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To my
family,

also to Dragan
Danev, Ivanka Daneva

and all my
Bulgarian friends, with love


Chapter One

 


My fiancé, Dr
Alan Storey, was a leading psychologist and, as a distinguished
member of his profession, he’d been invited to Plovdiv, Bulgaria,
to speak at an international conference on psychology. On receiving
the invitation, Alan had suggested that yours truly, Samantha
Smith, a humble enquiry agent, should tag along to enjoy a holiday
in the sunshine. So, and for the first time, I found myself sitting
in an aeroplane, gazing at my fellow passengers, wondering about
our holiday, worrying about the flight and the neglect I was
inflicting on my agency.

As I
stretched my legs, I considered that aeroplanes are the TARDIS in
reverse – they seem huge on the outside, yet are small and cramped
on the inside; and I speak as a petite five foot five. Still, the
seats in the Airbus were comfortable and with Alan at my side, I
could relax. Maybe.

Sensing my
anxiety, Alan turned to me and smiled. He placed a hand over my
hand and gave my fingers a gentle squeeze. “Have you been to
Bulgaria before?” he asked, his tone light, relaxed, at
ease.

“I’ve never
flown before,” I confessed.

“But you’ve
been abroad before?”

“Yeah, to
France, on a school trip. We travelled to Brittany, by ferry. The
sea was like a millpond on our way over, yet I still managed to be
sick. On the way back, the channel was choppy and I threw up for
five hours, non-stop. Needless to say, that was the beginning and
end of my educational holidays.”

“Well,” Alan
sighed, “we’ll soon be up in the air and before you know it, we’ll
be in Plovdiv.”

I nodded,
wishing that I could share his confidence and sense of
ease.

We were
sitting side by side, in two seats to the left of the aisle, Alan
nearest the window. He gazed through the window, to no one, to
nothing in particular, his handsome features calm and serene, his
hand still resting on mine, his fingers, absentmindedly, circling
my engagement ring.

“My agency’s
been running for six years,” I reflected, “and this is my first
proper holiday in that time.”

“Then you’re
overdue a break.”

“I know. But
what about my clients...?”

“You have
nothing to worry about. After all, Faye’s in charge. She’ll take
care of things; Faye’s a capable woman; what could go
wrong?”

My friend and
flatmate, Faye Collister, had volunteered to mind the store. Faye
was kind and conscientious, though a little flaky at times with her
obsession for neatness and order. She would take care of Marlowe,
my office cat, and tend to business until my return. I liked and
trusted Faye, yet it was my
agency so I did feel a pang of guilt and a hint
of regret at abandoning my clients and their woes.

A glance
through the window told me that an aeroplane was circling overhead,
waiting to land, that the sky was blue and clear, that the sun was
shining on a perfect summer’s day. July and early August had been
wet, foreshortening the summer. However, Alan had assured me that
Bulgaria would be hot, so I was dressed in a short skirt and a
light, short-sleeved blouse.

As screens
flickered above my head and in front of me, a girl decided to run
down the aisle, her screaming mother in hot pursuit. An attractive
flight attendant with an apparently permanent smile caught up with
the girl then ushered mother and daughter to their seats, restoring
order. We were moments from take-off – time to bite my fingernails,
or dig them into the upholstery.

“Pavlina’s
looking forward to meeting you,” Alan said, referring to his
friend, Dr Pavlina Dimitrova, the conference organiser and our host
for the next two weeks.

“Tell me
about Pavlina; how did you meet her?”

“We met at a
conference, in Canada, ten years ago.”

“She’s
married, right?”

“For twenty
years, to Petar, a history professor at Plovdiv University; they
have a son, Mikhail, eighteen.”

“Did Pavlina
ever meet Elin?” I asked, referring to Alan’s late wife.

“No.” Alan
shook his head sadly. “They never met. My friendship with Pavlina
developed through international conferences and I only met her and
Petar socially after Elin had died.”

There was a
sadness in Alan’s voice whenever he spoke of Elin, and I sensed
that he still missed her, that she’d left a big hole in his life.
For some reason, beyond my comprehension, he’d fallen in love with
me, a hot-headed mule with a troubled past. Maybe he saw me as an
extension of his psychology practice. Maybe he felt sorry for me,
and the physical abuse I’d suffered in the past. Or maybe, as he
insisted, he was captivated by my beauty, enthralled by my sense of
fun.

Fun was the
last thing on my mind as the aeroplane moved beneath us and I
pinned myself back, firmly in my seat. Too late to jump out now –
we were on our way. As usual, when faced with fear, I felt the
adrenaline flow into exhilaration. I offered Alan a tentative smile
then, as the aeroplane left the ground, I thought, let’s go for it,
let’s leave our cares behind, let’s look forward to our holiday and
see what the next fortnight might bring.


