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About the Book

Sophie was an impressionable twenty-one-year-old when she married millionaire businessman Brock Duvall and was swept away on a tide of luxury and sophistication. But over the years she has learned that life with a man twice her age is not what she had hoped for. She feels the need to break away from the confines of her hapless marriage, and Brock, knowing he can no longer govern his beautiful wife, sets her free. It is time for Sophie to take control.

Launching a career as an antiques dealer, Sophie opens a shop in Knightsbridge, and with the help of her two bubbly colleagues, Frankie and Katie, she watches the business thrive. Sadly, her sister, Audrey, is not so fortunate. Her own marriage is on the rocks and she is spurred into a desperate act of rebellion . . .

As Sophie begins to get her life back on track, she hopes that one day she will meet a man with whom she is truly compatible. Then Tim Calthorpe, her teenage heart-throb, re-enters her life, giving her hope that they may have a future together. But sinister events follow and Sophie is unable to shake off the fear that someone is trying to jeopardise her one chance of true happiness . . .
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PART ONE

June


One

It had happened on a night such as this, Sophie reflected as she stepped on to the terrace of La Madeleine. The garden was illuminated as it had been then, with concealed spotlights and little lanterns, but tonight she was more aware of those dark shady places that led to the olive grove and the blackness of the wych-elms and lime trees that enclosed the property like impenetrable walls than she was of the beauty of the garden. What had made her recall the dreadful happenings of that night with such disturbing clarity? She felt gripped once again with anxiety, tense and alert to every sound. A week ago she’d imagined herself safe, now she wondered if she’d ever feel safe again.

Of course it was very warm tonight, as it had been then, with only a gentle breeze wafting down from the hills of Grasse. There was also the heady perfume of the nicotiana which glowed like milky stars in the shadows of the mimosa trees – how it had filled the air with its heart-breaking sweetness that night! She shivered uneasily in spite of the balmy air and the warm stones beneath her bare feet. Going slowly down the terrace steps to the lower level where the large pool with its underwater lighting looked like a giant aquamarine set in the honey-coloured stones, Sophie stood in silhouette against the green glow, a tall slender figure in a softly patterned skirt and a peasant blouse, with her long dark hair pinned back.

She had loved this place, once. Now it had changed and the ghosts of the past lurked in every shadow with a thousand watchful eyes. Tomorrow she planned to face him and bring to an end the lies and the heartbreak, but would that erase what had happened?

It was the phone call, exactly a year ago, that had started it all. She’d arrived at La Madeleine the previous afternoon, flying over from London for a two-week holiday, her first since her divorce from Brock. The next morning she’d driven into Nice to stock up on provisions because her family were arriving the following afternoon. When she’d been married to Brock Duval he’d looked after the running of La Madeleine, the flat in London, the apartment in New York; every facet of their lives, in fact, during the twelve years of their marriage. Now it was up to her and she was relishing her new-found independence and freedom.

Brock had always treated her like a child, in his kind, benevolent way, thinking he was protecting her from the rough edge of life. In the end it was the one thing that had driven them apart. That, and his unwillingness to have children. It had been a painful time for both of them. Brock, twenty years older than Sophie, was acutely conscious that he had failed in marriage for the second time, while she felt a deep sense of disappointment and regret. She’d loved Brock passionately when she’d been twenty-one, insisting on marrying him although her mother had said it would never last. Her mother had been right. She still cared for Brock, but as a father figure now, which is perhaps what he’d been for her all along, although she hadn’t realised it.

‘The telephone, Madame,’ Hortense, the housekeeper, had announced, breaking into Sophie’s thoughts as she unloaded the shopping from the Renault.

‘Who is it?’ Visions of her mother and stepfather being delayed or her sister’s small children suddenly going down with some illness immediately sprang to mind. She’d been looking forward to this family holiday, her first without Brock organising everything and everybody, and she hoped nothing was going to go wrong.

‘The gentleman didn’t say,’ Hortense replied. She was as tall as Sophie, and as slim, but her skin was sallow and her dark hair dull. She and her husband, Henri, who tended the garden and the olive grove, had worked for the previous owners of the villa, and they lived nearby in a tiny stone house, built into the side of the hill.

‘Thanks. Can you call Henri to help unload the car, please?’ Sophie hurried indoors, taking a box of fragrant pineapples with her.

Hortense regarded the contents of the car. Crates of champagne and wine nestled under boxes of salad, meat, chickens and some very bright pink lobsters. She shrugged. Madame had shopped with as much extravagance as her ex-husband. Life up at the villa was obviously going to be as affluent as ever, even without the presence of Monsieur Duval and all his American dollars.

‘Merde!’ she swore as she lifted out a box of peaches and water melons. It was heavy. She would have to get her lazy husband to come and help.

In the sitting room the red tile floor gleamed with polish, testimony to Hortense’s hard work. Sophie dropped on to one of the comfortable white linen-covered sofas and picked up the phone. ‘Hello?’ Her clear voice was crisp.

‘Sophie? Is that you?’

