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  For Louis Dundas

  Love for ever



  Chapter 1

  England, Spring, 2001

  Luca stood alone in the library, gazing out of the window at the glistening gardens of Dinton Manor. The clouds hung low and heavy in the Hampshire sky, releasing a light but
  persistent drizzle. A couple of blackbirds pecked the grass in search of worms before returning to the towering lime trees that had just begun to sprout new green leaves. The peaceful silence was
  punctuated every now and then by whoops of laughter that erupted from the drawing-room on the other side of the hall where the rest of the house party were commenting loudly on the Sunday papers or
  playing Scrabble. Luca found their joie de vivre grating. He had only come for Freya, having lost touch with her over the years. He admired her home, her family, her obvious contentment,
  and realised that in the last two decades he had somehow drifted off course.

  He blew smoke against the glass, lost in a fog of melancholy as he considered his life. He was forty-one. Single again. Father of two little girls entangled in the wreckage of an acrimonious
  divorce. Unemployed, having quit the City after twenty years as a fund manager, making money with such dedication that making money had become an end in itself  a greedy, empty existence
  that gave him no satisfaction.

  He had left the City in a blaze of speculation. Telephones had buzzed as the news travelled across continents, leaving the banking world in a state of shock. Luca Chancellor, with a billion
  under management, had sold out to his two partners and just walked away. No one could explain it and Luca wasnt giving any answers. Instead, he had put his head down, turned off his mobile
  telephone and fled to the countryside. After a structured life in finance his newfound freedom made him uneasy; it had no limits.

  Before he could dwell further on his unravelling life, he sensed he was no longer alone. The scent of ginger lily reminded him of that summer long ago when he and Freya had been lovers. She slid
  her arm around his waist and leaned against him.

  Here you are, Luca. What are you doing?

  Thinking.

  Thinkings dangerous. What are you thinking about?

  The smile in her voice encouraged him. You and me. Summer of seventy-nine.

  You mean the summer I fell in love with you, only to be rejected when autumn came? She laughed, able now to make light of a situation that had hurt her deeply at the time.
  Cast aside with all the other women who thought theyd be the one to tame you.

  Youve always been different. Letting you go was the stupidest thing I ever did.

  Dont be so hard on yourself. It wasnt meant to be.

  You would have been good for me.

  Im not sure youd have been good for me. You were far too handsome and arrogant to stay faithful to one woman.

  Im a different man from the one I was back then.

  Leopards dont change their spots. Once a bounder, always a bounder. Still, you lasted with Claire for what? Ten years? Thats nine more than I expected.

  Look at you, he said, turning to face her, his cornflower-blue eyes intense with regret. Happily married to Miles. Big, beautiful country house. Four blond, rosy
  children. He ran his gaze over her features. More beautiful with every passing year.

  She blushed. Oh, Luca, really, dont. You only want what you cant have.

  Are you happy with Miles?

  Very. She curled a tendril of blonde hair behind her ear.

  Pity. Id like to make love to you again.

  Freya withdrew her arm. Just because youre half Italian doesnt mean you can say things like that to a married woman.

  Youre my oldest friend. Theres nothing I cant say to you. He dragged on his cigarette, now barely a stub.

  She lifted a china ashtray from the sofa table and handed it to him. Thats a horrid habit. You should quit.

  Nows not a good time.

  It never is.

  Its as if Im dying and seeing my life pass before my eyes. I was so consumed with making money I never had time for the important things. Ive messed up my marriage. I
  never wanted to be one of those fathers who tears his childrens lives apart. But look at me. Ive made more money than even Claire can spend in a lifetime. I doubt she can remember the
  last time she travelled commercial. Bloody womans fleecing me for as much as she can get. Yet, if shes a monster, Ive only myself to blame for turning her into one.
  Moneys no substitute for love. In spite of all my worldly goods, Freya, Im an empty vessel.

  She touched his arm. The girls will survive. I did.

  You were lucky. Your mother married again very quickly. Fitz picked you up before you had time to fall on your nose. Your mothers not vindictive like Claire. Shes sensible.
  She didnt poison you against your father.

  Its still bewildering when you discover your parents dont love each other any more and want to be with someone else. However amicable, you still feel youre in some
  way to blame  they dont love you enough to stay together. But children are resilient. They adapt quickly. Yours will too.

  John Tresco is no Fitzroy Davenport. It makes my skin crawl to think of him being a father to my daughters. He paled and took a final drag before stubbing out his cigarette.

  Why dont you disappear for the summer? You were just telling me about that amazing palazzo your parents have bought. The Amalfi coast sounds the perfect place to go and
  check out for a few months. Decide what you want to do. London is stifling in the summer and everyone goes away. Youll only be miserable if you stay. Perhaps your girls could join you there
  in the holidays. Children love palaces.

  Theres nothing peaceful about my mother! Ive spent most of my adult life avoiding her.

  At the expense of your father.

  Shes relentlessly social. Cant think how he puts up with all those people. Thats not what I need right now.

  A change of scenery will do you good  sun, sea, time to reflect.

  On all my mistakes!

  No ones perfect.

  Im carrying a heavy load, Freya.

  Then drop it. Go and visit your parents. I know Romina can be a bit over the top but shes got a good heart. Blood is thicker than water and besides, Im sure theyre
  longing to show you their palazzo.

  He looked at her and grinned. For an instant her stomach lurched as she glimpsed the handsome rogue of her youth in his now jaded features. You see how good you are for me, he
  said, the twinkle in his eyes restored. I should have married you while I had the chance. Its taken me years to discover that the woman I have always loved has been right beside me
  all along. Miles is a lucky man.

  Youll laugh at this conversation one day. You dont really love me, you love what I represent. Im like a sheltered harbour, but once youve taken time to
  recharge, youll realise that you dont want a sheltered harbour. Youve always been a man for the high seas. Im far too placid for you, youd get bored with me again
  like you did in seventy-nine.

