m not the sort of man who could abandon his kids. But then we’re all different. He must have really loved the woman he went off with.’ He looked straight at Lucy. ‘I suppose that’s what hurt most, isn’t it, thinking that your father loved someone else more than you?’

‘Perhaps this isn’t something Lucy wants to discuss.’

Lucy looked gratefully at Conrad across. the table.

‘Yes,’ agreed Helen. ‘Savannah, I think you might be more tactful. This is an extremely difficult time for Lucy.’

Savannah sat back in her chair and laughed. ‘Hey, lighten up everyone! You’re fine with this, aren’t you Luce? You wouldn’t be here if you weren’t.’

‘Savannah-’

‘Oh, not you as well, Orlando! Honestly, what’s got into you all? Anyone would think Lucy was made of glass; one little bump and she’ll break. You’re made of stronger stuff than that, aren’t you, Luce? You better had be or you’ll never get anywhere.’

Lucy had had enough. Oh, she’d had more than enough from this stupid, self-obsessed, ignorant piece of trash. She pushed her chair back and stood up, making the china and cutlery on the table rattle. ‘For once, Savannah, you’re dead right. I am made of strong stuff. And you know what? The sooner I see the back of you, the better. You’re nothing but a foul-mouthed, empty-headed rich kid, who can’t even manage joined-up thinking. I don’t know what the hell Orlando sees in you. But get this, because it’s my final word on the subject. Please don’t call me Luce, ever again!’

As dramatic exits went, it was right up there with the best. She stormed out of the hotel and marched down towards the crowded main street. Her heart was clattering in her chest, and her head was thrumming, but boy, did she feel bloody proud of herself!

‘Ciao! Lucy!’

She looked across the busy road and saw a fantastically good-looking man waving to her. Who on earth did she know here? It was only when he pushed his glasses up on to the top of his head that she recognized him. It was the piano player from last night: Alessio. He waited for a gap in the traffic and came over. ‘I was just going for a drink. Do you have time to join me?’

Why not? she thought. ‘Okay,’ she said. ‘Where do you suggest?’

He put a hand to the small of her back and led her further down the street.

Orlando was furious. Furious with Savannah, but more so with himself. He should have stopped her from goading Lucy like that. But he hadn’t, he’d just sat there like an idiot hoping the moment would pass.

He’d finally roused himself when, seconds after Lucy had left them, Hunter had said, ‘Well, there’s a girl who needs to learn some manners.’

With just about everyone in the restaurant staring at them, including the waiters, he rose from his chair. ‘I’d better go and see if she’s all right.’

‘Yes, that’s right,’ he heard Savannah hiss at him. ‘Go and see if the frigid bitch needs any oxygen up there on her high horse. Don’t worry about how hacked off I feel!’

The hotel was now behind him, and he was scanning the busy street for Lucy. She couldn’t have got far. And then he saw her, but she wasn’t alone. That piano player from last night was with her. He had his hand on her waist and looked much too bloody cosy for Orlando’s liking. What the hell was Lucy up to? Couldn’t she see what kind of a bloke he was?




Chapter Forty-four

To keep herself occupied, Francesca was in the garden dead-heading her favourite richly scented Alba shrub rose that Marcus had given her when they’d moved here to Pescallo. Many years ago on a trip to England with Marcus she had visited Sissinghurst Castle Garden in Kent, the home of Vita Sackville-West and Harold Nicolson, and had been so enthralled and inspired by the famous White Garden, with its formal box hedge parterre and serene colour scheme, that when she and Marcus returned home she had promised herself she would create her own scaled-down version. Even now, with such a black cloud hanging over their lives, her modest homage to Sissinghurst still filled her with joyful satisfaction. As well as being a welcome balm on a hot day, it had long since become a place of sanctuary for her. Never more so than now. She hoped that maybe it would come to mean as much to Marcus and would bring him a degree of consolation.

The ring of her mobile sounded in the still, warm air. She put down her secateurs and walked quickly up the length of lawn to where she’d left the phone so that she wouldn’t miss the all-important call she was waiting for. She crossed herself, took a deep, bracing breath, and flipped open the mobile. When she saw that the caller wasn’t who she was expecting, she relaxed.

But not for long.

Fate seemed to be pushing them in one unavoidable and inevitable direction, she thought minutes later when she’d rung off. She could have said no to Claudia at the agency; after all, she was planning on resigning in the next couple of weeks, so that she could concentrate on her magazine work whilst they still wanted her. But she hadn’t. She’d said yes because a part of her wanted to believe that nothing was going to change.

It wasn’t unusual for her to stand in at the last minute for a tour guide who was sick, but the group she would be leading this afternoon was no ordinary group – it was the British party of garden enthusiasts staying at the Villa Rosa Hotel, one of whom was Marcus’s daughter, Lucy. She didn’t know how Marcus would react – he was inside the house working in his study – but she had no intention of seeking his approval.

She didn’t fool herself that overnight Lucy would want to be best friends with her, but what really mattered was the hope that at long last, the girl might be capable of forgiving her father. Maybe Francesca as well. So, this afternoon they would meet for the very first time. There was a risk that Lucy, once she realized who their guide was, might become upset, but it was a risk Francesca was prepared to take. She would introduce herself to the group simply as Francesca, making no mention of her surname, and if Lucy became suspicious and hostile as a result, she would deal with whatever situation arose. She didn’t think this would happen, though. Her hope, if Lucy did work out who she was, was that Lucy would use the opportunity to observe her and perhaps come to the conclusion that she wasn’t the so bad after all.

Marcus would probably say that she was forcing Lucy’s hand too soon, but Francesca had kept her counsel for long enough. It was perhaps the only thing she had ever shown any patience over. Hot-headed impulsiveness came more naturally to her than cautious restraint, as her family would be the first to say. Hadn’t it been her crazy impulsiveness that had got her involved with Marcus in the first place?

But now it was time to bring matters to their rightful conclusion. She wasn’t afraid to confront whatever needed confronting.

Lucy was having lunch with Alessio. The small fishing village he’d brought her to was charming and had seemingly appeared out of nowhere. Back on the busy main street of Bellagio, he had told her it was a short walk away and using his mobile he’d phoned ahead to book them a table at the one and only restaurant. It had taken them no more than ten minutes to get here but the sun had been high and hot and the winding path they’d followed had been both steep and cobbled. Once they had dropped down onto flatter ground and were in the cool shade of a narrow wall-lined path, they were passing pretty houses of dusky pink, terracotta and caramel. Some were draped in lush green ivy, some had balconies of scarlet geraniums and purple salvias, and some were partially hidden behind towering cypress trees, wrought-iron gates or high walls covered in yet more ivy.

When they had arrived at the pink-walled Pergola Ristorante, Alessio was greeted warmly by an attractive, olive-skinned girl who clearly knew him. Lucy had stood to one side, letting them get on with the protracted greeting. She had decided that very likely there wasn’t a girl in the area whom Alessio didn’t know – intimately or otherwise.

They were shown to a table out on the terrace in the shade of a well-established vine that sprawled the full width and length of the pergola. Beneath them was the pebbly shore of the lake, littered with a row of beached fishing boats, their hulls cluttered with nets, spare oars and buckets. Moored further out were sailing boats of various sizes and colours, their masts swaying to the subtle rhythm of the water. It was as picturesque as it was peaceful.

They were now on to their main course, having already polished off two plates of king prawns in olive oil and garlic. Had Lucy been on a date, she would never have eaten garlic, but this was no date: this was lunch with the local Lothario who wasn’t going to get so much as a peck on the cheek from her.

Although – and she would never admit this out loud — she could think of worse men to kiss. He was a stunner, no two ways about it. But she’d sooner undergo colonic irrigation on national television than let him know she thought this. All the same, he was excellent company and, unusually for a man, wasn’t bursting to talk about himself the whole time. He’d listened to her telling him about putting Savannah in her place up at the Serbelloni – though she’d kept the bones of the disagreement to herself – and he’d asked her about her job back in England, all the while hardly revealing anything about himself. Perhaps he’d learned that listening was the best way to a girl’s heart.

‘Lucy, why are you staring at me?’ he suddenly asked.

Damn! Caught in the act. How did that happen? ‘I wasn’t staring at you,’ she lied.

‘Si. You were studying my face most intently. What were you thinking?’

Oh, no you don’t. You’re not reeling me in that easily. ‘I was thinking about colonic irrigation,’ she said.

‘Eh?’

She laughed. ‘Forget it. How’s your pasta?’

‘Perfetta. And yours?’

‘Perfetta,’ she repeated.

‘Ah, so you are learning Italian now. Brava! Would you like me to be your professore? Your teacher?’

‘I don’t suppose you’d have time, what with entertaining all the girls you know here in Bellagio.’

‘Correction. We’re not in Bellagio, we’re in Pescallo, where I know only a few girls.’

‘Wherever we are, you wouldn’t have time — ’ Her voice broke off. An alarm bell was ringing. ‘Where did you say we were?’

‘Pescallo. Did I not mention that earlier?’

She felt the colour rise to her face. Pescallo … wasn’t that part of her father’s address? She looked anxiously around the terrace. ‘No, you didn’t,’ she said. ‘I would have remembered if you had.’

He shrugged. ‘More wine?’ He held out the bottle.

‘Yes,’ she muttered. ‘More wine is just what I need.’ How had she ended up in a restaurant right on her father’s doorstep? Once again she glanced around her, half expecting to see him sitting at one of the tables. Which was stupid of her. She had survived this morning’s unexpected meeting – she had his telephone number in her bag; she’d even promised she would call him later today – so why the fear and dread? Because it was all happening so fast. For what felt like for ever she had wrapped herself in a protective shell of reproach, and she knew now, having met him this morning, that without that protection she would be left feeling vulnerably exposed.

Alessio looked at her and frowned. ‘What is wrong? Have I said something to upset you?’

‘Nothing’s wrong.’

‘Yes, it is. I can see it in your eyes. You are upset with me for bringing you here? Why?’

‘I…’ Oh, what the hell! Whynottellhim? What harm could it do? She took a gulp of her wine. ‘My father lives here in Pescallo.’

‘Your father? Here? Davvero? Why didn’t you say anything?’

‘For a start I didn’t know where you were bringing me, and secondly, it’s complicated. We’ve been …’ She tried to think of a suitable word. ‘My father and I have been estranged for many years,’ she said.

Once more Alessio frowned and she suddenly found herself thinking how sexy it made him look. Inappropriate behaviour, she reminded herself. Get a grip!

He put his elbows on the table and leaned forward, his handsome face even more attractive with the intensely solemn expression he’d adopted. ‘Lucy,’ he said, ‘tell me, what is your surname?’

‘It’s Gray. Why?’

He snapped back in his seat and banged the flat of his hand down on the table. ‘Dio mio! Non ci credo! Non è possibile!’

‘Hey, stick to English, please.’

‘Lucy, this is amazing. We are practically related. Now let me see if I can get this right. Si, capisco! Francesca è la tua matrigna! Mia zia, Anna — my aunt – is married to Franco, the brother of your stepmother.’

‘I don’t have a stepmother.’

‘Si. Si. Francesca Gray is married to your father. Your father is Marcus Gray, is he not?’

‘Yes, but … I’ve never considered her my stepmother.’ Even to her own ears, Lucy knew she sounded stubbornly obtuse in the face of legitimate fact.

Alessio picked up his glass of wine and regarded her thoughtfully. ‘I’ve heard a lot about you over the years. I have often wondered what you were like.’

She tilted her chin up. ‘Well, now you know. I’m the daughter who could never forgive her father for what he did.’

‘For falling in love with a beautiful woman?’

‘For leaving me.’

‘You had a choice. You could have come to him any time you wanted.’

Her chin dropped. She suddenly felt like she was scaling the sheer face of a mountain, desperately fumbling for a toe-hold. Anything to keep herself from falling backwards, arms and legs flailing, as she contemplated the inconceivable: that she might have been wrong all these years. ‘You make it sound so reasonable,’ she murmured, ‘but I had a mother who wasn’t coping. She needed me.’

He sighed. ‘I know nothing about your mother, but this I do know; your father needed you too.’

‘Then he should have thought about that before taking a hike.’ Yes! That was more like it. She was back on firmer ground now. There was no arguing with that!

‘A hike? Che cosa? I don’t understand.’

It was clear that Alessio had a very one-sided view of things and Lucy didn’t see any point in pursuing the subject further. ‘It doesn’t matter,’ she said tetchily, at the same time dabbing viciously at some breadcrumbs on the table with her finger.

‘No!’ Alessio said firmly. ‘That is not true. I can see it matters a lot to you. Talk to me, Lucy. Tell me how it has been for you.’ His voice was raised and people around them were looking their way.

‘Not here,’ she said.

‘Later, then. When we have finished our lunch, we will go for a walk and you will talk and I will listen.’ He leaned forward and covered her hand with his. ‘Will you do that?’

She met his gaze – his dark penetrating gaze – and suddenly found it difficult to say anything. Shocked, she looked away. Don’t let him see how vulnerable you are right now, she warned herself. Don’t make it that easy for him.

Sometimes Helen wondered if Hunter deliberately made it easy for her to pick an argument with him.

Savannah’s behaviour at lunch had been atrocious. How Mac and Conrad had forced themselves to endure the meal, she didn’t know. She wouldn’t have blamed them if they’d made their apologies and slipped away. It had all been so thoroughly embarrassing. Within seconds of Orlando disappearing, Savannah had turned on the water-works, saying she wasn’t feeling well and that it was Lucy’s fault for overreacting to what she’d said and that it was so humiliating for her to have Orlando taking Lucy’s side. Hunter, of course, had been full of sympathy for her and told her not to worry. ‘It’ll blow over, Savvie,’ he’d said. ‘Have something to eat and you’ll soon feel a lot better.’

‘But he should have backed me up, Dad!’

‘I agree, but because Lucy’s the one who provides a roof over his head, he’s probably just keeping his bread buttered side up. Isn’t that right, Helen?’

Helen had stared in amazement at Hunter. Why couldn’t he just tear a strip off his daughter for once? She’d been appallingly rude to Lucy. Why did he continually pander to her? Deciding not to make an even bigger scene in public – they’d done enough to appeal to the voyeur in their fellow diners – she said, ‘I’d like to think that Orlando was more sincere than that.’

‘Don’t get me wrong,’ Hunter laughed expansively, ‘I’m not making him out to be a devious sod, but in my experience one doesn’t look a gift horse in the mouth. What do you think, Conrad?’

‘I think it’s none of my business.’ Conrad’s tone was measured.

‘You must have an opinion, though?’

‘I do, but I’d prefer to keep it to myself.’

Their food had arrived then in a flourish of activity but afterwards they’d sat in a prickly atmosphere for the duration of the meal.

Now, back at their hotel, whilst Helen was freshening up before that afternoon’s tour and Hunter was packing for Dubai, she decided to say something. ‘Have you ever told Savannah off?’ she asked him.

He finished folding the last of his shirts and laid it carefully on top of the case. ‘You’ve never been a parent, Helen, so please don’t question the way I’ve brought up my family.’

‘Does that mean it’s a no-go area for discussion?’

‘It is if you’re going to criticize the way I handle Savannah.’ A coldness had crept into his voice. ‘And seeing as you’ve brought the matter up, it wouldn’t have killed you to have shown Savannah some support when Lucy got her claws into her. Anyone would think Lucy meant more to you than my Sawie.’

Helen ignored his rebuke. ‘Didn’t it cross your mind that Savannah was deliberately stirring things up for Lucy, trying to make her look petty in front of everyone?’

‘I think you’ll find Lucy did a fair job of that all on her own. Frankly, anyone who’s harboured a grudge for that long needs to look very closely at themselves.’

‘That sounds overly simplistic to me. Especially as you hardly know Lucy.’

She saw his jaw tighten.

‘I haven’t got the time or the inclination to listen to this. And if you really want to know what I think, I’m proud of Savannah. She should be applauded for calling a spade a spade. A bit of plain speaking never hurt anyone. Perhaps that’s what’s been missing from Lucy’s life. Maybe she wouldn’t be in the mess she is if someone had given her a damn good talking to a long time ago.’

And maybe a damned good shaking while that well-meaning person was about it, thought Helen as she stood in the bathroom and brushed her hair with hard, punishing strokes.

I can’t keep doing this, she thought as she looked in the mirror and saw the angry frustration in her face. If I bite my tongue any more I’ll bite it clean off. I can’t keep bending to his will.

Tears of cruel regret threatened to spill over. No! She told herself. No tears. No feeling sorry for yourself. You knew it wouldn’t be easy. ‘But I hadn’t bargained on hating myself so much,’ she whispered bitterly.

Still staring at her reflection, she thought of Hunter’s words about Orlando wanting to keep his bread buttered side up. A chill ran through her. Had he been reminding her of her own position?




Chapter Forty-five

Her fingers drumming on the railing of her balcony, Savannah decided that she’d had enough of sulking. For the first time in her life she was getting the feeling that it wasn’t going to get her what she wanted. And seeing as Orlando was very much what she wanted, she was going to have to perform a pretty spectacular u-turn to get things how they’d been. If she left things as they were, Lucy would sneak back into the picture and pinch Orlando from right under her nose.

She watched a hydrofoil crossing to the other side of the lake, churning up the smooth water, and thought of the moment it had all started to go wrong. It was at dinner last night, when that piano player had started giving Lucy the come-on. Typical foreign bloke for you. All eyes and no subtlety.

Orlando’s reaction had hardly been subtle either. He’d been as mad as hell. Which in turn had pissed Savannah off. Then on top of that, when they’d been alone in his room, he’d come up with some twatty lie about having a headache. If he didn’t want to have sex with her, why didn’t he just come out and say so?

In the morning everything had suddenly seemed wrong about her being here. What the bastard hell was she doing on a holiday like this with a bunch of aged whiskeries? She should be in Ibiza getting off her head! Except … then she wouldn’t be with Orlando.

She didn’t know what it was about him that did it for her, but back in Swanmere she’d always felt better when she was with him. He seemed to enjoy life so much, to be genuinely happy with what he had. He loved his job and rarely had a negative word to say about anything or anyone. It sounded stupid, but he made her want to be the same.

She had tried to tell herself that the only reason he’d gone chasing off after Lucy during lunch was because he was naturally considerate towards other people, that he cared for Lucy as anyone would for an old friend. But somehow, given what a disaster the morning had been, she couldn’t quite convince herself that this was all it was. So what was she going to do about it? That was the bastard question.

With hindsight, having a go at Lucy at lunch hadn’t been the smartest of moves. But she just couldn’t hack Lucy’s presence at the table. There she was, chatting, all pally like, with Mac and suddenly Savannah felt hatred for the girl. Trouble was, once she’d started having a go at Lucy, she couldn’t stop. She could hear herself making it worse, but instead of keeping quiet she’d blundered on, trying to turn the whole thing into a big joke.

But it hadn’t been a joke. Something about the whole scene had reminded her of a day she still hated to think about. It was the day Mum and Dad had told her they were getting a divorce. They’d sprung their news on her during lunch on holiday in the Maldives. One minute they’d been ordering their food and the next Dad was saying, ‘We’ve got something to tell you, Savvie.’ Apparently they’d decided to tell her while they were on holiday in the mistaken belief that their surroundings would soften the blow, that it would make the whole thing less upsetting. Their announcement shouldn’t have surprised her, not with all the arguments she’d overheard, but it had still been a shock. Divorce was going on around her all the time – any number of her friends’ parents were splitting up – but somehow she’d never thought it would happen to her own parents. She’d stupidly believed that she was the one thing holding them together. Hadn’t Dad always said that there wasn’t anything he wouldn’t do for her? No amount of palm tree fringed beaches or rum punch was going to take the sting out of their selfishness. She’d listened to them explaining how very little was going to change for her – she and Mum would stay in the house in Crantsford but Dad would be moving out. But, and this was important: wherever he lived, it would be Savannah’s home too. She could even help him find a new house. Yeah right, she’d thought, like she had any say in what was going on. And then she’d burst into tears and refused to speak to them for the following two days. She’d holed herself up in her room realizing that grown-ups only ever thought of themselves. That they didn’t give a toss how screwed up their actions made their children feel. She could still remember thinking how she’d teach them a lesson, that she’d make them miserable for doing this to her. But here was the thing: nothing she did bothered them. They hardly seemed aware of her at times. That was when she’d started staying out all hours in Manchester getting drunk. Anything was better than being stuck at home on her own. Mum was always out with some bloke or other and Dad – well, Dad was doing what he always did, pulling off some deal somewhere.

So when Lucy was sitting across the table from her with everyone rushing to protect her, it had made Savannah want to yell, ‘Oh, give it a rest, why don’t you? We’ve all been there, all done it and all got over it! What makes you think you’re any different from the rest of us?’

Why Dad had insisted on Lucy joining them for lunch, Savannah didn’t know. But that was her father all over – generous to a fault but completely blind to anyone else’s feelings.

And now he’d gone off to Dubai again, but not before she’d managed to get some money out of him. He’d handed over a stack of Euros and said, ‘Treat yourself to something nice while I’m gone. Something to put the smile back on your face.’

There was only one thing that would put a smile on her face and that was if she could get things with Orlando back to how they’d been before last night. And probably the only way to do that was to apologize to him. She’d sooner he made the first move and said he was sorry for taking Lucy’s side, but she figured an apology from her would have the desired effect.

With ten minutes to go until they were supposed to be meeting Philippa downstairs in the foyer, Savannah went to knock on Orlando’s door.

He didn’t look too pleased to see her, but she didn’t doubt that she could win him round. Hadn’t she had years of experience of wrapping her father around her little finger? A shame Lucy hadn’t learned the same trick. She’d be less of a pain if she’d discovered how easy it was to play the guilt-trick game – playing one parent off another and getting what you wanted, whenever you wanted it.

Conrad was worried about Mac. This afternoon’s tour of the park at Villa Serbelloni – not the hotel, but a conference and study centre owned by the Rockefeller Foundation – had so far involved a lot of strenuous uphill walking. The sun was even more intense than it had been in the morning and Mac had forgotten his hat. Conrad could deal with a crotchety Mac, but a dehydrated Mac suffering from heatstroke and exhaustion was something he could do without. Each time their replacement guide, an attractive Italian woman called Francesca, had something to tell them about the park and the surrounding area, Conrad tried to manoeuvre his uncle into the shade. ‘Don’t fuss over me,’ Mac, red-faced and panting, would growl. It would be so easy for Conrad to give up on the old fool, but he knew he’d never forgive himself if he did that. Like an ancient married couple, they were joined at the hip, whether they liked it or not. All he could do was keep a surreptitious eye on his uncle and hope for the best.

He was also keeping a discreet eye on Helen, conscious that ever since they’d set off from the hotel with their new guide she had kept her distance from him. Unluckily for her, Swanmere’s Holy Trinity – Olivia, Vi and Barbara – had taken it upon themselves to add her to their number. ‘We can’t have you all on your lonesome,’ Conrad had overheard Vi saying to Helen.

Another steep climb ahead of them, Conrad slowed his pace to match Mac’s. ‘You’re not fooling me,’ Mac said. ‘I know what you’re up to.’

‘Good. So let me get on with it in peace.’

‘I wish Lucy were here. She never fusses over me. Where do you suppose she is?’

‘Seeing her father again, maybe.’

‘I’m sure she would have said something at lunch if she’d made plans to do that.’

‘Perhaps Savannah’s performance brought on a change of plan?’

‘You could be right.’ Mac paused to wipe the perspiration from his forehead with a handkerchief. ‘All in all, that was quite a lunch, wasn’t it?’

‘Excruciatingly awful is how I’d describe it. Why are we always so damned polite? We should have both walked away.’

‘Oh, come on, Conrad, you were as curious as I was to see how much worse things could get. I wouldn’t have missed it for the world.’

‘You sick bastard!’

They both laughed in a rare moment of accord. Before long, though, Conrad became immersed again in his own thoughts.

Hunter.

Helen.

What was he doing involving himself in their lives? Did he really want to risk getting on the wrong side of a man like Hunter? Or was it too late? Was he already on the wrong side of him? Judging by some of the comments Hunter had made today, it was quite possible that he was on to Conrad. Why else had he pressed him the way he had at lunch? And why else had he made those comments about not looking a gift horse in the mouth and keeping one’s bread buttered side up? They were warning shots, directed not at him, but at Helen. He was sure of it.

Aware that Mac, along with everyone else, had stopped to take advantage of a photo opportunity, Conrad took in the view. Set against a backdrop of azure blue water was a hillside of lush vegetation and cypress trees. In the distance was a small, isolated village. Disorientated for a moment, he tried to work out which side of the promontory they were now on. He wasn’t the only one to be wondering this – a clamour of voices rose as everyone started examining their maps, turning them round and pointing. Conrad noticed their guide was smiling.

‘The village you can see is called Pescallo,’ she said. ‘It’s a delightful fishing village and I would strongly recommend you visit it. There’s also a wonderful restaurant there.’

‘Is it easy to get to?’ asked the mealy-mouthed troublemaker in the drawstring trousers.

‘It’s a relatively short walk, but as is typical of this area, the path is quite steep in parts. Now, if everyone has taken their pictures, shall we move on?’

‘Just one more?’

This was from Savannah, who was telling Orlando to smile. Despite her encouragement, he didn’t look like he wanted to. He looked embarrassingly uncomfortable, especially now that everyone was staring at him.

Mac sidled over to Conrad. ‘So what did you make of that pretty little apology Savannah made to us earlier whilst we were waiting for our guide to appear?’

‘I thought I was going to be sick.’

‘Me too. She’s quite a performer, isn’t she? Oscar-winning material.’

‘You don’t think she meant it, then?’

‘I wouldn’t be at all surprised if Helen told her to do it as a lesson in good manners. Just as she did when the wretched girl nearly ran over Fritz.’

‘You’re wrong.’

They both turned to see Helen standing behind them. Her expression was so fierce, Conrad almost jumped back.

‘I can assure you I had absolutely nothing to do with that girl’s apology,’ she said. ‘More likely it was Orlando who twisted her arm.’

‘Oh. Well. I’m glad we’ve got that sorted,’ Conrad said nervously. He could feel an anger as hot as the sun coming off Helen. ‘How do you like the garden here?’ Atta-boy! If in doubt, reach for your lexicon of small talk!

‘The views are good,’ she said flatly, ‘but the garden itself is disappointing.’

‘I agree,’ said Mac. ‘It’s too much like a municipal park.’

‘That’s it, exactly.’

‘And there was me thinking I was missing something,’ said Conrad. ‘Now I don’t feel such a lowbrow. Come on, we’d better catch up with the group.’

With Mac playing piggy in the middle, the three of them fell in step. They walked along the gravelled path in silence until Helen said, ‘I suppose I should apologize for lunch. It was quite horrendous, wasn’t it? I’m so sorry.’

‘No argument there, my dear,’ Mac said. ‘But we don’t hold you personally responsible. The conversation may have been a little hard going, but at least the food was delicious.’

‘I could cheerfully wring Savannah’s neck. And then her father’s.’

‘Presumably he got off okay?’ Conrad said, giving himself the pleasure of mentally helping Helen to throttle her husband.

‘I assume so. I left him waiting for his taxi so he could go off to play the big tycoon.’

‘Sorry to be a pedant, but he is a big tycoon, Helen.’

‘I know, Mac, but sometimes it would be nice to think I was married to a normal man.’

‘No such thing, my dear. We men are all shallow, egotistical beasts.’

‘Speak for yourself,’ said Conrad.

Helen smiled and Conrad sensed her anger beginning to cool. She hadn’t risked a direct look at him, though, he noted.

Ahead of them their guide was saying that it was all downhill from now on and they should take extra care on the path where the ground was loose and stony in places.

‘She’s very good, our new guide, isn’t she?’ Mac said. ‘Very easy on the eye. Philippa was all right, but she was a little lacking in the looks department. This one’s definitely an improvement.’

Helen gave him a playful flick with her hand. ‘You sexist pig! I’m glad I never had you in one of my tour groups.’

‘Nonsense. You would have loved the attention. I might even have swept you off your feet.’

‘In your dreams!’

They turned a corner and entered a refreshingly cool tunnel of trees and rhododendron bushes. ‘That’s better,’ Mac said with a sigh. ‘I had no idea it would be so hot.’

‘You should have brought a hat,’ Helen told him.

‘Not you as well. I’ve had enough of that from Conrad. Oh, look,’ he said, stooping to peer into the undergrowth on the edge of the path. ‘Cyclamen. I’ve never been able to grow them successfully. I swear Fritz sniffs out the corms, digs them up and eats them.’

Helen smiled. ‘Have you spoken to Evie today?’

‘Yes, I phoned home this morning. She said Fritz is as big a pain as his owner. The cheeky bint. I don’t know what possessed me to think it would be a good idea to ask her to dog-sit for me.’

‘What tosh! The pair of you are devoted to each other.’

Mac laughed. ‘That’ll be the day. And what about you? Have you phoned home to check on your grandmother?’

‘Yes. I did it after breakfast. All’s well, apparently.’

‘That’s excellent.’

As he so often did when Mac was dominating the conversation with Helen, Conrad let his uncle get on with it. Mac always seemed to know the right thing to say to cheer her up. It made Conrad think that in his younger day, Mac’s pulling power must have been quite something. It was a shame that he himself didn’t have the same relaxing effect on Helen.

‘Do you know where Lucy is?’ he heard Helen asking Mac.

‘No, we were discussing that earlier. Conrad thinks she might have gone to see her father.’

Helen turned to Conrad. Her gaze, like a skittish butterfly, finally came to rest on his.

‘It was only a guess,’ he said, managing a weak smile. ‘For all I know she could be happily sunning herself somewhere with a glass of wine in her hand. Something I wouldn’t mind doing right now.’

‘Me too,’ Helen said quietly. Her face, which earlier had looked hard and ready for battle, was now soft and beguiling.

He swallowed. ‘Then let’s do it when we’re finished here.’

Mac cleared his throat noisily, presumably as a warning.

Too late for that, thought Conrad. Much too late.




Chapter Forty-six

With her head tipped back and her eyes closed, Lucy was sunning herself on the pebbly shore of the lake at Pescallo. She couldn’t remember the last time she’d felt this good, or this deliciously lazy. The amount of wine she and Alessio had put away during lunch might well be responsible, but hey, she was on holiday and could do as she wanted. Which included behaving badly.