‘Who is that?’ Her dark wing-shaped eyebrows drew together, puzzled. She pushed her long hair behind her ears. There was something oddly familiar about the voice.

‘This is Tim speaking. Tim Calthorpe.’

There was a moment’s stunned silence before she gave an astonished squeal. ‘Tim! My God, I don’t believe it!’ In that second, thirteen, nearly fourteen years vanished, and she was a student again, finishing her A-levels and longing to go out into the world to live a bit, live with a capital L. Tim was two years older and they were so in love she thought she would die when he announced he was emigrating to Australia. It had taken her months to be able even to think about him without crying, and although they wrote to each other, his letters became more remote and less frequent. Eighteen months later she met Brock and the memory of Tim was relegated to the years of her teens, alongside her favourite pop tunes, her first evening dress and her first car. Brock had been good at obliterating the past under a welter of expensive gifts and exotic travelling.

She could hear Tim laughing delightedly as she tried to gather her thoughts. ‘My God, Tim. After all these years. How did you know I was here? Where are you?’

‘Ginny Howard told me you had a villa up in the mountains near Grasse, so I thought I’d give you a ring.’

Her bewilderment increased. ‘But Ginny and Jonathan have a house in Monte Carlo.’

‘That’s right, Sophie. Well done.’ She remembered how he used to tease her if she was slow on the uptake.

‘But I don’t understand . . .’ Suddenly the truth dawned. ‘Oh, you’re not ringing me from Australia, then?’

Tim chuckled. ‘I haven’t been there for years.’

‘You didn’t stay?’

‘I moved to Hong Kong after a couple of years. Got into business there for a while and then gradually drifted back to England. I hear you got yourself married and divorced.’

Listening to him, she saw him vividly in her mind’s eye. Tall, well built and long legged, with the easy grace of an athlete. A narrow face, sexy more than handsome, and eyes that always looked as if he was keeping an amusing secret. At seventeen she’d found those eyes both thrilling and disturbing.

‘Yes, I’m divorced; have been for several months now.’ She still found it difficult to talk about it naturally, as if her divorce was somehow a shameful thing. ‘How do you know Ginny and Jonathan?’ she continued hurriedly.

‘I met Jonathan in Hong Kong. They happened to mention you last night and when I told them we had known each other years ago, they said I should give you a ring.’ He sounded chummy, as if he’d only seen her the previous week.

‘So you’re in Monte Carlo?’

‘That’s right. They’ve got a lovely place here, haven’t they?’

Sophie felt stunned. After all these years. After the initial heartbreak when she thought she’d never love again, never be happy again, here was Tim telling her casually that he was only a few miles away.

Impulsively she said, ‘Why not come to lunch the day after tomorrow? Bring Ginny and Jonathan, of course. My family will be here by then. We can have a party! It will be nice to see the Howards again.’

‘And will it be nice to see me again, Sophie?’ His tone was bantering, teasing, slightly flirtatious even. Her spirits lifted suddenly. It was nice to have a man to flirt with again; it seemed a long time since she and Brock had parted.

‘It will be fabulous to see you again, Tim. Have you changed much?’

‘I’m older, of course,’ he said with mock solemnity. ‘But I hear the years have been kind to you.’

Sophie burst out laughing. ‘I’m only thirty-three, for God’s sake.’

‘And you’ve still got your own teeth?’

Sophie laughed. He’d always made her smile, and that was one of the things she’d missed most when he went away.

‘Listen, Tim. Come at about noon. My mother and Alan will be here, and Audrey and Nicholas. Remember Nicholas? Audrey met him when she was still at Heathfield. He was the brother of her best friend. They’ve got two little girls now of five and eight. You’ll meet them all.’

‘My God, the whole clan! Are you sure you can manage? That’s an awful lot of people to have to lunch . . . Oh, but I forgot. Ginny says you’re rolling in it now. A positive millionairess.’

‘I don’t know about that,’ Sophie replied dismissively. References to her affluence embarrassed her. None of her peer group possessed the sort of riches that belonged to Brock and his contemporaries. ‘I’m about to go back to work.’

‘I want to hear all your news. I can’t wait to see you again.’ He sounded genuinely pleased at the prospect and for a fleeting moment she felt a tremor of hope for the future. It was only a pinprick of light, that flickered for a second in the darkness of her emotional emptiness but it was enough to make her feel that she might still, one day, have a rewarding love life.

‘I’m looking forward to seeing you too,’ she replied.

‘We’ll all be there. I’m longing for you to meet my wife, Carolyn. I think you’ll really hit it off together.’

The next morning Sophie was up early, seeing to all the last-minute arrangements and enjoying herself as much as she’d done when she’d been a little girl, playing at houses. From the garden she gathered flowers to go in all the bedrooms, with bowls of fruit and bottles of Perrier. Fresh white linen was on every bed, and snowy Turkish towels were folded and placed in each room. Downstairs in the living room, she arranged stacks of magazines, a selection of the newest paperbacks she’d picked up at the airport, and games for her nieces. Nothing had been forgotten. Her family were going to have a wonderful holiday.

