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One family, divided by death – and money

Andy Batiste, at loggerheads with his reprobate cousin, seeks to discover the truth of his family history. Why was his pregnant grandmother forced to flee to France? What really happened to her husband during the German Occupation, sixty years ago? Who accused Edmund, the elder son and Batiste heir, of being an informer? Was he really a traitor – and who murdered him?

With Edmund’s brother Harold now head of the family, enjoying the wealth which ought to have come to Andy’s father, the family is forever divided. Andy yearns to clear Edmund’s name and restore his father to his rightful inheritance.

Into the conflict comes Charlotte Townsend, newly divorced, lonely and struggling with writer’s block and the consuming threat of impending loss. She returns for healing at Guernsey's natural health centre, La Folie, and becomes involved in Andy’s family affairs.

Together they embark on a hunt for the truth…




“A house divided against itself cannot stand”

Abraham Lincoln
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Chapter one

2009

The small boat bobbed up and down as the waves splashed gently against the sides and the two men on board adjusted their rods.

‘I heard your cousin Dave is up for assault again, hurting the other guy pretty bad, so they say,’ Jim Batiste remarked, fitting a chunk of bread on his line. ‘He could go down again for it.’

The familiar anger coursed through Andy’s veins. ‘Dave’s always been a waste of space. He brings the family name into more disrepute than my grandfather ever did. And he was innocent,’ he growled, the image of his cousin’s grinning face overlaying his father’s in front of him. He had history with Dave, the cocky grandson of his great uncle. When they met as boys Dave had been quick to remind him how he was the one from the wealthy side of the family and Andy was a nobody. The taunts had inevitably led to fights which Dave, bigger and heavier and playing dirty, always won. As the image faded Andy watched his father throw out the line with an expert flick. Something he had never managed as well, in spite of hours of Jim’s patient tuition.

His father screwed up his eyes against the sun, checking the float was where he had meant it to be. Satisfied, he turned to his son.

‘You’re right about Dave. It’s a good thing his father didn’t live to see how he turned out. The trouble is that mother of his has spoiled him rotten. Never had a firm hand. Not like you,’ he said, grinning.

‘Right there, Dad! I never got away with anything. And Mum was just as strict,’ Andy said, straight-faced.

They both laughed. His mother, Yvette, was a pussy cat where her only child was concerned.

Andy threw his own line over the side of the boat and, for once, the rod made a graceful arc over the water. Settling back on his canvas stool, he allowed himself a moment to admire the sandy bay of Moulin Huet basking in the warm September sun. He liked this spot where his father’s boat was anchored; just in from the Mouillière rock. When he was a boy his parents had often picnicked on the beach and he loved to swim out to the rock to prove how strong a swimmer he was.

‘Don’t suppose you’ve seen Dave in a while, have you?’ His father’s voice brought him back from his happy memories.

‘I’m not likely to, am I? Not only does he spend much of his time incarcerated in Les Nicolles with the other island reprobates, but when he’s out he wouldn’t speak to me any more than I would him. I despise his family for what they did to my grandmother and…and you and Mum,’ he said, aware of a hot tide of anger flowing to his head. That bloody family! Somehow they had swindled his father out of the Batiste estate, and hadn’t even acknowledged him as one of the family. Under Guernsey law at the time, as the eldest son, Jim’s father Edmund would have inherited the whole lot after old man Neville died if he hadn’t been killed so young. After his death Jim was the natural successor, not Dave’s grandfather Harold, the younger brother.

Forcing himself to take a deep breath, he studied his father, now engrossed in lighting his pipe. A wiry sixty-four-year-old, with hands calloused from years of hauling fishing nets, his face bore more lines than usual. He looked tired and Andy wondered if his back was bad again and wrecking his sleep. He should never have had to work so bloody hard! If it wasn’t for that bastard Harold…Feeling his chest tighten again, he took another deep breath before saying, ‘Dad, I wish you’d explain why you weren’t acknowledged as the natural heir when you arrived from France and–’

Jim’s eyes flashed. ‘How many times do I have to tell you I’m not prepared to discuss it! Ever. It’s history and not your business.’

‘But it is my business! Apart from the fact I’d have liked to see you and Mum enjoying the comfortable lifestyle you were entitled to, I’d have not had to endure the taunts of being poor from the boys at school, including that…that toerag Dave.’ Andy fought hard to control his temper. He didn’t want to fall out with his father, particularly when they were fishing together, always something he enjoyed. 

Jim seemed to shrink in front of his eyes. ‘I’m sorry, lad, for what you had to put up with. It’s not what I wanted or expected when your mother and I came over here. But can we put it aside for now and concentrate on the fishing? I’d been looking forward to coming out with you today,’ he said, a pleading look in his eyes.

Andy nodded, reluctantly accepting once again the subject was closed. For now. But perhaps one day…

A strong pull on his rod announced he had caught something.

‘Dad, I’ve got the first bite! And I reckon it’s a big one.’ He managed a smile as he reeled in the line, the anger easing with the chance of a catch. 

‘Good on you, lad. We might have fish for supper after all,’ Jim said, puffing on his pipe.

Andy had to hold on tight as the fish fought to free itself but slowly he won the battle and reeled in a dark grey slithering fish, grabbing it quickly as it landed on deck.

‘Black bream. A good weight too. About 3lbs, I reckon. Make a good supper, it will.’

Andy grinned at his father as he expertly pulled the hook from the fish’s mouth and dropped it in the water bucket.

‘Do you want it for you and Mum? Or are you planning on catching your own supper?’ he asked, his grin broadening.

Jim was saved from answering as his own line gave a quick pull and he braced himself to reel in his catch. The fish flashed silver in the sun as it was dragged through the water.

‘Grey mullet, about 4lbs,’ muttered Jim as he finally grabbed the fish and, after removing the hook, dropped it in the bucket with the bream.

‘So neither of us will go hungry tonight, Dad. Happy to stay a bit longer and stock up the freezer?’

Jim nodded. ‘Not too long, though. My back’s been playing up lately. I don’t want to have to pay a visit to the osteopath again. He charges an arm and a leg and I’m not convinced it does me much good.’