  Youre wrong. I was never bored of you, I wasnt ready to settle down, thats all. Bad timing.

  Come, lets go back to the drawing-room. Mum and Fitz will be arriving soon for lunch.

  No, lets go for a walk.

  In this drizzle?

  Youre meant to be a country girl!

  Its a huge pretence. I have to keep it up for Miles. He wont touch London with a bargepole. Are you sure you dont want to give Annabel a try? she asked,
  changing the subject. I can tell she fancies you.

  Shes got that lean and hungry look that turns my blood cold, he replied, watching Freyas nose crinkle with laughter. Ive begun to notice it in the eyes
  of single women pushing forty  as well as the loud tick-tock of their biological clocks. Thank you, Freya, for thinking of me, but Ill pass.

  A good hostess thinks of all her guests needs.

  My only need is one that you are unable to give me.

  And one you shouldnt mention under my roof, she retorted swiftly.

  You never used to be so proper.

  Im married, she repeated, with emphasis.

  He sighed. Thats not how I like to remember you.

  I dont want to know how you remember me. She blushed again.

  Car bonnet, your parents barn, midnight, summer . . .

  Enough! I dont know what youre referring to! Im ready for that walk now. Lets see if the others want a brisk route march before roast lamb.

  Luca wished she hadnt asked the entire house party  of adults, children and dogs  to join them on their walk. He didnt feel in the least bit sociable. Besides, there
  was no one except Freya he wished to talk to. Miles, every bit the landowner in Barbour, boots and tweed cap, led them up the track towards the wood, his wife dutifully walking a few paces behind
  with her brother-in-law and his wife. Luca found himself accompanied on both sides by women. Annabel, whom Freya had picked as his date, was pretty but dry like a chicken roasted too long in the
  oven, while Emily, whose vertically challenged husband hung behind with their children, was red-faced and plump as a goose force-fed for foie gras. He disguised his scowl by lifting his
  chin, his height giving him a great advantage, and watched Freyas streaked blonde curls bounce against her back as she marched through the long grass to keep up with her husband. He
  couldnt imagine what she saw in Miles, nice as he was. Two of their children hurried past, chasing a black Labrador, and he observed their golden hair and skin, inherited, as fortune would
  have it, from their mother. Miles had that pale, Celtic skin dappled with freckles, his thinning hair a dull reddish blond. It irked Luca to see Freya with a man like that. Had she married a man
  like him he would have raised his glass and bowed out of the game, graciously accepting defeat from an equal player. Miles wasnt his equal; Miles was inferior on every level. Freya
  had clearly compromised.

  Come on, slow coaches! Miles shouted at the entrance of the wood. You wont work up an appetite unless you put in a bit of effort. His Labrador sat obediently
  at his feet, panting excitedly.

  Its like boot camp, Emily complained. Miles always has to be the first, whether its on the ski slope or tennis court, he always has to be the best.

  And is he? Luca asked, shoving his hands into his coat pockets.

  No, said Emily dryly. At least not when hes playing tennis against Hugo. My husband might be short but he moves quickly around the court. She lowered her
  voice. Miles is not a very good loser.

  Youve known them a long time?

  Almost ten years. Since they moved down here. We live about twenty minutes away, just outside Alresford. We met through mutual friends. Freyas heavenly. Not a competitive bone in
  her body.

  What makes them work as a couple? he pressed. Emilys round face beamed at the chance to enlighten the handsome Continental.

  You could say they work because theyre opposites.

  Freyas so laid-back. Miles is sporty and competitive. Freya just rolls her eyes and smiles. She glanced warily at Annabel and lowered her voice. I think Miles is rather
  pompous, actually. Perhaps Freya likes a man who takes control.

  What do you think, Annabel? Luca thought he might as well get something out of the walk. It was now drizzling heavily and he could feel a cold trickle down his back. Hunching his
  shoulders he wondered how long it would be until lunch.

  Miles is a very good lover, Annabel stated authoritatively. Luca shuddered. The thought of Freya making love to Miles was as unappealing as the rain trickling down his spine.

  Did she tell you that?

  Emily honked with laughter. Did she really say Miles is a good lover? she echoed, suddenly seeing him in a completely different light. Well I never. She
  couldnt wait to tell Hugo.

  Yes, hes got an enormous cock, Annabel explained as if she were discussing the size of his car. And he enjoys pleasuring her. He can stay down there for hours.
  Luca looked more appreciatively at Annabel. He liked women who were unashamed of sex. It had been Freyas innocence that had frightened him back in 79.

  Secrets of the powder room?

  Im sure Freya would kill you if she knew you had told us, said Emily, clearly titillated by the conversation.

  But she wont know, will she? replied Annabel coolly. Its not the kind of thing one discusses over dinner, is it?

  So how come she told you that piece of intimate gossip? Luca asked, watching Freya walk on ahead of them, oblivious of her secrets being divulged.

  We got drunk one evening just after shed met Miles. Id had a regrettable night with a man who looked like Sylvester Stallone but was a terrible disappointment, and she just
  came out with it. Looks can be deceptive. Miles is not only rich but a wonderful lover too. What more can a woman want?

  Up ahead, Freya joined her husband. He put an arm around her waist and drew her against him a moment while the others caught up. They shared a joke and she briefly rested her head on his
  shoulder. Luca felt jealousy rise in his throat. Miles wasnt handsome but he was a good lover. He couldnt help but wonder how he compared. It was so long ago now, Freya had
  probably forgotten. Yet, Luca hadnt forgotten her. His memories of making love to Freya were like scenes on a video. He could take it out and play them over and over again at will. She had
  been nave, sweet as nectar, and shy. He had opened her up like a bud and deflowered her. He had kissed her embarrassment away and she had let herself go, abandoning herself to the pleasures
  of sex. Then he had casually tossed her aside, scared off by the intensity of her desire to marry and live happily ever after. He had dropped her, leaving her to be picked up by Miles with his big
  house, big ego and big cock. If he had been more mature where would they all be now?