Opting out from the group’s action-packed itinerary this afternoon was her first act of rebellion and she didn’t care. She wasn’t even that bothered that she was less than five minutes away from her father’s house. Alessio had offered to show her where he lived, but she’d said it could wait. For now she was happy to sit here with the sun on her face and forget all her troubles.

It was funny; she had known Alessio for less than twenty-four hours, yet she felt extraordinarily connected to him. She had told him everything that really mattered to her. She had shared things with him that she hadn’t even told Orlando. How, when she’d tried to support her mother through the really bad times, she had helped Fiona destroy anything that reminded her of Marcus Gray. Together they’d smashed, ripped and burned anything that he had left behind. They systematically took apart the photograph albums, removing pictures, or slicing them up, so every last trace of the man was eradicated from their lives. ‘He’s never coming back to us, Lucy,’ her mother had told her as they stood by the bonfire they’d made in the garden, watching the flames lick and curl around his hateful image, ‘so what’s the point in keeping anything of him?’ Her mother had found her crying in bed that night; clutched in Lucy’s hand was a photograph she’d kept of her father. When Fiona saw it, she snatched it away from her and ripped it up, letting the pieces drop to the floor. In the morning, Lucy flushed the pieces down the toilet. One small fragment stubbornly remained. It took four more flushes to get rid of it.

If Alessio was shocked by what she told him, he didn’t show it. He simply listened and never once lost eye contact with her. He was so focused. She’d found it unnerving at first, but gradually she grew used to it. He in turn had told her about his family – the family her father had married into. He spoke of the happy, carefree childhood he’d experienced, how special his parents and relatives had made him feel whilst growing up, and their encouragement to pursue his love of music. ‘You’re telling me you were a spoilt child by the sounds of it,’ she’d teased him.

‘I like to think so,’ he’d smiled.

And then he’d said something that surprised her: that his family was her family too. Now that was a strange thought – suddenly discovering that there were all these people who knew of her existence, but whom she knew nothing about. It certainly made her wonder.

Almost as much as she wondered about her reaction to Alessio himself. She alternated between feeling perfectly relaxed in his company when they were talking, but the moment they fell quiet she was suddenly aware of the attraction she felt for him. It was quite disconcerting.

Now, as she sat next to him, she was conscious that Orlando was a long way from her thoughts. She decided this was a good thing. Right now, she was happier and more relaxed than she’d been in months.

Nearby a group of young children – Italian children – were playing at the water’s edge. Two were fishing with makeshift rods of sticks and string, while another, the smallest, with a mop of black curly hair, was peering into a plastic bucket. His navy-blue shorts and stripy T-shirt were much too big for him and with his huge dark eyes and long lashes, he looked adorable. Lucy wondered if Alessio had been as sweet at that age. Probably yes. A heartbreaker then, just as he was now.

She wanted to turn and study his face, but didn’t dare. She wanted to analyse that beautifully shaped mouth of his, and the way his eyebrows arched when she said something he didn’t understand. She liked the way his eyes had danced with amusement earlier, when he’d told her that from now on he was going to call her by her Italian name, Lucia. Instead, she kept it safe and sneaked a glance at his hands. They were not the work-roughened hands of a gardener, unlike hers. Or Orlando’s. Smooth with long, slender fingers, they were sensual, yet gave the impression of being immensely strong. She watched him playing with a stone, switching it from one smooth palm to the other. She wondered what it would be like to be touched by those hands.

‘Lucia?’

She turned her head to look at Alessio and fell headlong into his amazing eyes. Her stomach lurched and she felt like she’d just fallen off a cliff. What was it about him? ‘Yes,’ she managed to say.

‘I’m glad that you are Marcus’s daughter; it means that you will have to come back again.’ He smiled. ‘And, even better, I will get to see you again.’

‘That all rather depends on how things turn out with my father,’ she said.

He reached for her hand just as he had in the restaurant during lunch. ‘I think it depends on you, Lucia. Your father loves you, that much I know. All you have to do is find it in your heart to forgive him.’

Oh, here we go again. Why did everyone assume that her father loved her? Where was the evidence? But how could she expect Alessio to understand when she could scarcely put her feelings into words herself? She tried to slip her hand out from his, but he kept hold of it. She said, ‘Unless you’ve experienced the same situation, you can’t possibly understand how complicated it is.’

‘I agree. But maybe it is better if you try to simplify things. It is what I do.’

I bet you do, she thought.

He went on: ‘I have the Italian soul. I am romantic by nature, but always pragmatic. That is how I keep things simple. I am often told I love too easily.’

‘And do you?’

‘Love is a search, I’ve come to believe. One keeps going until one has found what one is looking for. And you, Lucia. Do you love easily?’

She paused to think about this. ‘No,’ she said at length. ‘I don’t believe I do.’

He stroked her hand. ‘As I thought. You don’t love enough. That is a pity. Allora. Why don’t we play a game?’

‘What sort of game?’ she asked guardedly, still pondering over what he’d said and not liking the picture it painted of her.

He pulled her to her feet. ‘Andiamo!’ He led her to the water’s edge.

‘You’re not going to push me in, are you?’

‘Would you like me to?’

‘Don’t even think about it.’

He bent down to pick up a stone and passed it to her. It was flat and warmed by the sun. ‘You have played this before, I am sure,’ he said as he selected a stone for himself.

‘Many times,’ she answered.

‘But we will play it differently. If I am the winner, my reward is a kiss from you. How does that sound?’

‘But what if I’m the winner?’

He flashed her one of his super-megawatt smiles. ‘I don’t think that will happen. I am very good at this game.’

It was all the encouragement she needed to bring out the arch competitor in her and give him a thorough thrashing.

‘Watch and learn,’ she said, getting into position and flexing her arm.




Chapter Forty-seven

At last they were alone. Or as alone as the San Remo bar with its lakeside view allowed them to be. The open-air bar was crowded with tourists; all around him, Conrad could hear a plethora of languages being spoken – German, Swedish, Dutch, American, Russian, and even Italian.

In contrast, he and Helen had hardly uttered a word and the tension between them was so palpable he longed simply to take her in his arms and convince her everything would be all right. He didn’t have a clue what his definition of ‘all right’ was, but he’d do anything to take that strained look off her face and make her relax in his company. He didn’t think he’d ever seen her look so miserable. As before, it pained him to think that he might be responsible. To assuage his guilt he told himself that it wasn’t him who was the root of her problems, it was that bloody awful husband of hers.

A breeze was blowing across the lake, skimming the surface, making the water ripple and glint in the late afternoon sunshine. Over in Tremezzo, where they’d been that morning, the white façade of Villa Carlotta stood out, along with the orangey-red awnings of the Hotel Tremezzo. Nearer to where they were sitting, a small boat jam-packed with tourists was disembarking at the nearby pontoon. The boat didn’t look large enough for the number of middle-aged passengers clambering out of it, all of whom were laughing and shrieking at the top of their voices. They were unmistakably British. ‘Our country’s finest ambassadors,’ Conrad muttered under his breath.

‘You sound like Mac.’

Conrad groaned. ‘Oh, please, I can take any kind of criticism you care to level at me, but don’t ever liken me to Mac.’

‘You don’t really mean that.’

‘Don’t I?’

‘I think you’re far closer to Mac than you allow yourself to admit.’

‘And why wouldn’t I admit to being close to him?’

‘Because he knows you better than anyone else alive. He’s been there for the best times of your life and the worst. It can’t always be easy for you.’

This wasn’t the conversation he’d expected them to have and he shifted in his seat, feeling the spotlight was just a little too focused on him. ‘You’ve given this a good deal of thought.’

She took a sip of her wine. ‘And you haven’t?’

‘When you’ve had a really big life-changing moment, you learn to accept whatever comes your way. You don’t reason it out, ad infinitum.’

‘I don’t believe you. I don’t think you do anything without putting a lot of thought into the matter. Isn’t that why we’re here?’

‘Are you saying I’ve manipulated you? Forced or tricked you here against your will?’

Her face softened with a small smile. ‘You can be very persuasive.’

‘Only because — ’ He stopped himself short and shifted again in his seat.

‘Only because of what?’

‘I was going to say something crass. Something along the lines of you being so tempting.’

Now her face coloured. ‘I’m glad you didn’t. It would only have embarrassed me.’

‘Me, too. How’s your wine?’

‘Fine. And your beer?’

‘It’s fine.’

‘Good.’

He risked a smile. ‘So much for the small talk.’

‘Is that what we were doing?’

‘It’s what we always do. It stops us from saying anything we might regret.’

‘That has to be a good thing, doesn’t it?’

‘Except it could lead us going round in ever-decreasing circles.’

‘Which, by definition would imply we’d eventually — ’ Now it was her turn to stop short.

‘Yes,’ he said. ‘We’d eventually meet up somewhere in the middle. Together.’

She looked away, distracted by Britain’s Finest Ambassadors who had made their raucous way up the pontoon and were now scanning the bar for somewhere they could all sit. One of them declared the obvious, that there was no room at this particular inn, and they moved on to the next bar.

‘We’re going to have to talk properly some time, Helen; why not give it a go now?’ He watched her draw a line in the condensation that had formed on her wine glass.

‘You know I won’t do anything to jeopardize my marriage.’

He’d heard her say as much before but he sensed there was less conviction behind her words this time. ‘Are you happy?’ he asked.

‘Are you?’

‘I’m happy sitting here with you. And I think you could be if only you’d let yourself.’

She swallowed nervously and chewed on her lip. ‘But you don’t understand,’ she murmured, ‘there’s so much at stake.’

He watched her closely, sensing that it was a make or break moment. One more push and whatever it was that was holding her back – that was stopping her from being honest with him — would be no more. He noticed she was fiddling with the gruesome emerald ring on her finger. ‘Go on,’ he pressed, ‘tell me exactly what’s at stake. And while you’re about it, tell me what could be more important than your happiness. Because from where I’m standing, I’ve never seen you happy in your husband’s company.’

She whipped her head round and looked him squarely in the eye. So squarely he knew with crystalline certainty he was going to regret pushing her. ‘Okay,’ she said, her voice as firm as the strength of her gaze, ‘I’ll tell you what’s more important to me than my own happiness. My grandmother’s. That’s what means the world to me. My grandmother being happy.’

Now he was confused. ‘Your grandmother? What does she have to do with it?’

‘How do you think I can afford to keep her in such an expensive nursing home? I sold myself, Conrad. I sold myself to Hunter to make sure Emma would never have to suffer at the hands of some sadistic nurse who would leave her to freeze in a cold bath. I married him to keep Emma safe from some perverse freak who thought old people were fair game for a bit of slap and tickle, who claimed that the bruises I found on Emma were a result of her falling out of bed.’

Conrad listened in horror, then all at once the strength went out of Helen and she started to cry. ‘I’m so sorry,’ he said. ‘I had no idea.’ He reached out to put his arm around her, but she put her hand up to stop him.

‘No! There’s nothing you can say.’ She rummaged in her bag, and thinking that she was looking for a tissue, he found one from his trouser pocket for her. Once again she shrugged his help away and threw some Euros onto the table. ‘Don’t let it ever be said that I tried to sponge off you as well.’ She then jumped to her feet and threaded her way through the closely packed tables.

He went after her. ‘Helen, please. I don’t give a damn why you married Hunter. I love you.’ He tried to grab hold of her but she wrenched herself free from his grasp.

‘No, you don’t! After what I’ve done, I don’t deserve to be loved by anyone. Certainly not by anyone as kind and as genuine as you.’

‘Don’t ever say that about yourself. Anyone would have done what you did.’

‘Would you?’

‘Yes. I’d do anything for the person I loved. Anything.’

Fresh tears spilled from her eyes and he put his arms around her. ‘Come on,’ he said, the roar of traffic almost drowning out his voice, ‘let’s find somewhere quieter to talk.’

They’d almost reached the end of the flower-filled promenade before they found a free bench. They sat down, but still Conrad didn’t take his arm away from her. He’d kept it round her shoulder the whole time they’d been walking. It felt good. Just as the silence had. Yet now Helen knew she would have to talk. She wasn’t sure she could manage it. Hearing herself confessing aloud that she had sold herself for her grandmother’s sake had been so very painful. The truth was like that – hard to swallow but harder still to live with.

‘I’m sorry I pushed you the way I did,’ Conrad said.

‘Please don’t keep apologizing,’ she replied. ‘It’s me who’s to blame.’

He took his arm away from her shoulder and turned her to face him. ‘What exactly are you to blame for?’

‘For not being fairer to you. For letting you think there was any chance of us being more than friends.’

He frowned. ‘You never encouraged me, Helen. Far from it. And for the record, we were more than friends the moment we met. I looked into your eyes and knew that you would always be in my future.’

‘I didn’t ever mean for that to happen.’

‘That’s what falling in love is about. It’s not something you have any control over.’ He took her hands in his and held them tightly. ‘Listen to me, Helen; you deserve a second chance. You can change your life. It’s not too late.’

‘But you don’t understand. I care about Hunter. You don’t know him the way I do. Also, I’m … I’m obligated. I have a duty to be the best possible wife I can be to Hunter.’

‘Obligated. Duty. Listen to yourself, Helen! These aren’t the words of an intelligent forty-five-year-old woman living in the twenty-first century. What the hell’s he turned you into?’

She snatched her hands away from his. ‘It’s what I’ve turned myself into.’

‘Rubbish! He’s manipulated you, Helen. He knows full well what’s going on inside your head and he turns the screw every now and then just to keep you in your place. What he said about Orlando wanting to keep his bread buttered side up had nothing to do with Orlando; it was a message to you. He shores up his massive ego by making others dependent upon him. He’s a shrewd and clever man, Helen, make no mistake, but he’s going to trip himself up sooner or later. I guarantee.’

Surprised at the vehemence of Conrad’s words, Helen said, ‘You make him out to be some kind of monster.’

Conrad’s jaw was set firm. ‘In my eyes, he is.’

‘But don’t forget what he’s doing for Emma.’

‘Yes. And that will always be his trump card. As he well knows. Does he ever visit her? Does he ever suggest you should have her to stay? Or offer to take her places with you?’

‘He’s a busy man. He’s — ’

‘You’re making excuses for him. I’m a busy man too, but I’d still make time for you and the person who means the most to you.’

Helen remembered their day at Wollerton Old Hall Garden and Conrad’s sensitivity towards her grandmother. It was the day that had changed everything for her, when she’d understood just what she’d done and how trapped she was. She blinked back the threat of another bout of tears. ‘None of what you say changes anything, Conrad,’ she said. ‘I’m married to the man who pays the bills for Emma. And that’s an end to it.’

‘But you needn’t be. You have a choice. There must be other nursing homes, cheaper ones that could take care of Emma. They can’t all be as awful as the one she was in before.’

‘She’s had enough changes. She’s happy where she is. I’m not prepared to take the risk. She means too much to me. If it was Mac, would you want to inflict yet more unnecessary upheaval on him?’

‘Mac wouldn’t want me to give up everything for him. That much I know.’

‘Emma is beyond understanding what I’ve done for her, but I know that she’s settled where she is and is extremely well cared for. It’s peace of mind for me. You don’t know how awful the guilt was, and still is, knowing that I was responsible for putting her in that dreadful place and leaving her there. I didn’t believe her when she said she was frightened whenever I left her. I thought it was her mind going. That she was acting like a child.’

‘You couldn’t have known.’

She lowered her head, letting her hair flop down in front of her face so that he couldn’t see her expression. ‘But that’s the worst bit,’ she said quietly. ‘I knew. Or rather I suspected. But I didn’t know what else to do.’

‘Didn’t you confront the staff?’

‘I tried, but they closed ranks. You have no idea how much abuse goes on when it comes to the elderly. Child abuse is talked about all the time now, but shameful neglect or downright cruelty inflicted on a defenceless old man or woman is still conveniently ignored in certain quarters.’

In the painful silence that followed, she felt a hand lightly touch her cheek. She looked up and allowed Conrad to gently push her hair away from her face. The tender love in his eyes was too much to bear and she tried to turn away. He wouldn’t let her.

‘You should divorce him, Helen,’ he said. ‘Take the settlement you’d be entitled to and use it for Emma’s benefit.’

‘And just how would I live with myself if I did that on top of everything else?’

‘Then let me take care of you.’




Chapter Forty-eight

It had been a long day for Marcus. He’d tried to concentrate on work but it had been a lost cause. Whenever his mobile rang his heart jolted and he caught his breath. Each time he answered it, though, he had to endure a thump of disappointment. None of the callers had been Lucy and he’d rudely hurried the conversations along so that the line wouldn’t be engaged when she did call. Perhaps it had happened several times already and she’d given up trying.

He swivelled his chair and looked out at the garden and the view of the lake that he’d derived such pleasure from ever since moving here. Often when he was unable to concentrate on work, or he had some problem to deal with, he would go for a row in the dinghy Francesca had bought for him. He would row and row until the last vestiges of whatever it was that was troubling him had been seen off. He doubted it would work today, but he decided the distraction might be worth a try. Slipping his mobile into his pocket, he went to find Francesca, then remembered she’d had a last-minute request from the agency to escort a tour group somewhere.

That was what she’d told him.

He groaned. His suspicious mind was getting worse. He had to stop it. More importantly, he had to talk to Francesca. Just as soon as he knew where he stood with Lucy, he would find out where he stood with his wife.

At the bottom of the garden, he unlocked the boathouse he’d built with the help of his brothers-in-law, and hauled the boat down onto the shingle and the water’s edge. He pulled off his socks and shoes, rolled up his jeans and pushed the dinghy further into the lake. He winced at the coldness of the water as it lapped around his shins and then stepped into the wooden hull. With a strong, rhythmic stroke, he powered away from the shore, and with little boating traffic to worry about, unlike the Bellagio side of the lake, he was able to row without having constantly to glance over his shoulder. He passed the promontory that separated their villa from their nearest neighbours – a Swiss couple who owned a chain of restaurants and who spent their summers here and their winters in St Moritz.

The sun was dropping in the sky, making him squint. He was hot and sweating from all the exertion. But at least he was doing something positive, which had to be better than sitting in his study waiting for Lucy to get in touch. All day he’d wondered where she was and what she was doing. Was she thinking of him? And if she was, what was she thinking? He’d never felt so vulnerable in all his life. As Lucy’s silence continued, he knew that he was being judged — did she or did she not want to see him again? – and there wasn’t a damned thing he could do about it, except wait for what was beginning to feel like the Sword of Damocles to fall on him.

He pulled on the oars, harder and faster, and when at last he’d gone as far as he wanted, he began rowing towards the shore. Needing to catch his breath, he drifted for a while, then knowing that he was within range of the Pergola Ristorante, where there was always more boating activity going on, he turned to check for other boats. Save for an elderly man fishing, his passage was clear. Seconds later, the sound of laughter followed by a high-pitched scream had him turning to look again. In the distance, at the water’s edge, he could see a young couple larking about on the beach. The man had the girl over his shoulder and was threatening to drop her into the water while she was laughing and pummelling his back with her fists. Marcus stopped rowing and smiled at their antics. After the day he’d had it was good to see people enjoying themselves. It occurred to him that it was a while since he and Francesca had laughed together. He tried to think when that had started – the uneasy quiet between them – but couldn’t come up with anything specific, other than it was weeks rather than months.

Another loud shriek had him looking at the couple once more. Watched by three young children, the man had carried out his threat and the girl was soaked from the waist down. Her language was pretty colourful. And was English, Marcus registered with a delayed reaction. ‘Alessio, just you wait!’ she screamed, her voice carrying clearly across the water. She then went after him. But he was too fast for her and had already made a run for it up the beach.

Marcus could hardly take in what he was seeing. But there was no mistaking what he was watching. He thought about rowing flat out to the shore, jumping from the boat and grabbing hold of Alessio by the throat, asking him what the hell he thought he was doing with Lucy. For pity’s sake, she’d only been here twenty-four hours and the dog had made a move on her! No wonder he hadn’t heard from her all day!

But do that and he’d lose what little stock he had with his daughter. If he had any at all. Moreover, they would probably be long gone before he made it to the beach. So instead he dipped an oar into the water and manoeuvred the boat so that he didn’t have to twist round to see what else Alessio was up to with Lucy. With the water lapping against the hull, shielding his eyes from the sun, he suddenly wished he was anywhere but here. Alessio had taken Lucy in his arms and was kissing her.

Marcus gripped the oars so tightly his shoulders shook. Just about every man that was connected to Francesca’s family thought Alessio was the epitome of what a red-blooded Italian male should be. They were proud of his prodigious track record of having bedded more girls than the rest of them put together. His legendary promiscuity was a sign of heightened manhood to them, and they seemed to live off it vicariously. The women were equally enamoured with Alessio, always charmed by his attention, and always given to spoiling him. Francesca said that he’d been the same when he was a small boy, a child who could get away with murder because he was so adorable, as well as being a precocious talent at the piano when he was only six years old.

But how would any of them feel if it was their daughter who was about to be added to Alessio’s list of conquests then tossed aside when he’d finished with her?

By the time he’d rowed home, had dragged the boat up the shingle and into the boathouse, Marcus had worked himself into such a state he could scarcely think. A fury like no other he’d experienced was boiling within him.

Francesca had returned from wherever she’d been and was in the garden picking tomatoes for supper that evening. She took one look at him and said, ‘What on earth’s happened to you? You look dreadful.’

‘I’ll tell you after I’ve had a very large drink.’

She followed him into the house and to the drinks cabinet in the dining room, where he poured himself a generous Scotch. ‘Is it Lucy?’ she asked. ‘Have you had a row? Has she — ’

‘It’s not Lucy,’ he snapped. ‘It’s that spoiled sod Alessio! I tell you, when I get my hands on him he’ll be lucky to play the fool, never mind the piano!’ He knocked back half the drink in one go, then added some more to the glass.

‘Alessio? What could he possibly have done to upset you like this?’

Marcus’s throat was burning nicely now. So was his temper. ‘I’ve just seen him and Lucy together. He was … he was doing what he always does. Trying out one of his little numbers on her. God, he makes me sick!’

The surprise showed on Francesca’s face. ‘But he doesn’t even know Lucy!’ she said. ‘He’s never met her.’

‘Yes, he has. God knows how or when, but I’ve just seen him kissing her.’

‘Where?’

‘On the mouth, where else!’

She frowned. ‘I didn’t mean that. I meant where did you see them?’

‘I couldn’t concentrate on work so I went for a row.’ He took another long, angry slug of Scotch. ‘I saw them on the beach here in Pescallo. At first they were just mucking about, but then he kissed her. And please don’t suggest that I mistook what I saw.’

‘Did Lucy look like she was resisting him?’

‘Oh, for goodness sake, what kind of a question is that? How should I know!’ He downed the rest of his drink and banged the glass down on the sideboard.

Francesca came towards him. ‘Marcus, she’s a grown woman. If she didn’t want to be kissed by Alessio, or any man for that matter, she wouldn’t go along with it. And who knows, for all we — ’

He raised his hand to interrupt her. ‘If you’re going to say that for all I know she might have been the one to instigate things, then don’t bother. We both know what a sexual predator Alessio is. He’s only ever after one thing.’

Francesca stared steadily back at him. ‘What annoys you most, Marcus? That Alessio was kissing your daughter, or that she was with him and not you?’

‘I would have thought it was perfectly obvious what I’m concerned about. And that’s Lucy getting hurt.’

Francesca let out her breath. ‘I can see there’s no point in discussing this with you any further. When you’ve calmed down, then we’ll talk again. For what it’s worth, I think you’re overreacting.’

She left him standing alone with only his impotent anger for company. He wasn’t overreacting. He was trying to protect his daughter. Was that so very wrong? But then he should have known better than to think a member of the Fontana family would criticize the wonderful Alessio.

He was just putting the top back on the bottle of Scotch when his mobile went off inside his pocket. He hoped to God it wasn’t another client. That was all he needed.

But it wasn’t a client; it was Lucy.

Spurred on by Alessio and maybe the effect of an excess of alcohol still sloshing around inside her system, Lucy had decided it was time to speak to her father. Alessio had convinced her that she’d put things off for long enough. ‘You do not strike me as being a coward, Lucia, so why will you not speak to him?’

‘Don’t ever accuse me of being a coward,’ she’d told him fiercely.

‘Then stop acting like one.’

That was when she’d tried shoving him into the lake at Pescallo, except he’d grabbed hold of her and suddenly before she knew where she was, she was hanging off his shoulder and he was dangling her over the water. ‘You’re only doing this because I beat you at skimming stones!’ she’d taunted him.

‘I’m doing it because you need someone to put you in your place. Which is right here … in the lake!’

‘No Alessio! Don’t you dare! No!’

As great a shock to the system as her soaking had been, it was nothing compared to the moment his lips had touched hers. She’d known that he would try it before the day was over, but when he did move in to kiss her, when his hands had circled her waist and drawn her closer to him, she hadn’t been prepared for how it would make her feel. As his immaculate white shirt and black jeans touched her, she remembered thinking, good, he’ll get wet too, but then her mind seemed to go blank and it was just his mouth on hers. The warmth and lightness of his lips mirrored what her body was feeling. She was floating, set free, like a balloon sailing away on a warm current of air. She could feel the heat of him against her cold, wet body and it made her skin tingle and her head spin.

With enormous willpower, she’d pulled away from him and said, ‘And now that you have that out of your system, perhaps you’ll start behaving yourself. Besides, didn’t you say we’re practically related?’

He hadn’t switched on his usual dazzling smile at this quip of hers. Instead, he’d said, ‘We’re not related by blood. Will you have a drink with me after I’ve finished work this evening?’

‘I think I’ve had enough to drink for one day.’

‘Are you always so difficult to romance?’

‘I’m sorry, is that what you were doing?’

He placed a hand on her neck and kissed her firmly on the mouth. ‘Meet me tonight, please.’

‘I’m not going to bed with you, if that’s what you think will happen. I don’t believe in sleeping with anyone on a first date.’

‘I agree. It is much better to wait until the second date. One knows the other person so much better by then.’

She’d laughed and said, ‘I want to go back to the hotel now. I need a shower and a change of clothes.’

They were almost at the Hotel Villa Rosa when Alessio took hold of her hand and said, ‘I have enjoyed today, Lucia. You are a very special girl. Your father will be the happiest man in Bellagio when you are reconciled with him.’

In spite of herself, she blushed at his compliment. ‘You’re very sure about my father, aren’t you?’

‘Some years ago, I was at his house for a party. There was a framed photograph of you when you were about thirteen years old. I picked up the picture to study it more closely – even then I was curious to know more about this missing person from our family. Your father came over to see what I was doing and took the picture out of my hands. He held it closely to him and then put it carefully back on the table where it had been. I have never forgotten the expression in his eyes. The poor man looked like he was in mourning for you. I really think you should give him the chance to say how sorry he is.’

With slightly trembling hands, Lucy put the telephone receiver to her ear. When the unfamiliar dialling code sounded, she took a deep breath. Then it ended and she could hear her father’s voice. She swallowed. He sounded just as he had in that other life they’d once lived.

‘It’s me,’ she said. ‘Lucy. I don’t know if you’re free this evening, but if you are, would you like to take me for dinner?’




Chapter Forty-nine

There was a very different atmosphere in the restaurant at the Hotel Villa Rosa that evening. Much to Mac’s relief and approval, the Gardens of Delight tour group weren’t being forced to eat en masse at two long tables. There was no sign of Philippa – the word was that under doctor’s orders she was consigned to bed with glandular fever – and in her absence, in true whilst-the-cat’s-away-the-mice-will-play spirit, the group had asked the hotel to set the tables out as normal and they would organize themselves accordingly. Having spent most of the day in one another’s company, friendships had formed and jolly little foursomes had sprung up like weeds around the dining room. Lively conversation and cheerfulness abounded.

Philippa wasn’t the only absentee from tonight’s dinner. Orlando and Savannah had opted to eat out – presumably Savannah wanted to find a place where the average age was nearer her own immature level. And, of course, Lucy wasn’t joining them because she was spending the evening with her father.

Mac had been resting on his bed with a drink before getting ready for dinner when Lucy had knocked on his door. ‘Guess what,’ she’d said, when he’d let her in.

‘You were abducted by aliens and that’s why we didn’t see you this afternoon.’

She’d laughed. ‘You’re closer than you might think. Try an Italian alien!’

Raising his eyebrows, he’d offered her something from the minibar. ‘A tipple to oil the wheels of your news? Although it doesn’t look like you need anything to help you along. I swear there’s a radiance about you that wasn’t there this morning.’

She’d laughed again, leaving Mac in no doubt that she’d had a better afternoon than the one originally planned for her on the Gardens of Delight itinerary. ‘Do you have any vodka?’ she’d asked.

‘Help yourself. I’ll fetch you a glass from the bathroom and then we’ll withdraw to the balcony and you can fill me in on everything.’

Across the lake, the mountains were disappearing in the lilac dusk of twilight; the air was cool and soft. From a nearby apartment came the tantalizing smell of garlic and onions frying. ‘Right then,’ Mac had said when they were both settled. ‘I’m all ears.’

‘Where would you like me to start?’

‘Oh, I think you should dive in at the beginning. Where did you go after that appalling scene at lunch? I thought you handled yourself marvellously, by the way. That was some exit you made. I was so proud of you.’

‘I felt quite proud of it myself,’ she said with a smile. ‘But I’m sure my name will be absolute mud from now on with some people.’

‘I wouldn’t waste any time worrying what Hunter or his silly daughter think of you. Did you know that Orlando went rushing off after you?’

‘Really?’

‘Yes. He told us later that he couldn’t find you. He didn’t say as much, but we could all see he was very annoyed with Savannah.’

‘Really?’.

‘You’re repeating yourself, my dear. And looking much too happy at what I’ve just said.’

She feigned a look of innocence.

‘You’ll have to do better than that. It’s written all over your face that you’d like nothing better than for Orlando to come to his senses and see that Savannah is merely a distraction from the main event, which is you.’

She blushed but didn’t comment on what he’d said. A faint breeze stirred and she took a long sip of her drink. ‘Did Orlando and Savannah have a full-blown barney?’ she asked.

‘Not to my knowledge, but things did seem strained between them during the afternoon. I think it’s only a matter of time before it dawns on him that he’s made a mistake. Just be patient is my advice.’

Lucy shrugged. But still she didn’t respond.

‘Anyway, enough of Orlando and Savannah. Tell me what you got up to whilst we were being shown round the Serbelloni Park by a lovely new Italian guide. But I’ll bring you up to speed on her later.’

