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About the Author

From an early age of 9, I was placed with my older sister into a convent school as termly boarders; my father, having come back from India, did not think the village school was appropriate.

For 8/9 years I achieved the lead soprano title. I excelled in art, writing, and sports. I left school and did a secretarial course, and during that time met a qualified art restorer and learnt the art of restoration.

I married young at 20 and had 4 children. I never lost my love of art and writing. My husband owned a large estate, and our 4 children had the freedom to play in the fields and explore the woods. Our passion was racehorses along with farming.

In the early 1970s, in order to keep the estate in the family, we moved to an island called Jersey, which is a British Crown Dependency.

I continued with my art restoration and at the same time began to write the beginnings of some of my books. We were lucky enough to own a house in Florida and a house in France. I continued to write in both places; it was my passion. Over the years I wrote four children’s books in French and English, which I also illustrated, one of which has been published.

Unfortunately, in around 2011 my husband was diagnosed with dementia. The next few years of my life were spent caring for him until my dear husband died in 2019.

For those 8 years of nursing my husband, I had to give up my passion for writing entirely. Before my husband’s illness, I wrote my first novel “Affairs”, which was entered into the peoples Booker Prize, at the same time I then began my second novel “Charlie’s Girl”, which I am thrilled to say has also been published.

I am now getting my life back and continue writing, and hope to write many more novels.
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Chapter 1 England, July 1986

The elegant bows of the forty-foot Swan sliced through the calm water, with just enough wind to puff out the pale blue silk spinnaker; the same azure blue as the endless sky above.

Claudia Jacobson-Hume sat on the side of the stern, her legs outstretched to catch the frothy waves spuming along the side of the hull. The cool water sprayed her toes, giving a pleasurable sensation.

The spinnaker billowed in a stronger breeze, and the boat surged forward. Cooler air fanned her face; it was like riding a giant sea horse.

Prompted by the hot July afternoon, Claudia let her thoughts drift to fantasies about the boat of her dreams. It was all wishful thinking. Yet, it was not wishful thinking that had brought her this far, to the hot, packed assembly hall of the English girls’ boarding school, the school where she had lived the dream to succeed in swimming and sailing.

Not only had she succeeded, but had won every trophy, and was school champion. So who could tell? With the same determination and the will to achieve, maybe one day she would get the boat of her dreams.

The pride and excitement at receiving the awards in front of her parents welled inside her; it was impossible to sit still. She craned her neck to look once more at the seated parents at the back of the hall, her gaze scrutinised the convergence of heads and shoulders locked together in verbal intercourse. Her parents could not be seen.

Apprehension prompted her to twiddle the loose strand of hair while wondering why they had not arrived. Why were they not there to share her success at the last prize-giving, which was about to commence? Panic swelled in her voice.

(Gerard/Charlie’s Girl/1)

“I just know something’s happened. They must have had an accident, or they would have telephoned.” Her friend, Sylvia Harris, shifted on the seat next to her; the small irritation compounded her anxiety. “For goodness’ sake, sit still,” Claudia snapped.

Sylvia uncrossed her chubby legs and moved once more in her seat. “Try to relax; I’m sure they will arrive soon. They’re probably stuck in traffic.”

It was stiflingly hot. The rotating blades of the large fan suspended from the vaulted Gothic ceiling did nothing to dispel the heat. Instead, it wafted the hot air around the room. Claudia’s eyes roamed over the dark green paint faded by the years and peeling off at the edges of the massive timbered beams. Only the tops of the tall, mullioned windows could open; the smell of floor polish and stale cabbage lingered, having no escape. She would not miss this when she left in two days.

Claudia’s heart lifted as she looked at the rows of black commemorative plaques on the walls; row upon row of faded names etched in tarnished gold. Pride swelled as she realised her own name, printed in fresh gold leaf, would soon join the long-forgotten names.

The sudden pain of Sylvia’s pinch on her leg brought her thoughts back to reality. A dutiful silence replaced the expectant hubbub as the ceremony began to unwind.

“It gives me great pleasure to announce the winner of The Mallen Trophy for this year’s school champion in swimming and sailing. Claudia Jacobson-Hume.” The high-pitched voice of Miss Threlfall, headmistress of Winterhaven School for girls, echoed over the loudspeaker. “I would ask Miss Simpson to step forward and present the trophy.” Her voice was drowned by the applause and faces around her.

Her whole being was overtaken with pride and a feeling of elation at what she had achieved. It was what she had strived for since the age of 12, when she was finally adopted by loving parents. Her stare went again to the back of the hall, and a mixture of disappointment and a growing dread robbed the moment of pleasure. Where oh where were her parents? She had done this for them to make them proud of her.

(Gerard/Charlie’s Girl/2)

“Well done, my dear. I’m so proud of you,” Miss Simpson’s silky voice purred in her ear.

“Thank you.” Claudia smiled, but her green eyes held a hint of her sadness as she flicked away the strand of curling hair that fell across her eye.

She had deliberately cultivated the loose curl on the right side of her hair to conceal the cast in her eye. The lazy eyelid drooped slightly, and though aware of what she considered a disfigurement, she was not aware that it enhanced her looks, giving her already beautiful Italian features a sultry, sensuous look. She appeared more mature than 18. Her legs were incredibly long and her figure superbly proportioned.

She could grace the pages of any fashion magazine. Her olive skin compounded the beauty of her long, red-brown hair. The bright lights highlighted the fiery streaks as she tossed it from her shoulders and turned to leave the stage.

She hesitated on the top step and clutched the shining trophy and desperately scanned the faces of the parents nearest the entrance at the back of the hall. Elizabeth and John were still not there. She descended the stairs, and with each step down, her heart sank with bitter disappointment. They had missed it.

Valiantly fighting back tears, Claudia watched other girls leave the hall with their parents, holding hands, exchanging hugs, full of laughter and excitement. Only moments earlier, she felt she had everything. All the goals she had set herself, she had achieved. She was certain she would be accepted at university, make her mark in life, be independent, and be proud to be able to pay back something to the parents who had been so good to her.

Claudia was grateful for sharing their beautiful home in Chelsea, a fashionable part of London, and the weekend cottage on the Solent near Southampton. The wealth surrounding her life now was a stark contrast to the impoverished institute.