Andy knew his father did not have much spare cash; his only income was the State Pension and his wife’s meagre earnings. And he was too proud to accept financial help from his son.

‘I’ve an idea, Dad. I’m on good terms with the people running the health spa in Torteval. If you remember, I was the architect for the renovation and extension. How about if I ask if someone could take a look at your back? As a bit of a favour to me. I’ve heard good reports about the therapies they offer,’ Andy said, keeping his fingers crossed his father would agree. If there was a charge, he would pay it without his father knowing.

‘I don’t know,’ Jim said, frowning. ‘Sounds a big favour to me. And what if I needed more than one treatment? You can’t expect them to keep seeing people for nothing.’

‘No, but it wouldn’t hurt to let me ask, would it? You never know, one session might be all you need if the right person takes a look at you.’

‘Suppose not. It would be good not to be in pain as much.’

‘Right it’s agreed, then. I’ll give Paul a ring and see what he says. Now, shall we have a little bet on who catches the most fish?’ Andy said, pleased his father had agreed. Sort of.

‘Cheeky devil! You know I’m a better fisherman than you, any day. You’ll be throwing your money away, I warn you,’ Jim said, with a grin.

They settled down to their fishing and, two hours later, Jim was the undoubted winner at five fish to Andy’s three. After handing over the sum of two pounds to settle the bet, Andy helped his father to clear their gear away before Jim took the wheel and started the engine. Andy sat quietly in the stern while his father steered the boat around the coast towards Bordeaux Harbour in the north of the island. Guernsey’s south coast was rocky and the cliffs loomed above them as they motored onwards.

Andy felt the remnants of his recent anger rise again as they approached Telegraph Bay. The place where, sixty years ago during the German Occupation, his grandfather, Edmund, having been branded a traitor by his brother Harold, had been pushed to his death.




Chapter two

As the plane started the descent into Guernsey, Charlotte gazed out of the window, eager to spot any familiar landmarks. Not that she knew the island very well, having only spent a mere few weeks here in the early spring. She was just relieved to be arriving on the island with the prospect of being amongst friends. The past few months had not been easy and she hoped the change of scene and the pampering at the retreat would bring much needed clarity. A chance to look forward and not back. Catching a glimpse of what could be La Folie, she smiled.

‘You look happy, dear. Returning home are you?’ asked her neighbour, an older woman clad in layers of woolly jumpers in spite of the mild September weather.

‘No I’m not, actually. But I’ve been here before and loved it. I’m staying at the new retreat, La Folie.’

‘My! I’ve heard it’s quite something. One of my nieces works there. Helps in the kitchen, she does. Not cheap though, is it? You need a few bob to stay there,’ she said, giving Charlotte an appraising look.

‘Yes, well, it’s worth it. And the food is outstanding, so do please pass on my thanks to your niece.’ Charlotte flashed the woman a quick smile, aware she was being judged by her clothes and probably her accent. She knew she looked what she was: a successful, elegant businesswoman. But inside she held a knot of tension, desperate to uncoil and feel at ease. The reason she was here.

The woman nodded before releasing her seatbelt and standing up. Within minutes the passengers were filing into the terminal and those collecting their luggage encircled the carousel. Charlotte lifted off her case and wheeled it through to arrivals.

‘Charlotte! At last!’ cried Louisa, waving frantically before engulfing her in a hug.

As the two women drew apart, faces wreathed in smiles, Charlotte felt a release of some of the tension.

‘Come on, we can chat in the car,’ Louisa said, linking arms as they walked towards the exit. Louisa steered her to a snazzy blue convertible with the roof tucked away in the boot.

‘Like the car.’ Charlotte grinned as Louisa stored the case.

‘Thanks. I love the feel of the wind in my hair, don’t you? Okay let’s go, La Folie here we come.’

Charlotte had time to study her friend while Louisa was engaged in negotiating the exit from the airport. Physically there was little difference since they had last met in May, but with Louisa’s long blond hair tied back in a ponytail, Charlotte saw the slight downturn to her mouth and the lack of sparkle in her eyes. Something was not quite right. And her guess was it was to do with Paul…

‘So, how are things? When we’ve spoken on the phone you’ve said how much you love your house, but not a lot about Paul and the job.’

Louisa turned her head, sighing.

‘Everything’s sort of fine between us, we’re just finding it difficult to spend a lot of time together. Something Paul promised wouldn’t be an issue.’

‘Didn’t you say the centre was taking on extra therapists to take the pressure off him?’

‘Yes, and that’s happened. We have another yoga teacher and I share the physio work with the original therapist, Trevor. So in theory all should be fine. But…’ She shrugged, focusing back on the road.

‘We can chat later. How’s Malcolm? Heard from him lately?’

Louisa’s look of pain told her the answer.

‘Not for a couple of weeks. He did say he might be off grid for a while and not to worry. Easier said than done when it’s your father. Particularly after his mini-stroke…’

‘Hey! Stop worrying. If there was anything wrong you’d have heard. And he’s a pretty tough cookie, so cheer up. I’ve been looking forward to coming over and spending some time with you.’

Louisa must have heard the slight rebuke in her voice and she flashed a smile.

‘Sorry. I’m very happy you’re here and I intend to spend as much of my free time with you as I can. Now, how’s the book going? You’ve not said anything about it on the phone.’

‘That’s because it’s not going well. I’ve done loads of research, to the extent I could enter Mastermind with my speciality subject of Emma, Lady Hamilton and wipe the field,’ she said, frowning. ‘But I can’t seem to get to grips with the fictional characters. I’m beginning to wonder if I’m cut out to be a writer after all.’ The knot of tension grew tighter as she said out loud what she’d been thinking for weeks.

‘Mm. Why don’t you get in touch with Jeanne? You two seemed to hit it off that time in Sark and I’m sure she’d be happy to give you some pointers.’

‘Good thinking. As a published author of fiction and non-fiction she’s perfect.’ Charlotte had forgotten about Jeanne and the thought of talking through her problem with her lifted her spirits. Then she remembered something. ‘Ah, wasn’t she due to have another baby last month?’

‘Yep, she had a little girl, Freya. Very cute and adored by her big brother, Harry.’