He’d then listened to Lucy filling him in on her afternoon spent with Alessio, and how he’d encouraged her to ring her father. ‘What a busy girl you’ve been,’ Mac had said when she’d finished. ‘This Alessio sounds quite a chap. Anything about him you’re not telling me? Anything I should know about?’

The smirk on her lovely face was enough to let him know that there was plenty she’d omitted but he wasn’t going to push her. She deserved some fun. She’d had precious little of it recently. ‘You’ll be careful, won’t you, Lucy? These Italian men have a reputation to uphold. Playing the rascal is a matter of honour to them.’

‘I keep telling you not to worry about me, Mac. I can handle the likes of Alessio.’

‘In that case, I shall leave it at that. Now then, what time are you meeting your father? And where are you eating?’

‘He’s coming to the hotel at eight-thirty and I don’t know where he’s taking me. I know it’s not here.’

‘Excellent. The last thing you need is the rest of us gawping at you both whilst you’re trying to catch up.’ He raised his glass. ‘Here’s to tonight. May it turn out just as you want. And if you need anyone to talk to afterwards, just knock on my door.’

She tapped her glass lightly against his. ‘You’re a diamond of a fella, Mac. You’d have made a wonderful father, you know. Why didn’t you ever marry and do the whole family thing?’

‘Because I was a driven and determined whippersnapper who turned into a selfish old git who didn’t want to be tied down. Ask Conrad.’

Mac thought about this as he waited for their food to arrive, whilst watching the excruciating interplay between Conrad and Helen. They were acting like strangers and hardly speaking to each other.

Driven and determined he may have been as a young man when he’d wanted to get on and prove himself in the world, but refusing to be tied down had never been an issue for Mac. He would have willingly given up everything to be with Hannah. He’d have cast aside all his ambition to have her say the words he longed to hear: ‘I’m leaving my husband for you.’

He was brought out of his thoughts by Helen asking him if he was all right. ‘You’re very quiet tonight, Mac,’ she said. ‘Everything okay?’

‘Nothing that a good meal won’t put right,’ he said. ‘I’m famished. It must be all the walking we’ve done today. Have you heard from Hunter yet? Has he arrived safely?’

Helen looked at her watch. ‘He’ll still be in the air. But he’s going to be furious with himself. I found his mobile on the bedside table when I got back to the room earlier. He’ll be lost without it.’

Their food arrived at last and after the obligatory black pepper and parmesan had been proffered, Mac said, ‘So where did you two end up going for a drink?’

‘A bar called the San Remo,’ Conrad said. ‘You should have come with us.’

Mac added salt to his artichoke soup in a quantity that would have Conrad mentally tutting. ‘Oh, I imagine you two probably had a far more enjoyable time without me tagging along for the ride.’ He didn’t doubt it for a minute. They’d made polite noises about him joining them, but he’d decided to bow out and let them get on with breaking one another’s hearts. He couldn’t protect them any longer. If they were hell bent on making life unbearable for themselves, then they had to learn the hard way. Just as he had.

He changed the subject and said, ‘I wonder how Lucy’s faring.’ Having already obtained Lucy’s permission to explain to Conrad and Helen where she’d been that afternoon – knowing that the question would come up during dinner – he’d given them a glossed-over version of her activities, saying only that she’d wanted time to think and had gone exploring on her own. But before either Helen or Conrad had a chance to reply to his remark, a murmur went round the restaurant and heads turned. Aha! thought Mac with a wry smile: the piano player makes his grand entrance once again.

The atmosphere became even more party-like as the evening wore on and they were treated to a selection of popular classics by Cole Porter, Gershwin, the Beatles, Lloyd Webber, Burt Bacharach, Henry Mancini, and all those numbers made famous by the likes of Frank Sinatra, Judy Garland, Elvis, Aretha Franklin, Tony Bennett, Dean Martin, and Ella Fitzgerald. A space had been cleared to make an impromptu dance floor and a few couples were showing off their dancing skills and shimmying elegantly. Others were approaching Alessio with requests – and discreetly folded Euros – and all the time he smiled and played, he didn’t have a sheet of music in front of him. Mac couldn’t help but respect the young man. But step out of line with Lucy, he thought, and you’ll have me to answer to.

And probably her father, he added as an afterthought.

Marcus had never been so terrified. When he’d met Lucy in the foyer at the Hotel Villa Rosa, his mind had been a jumble of confused thoughts, of words he wanted to say, of memories he wanted to share, and some he wanted desperately to forget. The last meal he’d shared with Lucy had been that day in Fulham when he’d told her of his plans to be with Francesca. He’d been sick with nerves that tonight could end the same way, with Lucy running out on him again.

‘I’ve booked us a table at the Serbelloni,’ he’d said when they were descending the flight of steps to join the main street. A strange look on her face made him say, ‘Is that all right with you, or would you prefer somewhere else? Somewhere less formal?’

‘I don’t know anywhere else in Bellagio. I’m sure the Serbelloni will be fine.’

She hadn’t sounded sure to him as they walked along the Piazza Mazzini, passing the bars, shops and restaurants of the popular arcade. When they were shown to their table, he’d wondered if she despised him for his choice as if he were trying to impress her with a show of grandeur. His doubts were confirmed when she asked him if he ate here regularly. ‘Once a month, with a friend,’ he’d told her. ‘Francesca and I-’ His voice had broken off. He hadn’t wanted to ram Francesca down her throat too much, too soon. ‘We often eat at the Hotel Villa Rosa and our local restaurant, the Pergola in Pescallo, where we live,’ he’d said. He’d watched her face and waited to see if she would say that she’d been in Pescallo that afternoon.

What she’d actually said was, ‘It’s okay, you can say Francesca’s name without me throwing a hissy fit.’

This had been the turning point, when he began to relax and his fear subsided sufficiently to allow him to think there was a real chance of them making their peace.

They were now waiting for their main course to arrive. The waiters, who all knew him well and had reserved a table outside on the terrace with a lakeside view, had given Lucy more than a few passing looks of interest. He couldn’t say he blamed them. She looked lovely this evening. Her long, wavy blonde hair shone in the candlelight and her face, barely touched with make-up, had a healthy natural glow that would be the envy of most of the overly made-up women around them. He wondered if some of the waiters were putting two and two together and coming up with a lot more than four. It wouldn’t surprise him at all if by breakfast time tomorrow morning, Bellagio was rife with the news that Marcus Gray was cheating on his wife with a beautiful girl young enough to be his daughter!

‘You’re smiling, Dad. Something amusing you?’

He hadn’t been conscious that he was, and was about to explain when he stopped in his tracks. ‘You called me Dad.’

‘So I did.’

They stared in embarrassed silence at one another. ‘I suppose I shouldn’t have commented on it,’ he said at length.

‘That was clumsy of me. Only, it sounded so strange after all this time.’

‘Weird strange?’ she asked.

‘No. Good strange. Definitely good. I’m so pleased you phoned me. I was beginning to think you might not.’

She twirled her wine glass round on the table. ‘I knew I would, I just didn’t know when. And then my day got kind of skewed. I spent the afternoon with someone you know. He’s sort of related to Francesca.’

Marcus pretended not to know who she was talking about. ‘Oh? Who’s that?’

‘Alessio Trentini. He’s working as a pianist at the Hotel Villa Rosa.’

‘Ah yes, that’s right, I’d heard he was to be the in-house entertainment for the rest of the season.’

‘He told me he’s recuperating here after nearly dying from meningitis.’

Did he also tell you he breaks hearts for fun? was on the tip of Marcus’s tongue. ‘Alessio gave the family quite a scare when he was ill,’ he said more equably. ‘Everyone was very worried about him. So how did you get to know Alessio? You’ve been here so little time.’

‘He introduced himself last night after dinner, then I bumped into him today. He took me to Pescallo for lunch.’ She laughed. ‘He’s quite something, isn’t he?’

‘No question about that,’ Marcus said lightly. ‘Have you seen where I live?’

‘I’ve seen the village. Alessio wanted to show me your house, but I … I wasn’t ready.’

‘Do you think you might be tomorrow?’

‘Will Francesca be there?’

‘Would you rather she wasn’t?’

‘I think it’s time to stop pussy-footing about, don’t you, Dad?’

Their main course arrived. The waiters put the plates in front of them, lifted the silver domed covers off with a perfectly synchronized theatrical flourish and then left them alone.

‘You’re sure you’re ready for all this, Lucy?’

‘Trust me, I can tuck this away no problem. I’m starving.’

He smiled. ‘I was talking about seeing where I live and meeting Francesca.’

She laughed, embarrassed. ‘You’re not worried I’ll savage Francesca, are you?’ she asked some minutes later.

‘Will you?’

‘I don’t think so. Unless she starts on me first, of course.’

‘There’s no chance of that happening. She’s been a strong guiding force in not letting me give up on you.’ Too late he realized his mistake.

‘You thought of giving up on me?’

He decided to be honest with her. ‘Yes. Sometimes it was just too painful to think of you living in England and hating me so much you couldn’t bring yourself to reply to any of my letters. It hurt deeply.’

‘And how about the hurt you caused us when you left Mum and me?’

Now they were down to it. There was no hiding behind hesitant small-talk or honey-coated rhetoric. ‘I never wanted to hurt anyone,’ he said, ‘least of all you. However, I did, and I’ve never pretended otherwise. When I fell in love with Francesca my life changed for ever and I had to accept the consequences. Perhaps one day you’ll fall in love and — ’ He held himself in check. He sounded pompous, as if he was lecturing Lucy. ‘I’m sorry,’ he said, ‘sorry for going on, and more importantly, sorry for every second of pain I ever caused you. I can’t take any of it back, but if we could be friends now, then maybe I could start to make it up to you in some — ’

She raised her hand to interrupt him. ‘Answer this one question for me. If you could live your life over again, would you change any of it?’

‘You’re asking if I would put my family first, before giving up everything for the love of my life?’

‘Yes.’

He shook his head wearily. ‘I can’t answer that.’

‘You just did.’

So that was it. He’d blown it. One tiny lie was all it would have taken. Why couldn’t he have said it?

Because that would be the biggest lie and act of betrayal he could ever commit.




Chapter Fifty

Once again Lucy had been given it straight, that she just wasn’t quite good enough. Nothing new there. No point in arguing the toss either. ‘Sorry, Miss Gray,’ the peaked-cap official in the sky who arranged these things would say, ‘but you are, according to our records, destined to be an also-ran. Your potential for loser status was spotted the day you were born and as far as we can see, you will always be denied access to the winner’s enclosure. Carry on; you’re doing a splendid job of always coming in second!’

It hurt knowing that she could never make the grade in the eyes of those who had once meant so much to her. But then what misguided hope had entered her head to think it could be otherwise? Her father was bound to say that he loved Francesca more than her. And what fool would have thought that Orlando could view her as anything but a friend when there was Savannah spinning in his orbit?

But hey, no hard feelings! That’s the way it was. She could cope. She was tougher than the lot of them. Hadn’t she proved that already by coming here in the first place?

All this she thought as her father dutifully walked her back to her hotel. ‘There’s no need,’ she’d told him when they left the Serbelloni and the waiters were wishing them goodnight. ‘I know my way.’

‘But I’d like to.’

They walked in silence along the main street where the shops, bars and restaurants were still buzzing with activity. A number of people they passed, including an elderly couple drinking tiny cups of espresso and shots of grappa, smiled and exchanged friendly greetings with her father. It surprised her to hear him replying in Italian. It was like being with a stranger.

She wondered why she had forced him into the corner that she had during dinner. Things had been going all right up until then. They’d been close to enjoying themselves. But then maybe that was why she’d done it. To let him know that he wasn’t off the hook that easily. Her forgiveness couldn’t be acquired so cheaply. Do that and it would make a nonsense of everything; it would devalue the effort she’d put into coping with her mother. Of coping with herself, for that matter. Laughing it off as though it were nothing but a trifling inconvenience was not something she could ever do.

Perhaps what hurt most was that he didn’t even try to backpedal his way out of what he’d said. Okay, he didn’t look too happy about it, and the conversation never fully recovered – for something to say he’d even tried to warn her off Alessio, saying that he had a reputation when it came to girls – right, like she hadn’t worked that out for herself! But her father had said what he’d said. He’d as good as admitted that he’d do the same thing over again, that he’d treat her as a disposable daughter whom he could pick up and put down when the mood took him.

Well, no way would she let him see how upset she was. Let him think it was water off the proverbial duck’s back, that he meant buttons to her. As much as she did to him. Alessio had been wrong. Very wrong. He was probably looking at the situation through his spectacularly sexy but seriously blinkered Italian eyes, imagining that all families were like his: a happy and loving Waltons extravaganza of make-believe.

A group of Americans were checking in at the Hotel Villa Rosa when they arrived back. An enormous pile of luggage took up most of the space in the foyer and Lucy and her father had to pick their way through and over the suitcases. Having successfully circumnavigated the chaos, Lucy could hear piano music coming from the restaurant upstairs.

Alessio.

He suddenly seemed the perfect pick-me-up after the evening she’d had. She hoped her father wasn’t expecting her to offer him a drink so that he could meet her friends from England. ‘I suppose you want to dash off home to Francesca?’ she said.

‘I haven’t got to dash anywhere,’ he replied.

So he was expecting things to drag on. A round of applause from the restaurant decided it for her. In her current frame of mind she didn’t want to introduce her father to anyone. What she did fancy was sitting with a whopping great drink and listening to Alessio tinkling the ivories. ‘I think I’ll call it a night,’ she said. ‘It’s been a long day.’ She faked a stifled yawn.

Her father took the hint. ‘Of course. I’m sorry to have kept you up so late.’

‘I’ll call you again tomorrow,’ she said.

‘Do you still want to meet Francesca?’

‘Yes. Why wouldn’t I?’

He looked uncomfortable. And so he should after what he’d said to her. ‘I was worried you might have changed your mind,’ he said.

How satisfying it would be to say, I think you’ll find you’re the fickle one, Dad, not me. But determined to show him that there was nothing petty about her, she said, ‘I’ll call you tomorrow so that we can fix a time. Thank you for dinner. It was great.’ She couldn’t bring herself to give him a daughterly peck on the cheek. That would be expecting too much of her limited acting abilities. This time when they parted she didn’t look back. She wasn’t making that mistake again.

As she entered the dining room, where a lone couple was dancing, she willed herself not to glance over towards Alessio. Eyes straight ahead. No turning to the left. Keep going straight on to the bar. One foot in front of the other. Nice and cool. Nice and steady. ‘I’ll have a Jack Daniels, please,’ she said when she was perched on a bar stool. Only when she had the drink in her hand did she casually swivel round to glance equally casually over to where Alessio was playing. She gave him a look that was supposed to imply, ‘Oh, so you’re here, are you?’

He stared straight back at her, a wide smile brightening his face. He winked and mouthed ‘Ciao,’ to her. Her stomach – that great betrayer of her emotions – responded by performing a neat little somersault. People were turning to see who was on the receiving end of his greeting. She surreptitiously peered round the bar and restaurant to see if anyone from home was watching. The only people she recognized were a foursome from the Gatwick contingent who were playing cards at one of the tables. She wondered where everyone else was. Outside in the garden, perhaps? She leaned sideways off her stool, craning her neck to see if she could see Mac and the others out in the candlelit garden. She drew a blank again. And very nearly toppled off the stool. So much for nice and cool! When she’d righted herself, she saw that Alessio’s eyes were still on her. Her stomach flipped over again.

She swivelled her stool round to face the bar. This was getting silly. Totally out of hand. She swirled her drink in the glass, making the ice cubes rattle, then took a large mouthful. Setting the glass down in front of her she saw herself in the mirror behind the bar. There was something different about her. She turned to the right, then back to the left. Definitely different. Sort of glowing. She must have caught the sun that afternoon at Pescallo.

She took another mouthful of Jack Daniels. From behind her came the sound of ‘Lady in Red’. She smiled. It didn’t matter where in the world you were, that bloody Lady in Red would be there waiting for you! Minutes later Alessio had moved onto another cheesy old favourite: ‘Yesterday’. It really was extraordinary how well he played. And all from memory. She didn’t know how he did it. But then the pinnacle of her musical career had been a virtuoso performance of bashing out ‘Jingle Bells’ on the triangle at a primary-school nativity play. She could still remember the embarrassment of dropping the triangle and then losing her halo of tinsel as she scrabbled on the floor for it. She could also remember her father swinging her round in his arms afterwards and telling her what a star she was.

No! No more thoughts about her father. ‘Yesterday’ had finished – how appropriate! – and now Alessio was playing something else. She suddenly pricked up her ears. Could it be? Surely not? She swivelled round so fast on her stool she slopped some of her drink down her front. It was ‘Cowboys and Angels‘, her all-time favourite George Michael song. George had always been a shameful vice for her. At school she’d taken a vow that she would never listen to anything sappy or sentimental. If it wasn’t Gun’n’Roses, U2, The Smiths, Joy Division, New Order, then it was crap. No soft-in-the-head rubbish for her! But some years later, during one long, hot summer when she thought she was in love, George slipped under the wire. She became hooked and started listening to him in secret.

Now here was Alessio playing the very song that she used to put on continuous play for hours at a time. It wasn’t the same without George or the strings and saxophone, but it had to be said, Alessio’s version had a quality all of its own. She closed her eyes and listened, letting the hypnotically seductive melody carry her off on a daydream of … of dancing close and personal with Alessio. When she opened her eyes she found that he was looking straight at her again. He wasn’t smiling. He wasn’t playing to the crowd. He was just staring at her in the most intense and mesmerizing way imaginable. She tried not to meet his gaze, but inevitably she did and when the connection was made, her heart jolted and she felt the room spin. I’ve drunk too much, she thought. But she knew she hadn’t. She knew too that she had experienced something completely unknown to her. Inexplicably, she wanted to burst into tears.

No longer looking at her, Alessio now had his head bent over the keys of the piano, his hair hiding his face, his shoulders slightly hunched. He’s so beautiful, she thought with an ache in her heart. So exquisitely, so unfairly beautiful. The threat of tears was gaining momentum. She had to get out of here. And fast. But in her current state, the walk across the restaurant to make her escape would be like crossing a tightrope in high heels. The garden. That’s where she would go. It was deserted. She’d be safe there.

She slipped off the stool and somehow made it outside. She went and stood at the far end of the garden, having trouble breathing. What was wrong with her? Why did she feel that someone had just thumped her hard in the chest?

She hoped it wasn’t what she thought it was. That would be just plain crazy. But even as she tried to deny the obvious, she felt her heart surge again as she thought of Alessio. How could it have happened? A tear slid down her cheek. She pushed it away with her hand. Stupid, stupid, stupid girl! You’re twenty-nine years old. Not a teenage girl at her first disco nursing a crush on the DJ!

‘Lucia?’

Oh, God, it was him! ‘Alessio. Shouldn’t you be hard at work on the piano?’

He tapped his watch. ‘It’s midnight. I have finished work for today.’ He came towards her, but then stopped short.

‘Lucia, you are crying. What is it? Did your evening with your father not go well?’

‘It was fine,’ she said, taking a step back to put some distance between them.

He moved in closer. ‘You have made it up with him?’

‘Not quite.’

‘And is that what is upsetting you?’

‘I’m not upset.’

He was standing next to her now, just inches away. He put a hand out to her, his fingers lightly grazing her cheek. She shivered at his touch. He then examined his fingers. ‘You have definitely been crying, Lucia. See? Tears.’

She said nothing. Just stood there staring at him as he contemplated her so fully. She then made the mistake of letting her eyes slowly drift down to his neck, where his shirt was open. The sight of that small area of bare, smooth skin was her undoing and unable to stop herself, she closed the gap between them and kissed him. It felt just as it had that afternoon, the perfect rightness of it. And as their mouths found their own harmonious rhythm, and their arms held each other tightly, Lucy could only wonder at the connection she was experiencing. A connection that defied all logical reason.

Eventually Alessio’s mouth broke away from hers and he started kissing her neck and throat, whispering her name as he tilted her head back. ‘Lucia mia, ti voglio. Ti voglio. Non voglio perderti.’

She didn’t know what he was saying, but she didn’t care. So long as he kept on kissing her, he could say what he wanted. She wanted to lose herself in his embrace. But then he said something she did understand: ‘Come to my room.’

‘People will talk.’

‘Let them. I don’t care if anyone sees us sitting here holding hands, Helen, the rules of engagement have changed. I thought we’d established that this afternoon.’

How Helen wanted to believe Conrad. How she wanted to believe that she could stay here on this seat with this wonderful man looking out over the lake and everything would always feel this good. That it would always be midnight with the moon and stars looking down on her from a sky of black velvet, and she would never have to feel the weight of shame and disillusionment that now eclipsed her true self.

But her desire to keep things wrapped in this perfect moment was another example of her cowardice. She simply wasn’t brave enough to take the step Conrad wanted her to. She just couldn’t do it. Somehow she had to make him understand this. Which was why she’d agreed to join him for a walk after dinner. It wasn’t fair to let him go on living in false hope. His declaration of love this afternoon, followed by his extraordinary suggestion that he should take care of her was proof enough that things had gone too far. She had no idea how she was going to bear the next few days when he would no longer want to be in the same room as her, never mind think that he loved her, but it was the only way.

She had reached this conclusion during dinner – an agonizing couple of hours spent looking at him across the table and thinking of what it could be like between them. She had pictured them in bed together, knowing that the intimacy they would share would be the antithesis of what she had with Hunter. She had thought of the respect she had for him, and of the refreshing honesty that would be the backbone of their relationship. Why had fate done this to her? Why couldn’t she have met Conrad before Hunter?

But she hadn’t. And that was an end to it.

She carefully extracted her hand from Conrad’s. ‘Conrad,’ she said, ‘the rules of engagement, as you call them, haven’t changed. Whatever you think we have, or could have, is all inside your head. There can never be anything between us for the simple reason that I’m pregnant.’

She saw the look of shock on his face and knew that she would never stop hating herself for what she was doing to him. She willed her voice not to betray her and said, ‘I think even you would agree that that puts a different light on things.’




Chapter Fifty-one

‘But you can’t be!’

‘I’m sorry, but I am. Despite being what the experts would call a geriatric mother.’

‘But how? I mean …’ Conrad ran out of words. And comprehension. He felt as if a cruel trick had been played on him. How could she have kept something so fundamentally important like this from him? ‘When did you know?’ he asked at last.

‘Last week.’

Last week! He’d never felt so betrayed. ‘Was it planned?’

‘No.’

‘Does Hunter know?’

She shook her head. ‘He’s going to be as surprised as I was.’

‘And you didn’t think to mention it before now?’

‘I was waiting for the right moment.’

‘And this was? After everything I said to you this afternoon and you’d given me — ’ Once more he found himself unable to speak.

‘I’ve given you nothing but friendship, Conrad,’ she murmured. ‘You said that yourself.’

‘No,’ he said sharply. ‘You gave me more than that. You gave me hope that there might be something meaningful between us. You spoke so honestly with me this afternoon. What was that all about, if not to give me hope that there might be something meaningful between us one day?’

She looked at him, her face deathly pale. ‘I should never have told you all those things.’

‘But you did. And you did it for a reason.’

‘I … I was upset and you pushed me. You kept on and on until I gave in.’

He stood up, went over to the railing, and looked down onto the shore of the lake. Every now and then a flash of silver appeared in the moonlight as a fish came to the dark, glutinous surface of the water then disappeared with a flip of its tail. Conrad gripped the metal railing. The thought of Helen misleading him was almost as abhorrent as the idea of her making love with Hunter and conceiving his child.

‘This is what you want, then?’ he said, turning to face her. ‘A child with Hunter.’

She didn’t falter. ‘A baby will bring us closer together.’

‘Yeah, that’s right, like some magic wonder glue,’ he said savagely. Disbelief had now turned to anger. Anger that she’d played him for a fool. Anger too that once again Mac would be proved right. Of course Helen had had no intention of leaving Hunter. Like the lovesick fool he was, he’d been at the mercy of his subconscious desires, and just as blood flowed through his veins, so had the belief that she would one day appreciate how much better her life could be if it was spent with him. Perhaps, after all, he was just as arrogant and egotistical as Hunter.

And what of Hunter’s unfaithfulness? What if he blurted that out, told Helen what he knew? Would it make her reconsider that she was wrong to think a baby would change the man to whom she was married? But what would that gain him? She would still be pregnant with Hunter’s child. And he would still feel she hadn’t been straight with him. ‘That’s quite a challenge you’re setting the poor little sod when it’s born,’ he said nastily. ‘I hope he or she is up to the task of fixing your marriage.’

He saw in her face that the vehemence of his words had hit home and she was hurt. Good! Because he was more than hurt. He was crushed. He waited for her to respond, so that he could take pleasure in lashing out at her again. But she didn’t. She merely stared down at her hands in her lap. Perhaps she was thinking of the baby inside her. The baby he’d just used as a weapon to hurt her. Shame hit him. What kind of a man did that? He suddenly thought of the child he and Sam would have had. He remembered the shortlist of names they’d finally settled on: Noah if it was a boy, and Louisa for a girl. He pictured the nursery they’d decorated together with its blue and yellow frieze of sailing boats, the white furniture they’d spent hours at Ikea choosing and even longer assembling. He thought of the curtains Sam had insisted on making, despite her never having touched a needle and thread since she’d been at school. The curtains had turned out perfectly, just as everything did when Sam put her mind to it. She’d wanted everything to be perfect for their first child. Just one thing she’d got wrong. That fucking dressing gown.

Conrad looked back at Helen. ‘I’m sorry,’ he forced himself to say. ‘I hope you’re right, and that a child makes all the difference for you and Hunter. You deserve to be happy.’

‘So do you,’ she said quietly.

He pushed his hands into his trouser pockets. ‘It would seem not.’




Chapter Fifty-two

There was something about the early morning light here. It put everything into soft focus, took away all the nasty harsh edges. Lucy thought it was a shame life couldn’t feel this good all the time.

She stretched languidly, then turning her back on the view of rooftops and chimneys, she rolled over. Alessio was still sleeping peacefully beside her. If it was possible, he looked even more gorgeous asleep. Unlike herself, she thought ruefully, running a hand through her tangled hair.

The decision to go to bed with Alessio had not been a difficult one. Under normal circumstances, she didn’t do one-night stands or holiday flings. Yet with Alessio, she had dispensed with the rule book. There had been a moment when she’d brought him back to her room — not his, as he’d originally suggested – when she had wondered how she might feel in the morning. Would she regret her rashness? The truth was she didn’t. How could she regret something that felt so utterly right? She had no need to justify her actions to herself, not when all it took was one look at him to make her heart swell. If she was shocked by anything at all, it was the intensity of her emotions. She had never been in this situation before and hardly dared to think what it might mean. As Alessio had undressed her last night, he’d told her he would never forget this moment. She had no idea if he’d meant what he said, but she for one knew she would always remember it. He’d been a confident and attentive lover, which hadn’t surprised her. What had surprised her, though, was how gloriously uplifting their lovemaking had been. He had stroked and caressed every part of her body, saying how he adored the paleness of her skin, the fullness of her breasts, or the curve of her hips. She loved how he expressed himself, the way no Englishman ever could. His spontaneous, uninhibited adoration of her body was unlike anything she had ever known before. Perhaps it was simply the Italian way of doing things.

On the verge of quietly slipping out of bed to go to the bathroom and tidy herself up, a hand grabbed her by the wrist, making her jump. ‘Oh, no you don’t!’

Laughing, she tried to wriggle out of his grasp. ‘Alessio, I need a shower.’

He ignored her and manoeuvred her in one fluid motion so that her naked body was lying on top of his. He held her face in his hands. ‘We will shower together. Later.’

‘You were pretending to be asleep, weren’t you?’

‘Yes. Earlier I was watching you while you were staring out of the window. What were you thinking?’

‘It’s private.’

‘Were you thinking of your father?’

‘My father? Are you mad?’

‘You have not spoken of him yet.’

‘That’s because I’ve had something far more interesting on my mind. You.’

He smiled and stroked her hair, taking it in one hand and holding it at the nape of her neck. ‘Please, I want to hear how your meeting with Marcus went. Did you talk honestly with him?’ His tone was soft. Concerned, even.

‘If you must know, we spoke a little too honestly.’ She slid to his side, and resting her head on his shoulder, she told him what she’d asked her father and what he’d said. When she’d finished speaking, Alessio said nothing, just ran his fingers slowly down her spine as if playing an arpeggio. More slowly his strong fingers worked their way back up to her neck. She shivered with desire, her father once again forgotten. Alessio turned to face her and kissed her deeply.

‘You wouldn’t have the energy,’ she teased, when before long he made his intentions clear. ‘You’re recuperating. Remember?’

‘In that case, I will lie back and let you do all the work.’

She laughed. ‘I’d love to, but I don’t have the time. Have you forgotten I’m here to sightsee? I’m visiting the Villa Balbi-something-or-other this morning.’

‘Villa del Balbianello can wait. I can’t. Ti voglio.’

She frowned. ‘You said that last night. What does it mean?’

‘It means I want you.’ He suddenly threw aside the bedclothes and began covering her neck and breasts with slow, lingering kisses. He moved further down her body, his mouth making her skin tingle. When he parted her legs, she closed her eyes and felt the world slide.

Orlando was awake early and thinking that he was having the worst time of his life. And not just because his head thumped to the beat of the most impressive hangover he’d had in years.

He and Savannah had argued again last night. Their worst to date. Although he suspected Savannah was easily capable of topping her behaviour in the bar last night. He’d never known anyone who could so entirely flip from happy bunny to miserable cow in one easy step. Had he had the slightest inkling that she could be like this, he would never have got involved with her.

With his hands clasped behind his head as he lay back against the pillow and stared at the ceiling, he tried to remember what the attraction had been in the first place. Whatever it was, it was long gone. All that remained of the person he’d thought he’d been crazy about was a selfish, possessive girl who had yet to grow up.

Or perhaps he was being too harsh. After all, Savannah was only twenty, and given her upbringing, in particular that father of hers, it was hardly surprising that she could lapse into sulky, selfish brat territory at the flick of a switch. He could make all the excuses in the world for her, but the bottom line was he didn’t want or need the hassle. Didn’t need it at all. Which put him squarely in Division One of the All Men Are Selfish Bastards league.