At the age of 12, John taught her how to sail, navigate, and swim like a fish. Elizabeth showered her with love and affection and passed on little feminine bits of advice. It was their undivided love that helped Claudia bury the invisible scars of abuse.

(Gerard/Charlie’s Girl/3)

Her gratitude made her a model child. She tried never to upset or disappoint them. But why, just this once on her last days at the school, couldn’t they have been there on time, even one of them?

Claudia Hume, her given name at birth, was born somewhere in Italy and lived with her Italian mother and English father. Her father died an untimely death in a swimming accident while saving Claudia. So distraught by the loss of her husband, her mother blamed the child for his death and brought her to England to live with her paternal grandmother. She then disappeared, never to be heard from again. Claudia was 3 years old.

She had no surviving relatives that she knew of, and her recollections of her parents were few. Those of her grandmother diminished over the years spent in the children’s home where she had been placed after her grandmother’s death. She was left to the tender mercy of the head of the institute and his wife, who did not believe in sparing the rod to save the child. Beatings for all the children were frequent.

Elizabeth Jacobson was connected to the institute through her charity work and grew to love Claudia, recognising a similarity between her and the daughter they had lost. The Jacobsons adopted Claudia when she was 11 years old, adding their name to hers. Thus, her surname became Jacobson-Hume.

Elizabeth and John were the only people in her life. They were her parents, her anchor and stability. She loved them dearly, but wished they would walk in now.

A junior girl ran towards her. “There’s a telephone call for you.”

The child ran off before she could reply. She ran to the phone, fear churning in her chest that her parents had met with an accident.

“I’m sorry we didn’t make it,” John spoke quickly. “I wanted to phone earlier, but Elizabeth didn’t want me to interrupt the prize-giving.”

(Gerard/Charlie’s Girl/4)

Claudia knew by the tone and tremble in John’s voice that something was wrong. Her heart began to pound.

“What’s happening? Is Elizabeth alright?”

“She’s better now. She’s resting.”

“Is she ill?” Claudia knew it must be serious for Elizabeth to have been prevented from attending. Her panic rose. “It’s nothing serious, is it?”

A lengthy silence prolonged her agony. “We were about to leave when she developed pains in her chest,” he finally said, as though searching carefully for the right words. “She didn’t want me to call the doctor, but I called him immediately. He admitted her to the hospital. That’s where we are now. He said it was stress and that she’d be fine by tomorrow. Try not to worry, darling, she’s alright now.”

Claudia would only be convinced when she heard Elizabeth’s voice. “Let me speak to her, please.”

“I’m sorry, darling. We’ve let you down.” Elizabeth sounded remorseful.

“Please don’t apologise,” Claudia cut her short. “Are you sure you’re better?”

She was relieved to hear Elizabeth’s voice, but realised she sounded more than tired.

“You’re not to worry, the doctor says I’ll be fine. Are you alright is more to the point. How did the prize-giving go?”

“Yes, I’m fine, especially now I know you’re better. I’m the school swimming and sailing champion.” Her news tumbled out.

“That’s wonderful, darling. Congratulations. John will be thrilled. By the way, he’s sending a car to pick you up on Wednesday at twelve. Both of us are tied up in meetings, but I’ll be home at about four. I’ll leave some lunch out. I can’t wait to see you, and I’m terribly sorry to have disappointed you.”

“Don’t think any more about it, Mother. Just rest. I love you.”

“Bye, sweetheart. We are so proud of you.”

The line went dead.

(Gerard/Charlie’s Girl/5)

Claudia replaced the receiver, hoping that Elizabeth hadn’t heard the anxiety in her voice. She was far from calm and hurt that John hadn’t called earlier. Despite his reassurances, Elizabeth didn’t sound well.

Elizabeth fought to control her tears as she put the phone down. “We should have been there. At least one of us should have.” Her voice choked with emotion.

“Please don’t upset yourself,” John said gently. “How could I have left you here on your own?”

“That hasn’t bothered you before.” She was weary of his lies and the strain which had been tearing their marriage apart in recent months.

He scowled. “Don’t start that all over again. You know the problems I’ve got, owing Lloyds the vast amount of money, and—”

“I’m tired of arguing, and I’m sick of you blaming Lloyd’s. You knew the risks when you invested. What did you do with all the money you made in the beginning? I haven’t seen any of it.”

“Are you implying I’ve spent it on someone else?”

“Only you know that.” Elizabeth’s tone was neither insinuating nor spiteful, just tired and lifeless. She did not trust his air of feigned innocence. “All I know is that you don’t spend much time with me.”

“How could anyone blame me if there was someone else? You’re never here. You’re always wrapped up in your damn charity work.”

“That’s not fair. You knew today was important,” she dismissed his remarks and closed her eyes.

If he had any feelings for her, he would not be shouting at her like this. Not in the hospital, or when she was so frightened. Those pains had been alarming.

“You’ve not only hurt me, you’ve hurt Claudia.”

(Gerard/Charlie’s Girl/6)

“Don’t say that.”

Elizabeth sat up on the pillow and looked directly at him. Her words wounded him, and his expression was peeved as he stood at the end of the bed.

“Do you realise, if our little girl had not died when she was 4 years old, she would have been the same age as Claudia now? I’m sure she would even have looked the same.”

He walked over to the bedroom window, unable to look at Elizabeth. “I can’t talk about it.”

“Would you have behaved in the same way had it been our own daughter?”

“How could you say such a thing?” He spun around, looking genuinely upset. “From day one of your charity told us about Claudia, we grew to love her. It was the reason for taking her away from that dreadful place. Since then, I’ve loved her like my own.”

John couldn’t believe what his wife had said. Elizabeth had never spoken like this before. He put it down to her not being well.

She ran her fingers through her auburn hair and placed the flat of her hand on her chest as if in pain.

“Then why did you come home three hours late? We would have been too late anyway, even if I hadn’t been taken ill.”

She knew she had hurt him talking about their child, but she felt it was the only way to get through to him. He had been so uncaring and distant lately.

“I don’t see the sense in carrying on this conversation. I’m going out,” he said, coldly, not looking at her as he walked towards the door.

“I suppose you’re going where you go most afternoons,” she shot at him then, flopped her head back on the pillow, exhausted.

“Can you blame me? Your charities come first.” His voice was sad as he glanced briefly at his wife, an expression of hopelessness on his face as he closed the door quietly behind him.