It was a glorious day with a brilliant blue sky and the garden looked at its best. Sophie wandered around for a while, inspecting the rosemary and lavender that grew in clumps on either side of the terraced steps, and deadheading the rose bushes by the pool. Then she checked that all the white cane furniture was arranged in convivial groups, and that there were plenty of beach towels. She wanted everything to be perfect.

After a swim in water that was as warm and smooth as silk, she went and sat under the pergola that Brock had built on the side of the villa. It faced the terrace, high above the pool, and the vine that they had planted now grew like a lush canopy under which it was cool and shady. Here, Brock had placed a huge table of unpolished marble, and this was where they always ate; long leisurely luncheons followed by a siesta, or lantern-lit dinners to the sound of cicadas in the spinney of tall bamboos.

‘Madame, can I get you anything?’

Sophie jumped, startled. Hortense had this unnerving habit of walking so quietly you never heard her coming. Like the bearer of bad news, she lurked in archways with a woeful expression, creeping up behind you like a sinister shadow.

Sophie looked at her watch. It was noon and her family would be arriving in three or four hours.

‘I’d like some bread and cheese, and perhaps some pâté,’ she replied. ‘And a bottle of mineral water, please, Hortense.’

‘Certainement, Madame.’ She slithered away again, and Sophie watched her go, a tall black figure, like a perpetual widow. Idly, she wondered if Hortense would be offended if she offered her some of her cast-off clothes.

‘Mummy!’ Amelia tugged at Audrey’s cotton skirt. They were waiting by the kerb, outside Nice airport, while Nicholas and her stepfather went off to collect the two Fiats they’d arranged to hire.

‘Mummy!’ The eight-year-old tried to attract her mother’s attention again, but Audrey was hoping that if she pretended not to hear, her daughter would forget what she wanted to say and be distracted by something else. It was so hot she could hardly breathe and her T-shirt was sticking to her back. Her mother was sitting on one of the suitcases, in a wilting white muslin blouse that to Audrey’s disgust revealed the white satin of her bra. If their holiday with Sophie was going to be as uncomfortable and irritating as this, she regretted not taking the children to Cornwall as usual. At least it was cool in Fowey. And it didn’t require a two and a half hour flight in an overcrowded plane, being jostled by perfectly awful tourists.

‘Mummy!’ Amelia’s voice had reached a high-pitched whine of impatience.

Audrey spun on her in fury. ‘Will you be quiet, Amelia! Daddy and Grandpa will be back in a minute. Just wait, can’t you?’

Rebecca, who was five, and had been opening and shutting one of the zips on a suitcase, looked up at her mother with surprise. She was a placid child, round faced with large blue eyes, like a girl in a Victorian painting, and sometimes Audrey had the uncomfortable feeling that Rebecca was much too mature for her years.

‘Amelia might want to go to the toilet,’ she pointed out.

‘How often have I told you we don’t call it the toilet,’ Audrey said sharply. ‘It’s the loo.’

‘I don’t want to go, anyway,’ Amelia cut in, ‘Mummy, I want you to look at that lady standing over there. With a trolley and lots of cases. She’s with that man who’s wearing a straw hat.’

‘What about her?’ Audrey wished now they’d brought the au pair. If she was going to have to endure two weeks of childish prattle she’d go insane.

‘Why don’t you dress like her, Mummy? In smart white jeans and gold jewellery?’ Amelia persisted. ‘Like Daddy’s friend that I saw him at the cinema with.’

The Fiats drew up at La Madeleine in a swirl of hot dust and tooting horns. Through the open windows Sophie could hear Amelia and Rebecca shrieking with excitement as she hurried from the poolside to greet them and there they all were, clambering out of the cars, and she was hugging and kissing everyone, and the children were jumping up and down, and then Henri appeared to take the cases indoors.

‘It’s so good to see you here,’ Sophie exclaimed, taking her mother’s arm and leading her forward. ‘Let’s go on to the terrace and have something to drink. That drive from Nice is hell, especially at this time of day.’ She led the way, her brown legs covered by a brilliantly patterned wrap-around skirt she’d flung on over her bikini. Amelia and Rebecca, neat and rather old fashioned looking in the little cotton dresses Audrey always made them wear in the summer, were hopping down the steps of the terrace.

‘Mind you don’t fall!’ Audrey shouted warningly. She looked very pale and strained, and her eyes sparked dangerously.

Nicholas, large, plump and gregarious, in an emerald-green golfing shirt, cream cotton trousers and yachting shoes, looked quickly round the garden, took off his glasses, placed them on the stone table, then bounded down the terrace with great lolloping leaps. The others watched, startled. Then there was an enormous splash that sent small tidal waves swelling from one end of the pool to the other, and he was waving at them all triumphantly from the middle of the pool.

‘Daddy!’ the little girls screamed with joy, running to the side of the pool, ready to jump in too as he spread his arms in welcome.

‘No!’ Audrey’s voice rang out, louder than the others. ‘Amelia! Rebecca! Don’t even think of it. You’ll ruin your clothes.’