What had triggered things last night had been Savannah’s irritating wheedling that he should have supported her at lunch. Granted she’d had a fair bit to drink by this time, and so had he, but he wasn’t in the mood for compromise. He’d done enough of that when she’d apologized to him in the afternoon. He’d swallowed back her words for the sake of peace, as well as suggesting she should say sorry to Helen and Conrad and Mac, but her dragging the subject up again had lit the touchpaper. ‘Do you have any idea how upset I was when you went off to find Lucy?’ she’d asked him.

‘No,’ he’d said. ‘But do you have any idea how much you must have upset Lucy with your remarks about her father?’

‘Here we go again. Lucy, bloody Lucy! What is it with that frigging girl? Why are you always rushing to defend her?’

‘You know perfectly well that she’s my oldest friend and friends always look out for each other. And for the record, it was you who brought up Lucy, not me.’

She’d drained her glass of grappa and jabbed a finger a few inches from his face. ‘Seeing as I have, I’m gonna ask you this. Why don’t you just put her out of her misery and screw her? You know she’s gagging for it.’

‘What the hell are you on about now?’

‘Oh, don’t be a numb-nuts! You know exactly what I’m talking about. And do you know what I think?’

‘Astound me.’

‘My money’s on you enjoying keeping her dangling. Yeah, the more I think about it, the more I think you get off on the fact that she’d do anything to get into bed with you. What an ego boost that must be for you.’ She flicked him on the end of his nose. ‘You’re a tease, Orlando. A shitty tease. If she wasn’t such a whingeing sad case, I’d almost feel sorry for the poor bitch. But I’ll give her this. She’s not wasted any time since coming here. I even admire her taste. I wouldn’t mind making a play for him myself.’

Stunned, all Orlando had managed to say was, ‘You’ve had too much to drink.’

‘Who the hell are you suddenly? My dad?’ Savannah’s voice was raised now and people were looking their way.

‘I know how you love to be the centre of attention at all times,’ he’d muttered, ‘but find the volume control, will you? Everyone’s staring at us.’

‘And why don’t you get out of my face!’ she’d shouted. ‘You were annoying me before, now you’re scaring me. You sound as pathetically old as the rest of the crowd on this trip. I don’t know why I bothered to come. The whole thing’s been a big bastard yawn from the moment we arrived. I’d have had more fun at home having a bikini wax.’

‘Then do us all a favour and bugger off home early!’

‘Don’t worry. I fully intend to.’

He’d watched her stumble out of the bar, cursing the day he’d ever set eyes on her. He should have gone after her and made sure, in her drunken state, that she got back to the hotel okay, but he didn’t. Instead, he’d ordered another beer and put her as far from his mind as he could.

Out of bed now, and in the shower, he thought of when he’d first met Savannah in the garden at the Old Rectory and later when she’d appeared on his doorstep soaked to the skin. He then recalled the afternoon when he’d found her naked in his bed. He had the feeling that she’d cleverly orchestrated their every meeting. Turning his face up towards the shower head and letting the powerful jets blast at his skin, he wondered how he could have been so stupid.

And hadn’t Lucy warned him? Hadn’t she said that Savannah was trouble?

He thought of what Savannah had said about Lucy and in particular the bit about Lucy wanting to go to bed with him. He didn’t know where Savannah had got that idea from but it wasn’t true. Lucy had never once shown the slightest interest in him, other than close friendship. Which, a long time ago, had been a problem for him. It had happened at his twenty-first birthday party. Lucy had been wearing the most amazingly tight white jeans with a simple black strappy top. She hadn’t been wearing a bra and when he was dancing with her he had felt her breasts rubbing against his chest. Suddenly he’d had to arch his body away from hers. He would never have heard the last of it if she’d known she’d given him an erection. But then she’d gone and made it worse by whispering in his ear that she wasn’t wearing any knickers either. ‘These jeans are so tight, there just wasn’t room,’ she’d laughed. For weeks afterwards he’d lain in bed at night fantasizing about her. He’d finally plucked up the courage to talk to her – to tell her that it was possible that his feelings for her were more than just friendly feelings — when she phoned him to say that she’d just met this fantastic bloke called Steve. Steve came and went in about the same length of time it took for Orlando to come to terms with the fact that Lucy would never view him as a potential boyfriend. To this day he was just plain old Orlando to her. Sometimes he regretted it couldn’t be otherwise. But mostly he accepted the situation for what it was.

Moreover, it was laughable what Savannah had suggested, that he was leading Lucy on. She had been talking paranoid nonsense because she was childishly jealous of the closeness he had with Lucy.

Yet the more he reasoned with the situation the more he began to wonder if Savannah hadn’t been entirely wrong. Was it possible that Lucy had taken a violent dislike against Savannah because she was jealous of the girl? If that was so, could he really have been so blind? Surely he would have known if Lucy regarded him as more than a friend?

Stepping out of the shower and rubbing himself down with a towel, Orlando replayed something else Savannah had said last night. How Lucy hadn’t wasted any time since coming here. It was a cheap shot, but not without an element of truth. Just thinking of Lucy with that sickeningly smooth Italian was enough to make Orlando feel the way he had when Steve had appeared on the scene all those years ago – if he couldn’t have Lucy, then no one could. He wiped the condensation away from the mirror with a hand towel and stared at his reflection. Have you changed? he asked himself.

He thought hard before answering and came to the only conclusion he could. No, he hadn’t changed. He wasn’t even shocked. It was as if deep down he’d always known that the rightful way of the world was for him and Lucy to be together.

‘Then it’s time to do something about it,’ he said aloud.

First, there was Savannah to deal with. Whilst shaving, he started rehearsing what he was going to say when he saw her at breakfast. He would explain that it really would be better if they ended things between them, just in case she was harbouring any thoughts about them kissing and making up. Somehow he doubted that even she would want that now.

But there was no sign of Savannah at breakfast. Or of Lucy and Helen. He sat at a table with Mac and Conrad and pretended to be interested in what Mac was reading to them from his guide book about the villa they were visiting that morning.

‘Apparently the Villa Balbianello is situated on the rocky tip of a promontory so there’s not much of a garden to see,’ Mac told his two gloomy breakfast companions. ‘Makes you wonder why it’s on the itinerary if that’s the case.’

When neither responded, Mac rolled his eyes and helped himself to some more coffee. Some holiday this was turning out to be!

It wasn’t until they’d finished breakfast and were leaving the terrace garden, Orlando having already gone on ahead, that Mac decided to say something. He was concerned about Conrad. He hadn’t seen him looking this glum in a long while. ‘Has your mood got anything to do with the fact that Helen is a no show for breakfast?’ he asked.

‘Not even close.’

‘What, then?’

‘It’s none of your business.’

They were waiting for the lift. No one else was about. Mac pressed the lift button again. ‘If you’re not careful, Conrad, you’re going to turn into me.’ The lift seemed to be stuck on the top floor. Mac gave the button another jab. ‘So what’s the problem?’

‘Is there any point in asking you to leave it?’

‘No. Believe it or not, you mean too much to me to stand back and watch you do this to yourself.’

Conrad fiddled with the buttons on his cuffs, undoing them and then rolling up the sleeves to his elbows. ‘And what exactly am I doing to myself?’

‘I won’t even dignify that with an answer.’

The lift arrived and they stepped inside. As the doors closed, Conrad said, ‘If it makes you feel any better, you were right about Helen. She’ll never leave Hunter.’

Mac stared at Conrad’s morose reflection. It seemed safer than turning to look him in the eye. ‘What’s happened to make you reach this conculsion?’

‘She’s pregnant.’

‘Good God!’

‘Good God, indeed.’

‘It’s not yours, is it?’

‘Haven’t you listened to anything I’ve told you? It’s Hunter’s.’

The lift stopped. They’d arrived at their floor. ‘Do you want to come to my room and finish off this conversation, or shall we dance around it for the rest of the day?’

Conrad glanced at his watch. ‘We have to be down in the foyer in twenty minutes.’

‘Time enough.’

Letting them into his room — the chambermaid had been and gone, leaving the place spick and span – Mac gestured for Conrad to sit down. But Conrad shook his head and remained standing, looking out at the lake. ‘She’s known for a week,’ he said. ‘A whole bloody week and she didn’t say anything.’

‘She must have had her reasons.’

Conrad spun round. ‘What? Like sticking the knife in me and twisting it round a couple of turns for fun?’

‘Helen isn’t that kind of a woman. There’s not a malicious bone in her body.’

‘I thought that once, but right now I don’t know what to think of her.’

‘It’s odd that Hunter wasn’t bragging about being a father all over again during lunch yesterday. It would have been just his style, don’t you agree?’

‘Helen says she hasn’t told him yet.’

Mac frowned. ‘I wonder why.’

Conrad seemed not to hear him. He said, ‘What really gets to me is that Helen is trying to convince herself that this baby’s going to be a magic wand for her marriage. She doesn’t love Hunter. I know she doesn’t. She told me only yesterday that the only reason she married him was so that her grandmother could be taken better care of.’

‘She told you that?’

‘As good as. If we’re to believe what she says, the old lady had been abused at a previous nursing home and Hunter with all his booty was their knight in shining armour.’

As shocking as this was, Mac wasn’t too surprised. Not that the old lady had been ill-treated, but that Helen had seized an opportunity. There would be those who would no doubt view her actions as calculating and devious, but he’d experienced enough of life to see it differently. Sometimes enormous sacrifices and compromises had to be made for the good of those one loved, and it wasn’t ever fair to judge. But the baby was another matter. Admittedly Helen had known she was pregnant for only a week, but why, when she knew how Conrad felt about her, hadn’t she said something to him before now? Mac began to feel angry that Helen hadn’t been more honest with Conrad. But now wasn’t the time to get steamed up. It would only make Conrad feel worse.

‘Look, Conrad,’ he said in a placatory tone, ‘for the baby’s sake, Helen now has to try and make a go of her marriage. You have to put her out of your mind.’

‘Easier said than done. Especially with what else I know.’

‘Which is?’

‘Hunter’s having an affair. He’s not in Dubai. He’s with a woman somewhere. I overheard him talking to her on his mobile at Villa Carlotta yesterday morning.’

Mac sighed and sat down heavily on the edge of the bed. He was beginning to regret having instigated the conversation. ‘Do you think Helen knows?’

‘I haven’t a clue. She’s clearly capable of playing her cards pretty close to her chest. If she does know, then I’m afraid I feel even less for her. Where’s her self-respect?’

Mac snorted. ‘That’s harsh. And not without a good dose of hypocrisy, given that you, if she’d not been the woman she is, would have pushed her into having an affair with you.’

‘It’s not the same. I loved Helen. Whereas all Hunter’s doing is screwing around.’

‘Who knows, you may be right. But one thing that is patently obvious is that you have to back off from Helen now. Would you rather we cut short the holiday and flew home early?’

A glimmer of a smile appeared on Conrad’s face. ‘And deprive you of your gardens? I’d never hear the last of it.’

Mac smiled. ‘In that case, we’d better get a move on. Our presence is required downstairs. I wonder if we’ll have that rather attractive Italian woman as our guide today. I do hope so.’




Chapter Fifty-three

With a trembling hand, Francesca switched off her mobile. She had just received the news that confirmed what she’d known ever since she had found that first terrifying lump. She was dying. And from the very same disease that had taken her mother. Lymphatic cancer.

Somehow she had found the strength to stay calm and matter of fact whilst the doctor broke the news and asked her to make a return visit to see him so that he could run some further tests. But now the fear and panic that she had been keeping at bay were threatening to break free and overwhelm her. She tried to stop it, to think about the day ahead, of the tour group she was taking to Villa Balbianello. But she couldn’t do it, and feeling nauseous, she crossed the kitchen, unlocked the door and went outside. Standing at the top of the garden and looking down the gentle slope of lawn, she began to cry. She didn’t want to die. She didn’t want to leave Marcus. Or her family. Through tear-filled eyes, she stared up at the sky and the God who was punishing her. First he’d denied her the children she’d craved, now this. And all because she’d made the mistake of falling in love with Marcus and destroying his family. Why did anyone believe in a God who could be so vindictive?

She wrapped her arms around her body to stop it from shaking. Weak with shock, she forced her legs and feet to move and slowly made her way down to the bottom of the garden. There on the wooden seat that overlooked the lake, where she and Marcus so often sat with a glass of wine whilst catching up on the day, she wept until exhaustion shuddered through her. She hadn’t bargained on this, that having her fears unequivocally confirmed would leave her feeling so utterly spent. As if the fight for her life was already over.

Dead. The word echoed cruelly inside her head. It was no longer a maybe; it was really going to happen, and there wasn’t a thing she could do to stop it. There had been moments of hope, desperate shards of belief that this couldn’t happen to her. How easy it was to believe in one’s invincibility. She had prayed so hard for a miracle, not so much for her own sake, but for Marcus’s.

Her darling Marcus. How on earth was she going to tell him? She thought of all the petty arguments they’d had lately – his anger over Lucy and Alessio, then his reaction last night when he’d returned home after his dinner with Lucy and she’d admitted that she had been with the Gardens of Delight group that afternoon. ‘But why didn’t you tell me?’ he’d demanded.

‘I thought you’d try and stop me. I know how you wanted to keep me in the background.’

‘It’s not that. I just don’t want to rush things.’

You might have to, she had wanted to say. ‘As it turned out there was no one of Lucy’s age in the party,’ she’d explained to him, ‘so I concluded she wasn’t there.’

‘She wasn’t,’ he’d said grimly. ‘Alessio had seen to that. They were together all afternoon.’

Recalling the terseness of Marcus’s words, and his obvious disappointment that she’d gone behind his back, Francesca drew her knees up to her chest and cried even more. I must tell him, she thought. There must be no more secrets between us. Somehow she would get through today and she would tell him tonight. She would bring him out here and they would sit and watch the sun go down and she’d tell him that they had to make the most of their time together. Ten months at best, the doctor had said. Probably less.

From their bedroom window, Marcus looked down at his wife at the end of the garden and knew with absolute certainty that their marriage was over. He could only guess from the way she was sitting with her back to him – her shoulders hunched, her legs drawn up with her arms clasped around her knees – that she was figuring out how to tell him she was leaving him.

Everything added up: the absences, the long silences, the distracted behaviour, the jumping whenever the phone rang and the most telling of all, her withdrawal from him in bed on several occasions recently when he’d tried to make love to her.

He’d been in the bathroom when he had caught the sound of her mobile ringing. He’d heard her hurrying downstairs to take the call, obviously wanting to be alone, away from the danger of being overheard. He sensed now, as he pressed his forehead against the glass and stared at the isolated figure of his wife, that whatever had just passed between Francesca and her lover, a point of no return had been reached. It was crunch time.

As extraordinary as it was, he loved her so much, he couldn’t bear to see her going through this agony. He felt compelled to go to her and help make the decision for her. He would rather she was happy with someone else than this wretched with him. It was the ultimate test of loving someone, letting that person go if that’s what they wanted.

It was what he’d done with Lucy.

Last night, after he’d walked Lucy back to the Hotel Villa Rosa, he had driven the short distance home hoping she would understand that by being totally honest with her about his love for Francesca he had been showing her that his affair had been no piffling matter. He had wanted her to know that only something that important to him would have caused him to take the steps he had. Before the conversation had taken the nosedive it had, Lucy had seemed prepared to come here to Pescallo and meet Francesca. He remembered how happy this had instantly made him feel, but now it seemed unlikely it would ever take place. For all he knew, Francesca could be gone by the end of the day. Perhaps she already had a suitcase filled, had it hidden somewhere in the house ready for her escape.

The thought filled him with such sadness that it was all he could do to keep standing. When he’d recovered himself, he decided to go to his office in Milan. He had planned to work from home again today, in the hope that Lucy would want to see him, but he needed to get away. He needed to have his mind fully occupied. And only work could do that.

With their guide from yesterday leading the way towards the landing stage, Mac deliberately slowed his step so that he could trail behind and make his observations. Olivia and her new chum – a seventy-three-year-old widower from Cirencester who was a Gardens of Delight veteran, this being his fifth trip with them – were up at the front of the group with Francesca. Vi and Barbara had been shrugged off like an unwanted cardigan on a hot summer’s day. Conrad was making polite conversation with Colin Campbell and pretending to admire his new digital camera. And Helen, looking like she hadn’t slept that night, was talking to Orlando — there was no sign of Savannah. As for Lucy, well, God bless the girl! The smile on her face could stretch from here to Swanmere. And little wonder. They’d all just witnessed her being kissed by her handsome beau, Alessio. The pair of them had been in the lift, so engrossed in what they were doing – Alessio had her pressed against the back of it – they weren’t aware the doors had opened and everyone in the foyer had front-row seats. It had been a real all-singing, all-dancing, show-stopping kiss and had provoked a spontaneous round of applause. But the look on Orlando’s face had made Mac pity him. Poor devil, he’d thought. He’s catching on to what might have been. Welcome to the club of Screwed Up and Lost Out, young man!

Once again they were crossing the flat, calm lake, this time bound for Lenno, and as the traghetto pulled into the landing stage at Tremezzo for people to disembark for Villa Carlotta, Mac sought out Helen. She was sitting alone, her eyes closed, a pale cream silk scarf fluttering in the breeze at her neck. ‘Not interested in the view?’ he asked as he plonked himself into the seat next to her.

She started. ‘Mac! I was miles away.’

‘I bet you were. Picking out baby clothes I shouldn’t wonder.’ His voice resonated with anger and he could feel his temple pulsing with the need to vent his feelings. Up until now, so as not to add further fuel to Conrad’s disappointment, he’d kept his mouth shut. But now that he’d had time to stew, he was ready to let rip. He wanted Helen to know just how much havoc she was wreaking. He saw the colour rise to her face.

‘Conrad told you?’ she murmured.

‘Too right he did. Why didn’t you tell him before? Why put him through all this? You haven’t played fair, Helen. I don’t think I’ll ever forgive you for that.’

‘I never meant for things to get so complicated.’

‘Well they have and I’m telling you, Conrad is devastated. God help him, but you’re the first woman for whom he’s allowed himself to feel anything.’

‘Stop it, Mac. Please. Don’t you think I know this? I’m not completely heartless.’

But Mac had the bit between his teeth. Not since Sam’s death had he felt so protective of Conrad. ‘So what are you going to do about it?’

‘What can I do?’

‘You and your charmless husband could leave Swanmere. That would certainly be an expeditious move on your part.’

She looked at him aghast, a hand raised to her mouth. ‘You hate me, don’t you, Mac?’

‘Right now, I think I do.’

Francesca could do these tours in her sleep, which was just as well. They had arrived in Lenno, and on autopilot she was instructing the group to walk along the main road of the pretty lakeside town, urging them to take care when they climbed into the small boat that would take them across to the Punta Balbianello. She counted everyone in and when the skipper of the boat, Roberto, who had been at school with her brothers, had pushed them away from the jetty, she took the last remaining seat next to an attractive auburn-haired woman, who, for a woman on holiday, looked remarkably unhappy. In Francesca’s line of work, most of the people she encountered were relaxed and carefree, glad to be away from all the stresses and strains of home and work. But then who knew what problems this woman was coping with? Any more than anyone would guess that an hour and a half ago Francesca had been given her official death sentence.

But the woman sitting next to her was not who Francesca was really interested in. She had spotted Lucy straight away. It hadn’t been difficult. Along with everyone else back at the hotel, she had seen Alessio and Lucy in the lift in the foyer. Same old Alessio, Francesca had thought with amused affection as she’d discreetly hidden herself behind a pillar so that he wouldn’t spot her. She hadn’t wanted him blurting out to Lucy who she was at that point.

Now, hiding behind her sunglasses, Francesca gave Marcus’s daughter her full attention. As pretty as Lucy was, Francesca was intrigued: what exactly was it about her that had caught Alessio’s eye? His track record in the last five years revealed a fondness for the smart-set girls of Milan and Rome. His last girlfriend, before he’d nearly died from meningitis, had been the daughter of a wealthy industrialist from Piedmont. In contrast, Lucy was as natural as the breeze blowing at her long, crinkly blonde hair. With her unadorned complexion and simple clothes – peach-coloured linen skirt, white top and flip-flops – there was a fresh wholesomeness to her that was as English as tea and scones and cricket on the village green. Perhaps that was the attraction for Alessio?

Putting Alessio’s preferences aside, Francesca continued to study her husband’s daughter. Her stepdaughter. She didn’t look the sort of girl who would bear malice. Far from it. Sitting next to an elderly gentleman and talking to him most animatedly, she gave the impression of being an open-hearted young woman with a spirited sense of fun. Seeing Lucy in the flesh after more than a decade of imagining what she might be like pained Francesca all the more when she thought how Marcus had been denied the pleasure of having his daughter in his life. But it wasn’t just Marcus who had lost out; Lucy had too. She had been deprived of a father who had never stopped loving her.

It was all such a waste. And would never have happened if Francesca hadn’t gone to London as a student and if Marcus hadn’t knocked her off her bicycle. She had always believed that he’d paid an unfairly high price for her, but never more so than now with his precious daughter sitting just a few feet away. If it was the last thing she did, Francesca knew that she would have to be the one to make good the damage she had inflicted on these two people. More than that, she wanted to make her own peace with Lucy Gray.

At some stage during the course of their visit to the Villa Balbianello, she would make herself known to Lucy. Unlike yesterday, when she’d met the group for the first time, this morning she hadn’t bothered to mention her name again, so it was quite possible that Lucy hadn’t made the association. Certainly there was nothing in the girl’s manner to suggest that she had put two and two together and was sizing her up.

As she assisted Roberto with helping everyone off the boat, she thought how surreal it was that her brain could so easily distract itself. But then she had amazed herself at home earlier when she had calmly watched Marcus leave the house for Milan. Lucy’s unexpected presence in Bellagio was obviously having an unsettling effect on him for he didn’t seem to notice that she’d been crying. Grateful for this, she had kept quiet about her plans for the day, that once again she would be the tour guide for the Gardens of Delight group. She was grateful too that she had work to occupy her. Had she been forced to spend the day alone, she would have given into self-pity. So long as she had the strength, she knew she would have to keep herself busy. It was what her mother had tried to do. It had worked for several months — she had busied herself with the grandchildren, scolding Francesca’s brothers for working too hard, praising her daughters-in-law for putting up with the men they’d married – but then one morning it was as if she had simply run out of energy. Once she was admitted to hospital, the end came fast. Too fast. None of them, despite knowing that death was imminent, had been prepared for it. Francesca had been the least able to cope with the loss of her mother. She had leant on Marcus heavily during that shattering period of grief.

She swallowed and pursed her lips, wondering who Marcus would lean on when she died.

Lucy. It would have to be Lucy.




Chapter Fifty-four

Lucy hopped onto the jetty with a spring in her step, waving aside the offers of help from the skipper of the boat and their guide. Never had she experienced such happiness before. And what girl wouldn’t feel the same?

In the shower earlier, when Alessio had been soaping her back, he had asked if he could see her again after he’d finished work. She had teased him that she would need an early night and didn’t he have another girl lined up anyway? He’d turned her round to face him. ‘Why do you say that? Why would I want to see anyone else?’

‘Because you’re an Italian sex god, and that’s what sex gods do,’ she’d joked. And this wonderful moment will have soon run its course, she’d thought more seriously.

He’d rubbed his hand across his face, wiping water from his eyes. ‘Lucy, don’t make fun of me. Ti prego. From the second I saw you, I wanted to see only you. No one else.’ He’d tilted her face up towards his — letting the water from the shower wash over it – then covered her mouth with his. It had been a deeply erotic kiss and as Lucy thought of it now – and his words – she felt the powerful magnetic pull of him.

No man had ever had this effect on her. She had only to think of Alessio’s sinewy body against hers and she felt a rush of desire. She now knew what the expression to be knocked off one’s feet really meant.

Trailing behind the rest of the group as they followed their guide away from the landing stage and then progressed to climbing up a steep, winding path, passing plane trees that had been pruned to within an inch of their lives, Lucy knew that everyone would be thinking she had fallen, like countless others before her, for the romantic charm of a sweet-talking foreigner. And so what if she had? There were far worse crimes she could commit. Life was just too short, she’d decided, to deprive oneself of a little fun.

Ahead of her the group had come to a stop: everyone had their cameras out. When Lucy saw the view she reached for hers as well. With Bellagio no more than a hazy outline in the distance, the shimmering radiance of the lake in all its splendour was before them. Touched by the serene beauty of it, she envied those who lived here. Yesterday Alessio had told her that some of his favourite and most vivid childhood memories were of visiting Bellagio, especially during the winter, when the snow-capped mountains rose mysteriously through the ghostly mist that covered the lake. ‘When I was very young, I remember fearing that there were monsters who lived at the bottom of the lake,’ he’d told her. ‘I was convinced they came to the surface at night and swam to the shore looking for bad children to eat. Naturally, my parents encouraged me to believe this; it was the only way they could stop me from being too naughty.’ She had laughed and wondered just how naughty a child he had been.

The sun was burning hotly from a cloudless sky of eggshell blue, and Lucy stepped into the shade to enjoy the view. How different her father’s life must have become when he left England for this. A pang of regret tweaked at her heart. She shouldn’t have left things as she had with him last night. She had been so sure that it would make her feel better to keep reminding him of what he’d done, but she couldn’t in all honesty say that it did.

‘Having a good holiday?’

To her surprise, it was Orlando. These were the first words he’d uttered to her since … since for ever. When was the last time they’d spoken to each other since arriving in Italy? When was the last time she had even thought of him? ‘I’m having a great holiday,’ she said, thinking of Alessio. It wouldn’t have taken much for her to confide in Orlando, just like old times. But how serious he looked. And how stolid. There was no joy in his face; not a flicker. Just a mask of cool indifference. How could he be surrounded by so much beauty and not be affected by it? Had Alessio been here he probably would have been flinging his arms out wide and bursting into song. It was his passionate, uninhibited nature that she found so refreshingly appealing. He might well have an unrealistic live-for-the-moment philosophy, but she sensed his rapturous zest for life was rubbing off on her.

The group was gathering around their guide to hear what she was saying, something about the last owner of the villa — a Count called Guido Monzino who had led expeditions to Everest and the North Pole – but Lucy stayed where she was. As interesting and enthusiastic as the Italian guide was, Lucy wanted to go on enjoying the stunning view. When Orlando didn’t move away either, she said, ‘So how’s your holiday going?’

‘Do you really need to ask?’

She blinked. ‘I’m sorry. Have I missed something?’

‘It’s Savannah. She and I … Oh, I’m sure you’ve guessed; it’s turning out to be a disaster.’

Now there’s a surprise! Lucy resisted the temptation to crow. ‘Oh,’ she said. ‘Where is Savannah?’

‘I haven’t a clue. The last time I saw her was last night. We had a row.’ He sighed. ‘Another row. I don’t seem to be able to say the right thing to her at the moment.’

‘It’ll pass, I’m sure.’

He looked at Lucy steadily. ‘That’s not what I want. I’m going to end it with her.’

Two days ago this would have been all Lucy would have wanted to hear. Yet now she received the news with an equanimity she wouldn’t have believed herself capable of. ‘That’s a shame. You were so happy with her.’

He looked embarrassed. ‘I got caught up in the heat of the moment.’ He hesitated. A nervous smile appeared on his face. ‘A bit like you and your new friend, the pianist.’

Lucy caught the pointed significance of his remark and didn’t like it. She smiled tightly. ‘Looks like everyone’s moving on to the next part of the tour. We’d better join them.’

But Orlando stayed where he was. ‘He doesn’t really seem your sort, Luce.’

‘I have a sort?’

‘You know what I mean. And you do seem to have rushed into things with him.’

‘Is there any other way?’ She was being flippant, but really, what else could she say? Who did Orlando think he was? And to think she had imagined herself in love with him! She must have been crazy.

‘You spent the night with him, didn’t you?’

‘And what if I did? What business is it of yours or anyone else’s for that matter?’

‘But you hardly know him!’

‘Then sleeping with him will go a long way to getting to know him better!’

‘Doesn’t it bother you that you’re probably nothing more than this week’s hot chick? That the minute you leave, he’ll be working his charm on some other witless victim?’

That did it! Her patience had been stretched too far. ‘I am not some witless victim,’ she said with enormous control. ‘I know exactly what I’m doing. I’m having fun, which is clearly more than you are. Now if you don’t mind, I’d like to catch up with the rest of the group and look round the garden.’

As he watched Lucy walk away, Orlando regretted every word that had just spewed out of his mouth. How could he have got it so wrong? He’d done nothing but antagonize Lucy. All he’d wanted to do was let her know how much he cared about her. He’d even forgotten to ask about her father. What a pillock he’d been!

Jealousy. That’s what had done it for him. He couldn’t stand the thought of Lucy being with that Italian. Of her being taken in by him and getting hurt. His only consolation was that he knew he would be there for her when that did happen.

And the worst of it was, it was all his fault. He’d been the one who had pushed to make her come here. If only he’d left well alone.

He stared out at the lake. Was anyone else having as bad a holiday as he was?

‘God, I can’t tell you what a crap time I’m having!’

The seriously good-looking man opposite Savannah frowned. ‘But why? Bellagio is a lovely place to visit.’

‘It might be for the over fifties, but as far as I can see there’s nothing to do for people my age.’ She laughed. ‘That’s probably why you’ve been entertaining yourself with Lucy, isn’t it?’

He lowered his gaze and added a cube of sugar to his ridiculously tiny cup of black coffee. Savannah took a sip of her cappuccino and searched Alessio’s face for some clue as to what he might say next. Disappointingly, his expression was blank.

When she’d eventually surfaced for breakfast, with a stinker of a hangover, she’d come across Alessio in the dining room; he was sitting at the piano. He wasn’t playing the kind of music she’d heard him play before. This was heavy classical stuff he was bashing out with scary concentration, his hands flying over the keys, his black hair flapping like a curtain in the wind as his head thrashed from side to side. She’d grimaced at the God-awful noise and was relieved when he noticed her and stopped. ‘Can I help you?’ he’d asked.

‘You can if you can point me in the direction of some breakfast,’ she’d said.

‘I’m afraid you’re too late.’ He’d cast his eyes around the empty dining room where two waiters were changing tablecloths. ‘Breakfast finished over an hour ago.’

With his dead sexy accent and cracking good looks, he was a pretty neat package. If nothing else, Lucy had taste: first Orlando, now this guy. That was when an idea occurred to Savannah. An idea that would give her something interesting to do while she waited for Orlando to pull his finger out and do some grovelling. ‘Oh, that’s too bad,’ she’d said. ‘Perhaps if I ask nicely I could get some coffee.’