(Gerard/Charlie’s Girl/7)

Claudia glanced back at the rambling grey stone Gothic building, a building that had been an integral part of her life for six happy years. As the car drove down the winding drive, the school faded into the distance. The glass in the mullioned windows shimmered in the midday sun; her last glimpse, small flashes of dazzling sunlight dancing a farewell dance through the trees.

The drive was usually exciting. It signified the end of term and home, but today she was nervous and uneasy. John’s phone calls from the hospital had spoken of Elizabeth’s progress, but she would not be reassured until she saw her for herself.

Claudia thanked the driver when he finally put her trunk in the hall of her home. It was eerily quiet with no one to greet her. She checked her watch. John was bringing Elizabeth home from the hospital in an hour. She dashed upstairs to change from her uniform. Leaping on her bed, she hurled the familiar patchwork quilt over her, smelling the wonderful smell of home. Lying back for a second, her eyes scanned the room to make sure it was as she left it.

The large pine rocking chair stood by the window. The only antique she had. Her desk and dressing table were modern pine. Elizabeth had bought them from a Swedish shop along with her pieces of blue glass. The walls and carpet were cream with a deep burgundy, and there was a blue Spanish rug at the side of her bed. Claudia considered her glass, the patchwork quilt and rug, enough colour in the room.

Only three pictures hung on the walls. A pair of watercolours of yachts, both Swans, with the spinnakers furled, one bright red, the other blue. The picture over her bed was crooked, a copy of a Monet, a corn field with poppies. She jumped up to straighten it, then changed into her favourite blue jeans and a t-shirt and went downstairs.

The elegant drawing room had Persian rugs scattered on the polished oak floor, and gilded French chairs were strategically placed around the room.

(Gerard/Charlie’s Girl/8)

Fine-quality drawings lined the magnolia walls above small tables dotted with her favourite bits of porcelain and silver trinkets. Claudia looked at the two huge cream settees near the fireplace, the scatter cushions neatly placed and puffed up; one of John’s idiosyncrasies. Each night before bed, he shook them and put them in place. She smiled to herself; how she loved him, even his pedantic ways.

Claudia walked through the rest of the house to see if anything had changed. It hadn’t, and she knew she was home. The home she never took for granted. The elegance and beauty of it was a stark reminder of how impoverished the institute had been.

She was startled by the shrill ring of the telephone.

A woman’s emotionless voice asked, “Please, may I speak to Miss Claudia Jacobson-Hume?”

“This is she.”

“I’m phoning from King Edward’s Hospital. I’m Sister Taylor. Your mother asked me to phone. She’d like you to come to the hospital.”

Terror grabbed her heart. “What’s happened?”

“There’s nothing to be alarmed about. She’s out of danger. Mrs Hume has had another mild heart attack. You may visit, but not for long; she needs her rest. She’s in St Agnes Ward.” There was hardly any emotion in the woman’s voice.

Fear made Claudia’s words spill out, “Is she going to be alright? Tell me, I have to know.” She was puzzled that John had not phoned, for he was supposed to be at the hospital to bring Elizabeth home. “Is my father not there?”

“I’ve tried to reach Mr Hume, but he has not been at his office all day.”

Claudia leaned between the front seats of the minicab, the only car she could find in the rush hour.

“Can’t you go any faster?”

“It’s better to travel hopefully than to arrive,” the Indian driver shouted back.

Not sure she understood what he meant, Claudia snapped, “I know London. Take the shortcuts. I told you I was in a hurry.”

(Gerard/Charlie’s Girl/9)

“Many holes are made in shortcuts. I am so sorry, miss. You tell me the way. I have heard of this hospital, but not sure. You tell me.” His anxious eyes met Claudia’s, blazing back at him in his mirror.

Not able to believe what he just said, she asked, “How long have you been in London?”

“Two weeks, miss.”

A car has only three gears. A thousand pardons. One of my father’s proverbs was, ‘The longest way around is the nearest way home.’ She’d got into a cab with a madman! He was the one with only three gears, and two of those were not working.

“It’s here. Stop and let me out by this door, please.”

Tapping his shoulder, she already had the money in her hand but decided to keep the tip. She didn’t intend to pay for a side show. Thanking him, she dropped the fare into his hand and ran into the hospital. Going straight to the intensive care unit, she inquired where Elizabeth was.

The nurse on duty briefly glanced at her records before replying. “We’ve moved your mother to her own room. She’s stabilised now. Try not to stay for longer than an hour, as we want to keep her quiet. Don’t look so worried, dear, or you’ll upset her. She’s a lot better.” Her kind brown eyes smiled reassuringly.

“I’ll take you to her.”

Everything about her personified efficiency. Her quick strides in her silent shoes, the rustle of her starched apron held tightly by the silver buckle, her neatly cut short, blonde hair held in place by a white starched hat trimmed with lace.

Elizabeth looked deathly pale against her long, vibrant titian hair, spread out on the pillows as she dozed. As they entered the room, she opened her eyes and her face lit into a smile as she saw Claudia.

“Oh! Mummy, why did you not tell me before it was your heart? I got here as soon as they telephoned.” There was panic in her voice, and she realised she hadn’t called her Mummy in a long time.

But as she looked at the frail woman she loved, she knew that in her heart Elizabeth truly was her mother and always had been.

(Gerard/Charlie’s Girl/10)

“Darling, come here. Let me hold you. Please don’t cry. I’m better now. It was just a warning brought on by doing too much and sudden stress.” Elizabeth held her tightly as Claudia sat on the bed.

She flopped back on the pillow, holding Claudia’s hand. “The doctor warned me a year ago to take things easy. I was doing too much. Even your father told me—” She stopped as if to get a new breath. “But we seldom see each other these days unless I do a dinner party. We seem to pass in the hall on our way in or out. He’s been so wrapped up in his financial problems and his river project, I realise I must take second place. It would appear I already have.”

Unable to check her tears, Claudia protested, “I’m sure that’s not true. John loves you, I love you.”

She couldn’t believe Elizabeth was in the hospital. Her world was turning upside down.

Elizabeth saw the flash of concern and curiosity in Claudia’s frightened eyes; she changed the subject. “Darling, don’t cry. I’m going to be fine. I intend to give up my charity work while you’re at home, before you go off to university. I want to make up for lost time. I’m not going to let your father monopolise you like he has in the past, taking you off down to the Solent. I want to take you shopping, buy all new clothes for you, go to the theatre, and out for lunch.” Her gentle eyes filled with tears of regret.