‘Wonderful! But she’s going to be up to her eyes in nappies and everything so won’t have much time for chatting.’ Her heart sank again. The one person she knew who might understand what she was going through with her writing would be too busy to meet. As a publisher Charlotte knew many authors, but could not bring herself to admit to any of them her sense of failure. She had her reputation, and that of her company, to uphold. Whereas Jeanne was detached and more likely to be sympathetic. Pity.

Louisa pulled up near the front door of La Folie, the gothic style mansion recently transformed into a beautiful, up-market natural health centre. As they got out of the car, she said, ‘Paul’s gift to Jeanne when Freya was born was some massages and use of the pool. She’s already been and will be back soon so you could chat then. Molly, the counsellor you met here last time, is an old friend and babysits for her.’

Charlotte laughed. A deep, throaty laugh as she was struck by an amusing thought. ‘I have the distinct impression everyone on this island knows everyone else. There would be no way of keeping secrets here.’

Louisa grinned. ‘You’d be surprised! Come on, let’s get you settled in and then we can head off for one of Chef’s fab juices.’

The receptionist, Nadine, welcomed Charlotte with a broad smile, telling her she would be in Serenity this time. On her last visit her room was Peace; all the guest rooms had spiritual sounding names and Charlotte knew this room was the best on offer as Louisa had been installed in it when they first met. Special treatment for the owner’s daughter.

Louisa suggested they meet in the dining room in half an hour and left her in the capable hands of Nadine. Moments later Doug, the young Canadian gofer, arrived to escort Charlotte to her room. After flashing his bright white smile, Doug carried her bag upstairs while asking how she was. Charlotte was touched he remembered her, thinking again how well trained were the staff. Malcolm Roget’s background had been in hotels, the owner of a luxury Canadian chain before selling up and opening La Folie at the beginning of the year. The attention to detail was superb; something wealthy guests like her appreciated.

Once on her own, Charlotte immediately checked the view from the huge bay window. She had visited Louisa in the room on her previous visit so knew what to expect. The vista of immaculate gardens leading to the cliff paths and ultimately the sea, again made her catch her breath. The garden was as colourful as it had been in spring, but the flowers were different. Charlotte recognised, amongst others, abelia, Chinese lanterns, agapanthus, varieties of daylily, rose and hydrangea. Pinks, blues and reds vied with each other against the green of the foliage. With a sigh of appreciation she turned back to inspect the room, once again admiring the golden maple wood of the four-poster and other furniture, the smooth marble-like walls and the silky ivory bedlinen. Only the best would do for the guests of La Folie.

She unpacked her case before changing into the loose fitting clothes more appropriate for her stay. No longer the publisher, she was now on retreat. As she checked her image in the mirror she saw a very different woman to the one who had stayed here only months before. Now, she was not only slimmer, having lost a stone in weight, but her eyes had more of a sparkle. Charlotte had always been considered striking; tall with glossy brown hair, green eyes and a creamy complexion. But being dumped by her erstwhile husband for a younger model had knocked her self-esteem and she had put on weight and lost her spark. She was glad to have found La Folie, telling herself she looked pretty damn good for a woman pushing forty. Louisa had told her how sad she’d looked when they first met and she was right. Charlotte had been lost but now…

For a moment she hesitated. Although she looked and felt better, there was still something not right with her life. It had been liberating to make the decision to become a writer and not just a publisher, filling her with anticipation of a new chapter in her life. She had inherited the company from her father, Michael, and never felt quite comfortable with the idea she had not earned her role as editor in chief. Becoming a writer was meant to establish her as successful in her right, but then she had hit a stumbling block with the actual writing and had lost heart. She had started well but then it became harder, finding it difficult to visualise her characters as real people, living real lives. She could only hope it was temporary, having made the mistake, she now realised, of telling everyone she planned to write a novel and did not want to lose face. A thought too horrible to contemplate.

Her mother’s illness also hung over her like a dark cloud. Charlotte planned to ring her soon, but their conversations were always strained and she knew, deep down, she was afraid of possible bad news. It was hard, coming so soon after losing her father, who she missed more than ever. He had been the one rock in her life. Thinking of him now, she had to brush away a tear.

Then there was the question of no man in her life. After Richard had walked out, she had forsworn men, her heart – and self-confidence – shattered into pieces. But there were times when she missed the company of a man – and the sex – and as she headed downstairs to meet Louisa could not help but envy her friend. Paul, although not her own type, was lovely. Surely if there were problems between them they could be solved? She hoped so.

Charlotte found Louisa chatting to a waitress in the dining room, set in the light and airy sun room overlooking the gardens.

‘I was asking what today’s juice special was and it’s Chef’s “Energiser”. Fancy some?’

‘One of my favourites. Shall we sit outside?’

They found an empty table on the terrace and Charlotte, after making sure there was no-one else in earshot said, ‘OK, what’s the problem?’

Louisa shifted in her chair. ‘I think it must be me. I love Paul, I know that. But I…I’m struggling to trust in our relationship. As if some part of me knows it won’t last. Ever since Mum died I…I expect to lose people I love.’

Charlotte’s heart ached for her, knowing what it was like to lose one parent with the other seriously ill. And to lose a husband to someone younger. She stroked Louisa’s arm.

‘I understand. You’ve gone through a lot these past months, but surely Paul’s not backing off?’

‘It’s hard to tell as we don’t see a great deal of each other except at work and then we can’t really talk. With Dad away I think Paul feels burdened by the responsibility of the centre, even though Dad took a back seat. At least when he was on the island Paul could run things past him.’ She sipped her juice and appeared to be debating with herself. Looking at Charlotte she went on, ‘I’m beginning to think Paul’s not as confident in himself as he appears. He’s never had to manage such a new enterprise before and I think he’s feeling the pressure. Doesn’t want it to fail.’

‘I see. Has he said anything to you? About the pressure, I mean.’

Louisa shook her head. ‘Oh no. And I wouldn’t expect him to. Male ego and all that,’ she said with a wry smile.

Charlotte took a sip of her own juice.

‘So you need to ask him if he’s feeling the pressure. Without sounding as if you’re judging him. Offer to help in any way you can. He might be relieved to know he’s not on his own.’