‘I’m sure that could be arranged.’

‘And would it be all right if I drink it here and listen to you play? You play very well. Or would it put you off?’

Seeming to consider her suggestion for a long moment, he’d then carefully closed the lid of the piano. ‘I have finished for the morning,’ he’d said.

Better and better. Now she wouldn’t have to endure any more of that ear-splitting racket. ‘In that case, why don’t you join me?’

He’d smiled. ‘Grazie, but I need to rest now.’

She’d smiled back. ‘From what I hear from Lucy, I’m not surprised.’ His perfectly arched eyebrows had shot up at this. Yes! Just as she’d thought it would, that had got his attention. Now the fun would start.

He’d come over at that. ‘Lucy has spoken to you of me?’

‘Oh, yes. Lucy and I are the best of friends; we tell each other everything. You’re quite a hit with her. And I can quite understand why.’ She’d let her eyes do the talking by looking him up and down.

‘A hit? What is that? A punch?’

Oh, God, she’d thought, don’t you just love it when these simple foreign guys can’t speak English! ‘Have some coffee with me and I’ll tell you,’ she’d said. ‘My name’s Savannah, by the way.’

He took her to a nearby bar, in the arcade of shops and restaurants, where he’d said she would be able to eat the best croissants in Bellagio.

‘So,’ Savannah said now, having demolished two croissants stuffed with apricots and a piece of toast – her hangover fast disappearing. ‘What would you like to know about Lucy?’

He drank his coffee in one mouthful. After he’d replaced the cup in its saucer, he stretched out his legs to one side of the table and fixed his amazing eyes on hers. ‘Nothing,’ he said softly. ‘I’m much more interested in you. Why don’t you tell me everything about you?’

Score! Just as she’d thought. A randy Italian who was always up for it. Wait till she told Lucy that he’d tried it on with her as well! That would take the smug look off her face for sure.

The day had just got supremely better.




Chapter Fifty-five

Helen felt horribly sick. She should have forced herself to eat something at breakfast, but it had been beyond her; all she’d been able to stomach was a cup of coffee, which she’d had in her room. Now, as she sat apart from the rest of the group at the front of the boat for the return journey to Bellagio, she tried not to think how queasy she was feeling. But it wasn’t working. Just as it was futile to try and forget that awful conversation she’d had earlier with Mac.

Several times during the tour of the Villa del Balbianello she had caught him looking at her and each time it had made her want to shrivel up and die. The worst moment had been when they were standing in the shade of the loggia – with Tremezzina behind them and the stretch of water towards Isola Comacina in front of them – and their guide had been describing how Cardinal Durini, the original owner of the villa, had had the loggia built with two rooms either side of it, a library and a music room. ‘It was in these two rooms,’ their guide explained, ‘that Cardinal Durini spent most of his time with his closest friends. Some of them were the greatest intellects of their day.’

It was at the mention of the word ‘friends’ that Mac had looked directly at Helen, his face displaying withering contempt. In that one look of his she imagined she saw a lifetime of animosity distilled. She felt weak, as though he’d struck her. How she had wanted to throw herself at him and beg his forgiveness! But it could never be. The two people who had come to mean so much to her since moving to Swanmere – Mac and Conrad – hated her and she couldn’t blame them. She was the author of her own predicament. Consequently, she would never know their kindness again. Their friendship was over and she would regret that for ever.

The feeling of nausea was getting worse now. For something to do, she opened her handbag for Hunter’s mobile so that she could ring the nursing home and check on Emma. She’d brought Hunter’s phone with her because she’d forgotten to recharge the battery of her own mobile overnight. Hunter’s mobile was a far more expensive and complicated piece of technology than her simple old thing and so she took a few minutes to familiarize herself with how it worked. Once she had, she scrolled through the menu, looking for Hunter’s address book, hoping that he would have added the number she wanted. His address book was extensive, as she’d guessed it would be; most of the names were completely unknown to her. But there was one name and number that she did recognize. She stared at it for a couple of seconds. Why? Why would Hunter have that particular number stored on his phone? She continued to stare at the small screen and then she mentally flipped a coin.

Heads: it meant nothing and she was being paranoid.

Tails: it meant something and she should take it further.

She took it further.

Within seconds she’d accessed Hunter’s text messages. It took even less time for suspicion to collide with truth. It was all there in that childish language of abbreviation and misspelling that she’d naively thought was the preserve of teenagers. Hunter was having an affair. And with all people, the woman she’d counted on as a best friend. Annabel.

When the traghetto pulled into the landing stage at Bellagio, Helen couldn’t get off the boat fast enough. The hubbub of voices and the smell of diesel were closing in on her, making her stomach heave. She began to worry that she wouldn’t make it back to the hotel in time. With a hand pressed to her mouth, her pulse racing and her head spinning, she moved fast, rudely pushing her way through the crowds. How could Annabel do this to her? Hunter she could almost understand. But Annabel? She was her friend. She was the one who had encouraged her to go out with Hunter in the first place. ‘Don’t let him slip through your hands,’ she’d said.

She was almost across the Piazza Mazzini in front of the Hotel du Lac when her body just seemed to give up. Her legs went from beneath her and the sky began to whirl. Then it went black. The last thing she was aware of was an ear-piercing screech of brakes and people gasping.

Conrad was first to reach Helen. It had all happened so fast. One minute he’d been watching her hurrying off the boat, and the next she was a crumpled heap on the ground, a car with its front tyre just inches from her body.

He dropped to his knees and spoke her name softly, fearfully. ‘Helen. Can you hear me? Helen?’ Getting no response, he put a hand to her throat, moving aside the silk scarf that was tied there. A crowd had now gathered around them.

‘Dottore!’ someone shouted.

‘Ambulanza!’

‘Polizia!’

‘In farto!’

As far as Conrad knew, infarto meant heart attack, and he was sure that wasn’t what had felled Helen. Above the rising mayhem, he heard Mac telling everyone to get back. One man ignored him; he was the driver of the car and he was in a voluble state of wild agitation, gesticulating frantically, his eyes wide. ‘Nonhaguardato!’ he yelled, pointing down at Helen. ‘Non ho avuto tempo di fermarmi! Dio mio!’

‘Okay, okay,’ shouted Conrad at the man. ‘She didn’t look and you didn’t have time to stop. Now shut up!’ In the sudden hush, and as Francesca took the driver to one side, Conrad tried again to feel for a pulse. All the while he tried hard not to let himself be reminded of another time, another place. He closed his eyes. Come on, Helen, he willed her. Don’t do this to me. Not you as well. He fought to focus his concentration, to ignore his heart pounding painfully in his chest. Sweat was pooling between his shoulder blades and a paralysing fear was threatening to engulf him.

Then suddenly he felt it. It was faint, but it was a pulse all the same. He snapped his eyes open. Alive! Thank God!

‘How’s she doing?’

He looked up to see Mac crouching beside him. Orlando and Lucy were behind him. ‘She’s alive. More than that I don’t know. Has anyone actually called for an ambulance?’

A young waiter said, ‘Sì, there is one on its way.’

‘Do you think we should risk moving her?’ Mac asked gruffly.

Conrad shook his head. ‘No. We’ve no idea what damage may have been done. Does anyone know if the car hit her?’

‘I don’t think it could have.’

This was from Orlando.

‘You saw it happen?’ Conrad demanded.

‘Not exactly. I’m just guessing. But going by the close proximity of where she’s lying to where the car is, I doubt it. She would have taken a real flyer if the car had made any contact. What’s more, there doesn’t appear to be a dent in the bonnet of car. Or the bumper.’

Conrad winced. ‘Can you check with the driver?’ He looked at Francesca. But before Francesca had a chance to say anything, the circle of onlookers moved to let someone through. It was Savannah. With her was Alessio, the pianist from the hotel.

‘Bloody hell!’ Savannah exclaimed. ‘It’s Helen! She’s not dead, is she?’

Mac stood up and held her back. ‘We’re waiting for an ambulance. It should be here any minute.’

Francesca came over to Conrad. ‘The driver says it happened so fast he doesn’t know for sure if he made contact with her.’

The sound of a siren made everyone turn to look up the busy road. Conrad felt a wave of relief. But it was short-lived. It wasn’t the ambulance, it was the polizia. Two officers stepped out of the Alfa Romeo and immediately began trying to disperse the crowd of onlookers. They seemed to add to the commotion, instead of easing it.

‘Would you like me to handle this?’ Francesca asked when the officers started questioning people, including the driver of the car who, now he had an official audience, had erupted again with a babbling torrent of arm-waving, eye-rolling incomprehensibility.

Only too willing to let their guide take charge, Conrad nodded. All he cared about was Helen. She was still motionless. Still out cold. He felt so helpless. The thought that she might never come round filled him with such pain he could hardly breathe. How would he ever live with himself knowing that their last conversation had been so acrimonious? ‘Oh, Helen,’ he whispered, bending closer to her so that his mouth was almost touching her ear. ‘Forgive me, please. I didn’t mean half of what I said.’ He jerked back from her. Had he just imagined it, or had she moved? ‘Helen?’

Her eyes flickered open. Closed. Then opened again. ‘Conrad?’

Relief surged through him. ‘Yes,’ he murmured, ‘it’s me.’

She squinted in the bright sunlight. ‘What’s happened? Why are all these people staring at me?’

‘We’re not entirely sure, but you’re currently the star attraction in Bellagio. How do you feel?’

‘Awful. My head hurts.’

‘Concussion very likely. I wouldn’t try — ’

Too late. She raised her head from the ground and then he saw the blood on the tarmac beneath her. ‘Hold it there,’ he said. Very carefully he untied the silk scarf from around her neck and placed it gently under her head. ‘I hope that wasn’t too expensive,’ he said. ‘I’ll buy you a new one if you like.’

She smiled weakly. ‘I’m sorry, Conrad. I’m sorry for everything I’ve said and done. I shouldn’t have lied to you. Forgive me, please.’ Her smile faded and a tear spilled out from her eye; it slid slowly down her cheek.

He stroked it away. ‘Nothing to forgive,’ he said softly. And meaning it. ‘Everything’s going to be all right.’

She closed her eyes and her face dimmed. ‘Tell Mac I’m sorry too. I didn’t mean to make him hate me.’

‘You can tell him yourself. He’s right here. Helen? Helen, can you hear me?’

But he knew the answer. She couldn’t hear anything more. She’d slipped back into unconsciousness. He gripped her hand, wrapping his fingers around hers.

Seconds later another siren sounded. This time it was the ambulance.




Chapter Fifty-six

An assumption had been made that Conrad was Helen’s husband, and as a consequence he was invited to go in the ambulance with her to the hospital. Francesca had explained that the hospital was in Lecco, about twenty-five minutes away. ‘I’ll meet you there so I can help with any language difficulties you might encounter,’ she’d told Conrad. It was at this point that Mac had asked Francesca if he could tag along with her. He’d never forgive himself if Helen died without him being able to make amends. His behaviour that morning had been nothing short of despicable. He’d treated her shabbily; no two ways about it. And now he might never get the chance to explain his reasons for speaking out the way he did. He hadn’t known her for long, but when he thought of all the enjoyable times they’d spent together, his throat constricted. Her quiet, benign company had been a soothing balm to his infernal mood swings. So often she’d lifted his spirits with her unexpected flashes of humour and perceptiveness. She’d even played along with his flirting games, making an old man feel young again. Stupid old fool that he was!

He dashed away the tears from his eyes with the palm of his hand, grateful that Francesca was too preoccupied with negotiating the winding road to notice.

Back at the Hotel Villa Rosa, sitting in the terrace garden with Orlando, Lucy and Alessio, Savannah was trying to get hold of her father. Because he didn’t have his mobile with him, she had no way of getting in touch with him directly, so she was ringing Clancy. Clancy always knew what to do. He’d know where Dad was staying and they’d be able to ring the hotel.

As she waited for her stepbrother to answer his phone, Savannah couldn’t wait to offload onto him. She wanted to see how he’d react to the news that he wasn’t the only one with a baby on the way. When the paramedics had been loading Helen onto the ambulance, she’d overheard Conrad telling them that she was pregnant. Pregnant! She couldn’t believe it. The whole bastard idea was disgusting. The last thing she wanted was a baby brother or sister. The thought of her father fawning over the little brat filled her with hatred.

At last she heard Clancy’s voice. ‘Hi, Savannah,’ he said. ‘How’s Italy? I hope the weather’s better there than it is here.’

She quickly told him what had happened and that she couldn’t get in touch with their father in Dubai.

‘Dubai?’ he repeated. ‘What’s Dad doing there?’

‘I haven’t a clue. Hang on. Didn’t you know he was there? He got a call yesterday morning and he was gone by the afternoon.’

‘It’s news to me. But don’t panic, I’ll get onto his PA, Judith. She’ll know where he is. Savannah, you didn’t say, but how is Helen?’

‘I don’t know. She was unconscious when they put her in the ambulance.’

‘Are you at the hospital with her?’

‘No.’

‘She’s there alone?’

Savannah heard the disbelief in her stepbrother’s voice. Also its edge of criticism. Clancy had always got along with Helen. ‘Don’t be stupid,’ she said defensively, ‘of course she isn’t alone. Some friends are there with her.’

‘Good. Now sit tight and I’ll get back to you. Okay?’

Minutes later, Savannah’s phone rang. Clancy sounded puzzled. ‘Judith doesn’t know anything about Dubai,’ he said. ‘She was under the impression Dad was still in Italy with you and Helen.’

‘But that’s crazy. You know how Dad always jokes that he could cover his tracks with twelve coats of paint and Judith would still be able to find him.’

‘It sounds odd, I’ll grant you. The good news is that she knows the hotels he normally uses and is ringing round. We’ll be in contact with him within the hour, I’m sure. Do you want me to fly over?’

‘No. You stay there. As soon as I hear anything from the hospital, I’ll let you know.’ She ended the call. Only then did she remember that she’d forgotten to tell him that Helen was pregnant.

Whilst she’d been having this conversation the others had moved away to another table to give her some privacy, but now they drifted back to hear what she had to say. Despite their big bust-up last night, Orlando was actually being nice to her. A shame he couldn’t have got his act together sooner.

Lucy listened to Savannah’s explanation about Hunter’s PA back in England now being on the case to locate her father and knew that something didn’t add up. She could clearly remember on the boat yesterday morning – when they were crossing the lake to Tremezzo – that Hunter had said his assistant was checking the flight availability to Dubai. ‘As we speak,’ his actual words had been. She had a bad feeling about all this.

Something else she had a bad feeling about was what she’d seen just seconds before the accident. Across the Piazza Mazzini, and beneath the awning of one of the bars, she had clearly seen Savannah and Alessio sitting at a table together.

Orlando’s words at Villa del Balbianello came back to haunt her – ‘Doesn’t it bother you that you’re probably nothing more than this week’s hot chick?’ Could she really have been so stupid as to think that what she and Alessio had been experiencing was anything other than a two-second holiday fling? What hurt most was how he’d made her feel. Special. Adored. Wanted. Desired. Now she knew every word he’d uttered had been a well-practised sham. Nothing more than the means to keep himself amused until the next girl came along. Couldn’t he have had the decency to wait until she’d gone home?

And did it have to be Savannah?

How she hated that girl!

It was selfish of her to be so caught up in her own thoughts when poor Helen was being rushed to hospital, but it was all Lucy could do to keep herself from slapping Savannah across the face and then kicking Alessio somewhere painful. How satisfying that would be!

She moved away from the group, just in case she did give in to the urge to teach Savannah and Alessio a lesson they wouldn’t forget. She walked to the end of the terrace and watched a woman on a nearby balcony watering the pots of flowers. She suddenly wanted to be back in Swanmere watering her own garden. She thought of Dan and pictured him in his smelly old jacket, leaning on a hoe and chatting with Bill and Joe. How straightforward his life was compared to hers. He got up in the morning, pottered about at home and then spent the rest of the day working his plot. Perhaps when she reached that age her own life would be as calm and uncomplicated.

‘Lucia?’

It could only be Alessio.

She whirled round. ‘Don’t call me that!’ she fired back at him. ‘In fact, don’t say anything to me ever again.’

Twenty-two kilometres away in Lecco, Conrad thought he was in hell. The waiting was unbearable. For too long there had been no word on Helen’s condition. No news is good news, he kept reminding himself.

Thank God he had Mac with him. And Francesca. She’d been a great support, helping with the formality of the paperwork and translating when needed. She was outside at the moment, on her mobile to her husband. Who, it turned out, was none other than Lucy’s father. Francesca had been quick to say that Lucy was still in ignorance of this.

‘Why don’t you sit down?’ Conrad said to Mac, who had been pacing the waiting room now for the last ten minutes. ‘You’ll wear yourself out.’

Mac grunted. ‘That’s the least of my worries.’ He paced some more, then came to a stop in front of Conrad. ‘The thing is, I did something terrible this morning. Something I’ll always regret.’

Conrad raised his head. ‘Would a confession help?’

‘I think it might.’

‘Then fire away.’

‘I … I told Helen that she and Hunter should move out of Swanmere.’

Conrad frowned, but kept quiet.

‘It gets worse. I told her I hated her.’

Now Conrad was appalled. ‘Why? Why would you say a thing like that to Helen? You adore her.’

Mac’s shoulders slumped and he looked forlorn. ‘I was angry. I was furious at what she was doing to you.’

‘You shouldn’t have got involved. I’m more than old enough to fight my own battles.’

‘I know. Call it protective love.’ He exhaled deeply. ‘You mean the world to me, Conrad. And I know this might not seem the right time to tell you this, but I’m going to say it anyway. I’ve wanted to for some — ’

He got no further. A woman in a white coat — presumably a doctor – appeared in the doorway of the waiting room. ‘Signor Madison-Tyler?’

Conrad sprang to his feet. ‘Sono il Signor Truman. Un amico.’

A frown wrinkled the woman’s brow. It made her look even more serious than she already did. ‘Dov’è il marito?’

Good bloody question, thought Conrad. Hunter could be anywhere. ‘Non lo so,’ he answered. His basic knowledge of Italian wasn’t going to get him much further. He wished Francesca would return.

‘Please,’ said Mac, taking the classic British way of handling matters, that of annunciating very slowly and clearly in what used to pass for BBC English. ‘What … can … you … tell … us … about … Helen?’

The doctor finally smiled, causing Conrad to feel a flicker of hope. ‘La Signora Madison-Tyler is awake now. She is suffering from concussion but she will be fine.’

‘Thank God!’ Conrad let out. Just as relief kicked in, he saw Mac close his eyes as if in prayer, but then he swayed and suddenly he was no longer vertical. The old man’s knees buckled and Conrad leapt to break his fall.




Chapter Fifty-seven

Groggy with shock and pain, Helen thought how odd it was that the flotsam of one’s childhood should come to the surface at the unlikeliest of times. She was remembering being nine years old and finding a dead bird in the garden.

It was autumn and after two days of stormy weather, the wind and rain had shaken the leaves from the trees and left them covering the lawn and flowerbeds in a thick multi-layered blanket. Helen was helping her grandfather rake the leaves into wet slippery piles when she found the remains of a bird. It was no more than a skeleton and its skull was bashed in. She wasn’t scared by it. As with most young children, morbid fascination outweighed any fear and she’d got down onto her knees in the sodden grass to get a better look. She called to her grandfather to come and see. ‘Do you suppose it flew into a tree and knocked itself out?’ she asked him. Last summer a blackbird had flown into the kitchen window after the window cleaner had been and it had lain on the ground for ages before it managed to pick itself up and fly off. ‘It must have been flying very fast to smash its head like that.’

‘More likely its skull was crushed after it died,’ her grandfather said.

‘You mean someone might have trodden on it?’ she asked. Somehow this didn’t seem fair to the poor little thing.

‘These things happen,’ her grandfather had said as he added the remains of the bird to one of the piles of leaves.

For weeks afterwards Helen had watched where she stepped in the garden.

If only she had been as careful today, she thought. If she hadn’t been so upset and made herself sick with worry and needed to rush back to the hotel, she wouldn’t feel as though her own skull had been crushed by a careless boot.

So long as she didn’t move the pain was bearable, but the slightest movement caused an explosion to go off inside her head. If she had understood the doctor correctly, she must have fainted and cracked her head when she hit the ground. She was to be kept in overnight for observation, and providing nothing was amiss, she would be discharged tomorrow. What happened then was anyone’s guess.

There was a faint knock at the door. ‘All right to come in?’

She made the mistake of instinctively twisting her head towards the door that was opening. Bang! She closed her eyes at the pain. When it had subsided, she opened her eyes and saw Conrad hovering in the doorway. She motioned for him to come into the room.

He came and stood by the side of the bed. ‘How’re you doing?’

‘I’ve been better.’

‘You gave us all a terrible scare.’

‘I scared myself. Why don’t you sit down?’

He pulled up a chair and leant forward so that he was resting an elbow on the bed. The concern on his face touched her so tangibly she reached out to him. He took her hand and held it gently in his. She had so much to say to him. So much to straighten out. It was then that she noticed how pale and strained he looked. ‘Conrad, are you okay?’

‘Hey, that’s not how this works. I’m the one sitting comfortably in the chair and you’re the one in the bed with a head covered in a bandage.’

She sensed he was prevaricating, but her brain was too foggy to get to the bottom of it. What was of paramount importance to her now was what she had to tell him. ‘Conrad,’ she began, ‘What I said to you — ’

‘It doesn’t matter,’ he interrupted her. ‘I don’t care any more that you kept your pregnancy from me.’

‘Please, Conrad, let me speak.’

‘Helen, it’s okay. Really. It’s not important to me. All I want is for you to be happy.’

‘But I lied. I lied when I said I was pregnant.’

She saw the confusion in his eyes. ‘But why? Why did you say that you were?’

‘To put an end to … to us. I was desperate. It was all I could think to say that would make you hate me. I’ve been sick with regret ever since.’

‘Oh, Helen. I could never hate you.’

‘And there’s something else you should know. I’m leaving Hunter.’

‘You are?’

‘He’s been having an affair. I’m not trying to claim any moral high ground, but enough’s enough. It’s not what I want for Emma, but I can’t go on.’

‘When did you know about the affair?’

‘I found out this morning, on the boat coming back from Lenno. I tried to use Hunter’s mobile and discovered an exchange of text messages with … with a friend of mine. That’s why I wasn’t looking where I was going when I crossed that road. All I could think of was my friend’s betrayal.’

He squeezed her hand. ‘You know that Hunter’s with her now, don’t you?’

She did a double take. ‘You knew?’

He nodded.

‘But how?’

‘I didn’t believe the unexpected need to rush off to Dubai so I checked with the airlines. There was no flight for the time he claimed to be travelling. And I overheard him talking to the woman on his mobile at Villa Carlotta.’

‘You should have told me.’

‘I couldn’t do it.’

‘I don’t understand.’

‘I didn’t want to take the risk that you’d get involved with me just to get back at your husband. It had to be real between us.’

‘It’s always been real between us, Conrad. That’s what’s been the trouble. Right from the word go.’ Exhaustion crept up on her and she closed her eyes briefly. When she opened them, Conrad was standing over her. He looked as if he was about to bend down and kiss her. But a knock at the door had him glancing over his shoulder.

Conrad tried to read the expression on Francesca’s face as she appeared in the doorway. Good news or bad news, he couldn’t tell.

‘Sorry to disturb you,’ she said quietly, ‘but the doctor says your uncle is asking for you.’

He turned to Helen to indicate he’d return when he could, and seeing the alarm in her face, he added, ‘I’ll explain later.’ And then he was out of the door and moving at full speed. He hoped to God it wasn’t another stroke. He knew the chance of it happening was high, but if there was any justice in the world Mac would be spared a second stroke. Especially a massive, debilitating one. He’d tried to give the staff as many details as he could about Mac’s medical history while his uncle was being lifted onto the bed, but they soon made it clear that his presence was not required.

He had deliberately not mentioned anything to Helen about Mac collapsing because he knew she would only worry. Also, he didn’t think he had the strength to pretend he wasn’t scared to death that Mac might be about to die on him.

‘He’s in here,’ Francesca said, coming to a stop in front of a closed door. ‘I’ll go and see if there’s anything Helen needs.’

‘Thank you. Just one thing, though. Please try to put Helen’s mind at rest about Mac. Don’t let her think there’s anything seriously wrong. She’s had enough shocks for one day.’

He watched Francesca go back the way they’d just come, then taking a deep breath he knocked on the door and pushed it open. Grey-faced, Mac was propped up in bed. His chest was bare and dotted with sensor pads that led to a monitoring device on a nearby trolley. He looked dazed and frail, as if he had aged by about ten years. His lips were moving, as though he was talking in his sleep. Conrad was glad Mac’s eyes were closed; it meant he couldn’t see the shock he was feeling. A nurse was studying the monitoring device and after she had made an adjustment to it, she smiled at Conrad. She then very lightly touched Mac on the forearm. ‘Signor Truman, your son, he is here now. Didn’t I tell you he would come?’

Conrad approached the bed cautiously, his eyes glued to Mac’s, which were now fluttering open.

‘Ten minutes only,’ the nurse instructed, ‘your father needs much rest.’

‘He’s not my father,’ he corrected her absent-mindedly. ‘He’s my — ’ But he stopped himself short. As his unfinished sentence hung in the air, the nurse shrugged and left the room. For what felt like for ever, he stood watching the door slowly close behind her with a whispering swish.

Could it be true? But even as he asked himself the question, he knew the answer. Perhaps he’d always known. Myriad images from his childhood came before him, and one by one, they assembled an altogether different picture from the one that he was familiar with. In an instant the past was recreated. There was no shock to this discovery; it simply made sense.

Going over to the bed, Conrad once more pulled up a chair. Once more he asked the same question: ‘How’re you doing?’

‘Bugger me if I know,’ Mac said weakly, his voice sounding slightly strangulated. ‘Nobody tells me anything.’

At least he was coherent, Conrad thought. ‘No mention of a stroke, then?’

‘Not so far. But then how would I know with everyone gabbling on in Italian?’

Conrad managed a smile. Same old Mac.

Except he wasn’t the same old Mac. Everything had changed. And all because of a perfectly reasonable misunderstanding. Signor Truman, your son, he is here … your father needs much rest. He repeated the words over and over. Oh, yes, it certainly made sense. The wonder was he’d never made the connection before. ‘Do you have enough energy to talk?’ he asked Mac.

Mac nodded. ‘How’s Helen?’

‘She’s fine.’

‘Really?’

‘Yes.’

‘And the baby? Has that come to any harm?’

‘There is no baby.’ Conrad gave Mac an edited version of what Helen had told him.

‘So it was a ruse to throw you off the scent. Damned near worked, too, didn’t it?’

‘Not when I thought she was dying,’ Conrad said. ‘In that moment I knew I could forgive her anything.’

From nowhere, a stagnant silence descended on them. Noises from beyond the room – voices, shrill and insistent, a telephone ringing, a child crying – filtered through to magnify the booming resonance of the deathly hush. A frown began to gather on Mac’s brow. He glanced away, then looked back at Conrad. ‘Do the same rules apply for me? Would you forgive me anything?’

‘In a blink of an eye.’

Mac’s hands trembled and the frown deepened. ‘Even if you discovered you’d been lied to all your life?’

‘Does this have anything to do with what you started to tell me in the waiting room earlier?’

‘Yes.’

‘You’re my father, aren’t you? Edwin Truman brought me up, but you’re my biological father.’

Tears filled Mac’s bloodshot eyes. ‘I made your mother a promise. And by God, as hard as it was, I kept it all these years.’

‘Until today. Why?’

‘What with Helen, I’d thought you’d been lied to enough. Suddenly, all I could think of was me dying and you never knowing the truth. I needed you to know everything. Even though it was breaking my promise to your mother.’

‘Why didn’t you say anything when you had your stroke? Surely you felt more at risk then?’

‘I don’t know. Perhaps I was a different man then. Not so defeated. All I know now is that I couldn’t take the secret to my grave. Truth is, I think that day is coming sooner than I’d like. I’ve been having these dizzy turns.’

‘Why the hell didn’t you tell me?’

‘I didn’t want to cause a fuss and get you in a lather. You can be the very devil for that.’

Conrad passed a hand over his face. He suddenly felt bone-weary. ‘Now isn’t the time, but when you’re feeling stronger, I’d like to know the truth. About you and my mother.’

‘No! It has to be now. I might not get another chance.’

‘Nonsense. You’re match fit, Mac. You’re going to be fine.’

‘Don’t patronize me! Anything but that!’

Worried that if he went against Mac’s wishes any more he might bring on another collapse, Conrad gave in.

‘Okay,’ he said. ‘But don’t exhaust yourself. The nurse said you needed to rest.’

Mac scowled, and after seeming to rummage in his thoughts, he began his story.

‘Your father was never particularly robust, physically or mentally, but the war was his undoing. He should never have been allowed to join the RAF as a bomber pilot. He should have had a safe desk job. If only fate had seen fit to make me the older brother instead of Edwin, then I would have been the one to endure what he did. As it was, I was born too late and Edwin too early. He wasn’t able to put the horror of it behind him and afterwards he went into the Church to make some kind of atonement. Except it didn’t work. The way he saw it, he couldn’t ever be forgiven for dropping bombs on all those innocent people. He couldn’t see that it was a means to a justified end. Sometimes, it was as though he wanted to put names and faces to all those unknown people he’d killed. The guilt tore at his guts. I suppose he was what you’d call, in modern parlance, a functioning depressive. He could keep it under control. Just.’

‘But what about when he married my mother? Surely that changed things for him?’

‘It did. For a time. But then after years of trying for a child, the depression took hold of him again. He started to believe that it was a punishment sent from God for what he’d done in the war. That’s when your mother needed someone to turn to.’

‘You?’

‘We never intended for things to go the way they did, but we fell in love. It wasn’t a sordid affair, if that’s what you’re thinking. It was love. I’d have done anything for her. Which I did. I gave her a child. You.’

‘I was planned?’

‘Oh, yes. Hannah wanted children as much as Edwin did and so I gave her what he couldn’t. But on the understanding that I was never to tell anyone. I would have no claim. I would only ever be your uncle. Hannah made me swear to that.’

‘That’s quite a sacrifice.’

‘The alternative was far worse, seeing Hannah miserable. This way at least the woman I loved would raise my child. There wasn’t another woman on the planet with whom I would have wanted a family.’