  While Emily whispered Freyas secrets to Hugo, Luca began to feel an unspoken connection with Annabel, like a pair of thieves recently returned from a robbery. They walked on, chatting
  like old friends, with the undertone of a growing sexual chemistry. Luca didnt notice the glances that Freya threw in his direction. She had invited Annabel for his amusement, but now that
  they seemed to be enjoying each others company, she didnt like it.

  The house party returned hot and flushed, their hair wet but their spirits high. The smell of roast lamb wafted down the corridor from the kitchen. Heather Dervish had come from the village to
  cook and Peggy, the cleaner, who lived in the cottage at the end of the drive, had come to help serve. Peggy had replaced her usual dowdy clothes with a bright red smock dress with matching red
  tights and silver-buckled shoes into which she had only just managed to squeeze her marshmallow feet. Freya did a double take, gathered herself and said, Gosh, Peggy, you look splendid, but
  you neednt have gone to such trouble on our account.

  Peggy smoothed her hands down her dress. I havent worn this in years, she replied proudly. Do you think Im mutton dressed as lamb? Freya ran her eyes up
  and down the sixty-eight-year-old widows fulsome body and decided not to tell the truth. After all, Peggy had dressed up for her stepfathers benefit and hed be highly amused.
  She went over the top every time he came to visit.

  I think you look lovely, she said. Peggys plump cheeks managed a weak blush.

  The house party assembled in the drawing-room and Miles opened a bottle of champagne. The fire was lit, filling the room with the sweet scent of apple wood. Outside, the drizzle had turned to
  rain that rattled against the window panes like small stones. Luca sat on the sofa with Annabel. He could smell her perfume, sweet and overpowering. She leaned against him so that their shoulders
  touched. If you had to fuck anyone in this room or die, who would it be? she asked, her face as innocent as an angels. Present company excluded, she added
  hastily. That way you dont have to be polite. He gazed down at her with sleepy eyes and, although he would have chosen Freya, beyond any shadow of doubt, the thought of Annabel
  after dessert was a tempting one.

  Present company included, he emphasised. It would have to be you.

  At that moment the tall, handsome figure of Fitzroy Davenport filled the doorway. Any left for us? he asked, nodding at the champagne bottle Miles had just emptied.

  Fitz! Freya exclaimed, hurrying across the room to greet her stepfather. Wheres Mum?

  Here, darling, not far behind. Her mother squeezed past her husband. Rosemary Davenport was slim and vivacious with highlighted blonde hair cut to her shoulders and pale grey eyes
  like her daughters. She was proud of looking much younger than her sixty-six years and practised Pilates three times a week with a group of PLUs, the abbreviation Rosemary and her friends
  used for People Like Us. She was efficient and sociable and the first to admit that she was a little pushy: If I hadnt been pushy I would never have got Fitz up the aisle. A man like
  Fitz needs a pushy woman. Pushy women get things done.

  She glanced at her husband. He was blessed with enduring youth. His hair was still sandy with only the slightest hint of grey about the temples and he was more handsome now than when she had met
  him. For a man twice divorced he had been surprisingly acquiescent about giving marriage another go. She wasnt the type of woman to let a good man like Fitz slip through her fingers. She
  might not be the beauty that some of his ex-girlfriends and wives had been but, in spite of Freya and her three half siblings, Rosemary was in pretty good shape. If she let herself go, shed
  look like his mother.

  For you, Fitz, Ill open another bottle, Miles announced, working his thumbs under the cork.

  Ive left Bendico and Digger in the car, said Fitz, referring to his two yellow Labradors. Might take them out this afternoon. You can show me that coppicing
  youve been doing.

  Ill need to work off Heathers lunch.

  I should go and say hello. How is the eccentric Peggy Blight?

  A fright. Dont let her put you off your lunch. The two men laughed. Miles popped the cork and poured the bubbling Mot & Chandon into a tall flute.

  If I had to fuck anyone in the room? Annabel mused, looking around. Present company definitely excluded, it would have to be Freyas delicious stepfather. I like tall
  men. Hes a good example of a man who just gets better and better. He must be late sixties, but he has the appearance of a much younger man. Yes, I think theres a lot of life in that
  old dog!

  And present company included?

  Oh, I dont know, she teased. Miles has already been road tested and proved very proficient indeed. Does a girl go for the dead cert or a man who looks like he has
  what it takes, but might be a terrible disappointment?

  I can assure you, you wont be disappointed, he said, grinning at her confidently.

  Ill think about it over lunch.

  Of course, I have the advantage. Miles isnt available.

  Nor is he handsome. Thats an advantage too  but also a disadvantage.

  Why?

  Because handsome men prize themselves very highly, usually get what they want and therefore treat women badly. They have no respect for what doesnt challenge them. She stood
  up as Peggy appeared in the doorway to announce that lunch was ready. Everyone stared in astonishment at the red ensemble, except for Fitz who approached her with a beaming smile.

  My dear Peggy! he exclaimed. Youre a vision in scarlet. She blushed the colour of her tights.

  Thank you, Mr Davenport. Just something I threw on this morning. Nothing special.

  Lunch was in the dining-room at a large round walnut table. Freya had placed an elegant display of arum lilies in the centre and used the silver and crystal shed been given as wedding
  presents. It was still raining, the clouds, heavy and bruised, moving slowly across the sky. Freya lit the candles because it was so dark, and the golden glow enhanced the cosiness of the room that
  was as stylish as its mistress.

  Luca sat on Freyas left with Emily on his other side. Fitz was placed on Freyas right. As they tucked into the lamb Fitz caught up with Luca, whom he hadnt seen in a very
  long time.