‘I guess. I’ll have a chat with him – if I get the chance! It’s been made worse lately cos the new yoga teacher, Judy, has been off sick. But she should be back in a day or two and Paul won’t need to buzz around like a blue-arsed fly.’

Charlotte laughed. ‘At no time could I imagine cool, calm and collected Paul buzzing around like a fly! Is he running the morning yoga sessions? I always adored those.’

‘Yep, at the moment.’ Louisa glanced at her watch. ‘I’ll have to love you and leave you as I have a client booked. How about we all eat together here tonight? Normally I’d go home and cook and Paul would either join me or eat in his rooms.’

‘Lovely. I’ll see you both later. In the meantime I need to arrange my therapies with Nadine.’

Once her friend had left, Charlotte continued to sit in quiet contemplation of the garden. Fellow guests strolled along the paths and for a moment she found herself studying a lone male. Tall, good-looking and in his forties. In spite of her decision to avoid men, she couldn’t help but notice him. Solo men of the right age were conspicuous by their absence in this sort of retreat. Just as she was considering going over and introducing herself, a female guest came out of the dining room behind her and headed, laughing, towards him. His face split into a grin and they shared a hug before sauntering towards the cliff path. She might have known he was spoken for and it was probably just as well. It would be better to focus on finding her writing mojo and forget men. They were always trouble, anyway.




Chapter three

The dining room buzzed with muted chatter and laughter. Charlotte weaved between the tables to one set back in a corner, waved on by Louisa.

‘Paul won’t be long, he’s just checking all’s well in the kitchen. Which reminds me, Chef says hi and he’ll catch up with you tomorrow. So, how’s his book going?’

‘Very well. We should have it out in time for the Christmas trade. I’ve had great fun trying out all his juice recipes,’ Charlotte replied, wishing she was as good at writing as she was at being an editor and publisher. It had been an inspired decision to offer Chef a publishing deal and she was convinced the resulting book, Juice for Life, would be a best-seller. Juicing was becoming the buzz word in health and nutrition and she herself was both a committed convert and a great advert for Chef’s recipes. It was thanks to his juices and low-fat diet plan she had lost so much weight. ‘We managed to get an endorsement from that film star who stayed here in May, so it’s looking good.’

‘As long as Chef doesn’t let it go to his head and leave,’ Louisa said, frowning.

Charlotte nodded her agreement, not wanting to be the cause of such a loss to the centre. Just then she felt a hand on her shoulder and a familiar voice said, ‘Hi, Charlotte, great to see you again.’ She stood up to share a hug with Paul, who beamed at her with his usual warm smile. Conscious of what Louisa had said earlier, she searched his face for signs of stress, noting the dark circles around his eyes. Her friend was right: Paul was under pressure, something she could relate to. But for different reasons.

‘Hi Paul, how are you? Louisa says it’s been busy here lately.’

He shrugged, and dropped a kiss on Louisa’s upturned face.

‘I’m fine. But it has been hectic these past few weeks, which is great as it means La Folie’s proving to be a success. Malcolm should be well pleased when he returns.’

‘Which is…?’

‘Not for a couple more months at least. Last we heard he’s enjoying himself too much, staying at the top-notch spas of the world and he doesn’t sound keen to return anytime soon. It’s supposed to be research, but I think it’s more a chance to be pampered and have fun in exotic places.’ 

‘Bully for Malcolm! If he can’t enjoy himself at seventy, when can he? Why, he might even come back with a glamorous lady on his arm.’ Charlotte replied, with her throaty chuckle. Registering Louisa’s white face she immediately regretted her flippant remark.

Patting her friend’s hand, she said, ‘Hey, I’m sorry. Didn’t mean…’

Louisa took a deep breath and smiled. ‘It’s okay. Really. It’s just me being silly. Of course it would be lovely if he found someone after all those years on his own. He deserves to find happiness after…’ She fell silent and Charlotte saw her biting her thumb. Forcing down her own worries, she focused on her friend. It was only eight months since Susan, Louisa’s mother, had died after a violent burglary, and Charlotte knew the pain was still raw. Although Malcolm and Susan had parted before Louisa was born, thirty-five years ago, they had each been the one true love of their lives.

Paul flung his arm around Louisa and gave her a squeeze.

‘Whether he finds romance or not, Charlotte’s right, it’s about time Malcolm enjoyed himself. If I were rich and successful, I’d do the same.’

‘Oh, would you now? And how about me? Would I be allowed to tag along too?’ Louisa asked, sounding hurt.

‘Don’t be silly! Of course I’d want you with me. If only to keep the adoring females from pestering me,’ Paul said, with a smile.

Charlotte watched her friend’s face slowly break into a smile and heaved a sigh of relief. My! She is touchy. Talk about being insecure. Which makes two of us. She decided to see if she could help.

‘Thank you, kind sir, for allowing me that honour, but as things are at the moment your chances of becoming wealthy are slim. Apart from which, you’ve always said money doesn’t interest you,’ Louisa said, giving him a kiss.

‘True, on both counts. So it leaves me with no alternative but to vicariously enjoy long foreign trips through Malcolm. But a long weekend would be nice,’ Paul said, sighing.

‘Isn’t there anyone who can cover for you? Surely you don’t have to wait until Malcolm’s back?’ Charlotte asked.

‘In theory my assistant could take over but she’s been off sick so…’ He shrugged. As if realising this was no way to welcome her, Paul brightened and grabbed Charlotte’s hand. ‘Enough of me, I want to know all about what you’ve been up to in the big smoke. Oh, and I’ve already ordered for us – Chef’s preparing your favourite meal and the champagne’s on ice.’

Charlotte was touched and smiled her appreciation before chatting about her work and the latest publishing ‘do’ she had attended. At least she had some good things to share. The mood lifted, helped even more by the arrival of a bottle of Krug, triggering a laugh from Charlotte and grins from the others. Charlotte had chosen Louisa Krug as her pen name, partly in honour of her friend and a reference to being distantly related to the champagne family. She felt a quick pang at the thought of never using it. They chatted animatedly through the hors d’oeuvres and the seafood main course, which Charlotte declared to be the best yet at La Folie. 