‘Oh, bugger their clothes,’ Nicholas shouted back. ‘Come on, girls! We’re on holiday now.’

Audrey turned her back on them sharply, tight lipped. At that moment Hortense came on to the terrace with a large tray of cups and saucers.

‘Ah, tea,’ Alan observed in a soothing voice. ‘How nice.’

They sat round the table under the shady vine while Hortense brought out plates of sandwiches and biscuits and a cake Sophie had bought at the local bakery. In the background, delighted shrieks and water skirmishes could be heard, but Audrey acted as if she was deaf to her family’s high spirits as she picked at a sandwich and sipped her tea.

‘I’d forgotten how beautiful it is here,’ Sophie’s mother remarked. ‘You and Brock really did wonders with this garden, didn’t you?’ Jean had always been fond of her son-in-law, although she’d been against Sophie marrying him, but that was because she felt he was more a contemporary of hers than her daughter’s.

‘Brock stayed here for a weekend at the end of April,’ Sophie said. ‘He loves it here as much as I do.’

‘I don’t blame him,’ Alan remarked wistfully. He gave a great sigh as he looked up at the vine that shielded them from the sun. ‘This is my idea of paradise.’

‘Your idea of paradise is anywhere where you don’t have to do anything,’ his wife remarked drily. ‘You’re a real beach bum.’

Alan smiled, his large blue eyes tranquil, his rounded face with its white beard benign. ‘I think the term these days is a couch potato,’ he said mildly.

‘Well, we’re all going to have to pull our weight now we’re here. We can’t expect Sophie to wait on us hand and foot for two weeks.’

‘There’s no need for any of you to do anything, Mummy.’ Sophie leaned back with a luxurious stretch, hands behind her head. ‘Hortense will be frightfully put out if we interfere. She likes to do breakfast, lunch and tea, and then she leaves supper ready for us to help ourselves to. I thought we’d have a barbecue tonight.’

Audrey wasn’t listening. She was craning her neck round the thicket of bamboo to see what Nicholas and the girls were doing. Shrieks of merriment could be heard and Nicholas’s hearty laugh was echoing around the garden. Audrey felt cold and a little sick. So her fears that Nicholas might be having an affair with his secretary weren’t unfounded, after all. How dare he take that cheap little trollop to the cinema where his own daughter could see them together? Audrey’s face flamed with anger and misery and she clenched her hands tightly until the nails hurt her palms. Denise was her name. She’d worked for Nicholas for only a year and she always wore white or cream. And lots of fake gilt Chanel jewellery. When Amelia had pointed out that woman at the airport, Audrey had immediately realised whom she was referring to.

‘Audrey? Do you want some more tea?’ With a start she realised Sophie had been talking to her.

‘What? Oh, sorry. Yes, please.’ She pushed the pretty pink and white hand-painted cup and saucer towards her sister.

‘Are you all right?’ Sophie asked in a low voice.

‘Absolutely fine,’ Audrey assured her with a defiant lift of the chin. She wasn’t nearly as good looking as Sophie, and she’d always known it. Built on bigger and broader lines, the features of her face were more spread out, so that she lacked













































Twenty-Two

The walls were white. The ceiling was white. Even the bedspread was white. She was in a blank world of nothingness and that’s where she longed to remain. Pretend nothing was wrong. Pretend it wasn’t really her lying in a high narrow bed. Pretend to be somebody else. Just as she used to do when . . . Carolyn’s mind instantly veered away from what had happened. But every time she managed to forget, along came one of the doctors or whatever these shrinks called themselves, and they started probing, digging, insisting there were things she wanted to talk about. But she didn’t want to talk. Why couldn’t they understand that? She didn’t want to talk about anything.

Carolyn turned on to her side and shut her eyes tightly. Their probing was so painful. Why couldn’t they leave her alone? It was over and done with and she’d probably never see Tim again. Once he knew the truth about Australia, he’d never forgive her. Again her mind spun off, refusing to accept what had happened – happened to her, not to him as she’d pretended.

She opened her eyes, wishing she could sleep. Her lies about what had happened in Australia had never bothered her before, so why couldn’t she forget them now? It was all the fault of these damned shrinks. If only they hadn’t asked her about Tim. Hadn’t asked where he was, what he was doing, why she wasn’t with him, whether they were happily married. On and on they went until she wanted to die, wished she could die, cried so much she thought she would drown in her tears. Then they gave her an injection and she knew no more. But their questioning had unsettled her, unlocked something in her head and released something she was now having difficulty putting back, shutting away again.

She was damned if she was going to tell them it was her who had . . . There! She’d nearly let it out! If that ever happened, her hold over Tim would be finished. He thought he’d killed that woman when his car ran her down on the outskirts of Sydney as they were returning from a party. It had been so easy to let him think that. He’d been drunk and he’d been smoking dope that night. She’d slipped out of the driving seat in the pitch dark and by the time the police and the ambulance arrived, he was propped behind the steering wheel, unconscious from the blow to the head he’d received. They never questioned who had been driving.