  Freya married Miles, I married Claire, we drifted, said Luca simply. Now Im divorced Ive returned to my old friends. Freya has welcomed me back without
  rebuke.

  Im sorry your marriage didnt work out.

  So am I. He shrugged. But its life.

  Ive been through it twice. I sympathise.

  Third time lucky, then, said Luca. I dont think Im going to be in any hurry to tie myself down again.

  Theres no need, interjected Freya. You have two adorable little girls to give all your time to.

  I like being married, said Fitz. Rosemary picked me up when I was at a low ebb and has organised my life ever since. I dont know what Id do without
  her.

  Claire just spent my money and nagged, Luca said wryly.

  All women nag, said Fitz. I hear you quit the City.

  Yes, Ive done my bit.

  It was all over the financial pages.

  I didnt read them.

  No one can understand it. Youve put the fear of God into them. Do you know something they dont?

  Luca shook his head and grinned. I woke up one morning and realised I was working like a clockwork mouse programmed to make money. To make rich men richer. Its a soulless
  existence. Money, money, money. How much money do I need to be happy? How much do I need to be free? I want more, I just dont know what it is yet.

  What are you going to do? Fitz asked.

  Luca shrugged. Thats the million dollar question.

  Freya joined in. I told him to take the summer off. Go to Italy and stay with his parents in their new palazzo on the Amalficoast.

  Fitzs eyes lit up. The Amalficoast?

  Its a small fishing town called Incantellaria. Youve probably never heard of it.

  Incantellaria, Fitz repeated, turning pale. Bill and Romina have bought Palazzo Montelimone?

  You know it? Luca asked.

  Fitz glanced nervously at his wife. I went there once, many years ago. The palazzo was a ruin.

  My parents bought it about three years ago. It took two years to renovate.

  But what a perfect team! Freya exclaimed. Bills an architect, Rominas an interiors painter. I bet its stunning.

  They wanted to recreate it as it was before a fire almost destroyed it in the sixties. Return it to its former splendour. I havent gone out there yet. Ive been too busy. I
  havent seen them in months. Now Im free I just might pay them a visit.

  They turned to Fitz expectantly. What took you to Incantellaria? Luca enquired.

  Fitz stared down at his plate. A very special woman. He said the words with such tenderness Freya felt the hairs stand up on her arms. Before I met your mother,
  Freya, he added tactfully.

  Apparently its a very secret place, said Luca.

  Secret and secretive, Fitz confirmed. Once you start digging in Incantellaria, theres no telling what youll uncover.



  Chapter 2

  Fitz took the dogs out alone after lunch. Miles was required at the bridge table. This was a relief for Fitz who wanted time with his memories, as bright now as if they had
  just received an unexpected polishing. He strode up the track towards the woods. Digger and Bendico disappeared into the field in pursuit of hares. The dark clouds had moved on, taking the rain
  with them. Now, patches of blue were visible and occasionally the sun shone, catching the wet foliage and making it glitter.

  Incantellaria. The very word pulled at his heart, creating a mixture of regret and longing. He couldnt help but think of what might have been. Now he was old he appreciated the miracle of
  love and the fact that, having let it go, he would never get it back.

  He remembered Alba as she had been when he had fallen in love with her, now thirty years ago: her expression defiant, her strange pale eyes at odds with her Mediterranean skin and dark hair, her
  laugh wild, her careless disregard for other people, her irrepressible charm. He remembered her vulnerability too, her need to be admired, her unexpected love for little Cosima, the niece she had
  found with her mothers family when she had set out to Incantellaria in search of them. The joy with which she had accepted his proposal and returned with him to England. The day she had
  wrapped her arms around him and told him she wanted to go back to Italy. That she couldnt live in England. She had implored him to go with her. She had insisted that she loved him 
  but not enough. Not enough. Dont say its over. I couldnt bear it. Lets just see. If you change your mind, Ill be waiting for you. Ill be waiting
  and hoping and ready to welcome you with open arms. My love wont go cold, not in Italy. He had let her go and he hadnt followed her. Her love must have gone cold. Alba
  needed love like a butterfly needs the sun. He entered the woods and walked up the well trodden path. Ferns were beginning to unfurl with the first signs of bluebells, their shoots bright green and
  vibrant against the brown leaves and mud. The air was sweet and damp, the twittering of birds animated as they went about building their nests. He wondered where Alba was now. Had she stayed in
  Incantellaria or had she grown bored of that sleepy little town and moved to somewhere more exciting? Perhaps she had married, had children. At fifty-six she might even be a grandmother. Did she
  think of him as often as he thought of her? The twist of regret in his heart would never go away. Oh, he was happy enough with Rosemary. But, after Alba, there was no falling in love again. He had
  closed his heart and married with his head. However, he often wondered what his life might have been like had he followed her to Italy. Dreams that came and went like clouds across the sky, some
  dark, others light and fluffy, but always the sense of having missed a golden opportunity.

  Is Fitz all right? Freya asked her mother as they sat on the sofa in the drawing-room, sipping coffee out of pretty pink cups. He went very quiet over lunch.

  Things are a bit tense at work. One of his favourite authors is moving to A.P. Watt.

  Poor Fitz. He should retire.

  So I keep telling him. He works so hard. But he loves what he does. He wont quit until hes dead. But losing Ken Durden is a real blow.

  I should have gone out with him.

  Dont be silly, darling. He likes going out on his own. She patted Freyas knee. What a lovely house party youve got this weekend. Im pleased
  youve found your old friend Luca again. My goodness, isnt he handsome?

  Hes been through a ghastly divorce.

  Well, he does look a little frayed around the edges. More rugged than he used to be. You did well marrying Miles. Men like Luca are good for fun, but not for ever.