‘How did my father … Edwin, greet the news that my mother was pregnant?’

‘He was overjoyed.’

‘And Susan? Are you her father as well?’

Mac slowly shook his head. ‘No. Nature intervened. Hannah always claimed that once Edwin believed in his ability to father a child, it would happen naturally for him. She was right.’ Mac finally raised his eyes and looked directly at Conrad. ‘You mustn’t think badly of your mother. She was a good woman. The best. She never wanted to hurt your father. She loved him. And as I’m sure you remember, he wasn’t the easiest of men to love. Or to live with.’

‘I’m not judging you, Mac. Or my mother. I’d never do that.’

Mac sighed. ‘She was so lonely. And so very tired of making do. Just about any money that came into the house, your father gave away. It was all I could do not to take a fist to him when I saw how difficult life was for Hannah. When things were really tight, I gave her money that your father never knew about. He was so wrapped up in himself, he hardly seemed to be aware of what was going on in his own home.’

‘You think he never knew?’

‘I’m sure of it. We were always very careful. Hannah made me promise that I would never jeopardize your father’s happiness. He had experienced so little of it in his life, she used to say.’

‘But why didn’t she leave him and give them both a chance to start afresh?’

‘I begged her to. But she wouldn’t. It broke my heart. I would have done anything to have her to myself. But she wouldn’t leave Edwin. “He’s not as strong as you, Mac,” she once said. “He doesn’t have your resilience.”’

Mac exhaled deeply and sank back further into the pillows behind him. ‘So you see, Conrad,’ he said tiredly, his eyelids drooping, ‘when I was warning you off Helen, I knew what I was talking about. I spent a lifetime chasing a dream that never came true.’

‘Yet you still held on to that dream, didn’t you?’

‘I had no choice in the matter. That’s what love – real love – does to you. And now, if you don’t mind, I think I’d like to rest.’

He drifted off to sleep, and as it so often was, Hannah’s beautiful face was before him.




Chapter Fifty-eight

Francesca had given Conrad Truman her mobile phone number and told him to ring if he needed anything. She had offered to stay but he’d assured her he could manage from here on.

Desperate to go home, she was grateful for his assurance. It had been a long and eventful day. Eventful! That was one way to describe it. But before she could go home and prepare herself for the evening’s ordeal with Marcus, she had to return to the Hotel Villa Rosa. She hoped that the members of the Gardens of Delight tour group wouldn’t be too disappointed by her not being able to accompany them on their afternoon’s visit to Villa d‘Este at Cernobbio. She knew that for a lot of British and American tourists, the hotel and its beautiful Italianate garden was the highlight of any trip to Lake Como. Before leaving for the hospital in Lecco she had telephoned the agency and explained the situation. With the English guide still too ill to do her job and no one else available, Francesca had had no choice but to tell the members of the group who were still hanging around the Piazza Mazzini that if they wanted to visit the gardens at Villa d’Este they would have to go alone. There had been a few noticeable grumbles but on the whole the news had been accepted without complaint. Given the circumstances, it would have shown a lack of consideration on their part to act otherwise.

Now, though, Francesca knew it would be unprofessional of her not to call in at the Hotel Villa Rosa and see if anyone needed advice or assistance. She knew how helpless some tourists became when they were without their guide.

More importantly, with Alessio’s help, she hoped to find Lucy at the hotel. The time had come.

She parked her car in the first available space she came across on Via Garibaldi and took the steps down to the hotel. She wasn’t at all nervous. With a death sentence hanging over her, she had developed a sharpened sense of perspective. What did she have to lose by introducing herself to Lucy? So what if the girl was rude to her and told her to get lost? So what if Marcus accused her of interfering? What did any of it matter now?

Lucy had chosen not to go to Cernobbio on the hydrofoil to see the Villa d’Este. Instead she had spent the afternoon alone wandering round the shops in Bellagio buying presents to take home.

Now, against her better judgement, she was having a drink with Alessio in the garden at the Hotel Villa Rosa. Sipping a cold beer, she was determined not to make a fool of herself by giving Alessio the satisfaction of thinking that she cared what he’d been up to. If he wanted to come on to Savannah behind her back than that was his business. It was no concern of hers. But as he continued to look at her, his eyes so dark and compelling, she wanted to scream and shout with jealous rage. Why her? Why Savannah-bloody-Tyler?

When she’d lost her temper with him earlier, and had told him never to speak to her again, she had taken herself off to her room. He hadn’t followed her and nor had he been waiting for her when she eventually came out an hour later. Relieved he wasn’t going to pester her, she’d found herself a lakeside bar for a late lunch and had then gone shopping. It was when she was returning to the hotel that she found him leaning nonchalantly against the marble desk in the reception area and talking to the pretty receptionist. ‘Lucia,’ he’d exclaimed loudly, taking her by the arm. ‘Come and have a drink with me. Ciao!’ he said to the receptionist who was now smiling at him as Lucy struggled to break free of his grasp. All he did was hold her even more firmly. Only when he’d led her upstairs to the roof garden and he’d manhandled her into a chair had he let go of her.

‘Lucia,’ he said now, ‘five minutes we have been sitting here and not a word have you said. What is the matter?’

‘I’m upset about Helen,’ she said, speaking the truth. ‘I’d have thought that would be obvious.’

‘Yes,’ he said, ‘of course.’ He was quiet for a minute, whilst he drank some of his beer. ‘But earlier, when I tried to speak to you when Savannah and Orlando were here, you were very angry with me. Why?’

‘I wasn’t,’ she lied.

‘Si. You raised your voice at me. And then you ran off.’

‘Why would I be sitting here having a drink with you if I was cross with you?’

He slid his chair back, crossed his legs and drummed the long, elegant fingers of his right hand on his knee. ‘I think you’re here with me against your wishes. I think you would rather be anywhere but here. I’m right, aren’t I?’

She tore her eyes away from his fingers which were still moving rhythmically. She thought how they’d brought her to a mind-blowing climax only that morning, and swallowed. ‘Have you given me any reason to be angry with you?’ she asked. Good question, she congratulated herself with a swell of pride. Let’s see him wriggle out of that one!

‘Yes, it is possible that I have.’

What a cool customer he was! ‘Really?’ she asked, doing her best to stay calm and play along. ‘What have you done?’

‘I took Savannah for a cup of coffee.’

‘Is that it?’ she said with what she hoped was just the right amount of incredulous disbelief. ‘Is that what you think has made me cross?’

She obviously didn’t get it right for he suddenly snapped forward in his seat. ‘Lucia! Ti prego! Be honest with me. Stop playing these games. I know you saw me with Savannah. And I know too what you have been thinking ever since. But you are wrong. Very wrong. Credimi. Ti prego!’

‘Oh, don’t go all Italian on me, Alessio, please.’

He looked at her, his eyes wide. ‘You will have to forgive me, but I am Italian!’

‘I mean, don’t start speaking in Italian. You know I can’t understand you when you do that.’

‘The real problem is you don’t understand me. Not the first thing about me.’

‘Oh, I understand you all right. You come on to me, have sex with me, then move on to the next conquest before I’ve even left town. Where I come from we call that bad manners!’

‘Merda! I knew that was what you were thinking all along.’ He leaned even further forward and one of his elegant hands reached out for hers. ‘Listen to me, Lucia. I want you to know that what you saw was not what you thought it was.’

She snatched her hand away. ‘Please don’t insult my intelligence.’

‘That is something I will only do if you refuse to let me speak. And in case you were wondering, the receptionist I was talking to a few moments ago is my cousin, Antonia.’

The arrogance of the man! As if it had even crossed her mind! ‘Okay, speak. But don’t expect me to be interested in anything you have to say. Especially if you’re going to talk about Savannah.’

‘But you would agree with me, wouldn’t you, if I were to say that she is a most cunning girl?’

‘No argument there!’

‘Good. I am pleased we agree on that point. Allora. This morning when I was practising at the piano she asked me to join her for a cup of coffee. She was not subtle. She made it very clear what her game was.’

‘Takes one to know one,’ Lucy muttered.

Ignoring her, he carried on. ‘I decided to find out what she was up to. You see, she mentioned you and said what good friends the two of you were, and how you told her everything.’

‘The liar!’ burst out Lucy. ‘I never tell her anything.’

He nodded. ‘I knew that. I remembered how you spoke about the girl. It was not in her favour. It was then I knew for sure what game she was playing, so I went along with her, just to see what she was prepared to do. Dio mio! Lucia, I swear to you, she is the work of the devil. But she told me something that upsets me. She said that you were only interested in me to make Orlando jealous. She said you — ’

Lucy cut him off. ‘I think I’ve heard enough of what that little bitch has to say.’

‘But do you believe me? Do you believe that I am telling you the truth?’

God help her, but Lucy did. There was such a ring of truth to everything Alessio had told her that it was all too easy to picture Savannah doing exactly what Alessio had described. The girl just couldn’t stop herself.

‘Lucia?’ he prompted her. ‘You haven’t answered me.’

‘I’m sorry,’ she said. ‘Yes, I do believe you.’

‘Really?’

‘Although why it should matter, I don’t know.’

‘It matters a great deal to me.’

She shrugged. ‘I leave here the day after tomorrow. I don’t suppose we will ever meet again.’

He was frowning now. ‘Is that what you want? Never to see me again?’

‘I’m being practical.’

‘It seems to me that maybe Savannah was right. You have used me. I have just been a holiday amusement to you, a way to score a point against the man you love, but who loves another.’

She looked at him in astonishment. ‘That’s not true! And if it were, why was I so upset at the thought of you and Savannah?’ She instantly regretted her words. She had laid her feelings bare, had made herself vulnerable. And all for what?

‘Do you love Orlando?’ he asked. Alessio’s expression was suddenly intensely earnest.

The question, so plainly put, made her think about her answer. ‘Yes,’ she said, after a brief pause. ‘I do. I think I always have.’ She might have been wrong, but she thought she saw disappointment in Alessio’s face. ‘Let me explain what I mean,’ she said. ‘I love Orlando like a brother. For years now, we’ve been inseparable. I couldn’t imagine it being any other way.’

‘You know what you two should do?’

So caught up in their conversation, Lucy had forgotten where they were and together with Alessio, they both turned at the sound of a deep, raspy voice with an American accent. Looming over their table was a large woman dressed in a powder-blue jogging suit. It was an unfortunate choice of outfit for it resembled a romper suit and made her look like a grotesquely overweight baby. Her hair was startlingly blonde and sat atop her head in a weirdly elaborate fashion. ‘My friend and I,’ — she pointed to a diminutive woman at a nearby table – ‘couldn’t help but overhear what you were saying, and we both think you should simply kiss and make up. We think you make a great-looking couple.’

Lucy was too stunned to speak, but Alessio said, ‘Grazie signora. Tante grazie.’

‘Don’t mention it, honey. My mother always used to say advice comes free. It’s when we ignore it that it costs us.’

They watched her waddle back to her friend and when she’d parked her enormous powder-blue bottom on the chair, Alessio whispered, ‘Shall we?’

‘Shall we what?’

‘Take their advice and kiss.’

‘Could it be as simple as that?’

‘Mia Lucia, unless we try we will never know.’

She looked into those soft dark eyes and couldn’t help herself.

They were mid-delicious kiss when once more they were interrupted, this time by an attractive woman clearing her throat. With the colour rising to her cheeks, Lucy recognized the woman as their guide from that morning’s excursion. Alessio stood up and to Lucy’s surprise greeted the woman warmly. ‘Ciao. Come sta?’ After an exchange of cheek-kissing, and some rapid-fire talk, he offered her a chair. Alessio, also sitting down now, spoke to Lucy. ‘Lucia,’ he said, ‘let me introduce you to your stepmother, Francesca Gray.’




Chapter Fifty-nine

Francesca wasn’t at all what Lucy had expected. She looked nothing like the woman she had hated since she was fourteen years old. Only that morning, during the tour of the Villa del Balbianello, she had thought what a pleasant, friendly woman their guide was. She had been impressed, too, by how efficiently she had dealt with things this afternoon. Now, as Lucy remembered Francesca’s reassuring presence, how she had quietly taken charge – talking to the police and paramedics, and keeping the group informed of what was going on – she recalled a small exchange between the woman and Alessio. She hadn’t thought about it at the time, but she wondered now if this meeting had been planned.

‘Why didn’t you introduce yourself to me this morning?’ she asked eventually.

‘I wanted to but it didn’t feel right. I made up my mind to say something when we arrived back at Bellagio. I was going to offer to take you for a drink. But then everything changed and I had to go to Lecco with Mrs Madison-Tyler.’

Concern for Helen instantly put all other thoughts aside. ‘God, yes! How is Helen?’

‘Despite suffering a nasty bang to the head, she was making a good recovery when I saw her last. The doctor indicated that she would be discharged tomorrow. Mr Truman was going to stay for the evening.’

‘With his uncle, Mac?’

‘Oh … perhaps you don’t know. Mr Truman’s uncle was taken ill at the hospital.’

Lucy shot forward in her seat, nearly knocking over her drink. ‘Mac? Is he okay?’ She had a sudden flash of recall – their first evening here when Mac had stumbled in the lift before dinner. Vertigo, he’d claimed.

‘Again, the last I heard was that he was all right, but he was having a series of tests carried out on him. I believe he had a stroke a few years ago. That seemed to be his nephew’s main concern, that it might be a second stroke.’

‘Poor Mac. Maybe I should go to the hospital myself. I could keep Conrad company.’

‘Yes, that might be a good idea. I would drive you there, but I have to — ’

‘That’s okay, Francesca,’ cut in Alessio, ‘I can drive Lucia there myself.’

Grateful for his offer, Lucy said, ‘But haven’t you got to work this evening?’

‘There is plenty of time to get you to Lecco and for me to come back before eight o’clock.’ He got to his feet, spoke briefly in Italian to Francesca, and then to Lucy he said, ‘I will leave you two to talk.’ With a quick glance at his watch, he added, ‘Allora, I shall meet you in the foyer in an hour. If that is convenient to you?’

Lucy nodded her thanks.

When they were alone, Francesca said, ‘I’m glad you’ve had a chance to get to know Alessio. He’s an engaging young man.’

‘I’m aware of his reputation, if that’s what you’re getting at. My father warned me.’

Seeming to choose her words with care, Francesca said, ‘Marcus has not always been Alessio’s number one fan. He disapproves of Alessio’s love of …’ she hesitated. ‘Of his love of falling in love.’

‘My father’s a fine one to talk.’

With a dark, unblinking gaze, the other woman stared at Lucy.

‘I’m not going to take that back,’ Lucy said defiantly.

‘I wouldn’t expect you to. You must speak your mind. I want you to feel you can be honest with me. Because I certainly intend to be honest with you.’

After all these years, Lucy felt as if she had finally locked horns with the cause of all the bitterness and pain she had been forced to endure. But she found she wasn’t in the mood for confrontation. After the tumult of emotions she’d experienced today — her humiliating jealous anger with Alessio, her anxiety for Helen and now Mac – the fight had gone out of her. She sighed. ‘Look, I don’t want to argue with you. When it comes down to it, I don’t know the first thing about you. Only that you’re married to my father. I can’t say that I’m over the moon to meet you. But then equally so, I’m not sitting here hating you.’

‘That’s more than I had hoped for.’

‘But I really don’t know what you think we can achieve by meeting like this.’

‘If I hope to achieve anything, Lucy, it’s this. I want you to change your view of your father. I want you to forgive Marcus.’

Lucy snorted. ‘You’re not asking for much, are you?’

‘Would it be that difficult for you?’

Lucy thought of when she saw her father last night at the Serbelloni, when once more she’d felt the sting of his rejection. ‘I was close to it during dinner last night,’ she admitted.

‘What stopped you?’

‘I asked my father if he would change what he did if he had his time over again. He made it very clear he would choose you over me.’

Francesca looked shocked. ‘He said that?’

‘More or less.’

‘Che pazzo! The idiot!’

‘You should be flattered. He must love you an awful lot.’

‘I can only imagine that he was trying to prove to you the gravitas of the situation. Even so, he should not have been so brutal. It wasn’t fair to you. I’m so sorry, Lucy. I can’t imagine how you must have felt. It was most insensitive of him. You should have thrown your glass of wine in his face. That’s what I would have done. Then I would have walked out on him, making sure everyone was staring and wondering what kind of a devil he was. Believe me; I would have caused a scene he would not have forgotten in a hurry!’

Lucy smiled. Against all the odds, she decided she liked this woman. They had something in common: a temper. ‘How old are you?’ she asked.

‘I’m forty-two. Fifteen years younger than your father.’

‘And thirteen years older than me. You don’t look your age.’

‘I assure you I feel it today. Every year. And some more.’

Lucy took a moment to reflect on their conversation and drained the last of her glass of beer. She came to another decision. ‘I don’t know what time I’ll be back from the hospital this evening, but if it isn’t too late, could I visit you and Dad at home tonight?’

Francesca shook her head. ‘I’m afraid that isn’t a very good idea.’

‘Oh.’ Lucy felt let down.

‘Please, let me explain. I have to talk to your father this evening. There’s something very important I have to tell him. Can you keep a secret, Lucy?’

‘Um … well, yes, I suppose so.’

‘I was told this morning that I have lymphatic cancer. Marcus doesn’t know. Not yet.’ She took a deep breath. ‘I have to tell your father that I’m dying, Lucy.’

‘Dying? Are you sure?’ Then realizing how crass she sounded, she said, ‘Isn’t it treatable?’ Lucy found it hard to believe that this vibrant woman sitting opposite her could be dying. Even harder to believe was that she seemed so calm.

‘In my case, no. My mother died of the same thing three years ago.’

‘How long do you have?’

Francesca smiled ruefully. ‘Not nearly long enough. This Christmas will be my last.’

‘But how will Dad cope?’

‘That’s where I need your help, Lucy. When I’m no longer around, I want you to be the one Marcus turns to.’

‘This is bloody ridiculous!’ yelled Savannah. She was getting more and more frustrated and she didn’t care who knew it. Let them stare! Sitting in a bar overlooking the lake, she was talking to Clancy on her mobile.

‘It’s as though he’s disappeared off the face of the earth,’ Clancy said. ‘Judith can’t understand it. We can’t even locate the taxi driver who took him to the airport.’

‘She’s not the only one who can’t understand it. What the hell is Dad playing at? Why did he lie to me? Why did he say he was going to Dubai when he wasn’t?’

‘I’ve no idea. I’ve phoned round everyone I can think of in Dubai but they haven’t heard from him.’

‘What if he’s had an accident as well as Helen? Do you think we should get the police involved?’

‘No. Dad would hate that. As for an accident, I think you’re overreacting. It was only yesterday afternoon that he left Bellagio. Maybe he’ll ring this evening. Are you sure you don’t want me to fly over?’

‘No, you might just as well stay there.’

‘Give my best to Helen, won’t you?’

‘Yeah. Whatever.’

Savannah switched off her mobile and tossed it onto the table. What the bastard hell was she supposed to do now? What a nightmare this holiday was turning into!

Back from using the loo inside the bar, Orlando sat down next to Savannah. ‘Any news?’ he asked.

‘Nothing. Clancy’s come up with a big zero. I mean, how difficult can it be to find our father? You’d think he was deliberately hiding from us.’

‘Maybe he is.’

‘Why ever would he do that?’

‘I don’t know; perhaps he’s got some secret deal he’s trying to pull off.’

‘He’s a businessman, not a bloody secret agent! Oh, look, there’s Lucy’s lover-boy. Let’s invite him to join us. Alessio!’

Great! Just what Orlando needed. Bad enough that in view of today’s events he’d decided to put his goodbye speech to Savannah on hold, now he was to be subjected to the company of Lucy’s holiday fling. If it was any consolation to him, Alessio didn’t look too happy when he clocked who was calling out to him. All the same, he came over. ‘Ciao,’ he said stiffly.

‘Why don’t you join us for a drink?’ Savannah said. ‘I could do with being cheered up.’ She gave Orlando a pointed look.

‘Thank you, but I can’t. I am on my way back to the hotel. I’m taking Lucy to the hospital.’

‘What for?’ asked Savannah.

Alessio frowned. ‘She is worried about her friend.’

‘Hey, we’re all worried about Helen, but cluttering up the hospital won’t help anyone. My stepmother needs rest, not a party.’

‘No. It is Signor Mac Truman Lucy is concerned about.’

‘Mac? What’s wrong with him?’ Orlando asked.

‘Apparently he was taken ill at the hospital.’

‘Seriously?’

‘I’m sorry, I don’t know. Would you like me to ask Lucy to ring you so that she can tell you what is happening?’

Putting his animosity aside, Orlando said, ‘Yes. Thanks. I’d really appreciate that.’

‘Unless you would like to come with us?’

Orlando was about to say no, when Savannah said, ‘Maybe we should go, Orlando. Perhaps I’m wrong about Helen and she would appreciate some company.’

The thing about Savannah, Orlando now understood – since the scales had fallen from his eyes – was that she never did anything unless there was something to be gained from the situation. He suspected that not to be outdone by Lucy’s proposed visit to the hospital, she was about to embark on a major face-saving exercise. How bad would it look if everyone but Savannah went to see Helen?

Sometimes things happen out of order. People fall in love with the wrong people at the wrong time. It was something that would go on happening for as long as the world kept spinning.

This was the conclusion Conrad had reached while he watched his uncle – he stopped and corrected himself – as he watched his father sleep. It seemed so obvious now, that his mother and Mac had had an affair. All those occasions when Mac came to stay and the atmosphere in the house immediately underwent a dramatic change. It was always as if someone had found the light switch and the darkness that was Edwin Truman was extinguished. Mac effortlessly radiated a much-needed cheerfulness into their dull lives. His company was always invigorating and genial, and it was not an exaggeration to say that Conrad had worshipped the ground Mac walked on. When they were young, Conrad and his sister used to hover in the hall when they knew their uncle’s arrival was imminent. They would sit at the bottom of the stairs speculating about what new game he would play with them, or what presents he would pull out from his enormous and well-travelled suitcase. One year, following a visit to North Africa, Mac had given them each a bright red fez. They had worn the hats all day, including during supper that evening. Only when they were rebuked by their father for impersonating Tommy Cooper whilst he said grace did they reluctantly remove the hats.

Undoubtedly, and unusually for an older brother, Edwin had lived permanently in Mac’s awesome shadow, and given that combined with the aftermath of his wartime experiences, Conrad thought it unlikely that he had ever been happy or known peace of mind. Having experienced his own period of hell with Sam’s death, he could sympathize. And despite what Mac had said, Conrad had a feeling that his father — the man who had raised him – might well have known that his wife and brother were having an affair and had stoically turned a blind eye to it so as not to risk bringing matters to a head and losing his wife altogether.

Conrad would never know for sure if this was the case, but one thing he did know was that just as Mac had been prepared to do anything for the woman he loved, so was he.

Marcus’s hands were shaking as Francesca took hold of them. ‘I’m so sorry caro mio,’ she whispered, resting against him and brushing her lips against his cheek.

‘We’ll get a second opinion. That’s what we’ll do. These doctors don’t always get it right. They don’t know everything.’

She leaned away from him and shook her head sadly. ‘It won’t change anything. The diagnosis will still be the same.’

‘You can’t know that. Not for sure.’

‘Marcus, please don’t make it any worse for me. We need to accept it, not deny it. There can be no pretence.’

He let out a half-stifled groan, then turned to stare at the lake in the growing darkness. She watched him trying desperately to keep his composure, but his trembling lips gave him away. ‘I knew something was wrong,’ he murmured. ‘But not this … never this. I thought you were planning to leave me for another man.’ He swallowed loudly and returned his gaze to her. ‘I was even prepared to let you go. I thought that if I was making you miserable it would be better to let you be happy with someone else.’ Tears filled his eyes and he tried to blink them away, but they rolled unbidden down his cheeks. ‘Oh, God, Francesca, what can I do to make this go away for you?’

Tears were spilling down her own cheeks now. ‘You can’t make it go away, my darling, but you can be strong for me. I’m going to need you more than I’ve ever needed you before.’




Chapter Sixty

Helen woke to the sound of squeaking. After taking a few moments to orientate herself, she identified it as the sound of rubber-soled shoes hurrying on the floor at the end of her bed. She had been moved to a regular ward last night and unbelievably she had slept, despite the constant noise and activity that seemed to go on around her.

She lay very still, afraid to move lest she was rewarded with an explosion inside her skull. She blinked a couple of times to see what harm that would do.

Nothing. That was good. It was progress.

She raised a hand to her head and tentatively touched the bandaged area. It was still there in one piece, which was as far as her medical opinion stretched. Another few minutes and she’d risk moving. For now she was content to lie back and wait to be told when she could leave. But getting out of here was dependent not just on her condition, but also on how well Mac was doing. After Conrad had told her what had happened to his uncle, she had promised to stay with him until they knew for sure what was wrong with Mac.

Conrad had kept her company for most of yesterday evening whilst Mac had slept, and he’d been particularly helpful when to their surprise Lucy, Orlando and Savannah had shown up. ‘Savannah is the last person I want to see at the moment,’ she’d told Conrad.

‘I’ll say you’re not well enough to see them,’ he’d said, ‘that you’re still feeling a bit groggy.’

He’d returned shortly with a bunch of flowers.

‘I guarantee they’re not from Savannah,’ Helen had remarked as she watched Conrad put them on her bedside locker.

‘They’re from Lucy,’ he answered. ‘She had some for Mac as well.’

‘That was sweet of her.’

‘It was. I felt sorry for her; she was so worried about you and Mac. I let her look in on him just to convince her that he was still breathing.’

‘Have they gone back to Bellagio now?’

‘Yes.’

‘Did Savannah say anything?’

‘Quite a lot. She wanted to know when the baby was due.’

‘What did you tell her?’

‘I said I didn’t have a clue. I’m afraid that’s something you’ll have to sort out yourself.’

‘Did she say anything about Hunter?’

‘A fair bit. She and her stepbrother, back in Cheshire, have been trying to locate him but he seems to have disappeared. She seemed pretty stroppy abut the whole business.’

‘She doesn’t like to be thwarted. She’ll take it all as a personal slight against her.’

‘So what are you going to do about Hunter? I don’t mean in the long term, I mean right now. You’re the only one who can track him down. You can ring the woman he’s with and make him squirm.’

But Helen wasn’t ready to get in touch with Hunter yet. She wasn’t even sure that she wanted to make him squirm. What was to be gained from that?

Her thoughts were cut short by the sound of squeaking shoes again. A young nurse appeared at the side of her bed. ‘Buongiorno, Signora. You have a special visitor. One you will be very glad to see I think.’ Helen watched her pull the curtains around the bed and thinking that perhaps the nurse had been joking, that her visitor was going to be some burly, moustachioed woman with a cold, wet sponge to give her a bed bath, she waited with trepidation to see who would appear.

‘Mac!’ She winced at the loudness of her voice.

‘Steady on, old thing,’ he said as he parted the curtains and planted a kiss on her cheek. He was wearing an unflattering hospital gown that was much too small. ‘Sorry about the state of me,’ he said, when he had positioned a chair and sat down, ‘but it’s the best I could do under the circumstances. How are you feeling?’

‘Better for seeing you. But how are you, Mac?’

‘I’m fine. Apparently I’ve been taking the wrong tablets and my blood pressure’s been lower than it should be. Comes to something when a foreign quack has to correct the mistake my own doc at home made. Although to be fair, it was the ten-year-old locum who made the error. If the health service wasn’t in such a shambles I’d sue. Knowing my luck I’d be dead before the case went to court.’

Helen smiled. ‘Then you’ll just have to settle for being alive now.’

He smiled too. ‘That’s my girl. Politely putting me in my place as usual. Seriously, though, I’m delighted to see you looking so much better than yesterday. For a nasty moment, I thought … Well, never mind what I thought. I’m just relieved that I now have the opportunity to ask you to forgive me.’

‘What for?’

‘For what I said to you yesterday morning on the boat. I wasn’t much of a gentleman, was I?’

‘It’s okay, Mac. I know why you said what you did. You were angry on Conrad’s behalf.’

‘But I went too far.’

‘No. It was me who went too far. Has Conrad told you that I lied to him about being pregnant?’

‘Yes. I don’t wish to poke and pry, but how long did you think you’d be able to get away with lying to him? And to everyone else?’

‘It wasn’t something I’d really thought through. All I could think of was trying to make Conrad hate and despise me. It sounds a bit half-cocked, doesn’t it? I’ve been very foolish. Maybe this bang to my head will have knocked some sense into me.’

‘Don’t be too hard on yourself, Helen. And for the record, I don’t think Conrad is capable of hating you. He tells me Hunter’s been having an affair and that you’re leaving him.’

‘Yes, but the affair isn’t the sole reason.’

‘It doesn’t matter what your reasons are, so long as you’re sure you’ll be happy. At the risk of being impertinent — ’

She raised a hand to stop him. ‘Please don’t ask me anything to do with Conrad.’

Mac looked affronted. ‘I wasn’t going to. I was thinking of what’s going to happen to you when you leave Hunter. Where will you live?’

‘I still have my little house in Crantsford. Only trouble is, the tenants are there for another three months. In the long term, I will probably have to sell it to help fund my grandmother’s care in a new nursing home. It’s the last thing I wanted to happen, moving her again, but I don’t have a choice.’

‘Meanwhile, in the short term, you need a roof over your head. Maybe Conrad might like a lodger.’

‘No. Don’t even think it.’

‘It could be the answer, just until you get yourself straight.’

‘Absolutely not. I’ve taken enough liberties with Conrad as it is. Where is he, by the way?’

‘Sound asleep. He must be exhausted. I’m told that he was awake for most of the night, keeping a vigil at my bedside, just in case I dared to give up the ghost and popped my clogs.’

‘Don’t joke like that, Mac. Conrad’s a good nephew to you. You should treat him more kindly. Just occasionally.’

Mac suddenly looked perturbed. Seconds passed, and then he cleared his throat. ‘Actually, regarding my nephew, there’s something I’d like to tell you.’

Slumped at the kitchen table, an untouched cup of coffee before him, Marcus didn’t think he would ever be free of the gut-wrenching pain that had kept him awake all night.