Three days later when he regained consciousness, she told him they had to flee the country before he was charged with manslaughter. They’d flown to Hong Kong, although Tim was far from well. Started a new life. Met Jonathan Howard who gave Tim a job. And all the time Tim believed he was responsible for killing the woman.

Carolyn rolled on to her back and stared up at the white ceiling. It had also been necessary to pretend she had ‘evidence’ that would prove his guilt, which she warned him she would use unless he did as she wanted. The best card of all, though, she kept up her sleeve, refusing him the one request which would have made his position safe. A wife cannot give evidence against her husband. Every time Tim asked her to marry him, she refused. While they remained unmarried, she was safe. Tim would look after her, provide for her, see that she had everything she wanted. Once married, he could have left her at any time.

‘Let’s pretend, though, for social reasons,’ Carolyn said as they settled into a flat in Hong Kong.

Pretend . . . pretend . . . Carolyn squeezed her eyes tightly shut but the pictures in her brain wouldn’t go away. They hurt her eyes like an old flickering movie, and the sense of panic was rising again, making her pulse race, her heart pound, her body turn ice-cold. She knew she couldn’t go on, couldn’t keep on pretending . . . as she’d started to do when she’d been fifteen . . . couldn’t bear another moment of this agony that was tearing her apart and had been killing her slowly ever since. . .

Suddenly she felt quite calm. It was obvious what she must do, and now the decision was made she felt an enormous sense of relief. Slowly she climbed out of bed. The corridor outside her room was deserted although she could hear one of the hospital cleaners talking to a nurse in the dispensary room. At the end was a door marked FIRE EXIT. Swiftly and with purpose, Carolyn made her way towards it.

‘If you’re going to maintain Gloria Antica, I’m afraid other things are going to have to go, Mrs Duval,’ Mr Turnbull told her with a mixture of gravity and sympathy.

‘I was afraid of that,’ Sophie replied. They’d heard from the executors of Brock’s will that, as she’d feared, he’d left debts to be paid. All his assets, which included his New York apartment and the money he’d invested in the shop, would be required to pay off his creditors. She looked at the bank manager and her tone was positive. ‘For a start the flat can be sold. I don’t need a million-and-a-half-pound apartment in the best part of London.’

For a brief second she thought of the beautiful rooms with their French windows and high ceilings, so cool in summer with a breeze coming in from the balcony, so inviting in winter with fireplaces to sit by. She felt a pang of regret. She’d been so happy in Eaton Place and it was unlikely she’d ever have so grand a home again.

‘Perhaps I’d better sell La Madeleine as well,’ she added grimly.

Mr Turnbull looked distressed. ‘How much capital do you need to keep your shop going?’

For the next half-hour they talked figures. If the money Brock had invested in Gloria Antica had to be paid back to his estate, it would be necessary to sell both properties. That would allow her to buy a smaller flat in Kensington and keep the shop going, including paying Katie and Frankie’s salaries.

‘That’s it then,’ Sophie said, putting her papers back in her briefcase. ‘I’ll put the flat in the hands of Hobart Slater, and I’ll ask their advice about La Madeleine.’

‘This is very disappointing for you,’ he said sadly.

Sophie looked at him levelly. He seemed almost more upset about selling the properties than she was. ‘It’s not really disappointing, Mr Turnbull. When I asked Brock for a divorce, I was prepared to leave with practically nothing. I mean, why should he give me money and places to live when I was actually walking out on him? I think it’s grossly unfair to leave someone and expect to take half of everything with you. I was astonished that he was so generous.’

‘But La Madeleine was his wedding present to you, wasn’t it?’ he pointed out.

‘Yes, but I still think it was good of him to let me keep it when we parted.’

As Sophie walked back to the shop she realised to her surprise that she wasn’t as upset at letting La Madeleine go as she thought she would be. She’d always loved the place; loved the stones that were so hot they scorched the soles of your feet and the sky that was such a solid blue it dazzled, loved the sunlight on frangipani, the leisurely luncheons with warm apricots, cool green grapes and ripe cheese that melted and spread across the carved wooden cheeseboard like liquid ivory. Best of all were the long balmy nights when the stillness was broken only by the shrilling of the cicadas. It had been so wonderful, once. But now it was overcast by dark shadows and bitter memories. The sooner she sold it, the better.

The old gentleman always walked his dog along the leafy tree-lined road at the same time every afternoon. His route never varied. On leaving the semi-detached where he’d lived for forty years, he turned left and then at the bottom of his street he turned right, and there it was, Magnolia Avenue. There were no magnolia trees; as far as he knew there never had been. Plane trees lined the route, their densely growing leaves covered with a film of grime, their trunks dappled with the constant shedding of bark.

‘Come on, Rutland,’ the elderly man said gently to his old dog, tugging at the lead. The terrier sniffed along the bottom of a low brick wall before automatically raising his back leg. The old man walked slowly on.

Suddenly, a swishing, rustling noise above his head made him stop and look up. There was the sound of snapping branches. Something was hurtling down through the tree in his direction. A second later a body swooshed headlong through the leaves and landed with a sickening crunching thud at his feet.