  Oh, Mum! Freya protested. That was a long time ago.

  Ill never forgive him for hurting you. But thats all water under the bridge, isnt it? I bet he regrets it, though. They always do.

  Have you heard of Incantellaria? Freya asked her mother.

  Yes. Only because your stepfather nearly went out in pursuit of an ex-girlfriend just after we met. I talked sense into him, though. No point trying to put something together thats
  irreparably broken. Besides, its a sad little place. No life. Its between Sorrento and Capri. Overlooked on the map. Italy wasnt the place for Fitz. Hes too English. Can
  you imagine Fitz marrying a foreigner? She gave a shrill laugh.

  So, she wasnt his big love?

  Gracious no! Rosemary retorted a little too quickly. She broke his heart, but I put it back together again. Why do you ask? Did he mention her? The sudden flash of
  anxiety surprised her. Thirty years was a long time to hold on to fear.

  No, Luca brought up Incantellaria, Freya replied hastily. She couldnt tell her mother of the wistful look on Fitzs face when he had mentioned the woman who had taken
  him there. Im just curious about his past. Everyone has a past and I bet Fitzroys is rather colourful.

  He was quite a catch. Rosemary smiled proudly. Not only devilishly handsome, but also a budding literary agent. You know he used to represent Vivien Armitage?

  Vivien Armitage. Shes huge. Freya was suitably impressed. You never told me that.

  Shes dead now. But shell continue to be read for decades. People never tire of stories of unrequited love and broken hearts. Dont forget, I had had my heart broken
  too, by your father. Fitz and I healed together and I saved him from dying of boredom in Incantellaria.

  Lucas parents have bought a palazzo there, overlooking the sea.

  How lovely, said Rosemary, her tone patronising. A pleasant escape.

  He might be spending the summer there, while he works out what he wants to do. Hes quit the City and everyones talking about it, so Miles says. Hes really put the cat
  among the pigeons.

  A sleepy little place like that is probably just what he needs right now, though I bet hell come scuttling back to England in the autumn. I cant imagine theres a
  great deal to do in Incantellaria.

  Fitz returned from his walk and put the dogs in the back of his Volvo Estate after giving them their lunch and a bowl of water. They lay on tartan blankets panting against the glass and he
  lingered a while, stroking their silky heads, his thoughts lost among the olive groves, his senses recalling the smell of figs that had always pervaded that place. Finally, he shut the boot and
  pushed his memories back into the far corners of his mind to gather dust. There was no point dwelling on regret.

  The drawing-room was tranquil. The children raced around outside while the grown-ups played board games, sat chatting or reading the Sunday papers. Peggy cleared away the coffee cups, bumping
  into Fitz in the hall as she returned to the kitchen. My dear Peggy, you cant carry all that on your own, he said, taking the tray from her.

  Oh, Im used to it now.

  Perhaps, but none the less, its heavy. She followed him down the corridor into the kitchen where Heather Dervish was packing up her things to return home.

  What a splendid feast you cooked for us today, he exclaimed.

  Im glad you enjoyed it, she replied, placing her apron in her bag and zipping it up. Im coming back to cook dinner.

  Shame I wont be here to taste it.

  Im cooking a cheese souffl and theres treacle tart for dessert. I know you like treacle tart. She picked up her bag and made for the back door and her little
  white van.

  Fitz pulled a face to show his disappointment. My favourite.

  Next time, she said, giving a little wave. See you!

  Id better go home and put my feet up, too, said Peggy, loading the cups into the dishwasher. Otherwise I wont make it around the table tonight.

  The prospect of treacle tart will get you through dinner, Peggy, he replied.

  Oh, I dont imagine therell be anything left for me.

  Then were in the same boat.

  Its my favourite, as well. Though, at my age I have to be a bit careful.

  He looked her over appreciatively. Peggy sucked her stomach in, barely daring to breathe. Youre a fine figure of a woman. Id say a little treacle tart would do you nothing
  but good.

  She giggled. I admit I dont deny myself much.

  Im glad to hear it. Lifes too short to make those sort of sacrifices. He gave her a genial smile. Have a restful afternoon, Peggy. If anyone deserves a rest,
  its you.

  Peggy watched him leave the room and then slumped into a chair with a sigh. She felt a little light-headed and picked up a magazine with which to fan herself. A cup of sweet tea would revive
  her. Mr Davenport always made her feel special in a way that no one else ever had. Shed happily cook him a treacle tart that he could eat all on his own.

  Fitz and Rosemary left shortly after tea. Freya and Miles went out to see them off. Their black Labrador attempted to jump up against the boot of the Volvo to see Digger and Bendico before
  cocking his leg on a back wheel instead. Luca wandered out from the croquet lawn having been given a guided tour of the estate by Annabel. He leaned in at Fitzs window.

  Good to see you, Fitz, he said, patting his shoulder. Tell me, what am I to expect in Incantellaria?

  Magic, miracles and wonder.

  I dont understand.

  The statue of Jesus in the little church of San Pasquale weeps tears of blood. There is an account of the tide mysteriously covering the beach with bright red carnations . . .

  The Mediterranean has no tide.

  Exactly, said Fitz darkly. Incantellaria abides by her own rules.

  The south of Italy is full of such superstitions, Luca argued.

  Incantellaria is special. You will see. As for Palazzo Montelimone, that is possessed by an altogether different kind of magic

  I dont believe in ghosts, if thats what youre referring to.

  Its not the dead you need worry about, but the living! Fitz looked across at Rosemary. Ready, darling?

  Luca watched, perplexed, as they drove away. He wasnt sure whether Fitz had been joking.

  That night the guests came down to the drawing-room in dinner jackets, the girls in pretty dresses and discreet jewellery. When Luca saw Freya, her beauty gave his gut a sudden wrench. She had
  pinned her hair up, displaying her fine bone structure and long neck. Her skin was smooth and pale, her grey eyes light against the dark mascara on her eyelashes, her figure slim and willowy in a
  floral wrap-around dress. She smelt of ginger lily, reminding him once again of his foolish youth.