Fresh tears filled his eyes as he thought of Francesca lying upstairs in bed. How had she borne the suspicion of what was wrong with her, on her own? How had she carried on with her work yesterday, knowing what she then knew? She had more courage than he did. She had made him promise not to tell anyone yet, not until she had told her family, which she intended to do in a few days’ time. ‘I need to adjust to the news myself before I speak to them,’ she had said in the early hours of the morning. ‘I need to feel that I’m in control of this for as long as possible,’ she’d added.

He knew that she was dreading her family’s reaction; even now her brothers were still so protective of her. He didn’t know how he would do it, but somehow he would help and support her all he could. By focusing on her needs, he might just survive. But what would happen to him when she was gone? She was his world. He would be lost without her.

‘Selfish bastard!’ He cried out aloud. ‘Stop thinking about yourself!’ In despair, he raked his hands through his hair. This wasn’t about him. It was about Francesca. He suddenly felt sick, and it was no passing queasiness. He jumped to his feet and made it to the sink just in time to retch violently. His shoulders heaved and his vision became blurred with tears. It was then that he heard a knock at the door. He did his best to get rid of the revolting mess in the sink, splashed cold water onto his face, and grabbing the hand towel, he went to see who it was.

It was the last person on earth he expected to see.

Lucy took one look at her father and knew that Francesca must have told him. All she could think to say was, ‘Dad, are you okay?’

‘Yes. No.’ He rubbed his unshaven face roughly and sniffed. ‘No, I’m not all right. We’ve had some bad news. Perhaps … perhaps now isn’t a good time for you to visit.’

He stood barring her way, his bloodshot gaze skimming the top of her head. He looked awful. She could feel the sorrow emanating from him. ‘Please, Dad,’ she said, ‘don’t push me away.’ She was going to say, ‘again’, but held back. It had taken so much courage to keep the promise she’d made to Francesca yesterday, that she would come here this morning. She had slept hardly at all last night. Lying in the darkness with Alessio, she kept thinking how fragile life was. Helen could so nearly have died if that car hadn’t stopped in time, and for all she knew, despite Conrad’s assurances at the hospital that his uncle was okay, Mac may well have passed away in the night. And now here was her father trying to cope with the knowledge that his wife was dying. It really hadn’t been her intention to confide in Alessio, but as the night wore on and still she couldn’t sleep, he had switched on the bedside lamp and said, ‘I know there is something troubling you, cara. Is it your friends, Helen and Mac?’

After making him swear that he wasn’t to say anything to anyone, she had told him about Francesca. His reaction had been to hold her tightly and when he pulled away his eyes were moist. ‘The family will be devastated by this,’ he said. ‘Francesca is loved by everyone.’ His concern had then turned to Lucy’s father. ‘O Dio, your poor father, he will never survive this. He is devoted to her. His heart will surely break.’ Alessio had surprised her yet further by going on to say, ‘Lucia, Marcus will need you. He will need your love. You must go to him tomorrow morning, just as Francesca has asked you to. You must bury the past and be his friend and daughter.’

‘He may not want me,’ she’d said doubtfully. ‘I might not be what he needs.’

Alessio had tutted and placed a finger to her lips. ‘Mia Lucia, you are exactly what he needs. You are famiglia.’

‘Will you come with me? I don’t even know where he lives.’

‘I will draw you a map. And while you are there I will go to San Giacomo and light a candle for Francesca. Don’t look so surprised. I may not behave like a choir boy, but like most Italians, I have my faith.’

‘Do you go to confession as well?’

‘Occasionally. Why do you ask? Or are you thinking that I have much to confess?’

‘Something like that.’

‘And you have nothing to confess? Ever? You are perfetta ?’

‘Not by a long way. But confessing seems so superficial and ineffectual.’

‘I find it helps to say sorry sometimes.’

‘Even if you go on committing the same sin?’

‘We are only human, Lucia. God knows our strengths and our weaknesses.’ His words had revealed a side to his character that she would never have guessed at.

Now, though, as her father continued to stand his ground and not let her over the threshold, Lucy doubted Alessio’s wisdom — Francesca’s too — that she would be able to help her father. She had never felt more inadequate. What strengths did she have at a time like this?

‘Marcus, why aren’t you letting Lucy in? Why are you keeping her on the doorstep?’

They both looked to see Francesca standing behind Marcus. Ironically, thought Lucy, she looked better than he did. Her father’s gaze swivelled between the two of them.

‘I invited her to come here, Marcus,’ Francesca said.

His arm dropped away from the door. ‘Really?’

Francesca nodded. ‘Sì. She knows about … about my illness. I told her yesterday.’

‘You told her before me?’

But before Francesca was able to answer, Lucy said, ‘Dad, does it matter?’

He stared at her for the longest moment and as his eyes filled and he put a trembling hand to his mouth, both Lucy and Francesca moved simultaneously to embrace him.




Chapter Sixty-one

It had just turned four o‘clock when the taxi dropped the three of them off in the Piazza Mazzini. With Conrad and Mac either side of her – Mac had a hand under her elbow and Conrad a hand gently resting on the small of her back — they climbed the narrow passageway of steps to Hotel Villa Rosa. ‘You don’t have to help me,’ Helen said, noticing that passers-by were staring. ‘I can manage, really.’

‘Quiet, girl!’ Mac growled. ‘Accept our help or pay the consequences.’

Secretly Helen was enjoying the attention. She felt anchored and protected by their solicitude. Even so, she couldn’t stop herself from saying, ‘But you’re making me feel such a fraud. I only bumped my head; I didn’t lose the ability to walk.’

‘Keep this up and I’ll move that bandage from your head to your mouth.’

‘He’s all charm, isn’t he?’ Conrad said when they’d made it to the glass doors of the hotel and he was pushing them open. The man behind the desk – one of the owners, Helen recalled — immediately rushed forward to see if there was anything he could do.

‘What a terrible holiday this has become for you!’ he cried out. ‘Alessio kept us informed of events, but we were so worried for you. Please, allow me to bring you some coffee to your rooms? Or would you prefer tea?’

‘I’d prefer something stronger,’ Mac said. ‘A double Scotch would hit the spot.’

‘Not with those new tablets you won’t,’ Conrad interceded. His voice was stern but his face was benign.

‘I’d love a cup of tea,’ Helen said. ‘But not in my room. I’ve been cooped up for too long. I’d like to sit in the garden, please.’

‘Better make that tea for three,’ Conrad said.

‘Piacere. Go and make yourselves comfortable and I will see to your drinks at once.’

To Helen’s relief, there was no one about. She had been dreading coming back and having to face a barrage of questions and sympathy. There was also Savannah and all that pregnancy nonsense to explain away.

The day was beautifully warm, and despite the dull ache in her head – her skull felt as if it had shrunk and was pressing on her brain – and what the last twenty-four hours had thrown at her, she was unexpectedly calm. Sitting in the afternoon sunshine, looking out over the rooftops at the lake, she was imbued with a comfortable numbness. Her future had never seemed more uncertain but somehow it didn’t matter. Maybe it was the knowledge that she could so easily have died – if the car had actually hit her – that was giving her a new perspective. Or maybe it was no more than the effect of the painkillers she was taking.

Their drinks arrived. When they were alone, Conrad poured their tea and Helen took the cup he offered her. ‘I’ve made a decision,’ she said. ‘I’m going to speak to Hunter.’

‘And say what?’

‘Mac, that’s none of our business,’ Conrad said.

‘You might not think it is, but I do. I don’t want that swine upsetting Helen.’

‘He won’t,’ Helen said firmly.

When she decided the time had come to make the call, Helen went upstairs to her room. The battery of her own mobile was still dead, so she took Hunter’s mobile out of her handbag and sat on the end of the bed. She scrolled through the address book until she came to Annabel’s number. She was about to make the connection when she changed her mind. An element of surprise was called for. If she used Hunter’s phone, Annabel would be forewarned. Going over to the telephone on the dressing table, she tapped in the number and waited. She wondered where they were. On a sandy beach somewhere? Annabel would love that. But Hunter wouldn’t. He preferred his holidays to have more purpose to them — like proposing in a hot air balloon, or sizing up a potential property investment. It was a mystery to Helen why he’d insisted on coming to Italy with her. He’d said it was because Marcia wanted him to keep an eye on Savannah, but that really didn’t ring true. And then it struck her: Hunter was probably here with Annabel in Italy.

Helen was still waiting for Annabel to answer her mobile when she recalled her friend’s long weekend away with ‘the girls’ and how tired she had looked when she was back in the office. Another piece of the puzzle slotted into place. That was when Hunter had been in Dubai. Presumably the girls’ weekend away had been a lie and Annabel had been in Dubai too. How many other lies had there been?

A voice in her ear roused her. ‘Hello?’

‘Annabel. It’s Helen. I wonder if I could speak to my husband, please.’

There was a stunned silence, followed by, ‘It’s a terrible line, Helen – what did you say?’

‘I asked to speak to my husband.’

‘Is this some kind of a joke?’

‘Do you hear me laughing?’

‘No … but … surely he’s with you in Italy?’

‘Don’t make this any sillier than it already is, Annabel. Just go and tell Hunter I’d like to speak to him.’

There was another silence, during which Helen could hear murmured voices, the rustle of a newspaper, and then: ‘How did you know where to find me?’

How typical of the man. No attempt to deny or bluster his way out of a difficult situation. ‘Your mobile; I tried to use it yesterday.’

‘You don’t sound very cross.’

‘I’m not.’ She had a feeling her flat response would penetrate his ego deeper than any spite-filled accusation. ‘I’m just calling to let you know that I fainted yesterday and ended up in hospital. Savannah and Clancy have been trying to get hold of you. You might like to ring them and explain where you are, if only to put their minds at rest.’

She let this sink in before saying, ‘Where exactly are you? I know you’re not in Dubai.’

‘I’m still here on Lake Como. I’m at the Villa D’Este.’

She whistled. ‘Lucky old Annabel. But very risky on your part, seeing as the hotel and gardens are part of the Gardens of Delight tour.’ When he didn’t reply, she said, ‘I should have known better. You’re not scared of anything, are you? A day not taking a risk is a wasted day as far as you’re concerned, isn’t it?’

‘Do you think we could discuss this when we’re back in England?’

She detected irritation in his voice. ‘Of course, I’m sorry. It must be difficult for you, what with Annabel being there.’

‘Please don’t be sarcastic, Helen.’

‘I’m not.’ She sighed, suddenly tired. Tired of it all. ‘I’m returning to England tomorrow,’ she said. ‘As originally planned.’

‘What do you want me to do?’

‘I’d like some time alone to sort things out.’

‘What things?’

‘Such as how quickly I can extricate myself from our marriage, Hunter.’

‘There’s no need to do anything hasty, Helen. Why don’t I come over to Bellagio and we’ll talk about this?’

‘That’s hardly fair to Annabel, is it? And please, remember what I said about wanting some time alone. Don’t try ringing me, either.’

She ended the call and went outside onto the small balcony. Her legs were a bit wobbly and her heart was pounding, but apart from that she was all right.

Staring out at the lake and watching the hydrofoil churn up the water, she took stock. She had always known deep down what kind of a man Hunter was, but she had kidded herself that it wouldn’t matter, that she would adapt and compromise to suit the situation.

How wrong could she have been?

About as wrong as her motives for marrying Hunter in the first place.

With enormous relief, she took off her wedding ring and engagement ring. There was no going back now.

Savannah couldn’t believe what she was hearing. How dare her father tell her to mind her own business! ‘Look, Dad, Clancy and I were dead worried about you. We didn’t have a clue where you were. I was beginning to think you’d had an accident. Where the hell are you?’

‘It doesn’t matter where I am; the important thing is — ’

She cut him short. ‘I don’t get it. Why are you being so secretive? What’s the big deal?’

‘I don’t have to tell you everything I do. And as I was just about to say, I’ll be — ’

‘Oh, save it for someone who cares! You know what? I don’t give a shit where you are. But answer me this: did you know that Helen is pregnant?’ She heard the intake of breath down the line and smiled. ‘Yeah, I didn’t think so. It’s just a thought, Dad, but I wouldn’t be too sure that you’re the father.’

Before he could respond, Savannah cut the call and switched off her mobile. ‘Now see how it feels,’ she muttered under her breath.




Swanmere




Chapter Sixty-two

It was raining hard in Swanmere.

The ferocious downpour had started at about four in the morning. It hadn’t woken Lucy; restless and unable to sleep, she had already been awake for an hour. Now, dressed in her bathrobe, she stared out of her bedroom window, watching the leaden sheets of rain slash at the glass, obscuring the view of the garden. It was a miserable day to match her miserable mood.

She had been home for a day and a half and there had been no word from Alessio. He had said he would ring her, but he hadn’t. Common sense told her she shouldn’t be surprised, but it didn’t lessen the disappointment. When he had told her he would call as soon as she was home, she had so badly wanted to believe him. She knew, though, that she would have to grit her teeth and consign him to the graveyard of that was then, this is now. She brushed away a tear and tried to make herself feel angry. Not just with Alessio but with herself, for being gullible and too keen to believe that he had meant any of what he’d said.

But it was too soon for anger. It would come. Just not yet. She still wanted to believe in the magic of him. To live the dream.

She closed her eyes, as if to picture every detail of him more clearly. Letting the memories blend into one seamless sensation of bittersweet pleasure, she felt weak with longing. What wouldn’t she give to hear his voice, to hear him say how much he desired and wanted her. Never before had she received such intense declarations of adoration. That, she knew, had been her mistake. She had been too quick to take him seriously and bask in his attention.

On their last morning together he had played the piano for her. The waiters had finished clearing the dining room after breakfast and he had asked her if she would sit with him while he did his morning practice session. Watching him play had been one of the most erotic and mesmerizing experiences of her life. Just thinking now about the intensity of his concentration caused a shiver to run up and down her spine.

She opened her eyes. The time would come when she would have to stop torturing herself with these memories, but for now she wanted to hang onto them, to believe that her mobile would ring and it would be Alessio saying Ciao, Lucia!

The only calls she had received since coming home had been from her mother and her father. The conversation with her mother had been a minefield of explosive pauses. Having not even mentioned to Fiona that she was going to Italy, she had to give her mother the full story of not just meeting her father, but of being reconciled with him. Fiona had listened in stony silence and Lucy had felt cold reproach. A lifetime of being allies in their loathing of the despicable Marcus Gray had just been wiped away in one clean sweep. It was a betrayal that would be difficult, if not impossible, for Fiona to come to terms with. And whilst Lucy didn’t consider her father to be a saint all of a sudden, she could finally admit that he wasn’t entirely to blame. No one knew better than Lucy that Fiona wasn’t an easy woman to live with, but of course that had been a large part of the problem. She had held her father responsible for the mess he had left behind him, namely a neurotic mother who couldn’t cope. Everything wrong in their lives had to be down to him. Who else’s fault could it be?

At no stage during the stilted exchange did Lucy tell Fiona about Francesca’s illness. Knowing how vindictive she could be, Lucy hadn’t trusted her mother to react appropriately.

The conversation with her father had been no less fraught, for the simple reason she had never thought to hear his voice whilst standing in the kitchen of Church View. She’d had tears in her eyes when she’d put the phone down afterwards.

Their parting in Pescallo had been equally emotional. As he’d kissed her goodbye, she had promised to come back as soon as she could. ‘May I ring you tonight?’ he’d asked. ‘Just to know you arrived home safely.’

‘Please, Dad,’ she’d said, ‘you don’t have to ask my permission for anything. I’ve given you my number because I want you to call me.’

They’d hugged again and then Francesca had stepped forward. They’d embraced each other cautiously. Francesca had said, ‘Are we friends now, Lucy?’

‘Yes. Of course.’

‘Come back soon,’ Francesca had said softly. She had then looked Lucy in the eye as if to say, Don’t leave it too late.

Stiff from standing so long at the window, Lucy moved away. She had to get ready for work – her first day back since coming home.

Downstairs in the kitchen Orlando was already dressed and eating a slice of toast, at the same time spooning coffee into a mug. He immediately offered to make her a drink when he saw her.

‘It’s okay, I’ll do it,’ she said. Poor Orlando, he’d been so sweet to her. He knew that she was upset over Alessio and he had gone out of his way to cheer her up. Not once had he uttered the words ‘I told you so’, but she could see it in his face and in his every kind gesture. Last night he’d cooked one of her favourite meals for her – sausage, egg and chips. ‘Comfort food,’ he’d said. ‘Just what you need.’ Afterwards, he’d even run a bath for her and lit some candles in the bathroom.

‘I’ll make you some toast,’ he said now, already loading slices of bread into the toaster.

‘It’s me who should be doing this for you,’ she said. ‘It’s you who’s gone through the official break-up.’

‘Do I look like I’m heartbroken?’

‘No. But it can’t have been easy for you.’

‘Call me a ruthless bastard, but finishing with Savannah was the easiest thing I ever did.’

‘Do you think that’s what Alessio’s thinking about me?’ He pushed the lever down on the toaster. ‘I don’t know, Luce.’

She smiled. ‘Thanks.’

‘For what?’

‘For not bullshitting me. He’s not going to ring, is he?’

‘You could try calling him.’

‘What, and look like I don’t know how the game’s played? It was a holiday romance that I took a bit too seriously. I got carried away and didn’t know when to stop. It’s my own fault. I’ll soon forget all about him.’

So why does my heart feel like it’s cracking in two? she asked herself.

Orlando couldn’t bear to see Lucy so miserable. He’d do anything to make her happy again. He’d even phone the hotel in Bellagio and demand to speak to Alessio. He’d tell him to do the decent thing and put Lucy out of her misery by ringing her to say it was over. Leaving her dangling like this was too cruel.

He himself had never been accused of cruelty, not until Savannah had levelled this criticism at him. It was just one of many that she’d fired off when he’d told her it was over between them. He had intended to keep quiet until they were home but on their last night in Bellagio, when they were having a drink in one of the lakeside bars, she’d pushed his patience with the inevitable result that he’d lost his temper. It had all started when she was being rude about Helen. ‘So what do you make of all this business with Helen?’ she’d said. ‘One minute she’s pregnant and then she’s not.’

‘I’d say it’s between her and her husband,’ he’d said guardedly.

‘Aren’t you forgetting who her husband is? As his daughter I have a right to know what the hell’s going on. And if you ask me, Bitch Queen Helen is way too cosy with that Conrad Truman. Have you seen the way he looks at her?’

Orlando had noticed something, but he wasn’t going to speculate.

‘I wouldn’t be at all surprised if they’ve been at it on the sly,’ Savannah had gone on to say. ‘I hinted as much to Dad on the phone earlier.’

‘You did what?’

‘Don’t look so shocked. I didn’t really mean it. I just said it to kick Dad up the arse. Seeing as he’s acting like one.’

‘He’s not the only one.’

‘And what’s that supposed to mean?’

‘That — not for the first time – your mouth’s got ahead of itself. Do you ever think before you speak?’

From then on it was open warfare. She called him every name under the sun, much to the amusement of everybody sitting nearby, and when she’d hit the pause button long enough for him to take a turn, he’d said, ‘I take it from that outburst that we’re done here. Oh, and to clarify the situation; consider yourself free of any contractual obligations we previously had regarding your employment with me. You’re sacked!’ He’d then pushed back his chair before she thought to throw the remains of her drink in his face. A middle-aged couple at a table next to them had actually applauded when he’d walked away. He didn’t feel proud of himself, though. He should have been smart enough to avoid getting into anything so doomed.

In the short time since they’d all come home from Italy, he’d heard from Helen that Savannah had packed up her things and left Swanmere. She was now back in Crantsford with her mother. He doubted their paths would ever cross again.

When Lucy arrived for work, Angie and Hugh were both waiting to hear how her holiday had gone. ‘Hasn’t Orlando told you?’ Lucy said, handing them their presents from Bellagio — a bottle of red wine for Hugh and a handmade alabaster picture frame for Angie. She knew that Orlando had phoned his parents yesterday and so assumed Hugh would be up to speed with all there was to know.

Hugh shook his head. ‘I asked him, but he said it wasn’t his place to tell me anything. He can be annoyingly discreet when he chooses to be. Gets it from his mother.’

‘Not from you, Hugh?’ smirked Angie. ‘You do surprise me.’

He shook his head. ‘She’s been unbearable, Lucy.’

It was good to be back. Back amongst the familiar. That was what she had to concentrate on. She then told them all they wanted to know about Lake Como, editing heavily where necessary. Namely avoiding any reference to Alessio.

Much later in the morning, when the rain had finally stopped and Lucy was tidying up the plants that had been toppled by the deluge, she thought how grateful she was to Orlando that he hadn’t mentioned Alessio to his father. The fewer people who knew, the better. It was a pity she couldn’t trust Olivia Marchwood and her cronies to keep their mouths shut as well. Perhaps she should have done with it and simply post the news on the parish noticeboard outside the church.

Hugh appeared just as she’d finished doing the rounds of the plants. ‘I’m glad it went well with you and your dad, Lucy,’ he said.

‘Thanks. It feels weird, but it’s as if I’ve suddenly discovered I have this whole other life to explore. It’s been just Mum and me for all these years; now I have a new family to get to know.’

‘That’s a great way to look at it. I’ve been thinking about your dad, and what he’ll be going through, and if you need time off to visit him, just say the word.’ He had almost turned to leave her when he said, ‘Orlando says he’s finished with Savannah. Apparently she’s left Swanmere.’

‘That’s right.’

‘Don’t suppose there’s any chance of — ’

‘Forget it, Hugh. Orlando and I are destined always to be just good friends.’

‘You don’t know that for sure.’

Oh, yes I do, thought Lucy. They were both on the rebound. If anything happened between them now it would be a disaster.

The solicitor passed the letter across his desk. Helen read it through for herself, despite the fact that the solicitor had read it out to her. It was too extraordinary.

‘I don’t know what to say,’ she said. ‘I don’t deserve it, that much I do know. And if people think I coerced it out of her, it could all get very unpleasant. Perhaps it would be better not to accept it.’ As she placed the letter back on the desk, she wondered if the solicitor was thinking that she probably had coerced poor Mrs Jenkins. He might even think she’d bumped the poor old lady off! Thank God she’d been in Italy when Mrs Jenkins had passed away in her sleep.

‘Mrs Jenkins was very clear on that point,’ he said, cutting into her panicky thoughts. She wrote a letter to me only last month, stating very clearly that you had no knowledge of what she planned to do.’

‘But surely there’ll be someone who will contest it.’

‘There’s no one. Mrs Jenkins was all alone in this world. In her letter to me she wrote very movingly of you, stressing just how fond she was of you and how much you helped her.’

‘But I didn’t do anything special. I just did what anyone would have done.’

‘Be that as it may, you are the sole beneficiary of Mrs Jenkins’ will. She’s left you her house and a not inconsiderable amount of money. Would you like me to tell you how much?’

Expecting a couple of thousand pounds, Helen nodded. When the solicitor told her the amount, she asked him to repeat it.

‘I said it was a not inconsiderable sum, didn’t I?’

‘But she lived so frugally! She gave no indication that she had that kind of money.’

‘It’s so often the way. Life is full of surprises, Mrs Madison-Tyler, and trust me, I’ve seen many an expression of disbelief in this office. Often it’s outrage that the relatives are getting their hands on so little, but in this instance, I’m delighted the way things have turned out. There’s the process of probate to work through, but I don’t envisage too many problems with that.’ He straightened a pile of paperwork. ‘You mentioned earlier that coincidentally you were in need of a solicitor for an entirely different matter. Can I be of assistance?’

‘Yes, I need someone to handle my divorce.’

An hour later, with the sun breaking through the clouds and creating great shafts of light, Helen drove on to see her grandmother. It was her second visit since coming back from Lake Como. Today she was able to drive herself – yesterday Conrad had insisted that he should be her chauffeur. He’d said he would wait in the car for her, but remembering how good he’d been with Emma at Wollerton, she invited him to come inside with her. Emma had no recollection of him, though, and thought he was a doctor. She kept telling Helen to wait outside while the doctor checked her over. It was some time before she noticed the dressing Helen still had on her head and then became obsessed with it and wanted to know if that was why the doctor was here with them.

Now as Helen parked the car and looked up at the ivy-clad building, she thought of Isobel Jenkins’ totally unexpected act of benevolence. She had often chatted to Isobel about her grandmother and how close they were, and it had even crossed her mind to bring Isobel here to meet Emma. She would miss the old lady. And would be for ever grateful for her generosity. Never in her wildest dreams could she have foreseen this turn of events. It meant the world to her that Emma’s future would be secure now.

Emma dozed fitfully for most of Helen’s visit and when she eventually fell into a deep sleep, Helen kissed her goodbye and drove on to Swanmere. She was officially of no fixed abode, having moved out of The Old Vicarage yesterday morning, hot on the heels of Savannah’s departure. However, she wasn’t without a roof over her head. She had eventually taken Conrad up on his offer of a place to stay until the lease came to an end on her house in Crantsford and the tenants moved out. She had taken some persuading. ‘Who cares what anyone thinks of the situation?’ Mac had waded in. ‘You’re a friend and we’ve invited you to stay with us. You’re not afraid of Hunter, are you?’

‘I’m afraid of what he might think of Conrad,’ she admitted.

‘Do you think Conrad gives a damn?’

‘No, but that’s why I should care. I don’t want him involved.’

‘Too late for that, Helen. He’s involved already.’

And so she had moved in with them and taken over their spare room. Within minutes the whole village must have known — Evie had been the first to know of the arrangements.

She parked alongside Conrad’s Saab and was just switching off the engine when a car pulled in behind her. There was no mistaking the Mercedes, or its driver. It was Hunter.

Despite Helen asking him to leave her alone, he had phoned her as soon as she was back at the Old Rectory. He’d threatened to come home immediately unless she spoke to him, so she’d given in and answered his questions as honestly as she could. His first question had been about her pregnancy. ‘I’m afraid you’ve been misinformed,’ she’d said. ‘Presumably it was Savannah who told you.’

‘It doesn’t matter who told me. What matters is that you kept it from me. Are you or are you not pregnant? And am I the father?’

‘I’m not pregnant. I never was.’

‘So why the hell did Savannah say that you were? And more importantly, why did she suggest I was being made a monkey of?’

‘You’ll have to take that up with her. Perhaps you might like to consider the possibility that your daughter is a manipulative, lying troublemaker who might have turned out better if you’d taken not just a firmer line, but some genuine interest in her. And if anyone’s been made to feel foolish, I’d say it was me. How’s Annabel?’

‘She’s just a fling, Helen. She doesn’t mean anything. It’s just sex.’

Amazed that he hadn’t reacted to her criticism of Savannah, she said, ‘I hope Annabel can’t hear you.’

‘She’s not with me.’

‘Where are you?’

‘I’m with Clancy. I want to see you, Helen. I want to make sure you don’t do anything rash. You need me. You know that.’

She’d rung off then and unplugged the answerphone.

‘How did you know I’d be here?’ she said now as she watched Hunter get out of his car and come towards her.

‘It wasn’t difficult. Where else would you have been? With Olivia Marchwood? I don’t think so. And please don’t insult my intelligence by pretending there’s been nothing going on between you and Conrad. Your act of self-righteousness just won’t cut it, Helen.’

‘Everything okay, Helen?’

Mac and Conrad appeared round the side of the house. They must have been in the garden and heard voices. Fritz was with them. When the dog saw Hunter he gave off a low growl.

‘Everything’s fine, Conrad.’ She turned back to Hunter. ‘Why don’t we go for a drink and discuss this?’

Hunter glared at Conrad. ‘I’m happy to stay here.’

‘No,’ said Helen. ‘I’m not dragging anyone else into this.’

‘I’d have thought you’d done that already.’ Still staring at Conrad, he sneered. ‘I hope you can afford her. She has expensive tastes.’

Conrad stepped forward but Helen put a hand out to him. ‘Hunter,’ she said, ‘why exactly did you marry me? I’m not much of a trophy wife, am I? Okay, I’m younger than you, but you could have had anyone you wanted. Why me?’

Rarely had Helen seen Hunter wrongfooted, but the question seemed to disarm him. He looked disconcerted. Helen almost felt sorry for him. ‘I … I thought you’d be different,’ he said. ‘I thought you’d really need me. But you’re just like the rest. Once you’ve got what you want, you start trying to pull the strings.’

Helen was shocked. ‘Do you really believe that?’

‘I’ve never met a woman who doesn’t do it. You’re all the same. I knew when you agreed to marry me what your game was. And I was happy to go along with it. It seemed a fair enough arrangement. But then you stopped playing fair. You started to question me.’ Hunter’s voice had turned steely now. Out of the corner of her eye, Helen could see both Mac and Conrad moving towards her. Later she would think that perhaps they’d had an inkling of what was about to happen, but she didn’t. Suddenly Hunter’s hand was raised and then she felt it strike her hard on the side of her face and he was calling her a heartless bitch. The blow was so hard she fell back against her car. For what seemed an eternity her head spun and she couldn’t see. She was vaguely aware of the pandemonium going on around her: Conrad had thrown himself at Hunter, Fritz was barking furiously and Mac was asking her if she could stand. ‘I’m fine,’ she said. But she wasn’t. She was back in Italy, lying in the gutter again.




Chapter Sixty-three

With her first day at work over, Lucy cycled home in double-quick time. She changed into a pair of old jeans and a T-shirt, grabbed the carrier bag she’d left hanging on the back of the kitchen door that morning and headed out. There was someone she was anxious to see.

This was her first opportunity since returning from Italy to see Dan and to thank him for taking care of her allotment whilst she was away. The sound of a horn pipping had her looking to the other side of the road. Orlando stopped his van and wound down the window. She went over to him. ‘I’m going up to the allotments,’ she said. ‘How about you? Finished work for the day?’

‘No. I’m just stopping off at home to grab a sandwich then going on to take a look at some woman’s garden she wants revamping. Not sure what time I’ll be finished. How was your day?’

‘Fine. And no, he still hasn’t called me. If it makes you feel better you now have my full permission to say you told me so.’

‘I wouldn’t do that to you, Luce. Look, I’d better go. But we’ll talk properly tonight. How about I pick up a takeaway on my way home?’

‘Good idea.’

‘Say hi to Dan and the Boys from me.’

Dan, Bill and Joe greeted Lucy as though she’d just returned from navigating the world single-handedly in a leaking old bath-tub. ‘Have you brought us back some presents?’ Joe asked, eyeing the bag she was carrying. ‘Sophia Loren would do for starters!’

‘I’ve brought you some grappa,’ she said, handing over two bottles to Bill and Joe. To Dan, who was strictly teetotal, she gave a wrapped, box-shaped present.