Rutland yelped with fear, cowering back, straining on his lead to get away. The old man stared, immobilised with horror at the sight of the young woman who lay sprawled on the pavement, arms and legs awry, blue eyes staring sightlessly, fair hair wispy round the child-like face.

The headline on page three of the Daily Express said it all. Sophie read it as she sat in her office drinking the first cup of coffee of the day, and for some dreadful reason it seemed a predictable and fitting end to a tormented soul.

‘. . . Carolyn Reece, aged twenty-nine, committed suicide when she jumped from the roof of the Grange, a mental hospital in Wimbledon where she had been a patient for the past month.’

‘Oh, my God,’ Sophie said slowly. ‘I wonder how Tim’s going to feel.’ There was a photograph of Carolyn when she’d been seventeen, an exquisitely pretty girl in a summer dress but with wide blank eyes and a twisted little smile.

Carolyn’s father, Sean Reece, was quoted from his home in Ireland, as saying: ‘Caro never recovered, emotionally, from being raped when she was fifteen. It left her depressed and unbalanced although she did receive counselling at the time.’

Sophie read on, only giving a gasp of surprise when she got to the last paragraph. ‘Listen to this,’ she exclaimed to Frankie and Katie who were hovering in shocked amazement as she read out bits of the story to them. ‘They weren’t married! They were never married. I don’t believe it.’ She shook her head, stunned. ‘All that . . . and they weren’t even married.’

‘What was he playing at?’ Katie asked.

‘It wasn’t Tim, it was Carolyn. She was the schemer who plotted everything in that mad little head of hers. Twisted and warped she was, but now we know why. The trouble was, Tim is weak and she had him running scared. For her sake it would have been better if he’d stood up to her and seen that she received treatment instead of thinking of himself all the time.’

‘That’s quite sad,’ Frankie said. ‘Her parents must feel awful.’

‘So must Tim,’ Katie pointed out.

‘Do you think you’ll get the missing money back now?’ Frankie asked.

Sophie shrugged. ‘I don’t see how this will make any difference. Tim hasn’t got the money and I believed Carolyn when she said she hadn’t either.’

Frankie looked at Sophie sympathetically. ‘You’d have been able to stay in your flat and keep La Madeleine if that money hadn’t been stolen, wouldn’t you?’

‘Too late now,’ Sophie was resigned, ‘they’re both under offer and I think the sales will go through. I’ve found a flat near my mother, in Scardale Villas. I’ve made up my mind and there’s no turning back now.’

‘What about Tim?’ Katie asked. ‘What’s going to happen to him?’

‘He’ll be charged with attempted murder, grievous bodily harm, embezzlement and fraud,’ Sophie replied succinctly. ‘I expect he’ll be in prison for the next few years and I’m just thankful he’s out of my life.’ She didn’t mean to sound hard, but she still felt shattered by the way Tim had used her. ‘The important thing is,’ she continued, ‘Gloria Antica is safe and so are your positions. I’ve got great plans for the future and the first thing I’m going to do is take on a public relations company to get us into all the art journals. We must also take a stand at the Grosvenor House Antique Fair.’

She leaned back in her chair and picked up the newspaper again. The face of Carolyn gazed back at her from under the dramatic headline and Sophie couldn’t help feeling sorrow for the victim who had turned persecutor. Raped at fifteen, she’d had to become a control freak in order to survive. Being in control had meant she’d never be hurt again. Until, on a grey afternoon in July, the hurt had become self-inflicted.

A week later her bank manager Mr Turnbull phoned her.

‘Hello, Mr Turnbull,’ she said, ‘how is everything going?’

‘I have some news for you, Mrs Duval.’ Sophie could tell by his voice that something was up. She braced herself for bad news.

‘A most extraordinary thing has happened,’ he began, ‘and it’s only just come to light.’

Sophie, about to leave for work, put down her briefcase and handbag. ‘What’s happened?’

‘It appears someone tipped off Brock Duval about Tim Calthorpe’s activities. This was before you’d actually reappointed your accountants to look after your affairs, when you began to have your own suspicions.’

‘And?’

‘With the multitude of contacts Mr Duval had in the banking world, he was able to trace where the money was going after it was stolen from your US dollar account. Something that most people would be quite unable to do. He managed to trace the three million pounds to the numbered account set up by Tim Calthorpe in Switzerland.’

She frowned, perplexed. ‘So he knew what Tim had done with it?’

‘Exactly.’ Mr Turnbull seemed to pause for dramatic effect. ‘It was Brock who withdrew the money.’

‘No!’ She gripped the phone to her ear and her heart raced. ‘No!’ she repeated.

‘The manager of that Zurich bank broke every rule in the book when he let Brock know what the code word was. Of course Brock explained the money had been stolen from you.’

She’d always known Brock was immensely powerful but this made her catch her breath. ‘So where is it now?’ she asked excitedly, and then immediately realised her hopes were foolish. Brock had died bankrupt. Her money would have gone down with his.