  Youre still beautiful, he said under his breath so that only she could hear him.

  Thank you, Luca.

  Youre by far the most beautiful girl in the room.

  I thought you and Annabel were finally hitting it off.

  Shes a sexy girl, Luca conceded. But she doesnt have your beauty or your poise.

  But shes available and willing. I can tell.

  He grinned mischievously. So can I.

  Well then?

  He gazed into her silvery eyes, suddenly serious. Im through with soulless encounters that leave me empty, Freya.

  Maybe youll find a voluptuous signorina in Incantellaria. Im sure your mother will fill the palazzo with smouldering Latin beauties.

  I dont want a Latin beauty.

  You want what you cant have.

  Yes. He pulled his cigarette packet out of his breast pocket and tapped it against his hand. Do you mind if I smoke?

  Does it make a difference?

  Not really. Im just being polite. He placed a cigarette in his mouth and flicked the lighter. He smiled at her with intense blue eyes, causing the crows feet to
  deepen into his skin, and she felt that familiar effervescence in the pit of her belly.

  Whatever you think you feel, Luca, I just want to say how happy I am that we are friends again. Im sorry we drifted. I should have made more of an effort. But I didnt like
  Claire and I know how you feel about Miles . . .

  Miles is a good man, Luca interrupted. She raised an eyebrow. Okay, so Im jealous, but thats not his fault. You came good when I needed you.

  Youll be there when I need you too. Thats what friends are for.

  At supper, Freya had put Annabel next to Luca in an attempt to throw them together. It gave her a mean-spirited sense of victory to see him so tormented with regret. How she had loved him. How
  he had let her down. But now she felt vindicated by the naked longing in his eyes.

  Peggy had changed into a simple black dress over which she had tied a crisp white apron. Freya felt sorry for her. Her face looked grim in the flickering candlelight, now that Fitz was no longer
  there to flatter her. They dined on cheese souffl and fish pie and Heathers famous treacle tart. The wine bottles were drained and replaced. Luca found he was constantly filling
  Annabels glass. The conversation turned once again to sex, which appeared to be her favourite subject.

  Freya addressed her husband across the table. Darling, did you know Hugos psychic?

  Really, Hugo?

  A little, Hugo replied bashfully.

  Hes very psychic, interrupted Emily. He sees spirits all the time and often knows whats going to happen in the future. Just the other day he told me he sensed
  that an old friend from New York was going to come over and see us. Five minutes later the telephone rang and it was Bobby, calling from Manhattan asking whether he could come and stay. That sort
  of thing happens all the time.

  Were all psychic to a degree, Hugo explained. Most people dismiss intuition as coincidence. Once you start to tune in, youll find youre really very
  psychic

  Do you see dead people? Annabel asked, squirming excitedly.

  I have done, said Hugo.

  Do you ever mistake them for real people? asked Sarah.

  I dont see them all the time, said Hugo. I have to link in. I have learned to shut it off. I used to mistake them for real people.

  Well, link in  go on! Miles encouraged.

  Oh, do, Hugo. Itll be fun, Freya added.

  One must never do it just for fun, said Hugo seriously. Its not a game. Were talking about spirit energies. If you go about it with the intention of causing
  amusement or fear you will attract the same energy. Like attracts like. I dont want to encourage mischievous spirits to bang on the table and blow the candles out. But I can take a piece of
  jewellery off one of the girls and tell you things about her that may surprise you.

  Oh, goodie, said Freya. Take my wedding ring. She pulled it off and handed it to him. She glanced at Luca and noticed that beads of sweat had formed on his brow.

  Hugo took the ring and held it in his hands. This contains your energy, Freya. Im simply going to tune into it and tell you what I see and sense. He closed his eyes and took
  a few deep breaths. The room fell silent. No one moved. They only slid their eyes from one to another in nervous anticipation. Luca bit the inside of his cheek. The whole thing made him feel hot
  and uncomfortable.

  So, Freya, you have a very strong feminine energy. Like a sugared almond, sweet and pretty on the outside, tough as a nut on the inside. Youre secretly obsessive about tidiness and
  vacuum the sitting-room when no ones looking. In fact, I can see you hurriedly putting the hoover away before Miles comes back from his walk.

  Freya laughed.

  Theres no secret about Freyas need to tidy up all the time. Shes positively anal! said Miles.

  I see you spending a lot of time folding childrens clothes and putting all the tins in lines with their labels at the front. I see you as a child in a red dress crying because your
  shoes dont match.

  Freya gasped. How could you possibly know about that?

  But your mother tied red ribbons on your black patent shoes and now I see you smiling and dancing around the room. Emily glowed with pride. Her husband became so attractive when he
  used his gift. You had a little white dog called Pongo and I see an old lady in a pleated tweed skirt, beige sweater and sleeveless green jacket, you know, those quilted
  ones.

  Husky, said Emily helpfully.

  Thats the one, said Hugo.

  My grandmother, Freya observed quietly.

  Shes in spirit, continued Hugo. But shes with you all the time, watching over you.

  What was her nickname for Freya? Miles asked, hoping to catch Hugo out.

  Pumpkin, Hugo replied.

  No it wasnt! Miles was quick to correct him. It was Frisby. Hugo frowned.

  No, darling, Hugos right, said Freya. She did call me Pumpkin.

  Hugo nodded, eyes still closed. But you asked her to stop calling you by that name when you grew up. Miles fell silent.

  Can you tell us what lies in her future? Sarah asked.

  Youre going to go to Italy, said Hugo.

  To visit you, Luca, Freya said happily.

  I hope Im included! Miles interjected.