By the time they were sipping herbal teas, it was clear to Charlotte from the way they looked at each other, her friends needed to get an early night. And with each other. She pushed down a momentary feeling of envy. 

Finishing her tea, she stood up, saying, ‘I don’t know about you two, but I’m ready for bed. It’s been a lovely meal, thanks so much for organising it. I’ll thank Chef in the morning. Night, night.’ She kissed them both and left, hoping Paul would take the hint and spend the night with Louisa. Charlotte had to settle for a book.

The next morning Charlotte caught up with Chef and they shared an animated discussion about his forthcoming book. A breezy Canadian named Chris, she found him a joy to work with and he seemed equally relaxed with her, already planning his next book about recipes for healthy meals. The talk of books prompted her to ask Nadine to let her know when Jeanne next booked an appointment so they could meet. She so needed to talk to her.

Needing to make a phone call Charlotte returned to her room. She had been putting off ringing her mother, a task she always dreaded.

‘Mother, it’s me. How are you?’

‘How do you think I am? All alone here and expected to carry on as normal despite…despite being on my own. And you never visit. I could be dying for all you care!’ her mother snapped.

Charlotte took a deep breath. It was going to be one of those martyr calls.

‘Mother, I know it must be hard, but you do have the staff to help and Daddy was hardly ever there anyway. He was too busy running the business in London. I’m sorry I haven’t been up for a while but–’

‘I know you’re avoiding me. You’ve hardly been here since…since your father died.’ There was a sniff down the line. ‘I had to organise the village fête entirely singlehandedly this summer. You could have shown me some support but, no, you were too busy as usual. Playing at being a publisher. No wonder Richard left. You only ever think of yourself.’

She dug her fingers into her hand, determined not to let her mother get to her. But it was hard. Her biggest sin in her mother’s eyes was being born a girl. Charlotte had known since a small child Lady Annette Townsend, to give her the full title, had wanted a son – an heir to continue the family name. She had even chosen the name Charles, after her own father. Fortunately for Charlotte, her father had not seemed disappointed, spending as much time with her as he could. He even taught her to ride and accompanied her to the Pony Club gymkhanas, her mother having complained she could not spare the time. In spite of knowing how much her father adored her, it had been hard growing up feeling her mother did not love her, gnawing away at her over the years. And now she had lost the loving parent and–

‘Are you listening to me, Charlotte?’

‘Yes, Mother, of course. I was ringing to see how you were. Have you seen your doctor yet? When we last spoke you said you were feeling off-colour.’

‘Humph. Yes and he’s arranged for me to see the consultant in a couple of weeks…’ Charlotte’s heart raced as the words evoked a feeling of dread, she barely heard her mother’s next words. ‘I’m sure it’s not necessary, just a lot of fuss about nothing. You know how these doctors are. Scared of being sued if they miss anything and charge a fortune for a load of tests.’ Her voice changed. Less angry – scared, perhaps? Charlotte felt herself grow cold. If her mother was scared then something was badly wrong. It wouldn’t be surprising after…But she had to focus, must not let her mother hear her own anxiety.

‘I’m sure he’s just concerned for your welfare, Mother. Do you still have the pain in your side and feel nauseous?’

‘Sometimes, but it’s probably just a reaction to the drugs I’m taking.’

‘Maybe, but I’m glad you’re seeing the consultant. Look, afraid I’m away at the moment but I’ll give you a ring when you’ve seen him. When exactly is that?’

Her mother told her then went on to say how well the roses had done that summer, winning First Prize again at the fête. Charlotte made the appropriate responses before her mother announced she could not waste any more time chatting, the housekeeper needed to talk to her, and rang off.

She was left feeling both exasperated and scared. She had been dreading something like this. Had her mother’s cancer returned? And if so, how serious was it?




Chapter four

Pushing the dreaded thought of her mother’s cancer to the back of her mind, she headed off for her first aromatherapy massage with Lin. A session guaranteed to leave her as chilled as her beloved Krug. Sorely needed.

At lunchtime Charlotte floated on a sea of rose geranium and frankincense towards the dining room in the sun lounge. She was meeting Louisa for lunch and was first to arrive. Charlotte was gazing dreamily out of the window admiring the garden when her friend rushed in, apologetic.

‘Sorry to be late, but I had a last minute appointment with the father of Paul’s friend. He’s not a guest but the friend, Andy, was the brilliant architect who designed the pool and this room. So Paul feels we owe him a favour.’

‘No problem. I’m not going anywhere. Had the most divine massage with Lin and can barely function at the moment. You’ll have to do the talking and I’ll listen.’

Louisa laughed. ‘You remind me of how I always felt after a session with Lin. Unfortunately, now I’m staff and not a guest I have to wait in line and Lin’s always busy. Right, what shall we have?’

They had just given their order when a man came up to the table and spoke to Louisa.

‘Sorry to interrupt your lunch, Louisa, but I wanted to thank you for fitting in my father so quickly. He’s been in a lot of pain but says it’s a bit better now. I’ve just come to collect him.’

‘Hi, Andy, you’re welcome. Oh, let me introduce you to my friend, Charlotte. She’s a guest here.’

He turned to Charlotte, offering his hand. ‘Hello, pleased to meet you. Is this your first visit?’

For a moment she was dumbstruck. What a gorgeous looking man! Tall, slim with dark, wavy hair, soft brown eyes and a firm mouth which curled up at the ends. She fought down the unbidden attraction, reminding herself she was off men.

‘Hello, Andy. Nice to meet you, too. And no, this is my second time, I was here earlier in the year which is when I met Louisa. I gather your father needed her magic touch?’

He gave her a brief smile, saying, ‘Yes, he did.’ Turning back to Louisa he asked, ‘Will he need to return for more sessions? Paul and I have an arrangement if he does.’

Louisa nodded. ‘He told me. I’d like to see your father again next week, to check if he’s keeping up the exercises I gave him. And his back’s pretty stiff, probably from arthritis. Not surprising considering his work.’

Andy was about to say something when the food arrived and he muttered a quick goodbye and left.

Charlotte was left feeling annoyed. Annoyed with herself for her initial attraction to Andy and unreasonably annoyed with him for showing not the slightest interest in her.