Claudia managed a smile and stopped crying. “I’m going to make sure you get well first. I love you so much. I’d give anything for this not to have happened to you.”

Fresh tears oozed from under her long lashes as she flung her arms back around Elizabeth’s neck.

“Oh! It’s so good to hug you, darling. I’ve missed you.”

“I’ve missed you, too, and John. Has he phoned yet? They said they’d tried to contact him, but he was not in his office today. Where could he be?” Claudia was worried.

Elizabeth had said they had quarrelled.

(Gerard/Charlie’s Girl/2)

“There’s nothing wrong, is there? I couldn’t bear it, not now, not ever.”

“Shush, darling,” she soothed, bringing Claudia’s head back on her shoulder to stroke her hair. “Calm yourself. No, of course there’s nothing wrong. I blame myself. From now on, I’m going to cut some of my work and spend more time with you. We’ll go shopping and to the theatre, all the things you love to do. I’m going to be more of a mother and, hopefully, more of a wife.”

The same nurse popped her head round the door. “Excuse me, Mrs Hume, your husband’s here. We can only allow one visitor at a time.”

John walked into the room with a bunch of red roses in his hand. He was over six feet and exceptionally good-looking, his blue-black hair tinged with grey. People stared, not just because he was handsome. He was vibrant, exuded charm, and had a contagious laugh and piercing blue eyes that wrinkled at the corners when he smiled.

John bent to kiss Elizabeth, then handed her the flowers. He looked pale and sheepish.

“I’m so sorry, darling. I got tied up, but I’m here now. Thank God you’re over the worst. I don’t know what I’d do if I lost you. What both of us would—” He bent over and hugged her. “I love you, darling.” His voice filled with emotion. “To think that you could have left us forever! Darling, everything will be better.”

Claudia watched them embrace and knew how much she had missed them. Elizabeth’s laughter was music to her ears. Her smile was radiant, and her small, even teeth were perfect for a woman in her 40s. Warmth exuded from her soft brown eyes.

Claudia loved to shop with her and help choose her clothes, all top designer labels, proud to be with her on those rare occasions. She was elegant and oozed charisma and breeding. Amazingly, people thought she was Claudia’s real mother; their looks and hair colour were almost identical, except Elizabeth had a slightly pointed nose.

(Gerard/Charlie’s Girl/12)

As a leading politician, John was able to command attention and respect, and was also a man who left an impression on people. Claudia recalled when he had taken her to the House of Commons to hear him speak.

She’d been overawed by his authoritative voice and the way he charmed those around him, not the least of whom were the ladies who clambered for his attention. He flirted outrageously. Sometimes she caught a glimpse of hurt in her mother’s eye. Claudia loved and respected him, but feared him at times.

During the holidays, she spent as much time with him as possible. He was her hero. He excelled in everything he did, whether it was skiing, sailing or tennis. He had to be the best and expected the same from her. Over the last two years, he had become more strict and possessive, objecting if she asked to go to a disco or go shopping alone. But Claudia knew his protection was because he loved her, the same as he loved Elizabeth. It was evident by the way he looked at her now.

“I’ll leave you two together.” Claudia thought they wanted to be alone. “I love you, Mummy. Try to get some rest. I’ll come and see you tomorrow,” she said softly as she hugged and kissed her.

“You’ll see, darling. I’ll make it up to you.” Elizabeth held Claudia’s face in her hands. Her voice held determination, her warm brown eyes filled with love.

“Shush, Mummy. You don’t have to make anything up to me. You and John have given me everything. I want you to get better.” Claudia stood up and threw her arms around John’s neck. “Where’ve you been? They’ve been trying to contact you.”

She wanted to hug him, smell his familiar scent. Instead, she detected perfume—women’s perfume—and it wasn’t the one Elizabeth used. Shocked, she dropped her arms and stood back. The foundations of her life, which she believed were so happy and secure, were crumbling around her.

(Gerard/Charlie’s Girl/13)





Chapter 2 Naples, Florida

Charlie Young lay back and put his hand to shield his eyes from the blinding glare. The evening sun hung low against a backdrop of brilliant aquamarine, tinged with pink and silver threads. It sat on the edge of the water like a giant Jaffa orange. He never tired of watching it. Each sunset was different. Tonight the sky was cloudless.

The huge peachy-red ball hung suspended, as if supported by invisible hands about to dip it any second into the Gulf of Mexico. The evening breeze pleasantly fanned his face as he lay on the poolside lounger, his tanned body naked except for a skimpy pair of white shorts.

He took a swig of bourbon and looked over the rim of his glass at Julie, who lay stretched out on the other cushioned lounger next to him. She could have enhanced any swimsuit magazine with her splendid figure and shapely brown legs. The white, skintight one-piece clung to her natural, voluptuous breasts.

Her chestnut hair reflected the sun’s amber glow, framing her delicate porcelain features, which were always shielded by a large sunhat. She dipped her small chin and slid her sunglasses down her slender nose, revealing grey eyes and immaculately groomed eyebrows.

“Gaad. Just look at that. When it drops down, I always expect to hear the water sizzle. My ole’ granddaddy always told me if I listened hard enough, I would hear it bubblin’ as it hit the water.”

The sun’s deep red shadow fell across Charlie’s lean body, evenly bronzed except for the cheeks of his bottom and tops of his feet where his Dockmasters had been. His blond, wavy hair curled down into the nape of his neck, almost white in places, bleached by sun and sea.

(Gerard/Charlie’s Girl/14)

Julie Anderson never tired of looking at his body, looking at him, wanting him. The bulge in his shorts gave her an immediate X-ray vision of what she knew it could grow to. The thought of it made her want to take him then and there on the dock, but she noticed his pensive mood and knew he would be unapproachable.

There was so much she did not know about him. When she would question him about his past, he was evasive and would change the subject. She remembered when they had met. Her husband had asked Charlie to overhaul and completely refurbish his fifty-foot yacht moored at their home in Naples on the west coast of Florida. Charlie had begun work immediately while living on his own boat.

A fortnight later, Julie’s husband had gone away on business for three months, leaving her in charge. The first thing she took charge of was Charlie’s body. He didn’t deny her, and hadn’t over the past months.