Mr Turnbull was still talking and she only heard the last word: ‘. . . Hamburg.’

‘What was that?’

‘Brock put your three million pounds in a deposit account in your name, and that’s where it is now, in Hamburg,’ Mr Turnbull repeated.

Sophie closed her eyes. ‘I haven’t lost it, then?’ She didn’t dare believe it.

‘You haven’t lost it,’ Mr Turnbull confirmed. ‘Does it come in time to save your flat and your villa?’

It had come in time. Just. She now had all the money Brock had originally given her, but she immediately decided she would use it for her business. If she was really going to start again, it would be better to get rid of the trappings of the past.

When she’d told Mr Turnbull she was still going to sell, she added, ‘Why didn’t Brock tell me what he’d done?’

‘Maybe he had his reasons. Perhaps he wanted you to find out for yourself what Tim Calthorpe was like,’ Mr Turnbull carefully suggested.

Sophie’s eyes widened. It was a shrewd remark and it surprised her. She’d always thought the bank manager judged people in terms of pound signs rather than personality, and collateral rather than compassion.

‘You may be right,’ she replied slowly.

‘Brock wouldn’t have known he was going to die, so I imagine he planned to tell you what he’d done as soon as you discovered the extent of Tim Calthorpe’s fraudulence.’

So Brock was thinking of me right up to the end, Sophie reflected silently. Protecting me, watching out for me, seeing that I was all right. ‘Thank you, Brock,’ she said under her breath. For a moment her eyes brimmed with tears. Brock had been the absolute opposite to Tim. One had given, the other had taken. One was devoted, the other selfish beyond belief. One had been strong, the other weak.

‘Thank you for ringing me up to tell me, Mr Turnbull,’ she said shakily, glad that she was at home so that he couldn’t see how emotional she felt.

Walking slowly to the shop, deep in thought at the sudden change of fortune that had befallen her, Sophie realised for the first time that she was really on her own now. No Brock in the background to turn to. No Tim to ask advice from. She had the responsibility of managing her shop and the three million pounds that she would use to invest in stock, and she had Katie and Frankie to think about. They’d shown amazing loyalty to her over the past few months, and they’d run the shop during her absences with efficiency and flair. Now it was up to her to make sure she didn’t fail.

She didn’t recognise him at first, standing on the pavement outside Gloria Antica, looking up and down the street as if he was waiting for someone. She drew nearer, and looking into the pale face with the skin stretched tightly over his features, she realised with a profound shock that it was Tim.

He spoke first, while she gazed at him with something like horror.

‘Hello, Sophie.’ His voice was low, strained. His shoulders sagged and he’d lost weight.

‘What are you doing here?’ She couldn’t help sounding alarmed. Had he escaped from prison? Was he on the run? Did he expect her to give him sanctuary?

Tim looked around, helplessly, like someone who has lost his way and can’t find the return route. ‘Can we go somewhere? I want to talk to you,’ he said diffidently.

Sophie saw a hint of the little-boy look that she knew so well.

‘How dare you come here!’ she exploded, enraged. ‘I have nothing to say to you.’

He didn’t move, but continued to stand there, dejected and apologetic looking. ‘It’s all right, Sophie. I’m out on bail. My trial doesn’t come up for months yet. I’m on my way back to Wales but I wanted to see you first.’

She blinked. ‘Bail?’ She wasn’t sure whether to believe him or not. Who would bail him? He had no family and Carolyn was dead.

Tim nodded. ‘Ginny and Jonathan Howard have bailed me.’

If he’d said the man in the moon, Sophie could not have been more surprised. ‘In God’s name, why should they do that?’ she asked bluntly.

He looked around, conscious of people pushing past them on the narrow pavement. ‘Please, Sophie. Couldn’t we go inside? Just for a few moments?’

She pushed open the door of Gloria Antica. ‘OK. But only for a couple of minutes.’ Stony-faced, she led the way into the shop, to be confronted by Frankie and Katie. They were looking beyond her, at Tim, with fascinated interest.

‘We’ll only be a couple of minutes,’ Sophie remarked, striding towards the back office. ‘If we have any customers, I don’t want to be disturbed.’ She raised her wing-shaped eyebrows at them and they nodded in silent understanding.

Sophie sat at the desk in the chair that Tim had used when he’d been doing her accounts. He lowered himself, as if movement was an effort, into the opposite chair.

‘So?’ she began. ‘What the hell are you doing here?’

Tim looked pained and she realised in that moment that his conceit was so colossal he’d imagined he’d be able to get under her skin again if he played his cards right.

‘As I said, the Howards have bailed me out. When they heard about Caro, they flew over here immediately,’ he explained.

‘To console the grieving widower? That’s twice in six months. Except you aren’t a widower because you never married.’

‘Oh, please, Sophie. You’ve no idea what I’ve been through.’ Tim closed his eyes as if suffering from inner agony.

‘What you’ve been through?’ Her mouth fell open at his audacity.