‘This looks wonderful! Chef told me he’s been working on new recipes for the centre and we’ve been discussing a new book containing them. Perhaps a complimentary book for all guests?’ she said, gushing in her need to move on.

‘Sounds a great idea. Would need to run it past my father, of course, but I think he would go for it. As long as it’s not silly expensive!’ Louisa grinned as she filled her fork with seared tuna.

‘I’ve thought of that and we could keep the costs down by printing on demand and also offering the book to purchase by non-guests. Could be a great marketing exercise.’

Louisa agreed and they discussed various ideas before she stood up to leave for her next client.

Charlotte asked slyly, ‘So, did you two get an early night?’ Louisa reddened and admitted they did and Charlotte offered a thumbs up. She went on, ‘Would you like to come for dinner tonight at my place? Paul’s coming too,’ Louisa said, still pink. Charlotte was happy to accept and, once on her own, her thoughts turned again to Andy. Was he single? Probably not, he was too damn attractive. Stop it! She chided herself. Pulling herself together she slipped outside and strode out towards the cliff path. What she needed was a good long walk and fresh air, not reminders of what she used to have.

The early evening sky was a darkening blue and the sun hung low on the horizon as Louisa drove with Charlotte to St Peter Port. The dark nights were edging ever closer and the women bemoaned the end of summer.

‘I’ve really enjoyed being out in the garden in the evenings after work and at weekends we’ve had friends round for barbecues. I’m glad Dad snapped up the lease as I’m sure the house would have gone quickly to someone else. It has such a pretty garden which I can’t wait to show you, and luckily it’s warm enough to eat outside tonight.’

‘Lovely. I’m pleased you’ve settled in, but what are your long-term plans? Will you sell your London house?’

Louisa sighed. ‘Depends on what happens with Paul. If we can get over this bad patch the idea is for him to move in with me and then eventually buy our own home. I’m not sure what I’d do if we were to split…’ she looked so unhappy Charlotte gripped her shoulder.

‘Hey! Don’t be so defeatist, I’m sure you two are meant for each other and you’ll come through this even more in love. Paul adores you, but you need to tell him you’re there by his side. Big Sis says so, remember.’

Louisa turned to face her and grinned. ‘Thanks, Big Sis. Always wanted a sister or brother you know. I’d happily settle for you as a surrogate.’

‘Good. That’s agreed. From now on we’re sisters in all but name. Oh! Is this your house?’

Louisa steered the convertible into the drive of the semi-detached house and switched off the engine. ‘Yes, lovely isn’t it? And it’s so quiet in the close that I forget I’m virtually in the centre of Town. Come on, I’ll show you around before I start cooking.’

Charlotte admired the 1930s house which appeared recently modernised. Louisa proudly showed her the garden, with a small lawn and patio surrounded by shrubs, offering privacy from the neighbours. It was delightful and Charlotte could see why her ‘sister’ was so happy there.

‘So, what time’s Paul arriving?’

Louisa was removing vegetables and chicken breasts from the fridge and said, ‘In about an hour. Which is fine as I can prepare the food and cook it as soon as he arrives. We’re having an easy stir-fry. Now, how about a glass of wine? White or red? Sorry, we’re all out of Krug!’ She laughed.

‘White would be lovely, thanks. And even I can have too much champagne, you know.’ She sat on a bar stool while Louisa poured two glasses of wine before chopping the vegetables. Charlotte felt uncomfortable with the domesticity of it. The preparation of the meal, waiting for the man to arrive – it took her back to the time of her marriage. Not that she ever prepared the food; they had a housekeeper, Mrs Thomas, who moved with them to her father’s house in London after his death. But Charlotte had helped to choose the meals and would always make sure there was a glass of something ready for Richard on his return in the evening. Until the excuses about working late began…And now her friend Louisa was worried about her own relationship, albeit for different reasons. She knocked back her wine.

When everything was ready they took their drinks outside to enjoy the last rays of the sun.

Paul arrived, more or less on time, and he set the table outside while Charlotte lit the candles in the lanterns. Within minutes the stir-fry was ready and everyone tucked in. Once they had finished, the plates were cleared and glasses refilled.

‘This is heaven. I can understand why you love it here, Louisa. I should eat outside at home, too, but it seems such a fag asking Mrs Thomas to take everything into the garden for me. I usually eat in the breakfast room as the dining room’s far too grand unless I’m entertaining. But I don’t do much these days, since…since Richard left.’ Charlotte sighed.

‘Perhaps you will again soon. We’ll just have to find you a man! Oh, that reminds me, Paul, Andy brought his father in for a session with me today and I said Jim should come back next week. Is it okay?’

‘Sure. I told Andy we’d cover a couple of sessions and he’ll pay us a reasonable fee for more if needed. He wants Jim to think we’re not charging at all as he’s too proud to accept what he’d call charity.’ Paul sipped his wine. ‘Did you know he wants to uncover what really happened to his grandfather during the occupation? Apparently Jeanne offered to help as she was researching that period for her next book, but she’s rather up to her eyes in nappies these days,’ he said, laughing. ‘A pity, as he seems really keen to help his dad.’

‘Sounds intriguing. What’s the mystery?’ Charlotte asked, leaning forward.

‘I don’t know the whole story, but it boils down to the fact Jim’s father, Edmund, was killed a month before the end of the war, not long after having being labelled an informer by his younger brother Harold. The police never found who did it, although they suspected a POW looking for food. Anyway, Edmund’s widow, Madeleine, was apparently shunned by the family and left Guernsey soon after the liberation. Harold later inherited the extensive family property which is now worth a mint, but no-one knew Madeleine was pregnant with Jim. He should by rights have inherited, you see.’ He topped up their glasses and leant back in his chair.

‘That’s so unfair! I’m not surprised Andy wants to help. But surely Jim’s the one to demand answers?’ Louisa said, looking shocked.

‘I agree, but for some reason he’s not pursued it. He’s much more laid-back than his son, as I’m sure you found. Jim’s a lovely guy, salt of the earth, and not got a grasping bone in his body, but he’s not very worldly.’