It had only taken her three days to persuade him to come into the house and use it as his own, especially her bed. He did not intend to turn down the luxury of all the lavish opulence Julie afforded him, or of being fed and watered, in every sense of the word.

On one occasion, after making love in her king-sized round bed, they lay in each other’s arms and she asked him about his past, “I suppose if I had to fill out an application blank, it would read something like this: Date of birth, 28 June l960. Place of birth: London, England. (Given up for adoption one week after birth).

“Mother, English. Name, Stewart (Christian name not known). Adoptive parents, John Charles Young (English). Wife, Martha Rose Young (American). Education, England. Kindergarten convent, 1965-69, De La Salle College for boys, 1969-76, Preparatory school (America), Fort Myers, Florida; 1976-78, University of Virginia; 1980-82, U.S. Marines. The last four years are my business. Will that satisfy you?”

She never asked again.

(Gerard/Charlie’s Girl/15)

Suddenly, the sound of children’s delighted shrieks echoed across the still water, distracting Julie’s thoughts enough to make her get off the lounge and go to the end of the dock.

“Charlie, come and look at this pretty sight. It’s the dolphins. There are so many. Jeez! Charlie, honey, you gotta look.” She clasped her hands together in excitement like a small child herself as she watched the dolphins moving in and out of the water, racing with the boat.

Charlie’s silence induced her to turn and look at him.

“You haven’t forgotten the party at the yacht club. I promised them all we’d go around seven-thirty.” Her voice held excitement as the boat came up the waterway, passing the dock.

He had not given it a thought. Charlie gazed at her figure in the one-piece costume. She hadn’t an ounce of fat on her entire body, although that wasn’t surprising. She worked out for over an hour every morning, lifting weights, cycling and doing aerobics. Her belly was flat as a board, and her bust large.

They were like those of a young girl, high and firm to touch, nipples like bullets. She had no children. He wished she weren’t so fit at times. Her long, brown, shapely legs were strong. They could hold his body with the vice-like grip of a boa constrictor, taking the life force out of him.

He looked at her small, freckled face. Her short, blonde bobbed hair framed her doll-like features. For a woman in her 50s, she only looked 30-something. Watching her clap her hands together like a child, she reminded Charlie of a Barbie Doll. She had long legs, lovely hands and neatly manicured, bright red nails. And, different outfits for every day of the week.

Julie’s days were occupied with exercise, swimming, sunbathing, preening herself, buying clothes and keeping pretty. Her favourite pastime was making love. With such a lifestyle, there wasn’t time to read or learn anything cultural, except local culture, which for Julie was the Naples Yacht Club. She was all her 70-year-old husband wanted, a reflection of his image.

(Gerard/Charlie’s Girl/16)

She looked young and pretty with big tits, and never interrupted or pried into his business. A delightful airhead.

“Please come here, Charlie, they’re coming by. Look at the baby dolphins.” Her full, red lips curled into a smile and showed small, even, pearly white teeth.

Putting her hand out to reach for him, the sun glinted on the diamond rings on her fingers and bracelet. She smelled of money, oozed it. It reminded him that she hadn’t paid him the money he was owed. He had worked for months refurbishing everything on the boat and completed the job ahead of time. He’d worked it out, and with the new parts he’d had to buy, she owed him over twenty thousand dollars.

She’d only given him ten so far, and the rest she was holding out on. Julie was no different from all the rest of the rich bitches up and down the coast of Florida. They held back their husband’s money to keep him there. He was an expert in his field, only doing work on classic boats. The sort of boats only the rich could afford. Why should he devalue his skills and work for less?

Irritated by his silence, Julie’s voice was shrill. “Charlie, did you hear me?”

“All right, all right, I heard you.” He was sick of the whine in her voice.

He let her pull him off the lounge to the edge of the dock. Two enormous sailboats passed by. He glanced down the inland waterway to see many more, fifty- to sixty-foot yachts moored on the docks of the magnificent houses on the water.

Only the Americans could have such flamboyance; only they possessed the affluence. He remembered seeing small wooden boats on the River Thames as a child, but never any like these. The comparisons would have been odious. The children’s voices rang across the water to them.

“I never get tired of watching dolphins. Oh! Charlie, I can’t believe Sam’s back in just a few days. We’ll have to be careful. We’ll go back to making love on your boat, then we can hear him if he walks down the dock.”

(Gerard/Charlie’s Girl/17)

She seemed to have it all planned. That rankled. Her arm was around his waist, and her hand was down inside his shorts. The woman sure knew how to turn him on.

“Who are you going to introduce me as tonight? You’d better not hold me like that or they’ll know I’m more than your boat man.” He smiled as he looked down and saw his erection protruding from his shorts.

She squeezed him, then ran her long nails gently up and down the length of him.

Julie’s eyes sparkled with delight. “You’re so horny, Charlie. I’ve never known a dick get so hard as quick as yours.”

She’d certainly handled more than a few in her 53-three years, but his was one of the best. He was the best. Julie prided herself on getting a dick to stand was one of the things she did well. The only problem with Sam was that after she got him to stand, he couldn’t perform. But at least he satisfied her in other ways. He enjoyed watching her play with herself.

It kicked her to satisfy herself in front of him. She needed to be satisfied now and knew Charlie was ready, but she knew she had to have him in the next few minutes or it would all be over. She pulled him toward her by the end of his cock.

“We’ve just got time for a bit before we leave.”

“I’m not in the mood, Julie.”

She knew better. His voice held the hint of an American accent, which he used when he was feigning lack of interest, wanting her to coax him.

“To get back to who you are, I’ll tell them the truth. That you’re doing out on the boat. I’ll try not to let them know you’re doing me as well.” She laughed and led him off the dock into the house.

But she was concerned about introducing him to their friends. The last thing she needed was for Sam to find out. He’d divorce her. But the need for Charlie’s body dispelled her apprehension. She was driven by a single motive.

Julie pulled Charlie’s shorts down as they walked across the bedroom. He tripped, landing on the bed. In an instant, she was naked beside him and rolled him onto his back. As she knelt over him, her large breasts dangled in his face. He put a nipple in his mouth, and she closed her eyes and moaned as he sucked and nibbled.

(Gerard/Charlie’s Girl/18)

When his hand reached down between her thighs, his fingers gently probed inside. His erection brushed the inside of her leg. But not yet; she needed to savour the sensation of longing. She wanted to bring herself almost to the point of orgasm before she took him.