‘I don’t mean since I was arrested. I mean since I first met Caro in Australia.’ Then he described the car accident in Sydney and how for all these years Carolyn had made him believe he’d been driving at the time.

‘I thought I’d killed the girl!’ he exclaimed, and the wet glistening in his eyes was not feigned. ‘Imagine! All these years I’ve been living with that nightmare, plus the added fear that at any time Caro might expose me if I didn’t do as she said.’ He dropped his head into his hands and when he spoke again, his voice was choked. ‘Caro blackmailed me at every level. She pressured me night and day to do everything she wanted.’

‘And you expect me to feel sorry for you?’ Sophie demanded. ‘Listen, Tim. Carolyn was very sick. The kindest thing, if you hadn’t been so concerned with saving your own skin, would have been to help her get psychiatric treatment, years ago. She was demented! Why did no one do anything about it?’

‘At times she seemed fine.’ His tone was sullen now. ‘When we had lunch with you, that first time, at La Madeleine, she was OK.’

Sophie thought back, remembering how Carolyn had played with her young nieces, almost like a child herself.

‘Didn’t Ginny and Jonathan realise she was ill?’

Tim raised his flushed, tear-stained face. ‘No. They thought she was manipulative. Neurotic. They told me last week that they’d always felt sorry for me. They thought we were married, of course.’ He sighed deeply. ‘That girl has ruined my life.’

‘And of course you’ve never done anything to be ashamed of,’ Sophie said sarcastically.

‘I don’t expect you to forgive me, just like that,’ he said earnestly.

‘You’re dead right.’

He looked at her wretchedly, his eyes red-rimmed. ‘I know I’ve treated you terribly badly . . .’

‘Terribly badly?’ she echoed incredulously. ‘Isn’t that a bit of an understatement for attempted murder?’

‘I know. I know.’ Tim shook his head. ‘I should never have listened to Caro.’

Sophie suddenly felt quite sickened by the snivelling self-pity of this wreck of a man who sat slumped before her. ‘Get out of here, Tim,’ she said, rising. ‘Ginny and Jonathan may feel sorry for you, but I think you deserve everything a court of law can throw at you.’

‘You’ve become awfully hard, Sophie,’ he said pathetically. ‘But I want you to know that everything I said earlier this year about loving you is true. Has always been true. The greatest mistake of my life was ever leaving you in the first place. God, that was a terrible mistake.’ Tim paused, looking up at her as she stood behind her desk. ‘In spite of everything, when this nightmare is over, really over, do you think. . .’ He was pleading now, his eyes sweeping longingly over her body, exerting his sexuality. ‘Have we a chance, darling?’

Sophie burst out laughing, and he drew back, as if stung. ‘Dream on, Tim!’ she exclaimed. ‘What do you take me for?’ Then she grew serious. She leaned forward, her hands on the desk, supporting her weight. ‘You’re about as low as they come,’ she said scathingly. ‘I can’t think of anyone as debased as you. Now get out of here, and never, ever, come near me again.’

‘But—’

‘Get out, Tim,’ her eyes sparkled angrily, ‘or I’ll call the police.’

Tim turned away, defeat written on every line of his face. ‘I know how to make you happy. You loved me . . . once,’ he added.

A cold hand squeezed her heart. Had he ever loved her? She straightened her shoulders. ‘It’s over, Tim.’ She paused. ‘But wouldn’t you have been happy if I’d said yes and you realised I’d got back the money you stole from me.’

‘You. . .?’ He turned grey, his mouth hanging open stupidly, his eyes blank.

‘Yes,’ she said pleasantly. ‘Isn’t that nice? Now goodbye, Tim. You know the way out.’

‘I was horrified when I saw him, standing there, outside the entrance.’ Sophie was having dinner with Jean and Alan. ‘Can you believe the sheer gall of the man?’

Jean smiled, glad to see Sophie so much more settled in her mind than she’d been during the past few months.

‘I bet he was shocked when you told him you’d recovered the money,’ she remarked.

‘Gutted,’ Sophie replied with a pleased grin.

‘Well, that about wraps everything up, doesn’t it?’ Alan observed with satisfaction. ‘I don’t think we’ll be hearing from Tim Calthorpe again, except at his trial, of course.’

‘What I don’t understand,’ Sophie said, ‘is who tipped off Brock? I know he didn’t like Tim but he had no reason to think he was going to embezzle my money.’

‘I told him,’ Alan said quietly.

‘You?’ Sophie looked stunned. ‘But when we talked, you said you hadn’t seen Brock for over a year.’

‘Quite right. At that point it was true, but as you wouldn’t listen to my words of warning I got hold of Brock and told him of my suspicions. Just as well, wasn’t it?’ He looked supremely self-satisfied.

Sophie gazed at her stepfather, dumbfounded.

Jean burst out laughing. ‘He’s a wily old fox, isn’t he?’ she chortled.

‘Alan, be my chief business adviser,’ Sophie said, half jokingly.

He looked at her with affection. ‘You’ve come such a long way in the past couple of years, you don’t need anyone, Sophie. You’re truly in control of your life now.’
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