  Hugos face clouded a moment and he frowned. Of course, he said.

  Miless smile remained, but his eyes betrayed a certain discomfort. He had never liked Luca. He had been safe enough while married to Claire, but now he was single again he had that
  predatory glint in his eye that made him dangerous. Miles was very self-confident but he wasnt a fool. Freya and Luca were unfinished business.

  That place makes me feel uneasy. Hugo opened his eyes and handed the ring back to Freya.

  Youre joking, said Freya, feeling a prickle of anxiety.

  Of course hes joking, interjected Emily, but she knew from her husbands face that he had seen something too horrible to share.

  Its all a load of nonsense! Luca had loosened his bow tie and was undoing the top button of his shirt.

  But how could Hugo know all those things about Freya? Annabel asked.

  He could have heard them from Rosemary at lunch.

  Give him something of yours, then, Emily suggested. Give him your watch, lets see what he has to say about you.

  Yes, the big City player, said Miles heartily. Whats the real reason you quit and where will you go from here?

  No, said Luca quickly. Ive had enough of this game.

  You cant accuse my husband of being a liar and then refuse to let him defend himself, Emily continued, her voice rising a note.

  Its okay, said Hugo with a smile. Im not here to convince anyone. I come across cynics all the time.

  Luca stood up. Lets go into the drawing-room.

  Good idea, said Freya, following him out.

  Thats the behaviour of a man with something to hide, said Miles.

  Once in the hall Freya grabbed his arm. What was that all about, Luca?

  I just dont want him inventing things about me.

  He wasnt inventing. He was telling the truth. He couldnt have known any of those things. What about my grandmothers nickname for me? How do you explain
  that?

  I cant.

  I understand you not wanting to let him read your watch. Its not a game. You never know what he might reveal. But you neednt have put him down.

  He has a wife to defend him.

  Freya frowned. Youve gone all funny, Luca. Whats the matter?

  He stared down at her for a moment, as if about to divulge a terrible secret. His eyes were glassy, his mouth twisted at one corner. He looked afraid. But Annabel and Miles stepped out into the
  hall, interrupting them with their cheerful banter.

  Luca went to the bathroom and stared at himself in the mirror. He splashed water on to his face and rubbed his eyes but still he looked terrible. He felt that familiar sensation of falling very
  fast without anything to hold on to. He dared not close his eyes for fear that the voices would return. That the shadows would once more walk about the room. That he would invite back in all those
  beings he had struggled to evict. He could hear his mothers voice telling him to grow up, not to invent imaginary friends. That if he really was hearing voices they were the spirits of Hell
  trying to persuade him to follow them into the fiery furnace. He recalled the doctor telling him to pull himself together and stop frightening his mother with lies, the teachers telling her he was
  making it up to get attention. Eventually, he had learned to keep quiet. Little by little he had shut them out and they had been silenced.

  That night he did not want to be alone. He lay staring up at the ceiling, the light on the bedside table throwing shadows into the corners of the room. At last he crept down the corridor to
  where Annabel slept. Her door was ajar as if she were expecting him. She sat up when he entered, her white breasts exposed above the sheet. What took you so long? she asked, throwing
  back the covers invitingly. He untied his pyjama bottoms and let them fall to the ground. Making love to Annabel was the best way to forget his boyhood and make him feel like a man again.

  Miles took Sinbad for a walk around the garden before bed. It was drizzling again on to the phosphorescent green buds and daffodils. The dog trotted into the darkness, sniffing the grass and
  wagging his tail. When he was far enough from the house not to be overheard, Miles pulled out his mobile telephone and pressed redial. Hi, he said in a low voice. Its
  me.



  Chapter 3

  The following morning Luca returned to London. He had promised Annabel he would call her, but knew he wouldnt. As for Freya  happily married, beautiful Freya
   there was no point chasing angels. Hed had his chance and missed it long ago. He drove up the M3 in his silver Aston Martin ruminating on what might have been. Would he be in the
  middle of a divorce had he married Freya instead of Claire? Or was he simply not made for the institution of marriage? He considered his daughters, Coco and Juno, then shuddered as he thought of
  them climbing into bed with John Tresco every morning. He hoped Claire would have the sensitivity not to bring him home until they were married, then the wisdom to resist forced intimacy with a man
  who was not their father.

  John Trescos shallow features were more suited to a shop dummy than a man of flesh and blood. Luca didnt trust men who looked like pretty boys, preening themselves in the mirror
  and taking too long to dress in the morning. John Tresco was too in love with himself to muster up emotion for anyone else. Arrogant and pompous, he was a know-all and a show-off. Having inherited
  a fortune, he had never done a days work in his life, floating from party to party, shooting weekends in Scotland to weddings in Saint Tropez, mingling with the famous and fatuous. He
  invested the family money and employed armies of staff whom he spent hours training and seconds firing when they didnt come up to scratch. At least Luca had made all his money himself.

  He had suspected Claire was having an affair long before she was caught out at a hotel in Beaulieu supposedly on a two-day break with her mother. Being so busy he had given it little thought.
  The spark between the two of them had died a few years after they had had the girls. Once the fire of passion had diminished to a mere glow they were left with the two very different people that
  they were. The girls united them briefly: early mornings and interrupted nights and shared moments watching the little miracles over the side of the cot. Then even the glow died and they existed as
  acquaintances or house-mates who didnt laugh with each other any more. He didnt blame her for finding someone else to love her but she felt guilty and chose to accuse him of driving
  her into Johns arms. Years of resentment gushed out in a venomous torrent: he hadnt been there for her; shed had to raise the girls single-handed; he didnt listen to her
  any more; he only talked about himself; he was a shocking father; he didnt deserve to have children. As deftly as he defended himself, he suspected she was probably right. He was guilty of
  all those things. They divorced on the grounds of irreconcilable differences. They were yet to work out a financial settlement but she was ensconced in their family house in Kensington, taking the
  girls to their home in Gloucestershire on alternate weekends and during the holidays. Her monthly maintenance was more than most people required in a year. If she was spoiled, he only had himself
  to blame.