‘Is Andy an only child? He seemed quite concerned for his father when we saw him,’ Charlotte asked.

‘Yes he is. They’re very close, both love fishing and often go out in Jim’s boat together. We occasionally buy some of their catch for La Folie if they have any spare.’

‘Don’t their wives mind them going out fishing if it takes up so much time?’ Charlotte asked, casually.

‘Jim’s wife Yvette is only too glad of the fish on the table and Andy was divorced years ago.’

Louisa raised her eyebrows at Charlotte, who pretended not to notice. She swirled her wine around the glass, keeping her face neutral, but inwardly she felt her heart pump faster. Her mind began to race.

‘Perhaps I could help.’ As soon as the words were out, Charlotte wondered why on earth she had said it. Stupid, stupid, woman! But it would give her something to take her mind off her failed attempt at writing…

Paul and Louisa looked at her, surprised.

‘I mean with the research. What if I carry on where Jeanne left off, go through the records etc. See if I can find out anything pertinent to what happened. My forte’s always been research and as I’m struggling with my writing at the moment I’d be happy to assist.’ She sipped her wine, looking across at her friends.

‘That’s kind of you, but aren’t you here to relax and not tie yourself down with researching in dusty books? Andy’s waited years for answers so I’m sure he can wait a bit longer till Jeanne’s back in writing mode,’ Paul said.

‘Yes, Paul’s right. I thought you were here to recharge, not get involved in other people’s problems?’ Louisa gave her a quizzical look.

‘I’m sure I can do both. And it might just kick-start my own writing, which quite frankly, needs something to move it along. But ultimately it will be up to Andy and Jeanne to decide whether they want me to come on board. By the way, how did Jeanne get involved in the first place?’

‘Nick and Andy have been friends since boyhood as their fathers were great mates, all living in St Sampson. So he and Jeanne were keen to help in any way they could,’ said Paul, emptying his glass. ‘Anyone for a refill? I can open another bottle.’

The women shook their heads. Charlotte, thinking Louisa and Paul might want time alone, suggested ordering a taxi. Paul insisted on driving her back, saying he needed an early night with new guests arriving on the first flight from the UK. As she hugged Louisa, her friend whispered, ‘I think you’ve an ulterior motive about this research lark. You can’t pull the wool over my eyes!’

Charlotte didn’t comment, just smiled before following Paul to his car. Once they were heading out of town, she said, ‘I am serious about helping Andy, you know. It does sound as if his family’s had a raw deal and I’m all for obtaining justice. Would you mind passing on my offer?’

Paul glanced at her. ‘If you’re sure, but you know it wouldn’t be right for you to work on anything within the confines of La Folie. Strictly against the ethos of the centre. We want to encourage guests to leave the rest of the world behind while they recharge.’

‘Yes, of course, that’s why I left my laptop at home. But I’m sure something could be worked out if Andy and Jeanne accept my offer. I’m only booked in for two weeks and could stay longer somewhere else if needed. There’s no urgent need for me to return home so…’ Charlotte shrugged, trying not to think about her mother’s illness. For the moment it made sense to be fully occupied with something which had a purpose rather than play at writing a novel, which she still hoped to do. But it was much more important to help a family in need, wasn’t it?




Chapter five

Charlotte woke the following day after a disturbed night’s sleep. In spite of their decidedly tricky relationship, she did love her mother. As an only child she also felt responsible for her, and had promised her father she would “keep an eye on the old girl, m’dear, she’s not as strong as she likes to pretend”. Easier said than done with a mother who offered only criticism, she thought, struggling to wake up. Feeling guilty about being pampered in the spa while her mother was unwell, Charlotte consoled herself with the thought there was little she could do until she had seen the oncologist, and crawled out of bed to grab a quick shower.

Within a few days Charlotte settled into the calm, relaxed atmosphere of La Folie, allowing herself to step back from her worries and live in the moment. As she walked around the garden one morning she realised the combination of yoga and the ministrations of Lin and other therapists had worked the same magic she had experienced in the spring. Stopping by a colourful display of deep red roses, she bent to breathe in their heady scent and was immediately transported back to her parents’ garden in Somerset.

Her mother was inordinately proud of her roses, entering them yearly into the village floral competitions and had always won First Prize. Not surprising as her parents were the local nobs, presiding over local functions with genteel bonhomie. Her mother had always been a snob, but after her father was knighted and she became Lady Annette Townsend, she was much worse. Charlotte used to cringe at the way she talked to staff and villagers, so different to her down-to-earth father. He would never have laid claim to being responsible for the efforts of others, unlike her mother. The fact their gardener was responsible for the lushness of the roses did not seem to stop Annette from accepting her due as a woman with the greenest of green fingers. Something Charlotte could never lay claim to, being hopeless with anything so practical, but she did know the names of plants, drummed into her by her mother from childhood.

Continuing her walk, and admiring the last of the sunflowers and delphiniums standing tall in the sunshine, she wondered how her mother was coping in the house on her own, albeit with the servants. Charlotte bit her lip, feeling the familiar pain of her father’s death two years ago. Taught never to display emotions in public, it had been difficult to cope with her loss until she received counselling here in the spring. The grief had been exacerbated by her husband’s desertion shortly after and she had become depressed. Gazing now at the daylilies bowing their heads gracefully in the gentle breeze, Charlotte knew she had come a long way since then, but was not as strong as she liked to appear. Boarding school had coated her with a veneer of independence and self-confidence, but inside she was a woman who needed to be loved. As she had been by her father, but not, she thought, her mother: always keen to find fault. And loved only briefly by her ex-husband.

Charlotte made a supreme effort to recapture the feeling of calm now being sabotaged by her memories and imagined herself in a bubble of light, as taught by Molly, the counsellor. It worked and she was able to smile serenely at a passing fellow guest. Glancing at her watch, Charlotte realised it was nearly time for her t’ai chi class and made tracks inside.

As she passed the reception desk Nadine called out to say Jeanne would be in the following morning for her massage and would be happy to meet for a chat afterwards. Charlotte smiled, wondering if Paul had passed on her offer of help. Even if he hadn’t, she looked forward to talking to Jeanne about the proverbial writer’s block, although a part of her was afraid she was simply a lousy writer. Something far too hard to accept – yet.