She began to sway her breasts over his chest, touch the end of his nipples with hers. Rolling from side to side, she let the tip of his erection touch momentarily just inside her, feel the wetness, teasing him. Her tongue slithered over his body, into his navel and on down, until her face nestled in the mass of blond musky hair between his legs.

He lay back on the bed with his arms behind his head and watched her, luxuriating in the sumptuous stimulation as she closed her lips over him and squeezed. She curled her tongue around, then licked the tip.

Her lips went over again, devouring him like a hungry animal, deeper and deeper as her hands worked frantically up and down, unable to stop. But she had to, as he grabbed her hair almost violently and pulled her onto him. He slid into her with the impatience she loved.

Her eyes opened wide, hazy with ecstasy.

“Oh! Charlie.” She sighed and licked her lips, savouring the taste as she took the first deep thrust.

Then, taking her weight on her forearms, she began to move on him, harder and faster, knowing there wouldn’t be much time. He was a selfish lover, but she didn’t care. She’d learned from the start of their relationship how to adapt herself to match him, how to take her reward.

He arched his hips higher and pushed himself deeper. Julie recognised the signs in his half-closed eyes. His neck arched, and he threw his head back on the pillow. As he came, she squeezed him tightly within her. He grabbed her buttocks and lunged deeper and harder; his orgasm exploded at the same time as hers. His body shuddered as he let out a moan. Her face twisted in agony; her neck flamed red as her heart pumped.

“Oh! Gaad, Charlie, you’re just too good.” She wriggled enticingly. “I want it always to be like this. I can’t get enough of you. You can’t leave in a few days. I won’t let you. I’ll tell Sam there’s more to do on the boat. He won’t know any different.”

She knew with time she could coax him, train him to last longer, and have it more than once a day. Besides, she couldn’t let him go; he’d fallen in love with him.

(Gerard/Charlie’s Girl/19)

Charlie pushed her off and turned his face into the pillow. Why did he feel shame for the glorious sensation he got each time he came? It was to do with fear and guilt. Guilt for making love. He hated himself for it, but he hated her more for taking what she wanted, what she felt she had to have and was her right, as if it were owed to her.

He analysed her as she sat astride him again, greedy for more. She was prepared to weave a web of deceit and lies to keep him. That disgusted him. Charlie had never cheated on any of his boat owners, and he wasn’t about to.

“Do it for me, Charlie, please.” Her voice was childlike, and her watery, grey eyes pleaded as she tried to kiss his lips.

When he didn’t return them, she slobbered more kisses down his neck. Her heady perfume filled his nostrils as she worked her way down his body, and the wetness of their lovemaking covered his belly as she slithered over him.

“I’ll do it for no one. Besides, you still owe me over ten thousand dollars.” His voice had a cutting edge. “Or do you consider what you’ve just given payment?”

He wanted her to stop. His appetite was appeased, and she began to repulse him.

Her eyes blazed, and she jumped off him and sat on the bed. “You little shit. How can you say that? I’ll give you your freaking money. It’s in my dressing table drawer. You can have it and more. I’ll pay you when we come back. I’ve kept you for nothing. Who needs you anyway?”

She got off the bed to walk to the bathroom, her long legs striding out from under her white satin robe like bronze stamens jutting out of a white lily.

“It’s you who’s the freeloader. It’s you who appears to need me. You think you can take what you want, anytime you want, just because your husband gives you everything.”

(Gerard/Charlie’s Girl/20)

“Don’t try to command me to do anything,” he spat the words after her in a refined English accent, which he’d never really lost.

He exaggerated it to make her look ignorant, small and spoiled, which was exactly how he saw her. He’d go to the stupid party, play the game with her plastic friends, because he knew she’d made up her mind not to give him the money until they came back. But he was going to get it, and then he’d leave. It was time to move on anyway.



The air-conditioning wasn’t able to cope with cooling the crowded bar. Charlie felt stifled. He loosened his tie and unbuttoned his shirt.

“You have to keep it buttoned, honey. Do your tie back up, or people may notice.” Her lips barely moved.

Her slender fingers and claw-like nails curled around the champagne glass. Julie hadn’t bothered with him for half an hour. She had left him a corner, but he’d seen her watching him just in case he spoke to any other women.

“I feel like a spare prick at a wedding,” he snapped.

She’d insisted he wear his white tux. He didn’t think it would be the sort of occasion to merit it, but he noticed a few other men wore theirs, and it made him feel marginally better. He didn’t like the way Julie had ignored him. He hated bad manners.

“I’m not your plaything. I’m going out on the dock. I refuse to be treated like a lackey or a puppet.” His patience was running out. “I need some air; these people piss me off.”

“Charlie, I’m sorry,” she flushed. “I couldn’t stay with you in case I gave myself away. Someone may notice and tell Sam. But I don’t want you to leave. Come with me and I’ll introduce you to some of my friends.”

“Don’t bother. I’m going out on the—” His speech stuck in his throat, hardly able to believe his eyes as Gabrielle Hudson and her husband, Craig, walked towards them.

Her jet-black hair was swept back from her face and tied in a jade-green scarf. Her dark olive skin was enhanced by high cheekbones, and her black sweeping eyebrows above her perfect nose showed her Italian origin. Her dark eyes blazed into his as she walked towards him, looking younger than ever. She also didn’t look 50.

(Gerard/Charlie’s Girl/22)

Charlie’s heart beat ninety to the dozen. What was he going to say and do? Gabrielle stirred memories, old feelings he thought he’d lost when they said goodbye. He’d been too young and she was married, but she was the only woman who’d been able to reach his heart. The only woman he’d wanted to make love to, but when he tried, he couldn’t. Something stopped him. It was the same reason that made him feel guilty after a woman made love to him. His past, his mother, and what she had instilled, never really left him.

“Charlie! What in creation are you doing here?” Craig’s familiar voice boomed out as he slapped him on the shoulder. His fat face wore a huge, genuine smile. Charlie was relieved to see that Craig wore a tux. “Craig, hello. I could say the same to you. At least I don’t feel such a prick now that I see you’re wearing one of these.” He paused while he searched for an explanation to give.

“Still working on the boats, Charlie? I thought you were going to Key West.” Gabrielle had quickly recovered from the shock of seeing her past lover. “You must have worked nearly all around the coast.”