  Reluctantly, she let him see the children. He had bought a mews house in Chelsea, hiring an interior decorator to do it up for him so that the girls had bedrooms of their own and a playroom full
  of toys. It didnt feel like home to him; he was pretty sure it didnt feel like home to them either. The weekends he had them he relied on his friends who had children the same age.
  Coco, although only seven, was a precocious little girl one would almost expect to see smoking Marlboro Lights over a cappuccino in Starbucks. Dressed in clothes from Bonpoint and Marie
  Chantal, she was pretty and slim with dark hair and blue eyes like her father, but her face was joyless, as if she had seen and done everything already, so nothing excited her anymore. Juno, four
  and a half, was less blessed in the looks department, but she was effervescent and smiley, caring more about her toy cater pillars than her own wardrobe of beautiful clothes. Since Luca had stopped
  working he had begun to get to know his daughters. He realised there was not an awful lot to like in Coco. Juno was more malleable: with her there was still potential.

  He considered Freyas advice. The thought of leaving London was a very tempting one. His parents palazzo would offer just the sort of tranquillity he needed to search for
  the point in his now pointless existence. Hed find a corner away from his mother and her friends, take a suitcase full of books he had always wanted to read, and spend time on his own.
  Hed swim in the sea, go for long walks, unwind the years of tension that had slowly begun to choke him like a noose around his neck. There was something unsatisfying about his life but he
  wasnt sure what it was. He had money, children, women whenever he wanted them, but there was an emptiness that, since leaving the frenetic world of banking, he had begun to feel more
  acutely; a silence in his heart as loud as clashing cymbals.

  He arrived in Chelsea just before lunch time. His house looked like a hotel, beautiful but impersonal. The housekeeper had cleaned it, tidying away any signs of life. Only the neat pile of post
  on the kitchen table indicated that somebody lived there. The light on his telephone winked at him, displaying messages. He pressed the delete button without even listening to the complaints of
  friends accusing him of not having confided his plans.

  He opened the fridge. It was empty but for a couple of bottles of Chablis and some pt from Lidgates. He left his suitcase in the hall and walked round the corner to Vingt
  Quatre where he read the papers over smoked salmon and scrambled eggs. Opposite, there was a table of children supervised by two mothers who sat gossiping while the children flicked food at each
  other and got up and down from the table to play hide-and-seek. The mothers were both pretty, late thirties, blonde, with expensive highlights, designer handbags and manicured nails. One of them
  noticed him watching and began to flick her hair self-consciously. She said something to her friend, who turned around to look. She smiled flirtatiously before telling her children off for making a
  din. So this is the road ahead? he thought bleakly. Catching the eyes of good-looking mothers with small children? He felt his stomach plummet.

  That evening he was in the bath when the telephone rang. He listened to it ring and ring without any intention of getting out to answer it. He soaked in fragrant bubbles, thinking about nothing,
  heavy with apathy. When he finally got out, he wrapped a towel around his hips and listened to the message. His heart sank when he heard Annabels chirpy voice. Surely Freya wouldnt
  have given her this number? Darling Luca, she said. Last night was lovely. How about another round? Ill come over and make you dinner if you like. Call me. She
  left her number. He had no intention of calling her. The thought of Italy became even more enticing. There was an awful lot in London he wanted to run away from. Shame he couldnt run from
  himself. The one telephone call he couldnt avoid was to his ex-wife. If he was going to disappear to Italy she needed to know. Oh, its you, she said.
  Everyones talking about you. Your ears must be on fire!

  Im going to Italy to visit my parents, he said.

  You sound like youve murdered someone.

  Not yet.

  How long are you away for? I cant imagine youre calling me if its a mere weekend abroad.

  He chuckled. Claire had always been as sharp as a dart. I dont know. Im heading out for the summer.

  Were only in April.

  Its going to be a long summer.

  Are you telling me that youre going to leave me with the children for four months?

  Of course not. The truth was he hadnt given them more than a passing thought.

  I should hope not. I think its only fair that you have them for at least a few weeks over the holidays. John and I want to get away. Weve been asked to Saint Tropez again by
  the von Meisters. Theyve invited Elizabeth and Arun, which will be lovely for the girls, Damien is a darling, so after that Id like to leave them with you so we can have some quiet
  time together.

  Sounds great, he said, trying to muster some enthusiasm. As long as their nanny came too it would be fine. His mother adored her granddaughters.

  Ill call you on your mobile, shall I?

  Im not answering. Ill call you with the number of the palazzo.

  You really are running away.

  Just need a break.

  If you had taken a break a few years ago we might have avoided this mess. Her voice quivered with bitterness.

  I doubt it. Ours was a crash waiting to happen.

  Easy for you to say. Youve been married to bloody Turtle Management for so long you cant imagine life without it.

  Im about to find out.

  Three years too late.

  How are things with John? he asked, changing the subject.

  Heaven, she replied a little too quickly. Hes everything that you are not. Shall I list all his good qualities or can you work them out for yourself?

  Ill have a good think about it then discuss it with my therapist. With a little professional help Ill try to become a better person. He loathed himself for rising to
  her bait.

  Oh, shut up. I hate it when you get sarcastic

  Ill call you from Italy.

  Whatever, she snapped.

  Kiss the girls for me.

  Is it fair to raise their hopes when theyre not going to see you for months?

  Ill have them as soon as youre willing to share them. The balls in your court, Claire. As it always is.

  That night he listened to the whirring of his own thoughts, like a constant fan inside his head. Living in a mews was quiet. There was no rumble of traffic, no sirens screaming, dogs barking
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