At eleven the next morning Charlotte experienced mixed emotions as she made her way to the sun lounge to meet Jeanne. Although it would be lovely to catch up with her, she was having second thoughts about becoming involved with Andy’s research. It would be a wonderful diversion, but it would mean spending time with Andy and he was too attractive to ignore, even by someone bruised by men. Jeanne was watching for her and waved before standing up to share a hug. Charlotte found herself smiling in spite of her unease.

‘How are you? And congratulations on your baby girl. Is she well?’

Jeanne, displaying dark circles under her eyes, but otherwise looking good with gleaming hair and glowing skin, smiled broadly.

‘We’re both fine, thanks. Fortunately I have quick and easy births and we were home again the same day. But I could do with more sleep!’

Charlotte ordered a juice before replying, ‘I bet! But you look wonderful and it looks as if you’ve lost the baby weight already. What does Harry think about his sister?’

‘He adores her, although he was a bit unsure initially when we told him he had a sister. He’d wanted a brother to play with, but once he held her he was hooked and smothers her with kisses,’ she laughed. ‘I now have to stop him trying to pick her up from her crib whenever he can. And yes, I’ve almost lost the extra weight. I’ve been following the healthy recipes Chef cooks up and even Nick’s hooked on them. So, how are you? How’s the book coming on?’ Jeanne looked at her quizzically.

Charlotte took a deep breath. ‘Not great. I thoroughly enjoyed the research, but I’ve been finding it difficult to empathise with my main fictional character and how she would behave at that time. Modern characters would be so much easier, but I love the eighteenth century so…’ she went on to describe in more detail what seemed to be holding her back.

Jeanne was sympathetic. ‘I can understand the problem. You need to fully immerse yourself in the time-period – the sights, sounds and smells. What people wore, how they talked, etc. Not easy, but possible. Have you read any novels set in that time?’ She went on to make more suggestions, admitting she had suffered from writer’s block a couple of times and Charlotte began to feel less of a failure. She was simply inexperienced and needed to hear how other writers dealt with such issues. Months before she had joined a local writing group for support using her pen name, but unfortunately someone had discovered both her real name and her role as a publisher and she had been bombarded with submissions. She left immediately, but missed the camaraderie.

Jeanne then brought up the subject of Andy and his family.

‘Paul said you’d like to help with the research which is fine by me. But surely you won’t be here long enough to trawl through old records and interview people?’

‘I can stay longer if need be, so it’s not an issue. Even if I did have to return home for some reason I could always come back. My deputy takes over when I’m away and he’s excellent. Totally trustworthy, thank goodness. I’ve finally learnt the art of delegation.’

Her friend grinned. ‘A pity I can’t delegate the night feeds! But Nick doesn’t possess the, er, right equipment. But at least he does spend a lot of time with Harry when he’s at home. And he’s become quite a good cook since my first book came out.’ She sipped her juice before adding, ‘Would you like me to ask Andy how he feels about your offer? I understand you met briefly a few days ago.’

‘Please. Andy might not remember me as he really wanted to talk to Louisa about Jim. But I’d understand if he didn’t want a stranger involved. He…seemed a nice guy,’ she said, recalling his warm, brown eyes and sexy body. And quickly pushed away the image as once again she questioned the wisdom of offering to help. Apart from anything else it would be so embarrassing if Andy was completely uninterested in her.

‘He is, apart from the chip on his shoulder about the division in the family. And the fact his father was denied his inheritance. Definitely some bitterness there, but otherwise he’s a decent guy, if a bit of a workaholic.’

They returned to the subject of writing for a while longer until it was time for Jeanne to leave for Freya’s next feed, promising to phone after she had spoken to Andy. Charlotte was left wondering if she would be disappointed if Andy said no to her offer. It was too close to call.




Chapter six

The following day Charlotte was relieved to be diverted with an excursion with Louisa, who had a free day. Much as she enjoyed being pampered at La Folie, it was good to get out and explore the island while the Indian summer held sway. They had enjoyed many hours sightseeing during her last visit and today planned to explore the south coast around Jerbourg Point. But first she had a yoga class to attend.

‘So, have you heard from Malcolm yet?’ Charlotte asked as Louisa drove towards St Martins.

‘No and I’m starting to worry. I know he said not to, but I can’t help it. Thought I’d give Glenn at the agency a ring and see if he’s heard anything, as Dad booked the trip through him. At least I can trust Glenn not to blab on me!’ 

‘True. How’s the business going since he took over?’

‘Very well, apparently. Glenn always sounds upbeat when we talk. Now Voyages handles all the travel arrangements for La Folie, our clients are also using them for their other holidays. It’s been win-win since he bought the agency from me.’

‘Good. Where was Malcolm when you last heard?’

‘Bali.’ She frowned. ‘Not best known for its health and safety arrangements.’

Charlotte had to agree but didn’t say so, not wanting to worry her friend further. ‘Hey, I’m sure he’s fine. Just being a typical man and not staying in touch. And, to be fair, until recently he had no-one who cared about his whereabouts. Being a father is still quite new for him.’

‘Uh huh. I guess. Anyway, I’ll ring Glenn and see what he says,’ Louisa replied before bringing the car to a halt in the Jerbourg car park. ‘Right, let’s get walking.’

‘What a fabulous view! Herm and Sark are so clear and I can even see France. And that must be Jersey to our right. I must get over there sometime. Have you been yet?’

Louisa shook her head. ‘No, but Paul wants to take me for a weekend once he gets the time off, which hopefully won’t be long now Judy, his deputy’s back. One of our friends, Nicole, was born in Jersey and has the use of her parents’ flat. We may be able to stay there when we finally arrange it. Would be nice,’ she sighed, before turning to face Charlotte. ‘I forgot to ask how it went with Jeanne. You said you were meeting her.’

‘It was fine.’ She didn’t want to say too much as although Jeanne had given her hope, she still had to put her ideas into action. ‘Jeanne offered me some helpful tips about writer’s block and then we talked about Andy. She said she’d talk to him but I’ve not heard anything yet.’ Charlotte had more or less decided it had been a foolish whim to offer her services and Andy
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