She regarded him archly, while thinking that no doubt he’d screwed every married woman in each port, except they would have screwed him in every sense of the word. That’s why he’d never settled. Gabrielle wondered if he ever would or had. It had been two years since they’d seen each other.

They both knew it must end, partly because of Craig, and also because Charlie was too young. She didn’t want to wreck their lives, but she never stopped loving him and wondered who his latest acquisition was. It was obvious she’d lost her heart, too. Poor woman,

Gabrielle sympathised. She’d seen the look of love and desire in Charlie’s eyes when he recognised her. Why was fate so cruel? He’d gone from her life; she had readjusted and learned to accept Craig and what she had with him.

(Gerard/Charlie’s Girl/23)

But now here he was standing in front of her. She wanted to run before she made a fool of herself.

“You did a great job on our boat, Gabrielle commented. Are you working on one now?” her voice light, her stare directed at Julie.

Charlie relaxed. “Gabrielle, how are you? You look stunning. Don’t she, Craig? I’m glad you were happy with my work. As a matter of fact, I’m working on this lady’s husband’s boat, which I’ve just finished. May I introduce Julie Anderson?”

Julie’s expression was sullen as she stared at Gabrielle. “Hello.”

Charlie sensed trouble brewing. “I’m here as Julie’s guest tonight. Her husband, Sam, is out of town at the moment, and she didn’t want to come on her own.”

“Really? Will he be back for Christmas?” Gabrielle sounded amused. “I hear Naples is a fun place around now. We’re staying with some English friends who’ve just bought a condo here.”

“It better be fun. I’ve given up a couple of golf tournaments to come.” Craig laughed and slapped Charlie on the back again.

Charlie had seen the jealousy in Julie’s eyes as she studied Gabrielle. Craig looked self-satisfied. Charlie knew he loved to see other women jealous of his wife, and liked her to flirt in front of him. It boosted his ego. It would never occur to him that his wife would be unfaithful, or ever had been. His only two interests were himself and golf. His expression was amiable as he turned to Charlie.

“Tell me, Charlie, do you win a lot of tournaments? I’m still trying, but boy, I tell you, nobody can hit a ball like this guy.”

“I didn’t know you played golf.” Julie never missed an opportunity to pry into his life.

“Didn’t you?” Charlie said dismissively.

(Gerard/Charlie’s Girl/24)

Craig laughed. “Let me tell you, honey, this guy’s a professional. Taught by an old pro, his pappy. He was one of the best. Too bad he died like that, Charlie, and your mom.”

“Honey, I don’t think now’s the time to—” Gabrielle thoughtfully intervened.

Charlie was grateful. He’d adored his father and was sensitive about discussing him.

“That’s alright, Gabrielle, I’m over it now.” It didn’t matter since he’d made up his mind to leave. “My father and mother were killed in a jet ski accident.”

Julie put her fingers over her lips, clearly shocked. “Gaad, that’s terrible.”

Charlie continued as if he hadn’t heard. “A jet ski I’d bought for them. I wanted them to have some fun. They were semi-retired. I knew Mother wasn’t keen on golf. Thanks to my father’s guidance, I earned a small fortune playing the game. I wanted to pay something back.

“After the accident, I stopped playing golf and put my money into a boat of my own, Charlie’s Girl. She’s the love of my life. We’re married to each other, and the sea is my true mistress.” He looked directly at Julie.

He knew she wouldn’t let go until she had learned more about him.

“Can I get you a drink, sir?” A young steward broke the silence.

“Nope, but I could sure use a bit to eat,” Craig said.

Julie took Craig’s arm. “Come with me, there’s a buffet over here. Shall I get you something, Charlie? Some oysters, maybe? I know how much you love them.”

Charlie knew her motive, but was delighted to be alone with Gabrielle. Her eyes sparkled with pleasure as she studied him.

“How long are you going to be in Naples? If you’re here for a while, can we meet? I presume you’re living on Charlie’s Girl. Or, dare I ask, with Julie?”

Charlie was his own master and did what he wanted to do. “You know the form. I’m afraid I haven’t changed. I don’t like what I do sometimes, but I work damn hard. I’m just too weak to say no, but I only take what I think is owed me.”

(Gerard/Charlie’s Girl/24)

“When are you going to stop blaming and punishing yourself for something that wasn’t your fault? Stop taking revenge. I’ve missed you. I’ve never stopped loving you. Don’t worry, I’m a big girl. I can handle it, but I’d just love to be with you one last time.” She was persuasive and sounded so sexy.

She was the only woman he’d been able to talk to. The old torment was still with him.

He was tempted. “I leave in the morning. Julie doesn’t know yet. I’ve had enough. She’s coming on too strong, and still owes me ten thousand dollars of her husband’s money. I know he’s given it to her. She promised to give it to me tonight. She’d better.”

He wanted Gabrielle to know about the money. He’d already made up his mind what he was going to do if he wasn’t paid. He also knew Julie wasn’t in a position to make a fuss. All her friends had seen them now.

“Same old story. How do you get yourself into these situations? I’d like to try and meet you. How about on your boat somewhere after you’ve left her place? I get up very early to jog. Craig wouldn’t miss me, especially after a heavy night on the booze.” A wicked grin played on her wet lips as she stroked the back of his hand. “Just in case he wakes and I can’t make it, this is my telephone number in London. I’m there for a month later on in the year. You always said you’d go one day.”

Charlie slipped the piece of paper she’d given him into his pocket. “I hope you can make it, but it would have to be early. I go with the tide at five-thirty in the morning. I’ll tie alongside the wharf at the end of the marina and be there from four o’clock. If you’re not on my boat by five-fifteen, I’m gone.”

He knew she’d be there. Gabrielle was one of the few women who’d never let him down, the only woman never to take from him. On the contrary, she’d always given. The touch of her hand surged through his body like an electric current, sparking his memory of their times together. With her, he had almost made it. He had to try again, had to feel her silky body, even if they just lay together. She built his confidence.

(Gerard/Charlie’s Girl/25)

“Charlie, I want to take my clothes off.” Julie pulled off her silk stockings and hurled them into the oleander bushes in front of her house.

Before he could stop her, her dress, pants, and bra were strewn on the drive and on the boardwalk leading around to the pool. All he could do was pick up the trail and hope she didn’t drown. Whereas in the mood he was in, he felt like drowning her himself. Throughout the drive home, she hurled abuse and accusations about Gabrielle. She even tried to take the wheel from Charlie’s hand and had been a complete menace. All he could think of was his money and how to get her to bed, so that he could get out of there.