‘Why does he always get special treatment?’ Joe remarked.

‘Because he deserves it.’

Dan put his arm around Lucy and guided her up the path. ‘Do you want to go and check on your plot while I put the kettle on?’ he asked.

‘No, I’ll check it out later. Why don’t I make the drinks and you open your present?’

‘There was no need for you to buy me anything,’ he said when she went inside his shed and struck a match to the stove.

‘I know, but I wanted to. Go on, unwrap it.’

He did. Seconds later he was admiring a china mug with a picture of Bellagio and the lake printed on it. ‘Looks right fancy where you went,’ he said after he’d thanked her and she’d made his tea in it. ‘So how did it go?’

Sitting next to him, she took a deep breath and told him all about her father, and then Francesca.

‘I take it you liked her in the end?’ he said.

‘I did, Dan. She was lovely. She couldn’t have been nicer to me. And I’ve thought so ill of her all these years. I turned her into a monster.’

‘Yes, but that’s all behind you now. No point in beating yourself up over what’s in the past. You’ve got to look ahead.’

Lucy took a long, thoughtful sip of her tea. ‘That’s what Alessio said to me.’

‘Oh, aye? And who’s Alessio when he’s at home?’

‘Someone I met. He’s the same age as me and a musician. A classically trained pianist.’

‘And?’

‘And I saw quite a lot of him during my stay. We sort of clicked, if you know what I mean.’

Dan smiled. ‘Well, I’ll be damned. That wasn’t how I saw things turning out. Will you be seeing him again?’

‘No.’

‘You seem very sure. Why’s that?’

She then told him everything: how she’d fallen for him and how Orlando had even warned her to be careful. ‘But I was anything but careful, Dan. I lost myself completely. Now I feel so confused. You see, before I went to Italy, I thought … well, I think I convinced myself that I loved Orlando. It was the reason I was crying like a banshee that night and you were so sweet to me. Do you remember?’

He nodded. ‘I’d heard talk that he’d been seeing some other girl. That young thing up at the Old Rectory.’

‘He was. It’s over between them now.’

‘That was quick. And now you’re wondering whether you and he should get — ’

‘No!’ she blurted out. ‘No. I think the only reason I thought I loved him was because I was insanely jealous of him being attracted to someone I hated. I just couldn’t understand what he saw in Savannah. She was so transparent.’

‘To a smart girl like you, maybe. But us chaps are simple folk. When it comes to women, we see only what we want to see. So tell me about this Alessio.’

‘Oh, Dan. What can I say? There was a magic about him. I’ve never experienced anything like it before.’

‘Sounds like he dazzled you.’

‘Blinded me, more like it.’

‘It doesn’t matter what fancy tags you want to put to it, the thing is you had a great time together and that’s something to be treasured.’

‘Even if I feel he used me?’

‘Did you feel used when you were with him?’

She thought about this. ‘No,’ she said. ‘No I didn’t.’

‘Then my advice is to remember the happy times you had with him.’

‘I just wish he’d ring, even if it’s to confirm that it’s all over.’

‘He said he’d call you?’

‘Yes.’

Dan seemed to mull this over. He slurped his drink noisily. ‘For all you know there may be a jolly good reason why he hasn’t phoned. Nice cup of tea by the way. You’ve not lost your touch.’

Lucy closed her eyes. How good it was to be here with Dan. He was always so positive. She was so busy judging herself for her recklessness that she had lost sight of what was important. Why spoil what had been a great time in Bellagio by demonizing Alessio? Hadn’t she learned anything from all her years of misplaced anger towards her father and Francesca?

The sound of her mobile going off in her jeans pocket made her start. It was probably Orlando to say that there’d been a change of plan.

‘Ciao, Lucia! It’s me, Alessio.’

The colour rushed to her face. Every hope that had nearly died in her sprang to life. Her heart instantly went into overdrive. She put down her mug of tea and after exchanging a look with Dan, she moved away up the path. ‘Alessio. How are you?’

‘Oh, Lucia, forgive me for not ringing before now. I have been so cross with myself. I lost your number. I had it written down, but then I could not find it anywhere. I found it eventually, between the pages of some music. Sono stupido!’

Her heart soared. But she quickly reigned herself in. Perhaps he was lying. ‘Why didn’t you speak to my father?’ she asked. ‘He would have given you my number.’

‘You know how he feels about me. Not only that, he and Francesca are going through such a difficult time. She was at the hospital yesterday for more tests. I couldn’t bother them. But Lucia, why did you not ring me?’

‘Because …’ Her voice tailed off.

‘Lucia?’

‘I wasn’t sure … I thought it was over. That it was just a holiday thing.’

‘What can I do to prove to you that it isn’t?’

Before she had a chance to reply, the connection was lost. She groaned with frustration. The reception was always a bit hit and miss up here. Something to do with all the trees. Before ringing him back, she waited to see if he would call her first. She pictured them ringing each other all evening and getting a permanently engaged tone.

‘Cara mia, does this prove anything to you?’

She spun round and got the surprise of her life. There, looking as gorgeous, as impossibly attractive as he always did, was Alessio. Dressed in a smart black suit with a blue-and-white open-necked shirt, he could not have appeared more wildly out of place. ‘Alessio! What the … what are you doing here?’

He took off his sunglasses and slipped them into his jacket pocket. ‘I came to see you, of course.’

‘But how did you know how to find me?’

‘Please, these questions can wait. For now I would like my reward for coming all this way.’

She smiled. ‘And that would be what, exactly?’

He came in close. ‘Questo.’ He took her in his arms and kissed her for so long she half expected the sun to have set and the moon to be shining down on them when they finally pulled apart. Unable to speak, she gazed at him in wonder. Her heart felt as if it was overflowing with love for him. He too seemed lost for words and when she looked into his eyes and saw the loving tenderness contained in them, she had to steady herself against him. Just as she’d thought before, there was no denying the connection they had. It was as though they had never been strangers.

A volley of loud whistling had them both turning round. Not for the first time they had attracted an audience. Dan had his mug of tea raised to her, whilst Bill and Joe were embellishing their whistles with a selection of obscene hand gestures. Standing alongside the Old Boys was Orlando. He was almost smiling. But not quite.




Bellagio




Chapter Sixty-four

A month had passed since Hunter had confirmed for Conrad what he’d always suspected, that Hunter was an unscrupulous, ruthless man with a dangerously vicious side to him. In other words, he was a short-arsed, tyrannical thug.

Yet even though he’d had his suspicions, Conrad had still been shocked and disgusted that Hunter had lost control the way he did. At least he hadn’t driven off unscathed. As a result of the two well-landed punches that Conrad had unleashed on him, he’d left with a bleeding mouth and a potentially very black eye. In view of the head injury Helen already had, Conrad had been all for taking her to hospital, but she had refused, insisting she was more shaken than hurt. Mac had poured out three glasses of medicinal whisky and Helen had surprised them by raising her glass and saying, ‘To my impending divorce. And my new life.’ She had then told them about her visit to the solicitor’s office in Crantsford. Conrad had never heard of this Mrs Jenkins, but he could imagine Helen’s surprise when she’d received the news. Helen’s concerns for her grandmother were now over. She was free. And free to be herself. Conrad didn’t think there was a better gift anyone could receive. Once or twice Helen had hinted that maybe she shouldn’t accept the bequest, but Conrad had overheard Mac being firm with her. He’d told her that Mrs Jenkins had clearly valued their relationship, even if it had been a professional one, and this was her way of thanking Helen.

The following day, late in the afternoon, Helen had arrived back from her first day at work and knocked at his office door to ask if she could talk to him. It was the first time she had been inside his office and he had liked her presence there. As she’d perched on the window ledge overlooking the garden, her hair the colour of translucent amber with the sunlight streaming in behind her, she’d said, ‘Annabel didn’t come to work today. Instead she sent a letter. She says that under the circumstances she doesn’t feel it would be appropriate to work with me any more.’

‘Seems reasonable,’ Conrad had said, at the same time thinking he’d never seen Helen looking more beautiful. Her face was clear and untroubled. There was a new confidence to her. An inner peace, he supposed.

‘Even more reasonable,’ she said, ‘is that because thirty per cent of the funding comes from Hunter, I’m going to have to shut up shop.’

‘That’s a shame.’

‘Unless I accept the offer Mac made me last night. That’s what I wanted to talk to you about. He wants to help. He says with all his years in the world of banking, drumming up funding would be child’s play for him. He says he’s very good at twisting arms.’

‘He’s good at Chinese burns, too.’

She’d smiled. ‘What do you think?’

Getting up from his chair – how could he resist that smile? — Conrad had joined her at the window and looked down onto the garden, where Mac was sitting in a deck-chair applying himself to The Times crossword: Fritz was at his feet. ‘My father’s always had a brilliant mind for business. Accept his offer of help, Helen. It’ll give him something worthwhile to do.’

‘I thought you’d say that. But it needs a great deal of thought. I’ll only be able to carry on with Companion Care if I can make it pay me a decent wage. Expansion might be the answer. Does it feel weird referring to Mac as your father?’

Aware that she’d changed the subject, and knowing that her independence was a sensitive area, he let it go. ‘Sometimes it does,’ he said. ‘Other times it’s a wonder it hasn’t slipped off my tongue before.’

She looked out of the window again, her attention caught by Mac throwing a ball for Fritz. Without thinking, Conrad put a hand to Helen’s cheek and with the back of his fingers, he stroked her smooth, pale skin. She turned and with her eyes on his, she kissed his palm. He bent his head and kissed her softly on the mouth. Very slowly. Very carefully. It seemed impossible that it was their first kiss.

‘That was nice,’ she said, when she tipped her head back and held his gaze.

‘It was, wasn’t it? Would you like me to do it again?’

‘I don’t want to distract you from your work.’

‘Too late for that.’ He kissed her again. And again.

‘Do you ever get the feeling that everything that has gone before has been a series of clues leading us to this point?’

They were on the stone steps of what had once been the landing stage for the Hotel Villa Cipressi, and with his head resting in Helen’s lap, Conrad opened his eyes. Relinquishing the pleasant memory of that first kiss was a fair exchange for the sight of the lovely face above him. ‘Could you be more specific, please?’ he said, despite knowing exactly what Helen was asking. It was one of the many things about their relationship he liked: the way they were so in tune with each other. She always seemed to know what he was thinking. To his delight, though, he was still able to surprise her. As he had with this return trip to Lake Como. He’d decided last week that they needed to get away, and aware how disappointed Helen had been not to visit Varenna and the gardens here in September, he had booked for them to stay at the Hotel Villa Cipressi. The only change to the itinerary that she requested, once she knew what he’d done, was to suggest that Mac join them. It made him love her even more.

Stroking his forehead, she looked down at him. ‘If love is supposed to blind you, why is it that when I’m with you, I feel that I’m seeing my life clearly for the first time ever?’

‘You make me sound like an optician.’

‘I’m being serious. My life suddenly seems so uncomplicated. There’s no sense of dread each day. I get up in the morning and I’m happy. It’s as simple as that. I no longer feel as if I’m swimming against the tide.’

He thought of that day at Villa Carlotta when he’d recognized the statue from the Hermitage Museum — ‘Amore and Psyche Reclining’ – and how, in the story Sam had told him, love had won out in the end. It had been a hell of a struggle along the way, but from the moment Helen moved in with him at Chapel House, the future had seemed crystal clear.

‘Let’s go for a swim,’ he said.

They stripped off their clothes down to their swimming suits, and stepped into the cool water. It was the first week of October, but the weather was still warm. Their waitress at breakfast had said it was going to be twenty-four degrees today. To Helen, the mornings were even more beautiful than when they’d been here in September. Everything looked exquisitely enchanting in the soft light. Or was that because she was here with Conrad?

She watched Conrad swim away from the shore. How did I get to be so lucky? she thought. And why couldn’t she have met him in her twenties and spent a lifetime of loving this special man?

From the many conversations she’d had with Mac, she had learned that he could teach her a lot about love. His affair with Conrad’s mother had taught him that love is wildly indiscriminate. ‘The blow strikes where it strikes,’ he’d told Helen. ‘It may not be convenient. It may not appear right. But there’s damn all you can do about it. It was coming to terms with this that made me able to deal with the guilt I felt towards my brother.’

Helen no longer felt guilty about Hunter. She just felt enormous relief that she had ended things when she had. She had no idea if she was the first woman he’d ever hit, but it wasn’t a question to which she needed an answer. All she knew was that it was the one and only time it would happen to her. Much to her solicitor’s disapproval, she wasn’t asking for any kind of a settlement. She didn’t want a penny of Hunter’s money. She felt tainted enough by him. She still cringed when she remembered how she’d allowed herself to be used by him, when the only way he could be sexually satisfied had been to dominate and overpower her. She would never be sure, but it was possible, from what he’d said that day when he’d hit her, that it was when he perceived a shift in power in their relationship that things had started to go badly wrong. He’d said that she had begun to question him. How sad that something as insignificant as that should have such an effect on him. It said a lot about his ego. And it said a lot about her own character that she had made all those excuses for him when he stopped bothering her in bed altogether. Tired and overworked, she’d thought, when all the time he’d gone elsewhere – to Annabel, who doubtless stroked that ego of his instead of ruffling it as she had begun to do. Hunter had only wanted Helen because he saw in her a person who would for ever be in his debt, and would therefore show him due respect and reverence.

But none of that was important now. Now she knew that she was loved by a man whom she trusted implicitly. Conrad would never hurt her. He would never cheat on her. Nor would he ever manipulate her. There was no side to him.

They had made no definite plans for the future, other than that they wanted to spend their every waking moment together. The details, as Conrad had said, would be filled in later. There was no hurry. Life, they were finding, had a habit of shaping itself.

Slowly, step by tiny step, Lucy was beginning to trust her feelings for Alessio. And his for her. It had not been an easy journey. There were times when they argued – the rows were fiery, contradictory and irrational – but the disagreements were always followed by an impassioned declaration of love on Alessio’s part. He could be irrepressible and charmingly childlike, but never dull. She didn’t know anyone else like him. Often she would panic and wonder what she was getting in to. But then she would picture his handsome face, or he would phone her and his voice would wash away her doubts and concerns. Nothing had prepared her for the changes he had wrought in her. When they were apart — which was too often — she veered from tearful heartbreak to a warm glow of just knowing that he had travelled all the way to Swanmere to tell her he loved her. Ti amo, Lucia. Ti amomolto. He was full of drama, she was finding.

That extraordinary evening when he had surprised her at the allotments, he had turned up in Swanmere, found where she lived, only then to discover that she wasn’t there. Apparently Orlando had not been the friendliest of people when he’d opened the door to Alessio. But he’d thawed when Alessio had made it clear that he wasn’t leaving until he’d spoken to Lucy. Orlando had then offered to take him to the allotments. ‘Lucia, he has it bad for you,’ Alessio had said later that evening, when Orlando had discreetly left them alone, going to spend the night at his parents’ house. ‘He wants you nearly as much as I do. I can see it in his eyes. Should I be jealous?’ Her initial response was to say that Alessio was reading it all wrong, but whenever she thought of Orlando’s expression when he’d been with Dan and the Old Boys and he couldn’t quite muster a smile, she knew there was more than a little truth in what Alessio was saying. Poor Orlando. How had that happened? How had their wires become so crossed?

Two nights ago, Orlando had asked her what she really knew of Alessio. Or of Italian men in general. ‘Not much,’ she had admitted as they sat opposite each other at the kitchen table. ‘Other than what my father has told me. According to him, Italian men stay spoilt Mama’s boys until the natural order of things is changed and their mothers die. Only then do they grow up. He also said that sex is a matter of honour to them, with whoever it is: a wife, a girlfriend, or a mistress. Oh, and apparently they can’t stay faithful. They lack the fidelity gene.’

‘And that doesn’t worry you?’ Orlando had asked.

‘Be fair, Orlando, that could describe any number of British men. I also think my father was trying to put me off Alessio. To protect me.’

‘He just wants you to be happy. As do I.’

‘I am happy. Unbelievably happy.’

‘But he’s made you cry. I’ve seen and heard you.’

‘He makes me laugh more.’

‘You’re sure?’

‘Oh, yes. The good stuff easily outweighs the bad.’

Forty-eight hours on and Lucy was trying to hang on to this thought: the good outweighs the bad. She was staying with her father and Francesca in Pescallo. It was her second visit – she had taken Hugh at his word about being able to take time off – and already she could see a change for the worse in Francesca. She was pale with dark, bruising shadows under her eyes and she’d lost weight.

With a mutual love of gardening, and Lucy’s desire to learn Italian so that she could prove she was no slouch with Alessio, they had become firm friends. That was definitely the good bit. The flip side was knowing that their growing closeness would make Francesca’s death that much harder to bear. Lucy now felt as though her childhood grievances were a long way behind her. All those hurts and grudges — her closest of friends — had been banished for ever.

She was in the garden with Francesca now. Francesca was taking a rest in a chair in the shade of the gazebo, which was covered with a magnificent Rosa mulliganii, while Lucy was setting out flutes of Prosecco on a white-clothed table. Inside the house, Mac was helping her father choose the wine.

‘What time did Alessio think he would make it?’ Francesca asked her.

Lucy thought before she answered. ‘Alle due. At two.’

‘Bravissima! You’re learning fast. But then you have such motivation.’

‘I don’t like Alessio to outsmart me too often.’

Francesca smiled. ‘I strongly approve of that. He’s a clever young man, but occasionally he needs reminding that he is not perfect and that others are equally as clever.’

The last of the glasses neatly set out, Lucy came and sat next to Francesca on the soft, spongy grass. ‘Is there any chance that my father might change his mind and actually approve of Alessio?’

‘Don’t worry. If it’s the last thing I do, I shall make sure he sees the good in my nephew.’

It was only an expression — if it’s the last thing I do – but Lucy winced at Francesca’s words. In the short time she had known her stepmother, she had learnt what a kind and forgiving woman she was. She was a determined woman too – as evidenced by her defying her family to marry Marcus. ‘Francesca, can I talk to you about Alessio?’

‘Of course. What is it?’

‘He’s asked me to move here so we can spend more time together.’

‘Here in Pescallo?’

‘Not Pescallo specifically. Maybe Bellagio.’

‘And do you want to do that?’

‘When I’m with him I can’t think of anything I’d like more. But when we’re apart, when I try to think straight, my head tells me it would be crazy.’

‘Because you’ve known each other for so little time? Is that it?’

‘Exactly. It’s such a risk. I have a good job at home. And home is Swanmere. It’s where all my friends are. What would I do here when Alessio is back in Milan playing with the orchestra?’

In an elegant, sweeping gesture Francesca swatted the question away with her hand. ‘Let me ask you something important. Despite knowing Alessio for just over a month, do you love him?’

‘Yes.’ The admission slipped off her tongue before Lucy could stop it. How dangerous it sounded, that one small word.

But Francesca clapped her hands and smiled. ‘You see! You didn’t even have to think about it. And there is the answer to your question.’

‘What if it fizzles out?’

‘What if it does? So what if it is a transient period? Everything is transient. You have to live, Lucy. You have to make the most of every good thing that comes your way.’

Lucy smiled. ‘You’re like Alessio; you make everything sound so simple.’

‘It’s fear that complicates things. Look at it from another angle. Would it be possible for you to walk away from Alessio now? Knowing how he feels about you, and yes, I have seen the way he looks at you; I know what is in his heart – it is there for all to see; could you really turn your back on that? Would you really want to deny yourself that happiness, just because you’re afraid of the unknown?’

Before Lucy could reply, Francesca was speaking again. ‘I dared to face the consequences of falling in love with your father; now you must do the same with Alessio. It is so much easier to walk away, to pretend that it is for the best. But Lucy, remember this: when it comes to love there is nothing so cowardly as a safe compromise. Life should be an adventure. There should be thrills. Risks. Where would be the thrill if you returned to England?’

Caught up in Francesca’s enthusiasm, Lucy laughed. ‘You’re quite a motivator, aren’t you?’

‘Now that’s something you should ask your father about.’

‘Ask me what?’

Mac and Marcus were crossing the lawn towards them, each carrying a large tray of food that Lucy had helped prepare earlier with Francesca. While Mac and her father had been putting the world to rights over a glass or two of wine, Lucy and Francesca had washed, peeled, chopped, fried and baked. There were artichoke hearts in olive oil with tiny caramelized onions, prosciutto with figs and mozzarella, succulent lamb cutlets with lemon juice and thyme, baked aubergines with courgettes and yellow tomatoes, slices of peaches and melon, and a particular favourite of Lucy’s that Alessio had introduced her to: cherries soaked in grappa. Her father and Mac put the trays on the table either side of the glasses.

‘Marcus,’ Francesca said, ‘I was just talking to Lucy about amore.’ She put a hand out to him. He took it and squeezed it gently. Lucy had to turn away. The look of sadness in her father’s face was too much.

It wasn’t a large gathering, just a small get-together so that Marcus could meet some of his daughter’s friends from Swanmere who were here on holiday. Mac Truman had been with them since mid-morning and Marcus had taken an instant liking to the elderly gentleman. He was solid and reliable. It was very apparent that Mac was extremely fond of Lucy and Marcus was glad that Lucy counted him as a friend.

The first guest to arrive was Enrico Mosto. Having lost his own wife, Enrico was one of the few people in whom Marcus felt able to confide his fears for Francesca. And for himself when the end came.

Next to arrive was Mac’s son, Conrad. With him was an attractive auburn-haired woman called Helen. They both apologized for being ten minutes late. ‘We were having a swim and lost track of the time,’ Helen explained.

‘Which means you’re all set to eat and drink long into the night,’ Francesca greeted them warmly. ‘Just as it should be. Come and have a glass of Prosecco.’

Marcus watched his wife acting as if she didn’t have a care in the world. She was doing what she always did: sharing her love of life with those around her. He saw Lucy looking at him and went over to her.

‘How are you doing, Dad?’ she asked him.

He still got a kick out of hearing Lucy calling him Dad. ‘I’m okay,’ he said.

‘Really?’

He swallowed. ‘It doesn’t seem to be getting any easier. I thought it might. But with each day that passes, I know it’s a day nearer — ’ He stopped himself from going any further. It wouldn’t be what Francesca would want. ‘I have a surprise for you,’ he said.

‘For me?’

‘Yes, someone I want you to meet. His name’s Enrico Mosto. He’s a very good friend of mine. How’s your Italian coming along?’

She looked alarmed. ‘Does he only speak Italian? Because if so, I won’t be able to talk to him.’

Marcus smiled. ‘I’m thinking long term.’

‘You’ve lost me, Dad.’

‘I was talking to Alessio yesterday. He told me that he’s asked you to come and live here.’

The look of alarm returned. ‘He shouldn’t have said anything to you. It’s much too soon. And I certainly — ’

He put a hand on her arm, wanting to reassure her. ‘Lucy, it’s okay. Whatever I thought about Alessio is in the past. The very fact that he came to me to ask what I thought about his idea shows that he’s changing for the better. Francesca has also taken me to task. She has reminded me quite forcibly of her family’s intense disapproval of me when I came to live here with her. She asked me if I wanted to spoil our reconciliation over something that is entirely between you and Alessio. As ever, she is right.’

‘I don’t know what to say.’

‘In that case, come and meet Enrico because he might be the one to convince you to say yes to Alessio.’

‘But why?’

‘He runs one of the largest plant nurseries in the area and he might be able to offer you a job.’

‘A real job?’

‘Yes.’

‘And you really don’t object to Alessio and me being together?’

‘Not if it means I get to see more of you.’

Mac watched Lucy hugging her father. Now there was a sight to warm the coldest of hearts. It was good to see her looking so happy. But when seconds later Alessio appeared at her side, the joy on her face was complete. A long, long time ago, he had once told Hannah that a person in love was the most beautiful person in the world. And that, Mac could see, was Lucy to a tee right now. He’d never seen her looking so radiant. He watched the young pair exchange a few words and after Alessio had said something to Marcus, he suddenly lifted Lucy off the ground, swung her round, and then kissed her.

There was nothing as infectious as other people’s happiness. It was the best tonic in the world. Looking across the garden to where Helen and Conrad were sitting on the grass, their heads almost touching, Mac felt a wave of love for them both. It had always been the same for him: if Conrad was happy, he was happy. It was as simple as that.

More laughter from Lucy and Alessio had him glancing back their way. How wrong he’d been about Lucy and Orlando. He’d thought they were made for each other, but seeing Lucy with Alessio, he didn’t doubt that she had made the right choice. He’d never seen her sparkle with Orlando the way she did with this Italian chap. The time would soon come when they wouldn’t be seeing too much of her back in Swanmere. He would miss her.

He felt a sudden pang of longing for the only woman other than Hannah to whom he had felt really close: Alice. How she would have enjoyed all this. ‘Gardeners make the best lovers,’ she once joked. ‘With the exception of Olivia Marchwood,’ she’d added wickedly. But rumour had it that Olivia had had company recently. Her gentleman widower friend from Cirencester — the Gardens of Delight veteran – had been observed arriving at her front door with a small suitcase. Well, good luck to the old trout!

Going over to sit in the shade of the gazebo, Mac thought of what he’d read last night in bed. Just before they’d set off for Italy, Helen had returned Alice’s diaries to him and he’d finally decided he was ready to read them. Whereas before he’d found the journals too upsetting, now he found them a comfort.

There was one entry that had struck him as being particularly apposite and wise: ‘A garden, like its creator, should have its secrets and surprises,’ Alice had written. ‘It should contain delights within delights and paths that make you want to follow them, even though they may not lead you anywhere in particular. On the other hand, they may lead you somewhere wonderfully unexpected.’

Mac took a sip of his Prosecco. ‘How right you are, Alice,’ he murmured.
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Chapter One

August 1939

‘There she is, the scarlet woman herself.’

‘She’s back then.’

‘Back to flaunt herself right under our noses. She’s no shame, that one.’

‘No shame at all.’

‘She’s a fast one and make no mistake.’

‘And just look what she’s done to the running of Island House, got rid of Mr Devereux’s old housekeeper, maid and cook as soon as she had her feet firmly under the table, didn’t she? Brought in her own staff too.’

‘We all know what that means. She has that Mr Devereux right where she wants him.’

‘Under her thumb,’ said three voices in unison. ‘That’s where.’

The three women watched with hostile curiosity the progress of the open-topped red sports car that had just been driven at breakneck speed into the market square of the village. With an abruptness that implied the driver had stopped on a sudden whim, the car skidded to a halt.

They continued to watch as the young woman threw open the driver’s door and leapt to her feet with a vibrant and youthful energy. In her early thirties and undeniably attractive, she was exactly the sort to turn heads. Her clothes were expensive and well cut and she carried herself with confidence and an easy grace. Tall and slender, with dark hair making a bid for freedom from beneath a silk scarf, she hooked a handbag over one of her bare arms, removed her sunglasses and entered Teal’s grocery shop.

Minutes later, she emerged into the August sunshine with a paper bag from which she pulled out a peach, biting into it with undisguised delight. As she paused on the pavement to relish the moment, licking the juice from her painted red lips and smiling happily to herself, the three disapproving women sitting at their table in the window of the Cobbles Tea Room shook their heads and shuddered collectively.

‘Mark my words, no good will come of that one,’ said Elspeth Grainger.

‘Never does when you live in sin,’ said Ivy Swann.

‘That’s what comes of writing those dreadful books,’ said Edith Lawton. ‘All that blood and twisted thinking, it warps the mind.’

In full accord, the three women shuddered again.

Romily Temple was well acquainted with the coven of Melstead St Mary who daily occupied the best table in the Cobbles Tea Room in order to carry out their malicious brand of espionage. Not for a second did she doubt the depths to which they would go in order to establish everybody’s business, or, more particularly, the contempt in which they held her.

With a roar of engine, Romily gaily waved to the three women and, still eating the peach, drove out of the cobbled market square ringed with a topsy-turvy assortment of shops and cottages, some with thatched roofs, others with slate, all of them as neat as new pins. As she slowed her speed to turn onto the main street, she spotted Miss Gant and Miss Treadmill trudging up the road. Following a few feet behind, and as if mimicking their slightly waddling gait, was a pair of white geese, each with a green and yellow ribbon around its neck. They were as well behaved as any faithful hound trailing after its owner and were a familiar sight in the village; nobody batted an eyelid, apart from strangers.

It was a short distance to Island House, and after tossing the peach stone into the shrubbery at the entrance, Romily drove through the gates and brought her MG to a stop alongside Jack’s prized 4½-litre Bentley saloon CXF 114. They had been planning to drive it down to the French Riviera next month, but now, with all the talk of war becoming a grim reality, the holiday was unlikely to happen. She had spent the last two weeks touring Europe carrying out a series of speaking engagements about her latest book, and everything she had seen and heard, particularly in Vienna and Berlin, told her that Nazi Germany was intent on spreading its vile roots, and by any means. War was going to happen – it wasn’t a matter of if any more, it was when.

Out of the MG, and taking a moment to stare up at the beautiful house she now regarded as her home, she thought how exceedingly glad she was to be back. Then, with eager hands, she hurriedly gathered up her handbag and the small amount of luggage she had brought with her. She was about to let herself in at the front door when it was opened by her maid, Florence. The dear girl had been with her for the last four years, having come to work for Romily in London when she was just fifteen. Back then she had been a shy and timid thing who had jumped at her own shadow, but Romily had soon cured her of that. The girl’s unswerving loyalty and devotion was matched only by her willingness to accept the unconventional manner in which Romily chose to live.

‘How was your trip, miss, I mean, madam?’ asked Florence, reaching out to take the heavier of the bags from her.

‘Tiring, but successful,’ Romily replied with a smile, amused at being called ‘madam’, a form of address she had yet to get used to. ‘Is Mr Devereux at home?’ she asked.

‘Yes, he’s in his study. He’s been in there since after lunch listening to music and told me he didn’t want to be disturbed, not for anything.’

Romily smiled again. ‘We shall see about that. Could you ask Mrs Partridge to rustle up a sandwich for me, please? I’m ravenous. Oh, and here, have a peach, they’re delicious.’

Taking her handbag and leather briefcase with her, she went upstairs to her dressing room, next door to the bedroom she shared with Jack.

Older than Romily by twenty-seven years, Jack Devereux was the first man





























OEBPS/back.jpg
fzjow Home to
Toland House





OEBPS/logo.jpg





OEBPS/9781409107545_FC.jpg





OEBPS/line.jpg