Splash! Julia had hurled herself into the deep end of the pool. Charlie waited for her to surface, but already had his hands on the belt of his trousers, ready to take them off and jump in if he had to.

“Come in, Charlie, it’s wonderful. Please come in.” As soon as she surfaced, she appeared to have been sobered up by the cool water and swam to the shallow end.

“Stop fooling around, Julie. I’m not in the mood to swim.”

“Then I won’t come out until you come in, honey.” Her voice had lost its earlier venomous tone.

It now had the cooing, persuasive southern lilt. He knew that unless she got her own way, he wouldn’t get his money. He would do whatever it took.

Savagely, he hurled his clothes on the side of the pool and dove in. When he surfaced, she was nowhere to be seen. At first, he thought she’d drowned. It seemed an eternity waiting for her to surface. He dove under the water and swam to the shallow end, looking for her.

She surfaced just in front of him. Her large breasts popped up, floating on the surface like dumplings in a stew. She grabbed him to her and wrapped her legs around his naked body and pushed him against the steps of the pool.

(Gerard/Charlie’s Girl/26)

“Julie. No! Tonight is the last time. I’m leaving in the morning. I have to. You know that.”

He looked at her small, freckled face framed by her wet, blond hair. She looked so young and happy. He hadn’t intended to tell her now, but he wanted to leave on good terms. He’d grown fond of her and wanted her to face up to reality.

“Don’t leave me. I love you. What am I going to do?” Her saddened gaze searched his cold, blue stare, looking for some spark of hope. “Kiss me, Charlie,” she pleaded.

When he didn’t, she pressed her naked body against his and rubbed her hard nipples across his chest. Her hands searched between his legs, her expert fingers doing what they did best.

“Julie, I mean what I say.” He was serious.

The words were rigid in his mind, but, unfortunately, so was his cock! He felt his legs go weak as she got astride him. She balanced her weight on the chrome rails on either side and gently pushed him back onto the steps, then eased herself down onto him.

The sweet warmth inside her, the way she gripped him within her body, moved on him like a frenzied animal, destroying his resistance. Even in the cool water, her body was ready for him. She tried to kiss him, but Charlie couldn’t, and neither could he look at her. His body was too hungry, too greedy, too intent on pushing himself deeper.

He wanted to savour the tight contractions. It was he who had now become the hungry animal. He grabbed her hips to make sure she kept the rhythm. His own increased until he felt she was squeezing the life from him. Charlie couldn’t wait; he wanted to pleasure her on their last night. This time, he tried and was grateful when she came first.

“Charlie,” was all she could say before she collapsed in his arms, exhausted. They were the last words she spoke to him. She didn’t wake when he carried her to bed.

“This is all I need,” he muttered to himself. “Wake up, I need my money. Where is it?”

She was out for the count. He remembered she said it was in her dressing table drawer, but it wasn’t.

“The little bitch.” He was furious at her deception and knew it would be pointless to search. “You’ve hidden it deliberately. It’s not even your money,” he muttered. Faced with no other choice, he took one of the smaller diamond rings from the ring tree on her dressing table. “Sorry, darlin’, you leave me no other option,” he said as he wrote a note.

(Gerard/Charlie’s Girl/27)

Dear Julie, although I hate goodbyes, I think we said it in the best way! Only you know where my money is. I didn’t want to take the liberty of searching. However, I have taken one of your rings. Its value is less than you owe me, but the balance will make up for board and keep, and services rendered. Don’t try to look for me. Remember what we had, and your future, and the life you have. Take care of yourself. Charlie.

He folded the paper and placed it on his pillow next to her, then left. He felt confident that after reading it, she would know there was nothing she could do. She wouldn’t risk her marriage by going to the police. Or would she?

(Gerard/Charlie’s Girl/28)









Chapter 3 England

The simple meal of lamb chops and vegetables proved a much harder task than Claudia imagined, but it kept her occupied and held at bay the image of Elizabeth’s face drained of colour. How frail and vulnerable she had looked. It was all cooked, and John should have been home long ago. Had Elizabeth taken a turn for the worse? Surely, he would have phoned. It was torture not knowing.

She rushed to the telephone. “St Agnes Ward, please.” Her voice was shaky, and her hands trembled. The wait seemed eternal. “Has Mr Hume left my mother yet? This is their daughter.” She could hear her heart hammering as the nurse replied. “Oh! He left over two and a half hours ago. Your mother needed rest.”

“How is she now?”

“She’s asleep. She wasn’t too well after your father left, but I’m sure with a good night’s rest, she’ll be fine. You can see her tomorrow, and I’ll tell her you called. Goodnight.” Her voice was reassuring.

Why was Elizabeth not well after John left? What could have happened?

“We quarrelled; I hardly see him.” Her mother’s words flooded back.

The tiff was over money. John was obviously worried. Claudia’s mind began to work overtime. But then, perhaps he’d gone somewhere for a drink.

“I’m home, darling,” he called from the hall.

She hadn’t heard him, but was relieved he was back. She wouldn’t mention the call; why upset him?

“I can smell something good. Come and hug Daddy.”

Claudia put her arms around him. That same smell of perfume drifted under her nose, a heady, musky scent, not like any other she had smelled. His usually nearly combed hair was dishevelled.

(Gerard/Charlie’s Girl/29)

Doubt crept back, but when he smiled at her, she melted. Perhaps it was a new aftershave. And yes, he had had a drink, but who could blame him?

“How was Mother when you left?” She tried to sound casual, but remembered what the nurse had told her.

“Fine, just fine. I left not long after you. I didn’t want to tire her. Thank goodness it wasn’t a major heart attack. But they’re keeping her in for a while to make sure.” He sounded genuinely relieved as he took her back in his arms.

Claudia felt the tension leave her body. “Oh, Daddy. What a relief. I’ve been frantic,” she said. She remembered the food in the oven. “I’m starving, and the supper’s getting ruined.”

“How about some wine? Can you cope with a bottle with me?” He laughed.

Happy to hear the ring of his laughter and relieved that Elizabeth was out of danger, she let him fill her glass for the second time; the wine mellowed the pain of the day’s events. To be home and with him was wonderful.

“Here’s to your mother’s speedy recovery and your great achievements
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