Chapter Two

 


Thankfully,
the journey was a pleasant one, with no turbulence of any kind.
After the ritual of customs, we met Dr Pavlina Dimitrova and her
husband, Professor Petar Dimitrov, in the car park beside the
glass-panelled airport at Plovdiv.

Petar was
leaning against his car, a fresh from the showroom BMW, while
Pavlina was smiling as she stepped forward to greet us. Short and
petite, and in her mid-forties, Pavlina had dark, collar-length
hair. Her eyes were dark, as black as midnight, and they contrasted
sharply with her thin, pinched face, which despite the abundant
sunshine was pallid and pale.

“Alan!”
Pavlina embraced my fiancé then kissed him on both cheeks. “It is
so nice to see you again.” After taking a step back, she glanced in
my direction, the smile still evident on her bright red lips. “And
you must be Samantha.” She appraised me through friendly, feminine
eyes, one woman assessing another, with all the subconscious
subplots such actions bring. “Alan’s description and photographs do
not do you justice; you are very
beautiful.”

“You are too
kind.” I blushed then glanced down to my sandals, suddenly aware of
the stifling heat and the perspiration on my brow. Throughout my
thirty-three years, I’d been fortunate to receive compliments; for
some reason men, especially, found me attractive. However,
emotionally scarred by my alcoholic mother and my violent
ex-husband, I found it difficult to accept praise, though this
character flaw was fading, thanks to Alan’s love. To Pavlina, I
smiled and said, “It’s lovely to meet you.”

“My husband,
Petar.” She nodded towards her spouse, a man blessed with dark
hair, rippled with grey, dark eyes and a handsome, friendly face.
Lean and standing around six foot tall, Petar exuded confidence and
an affable sense of calm.

“Hello,
Petar,” I nodded while adjusting the strap on my travel
bag.

“Hello,
Samantha.”

Petar took
the travel bag from my hand and with Alan’s help he placed our
suitcases in the boot of his car.

As Alan
heaved the largest and heaviest suitcase from the tarmac – mine, of
course – he asked, “How’s the vineyard, Petar?”

“His first
question,” Pavlina chided, “is about wine, not about me or my
family.”

“I’m sorry,”
Alan apologised profusely, “how are you, Pavlina? How’s
Mikhail?”

“I am well, a
bit stressed about the conference, but now that you are here I am
sure that everything will go fine. Mikhail is still behaving like a
moody teenager. He is off to Sofia University soon and I am hopeful
that the university will make a man of him.”

“He needs a
girlfriend,” Petar mumbled, closing the boot of his car.

“He will find
a girlfriend,” Pavlina asserted confidently. “Maybe at the
university.”

As we climbed
into the car – Petar and Pavlina on the front seats, Petar driving,
Alan and yours truly on the back seats – Pavlina asked, “How is
Alis?”

“She’s fine,”
Alan replied. “She has her moody moments too but, like Mikhail,
she’ll soon set her sights on university, grades
willing.”

“She is not
with you this time,” Pavlina noted, her gaze wandering to the
driver’s mirror, her index finger removing an imaginary smudge from
her left cheek.

“Alis is
becoming more independent by the day. I think that’s good for her.
I think she’s at an age now when she can stay on her
own.”

With the car
windows open, offering a welcoming, cooling breeze, we pulled away
from the airport and drove towards the city of Plovdiv.

We turned
right, through a patchwork of fields; indeed, agriculture rolled
before us as far as the eye could see. In the fields, I noticed
wheat, onions, potatoes, tomatoes, barley and sugar beets all
growing in abundance. As we travelled along a straight road, a red
tractor shadowed us, ploughing a large, dry field while, to my
left, I spied a weary horse, a herd of suspicious cows and some
frisky goats.

“You were
asking about the wine,” Petar said, his attention on the road as he
eased past a young woman, riding a horse.

“Yes,” Alan
replied, “how is the vineyard?”

“Flourishing.
We had a good crop last year and this year will be even better.
When we get to Grozdovo, you must sample the wine.”

“But not too
much,” I cautioned.

“There’s no
drinking water at Petar’s holiday home,” Alan explained, “and we
have to imbibe something, so why not the wine?”

“I’m sure
Pavlina has plenty of bottled water,” I reasoned.

“Ignore
them.” Pavlina glanced over her shoulder. She smiled, “Men become
children when they talk of their favourite things.”

“You are my
favourite thing, my sweetie,” Petar grinned while patting his
wife’s thigh.

“Now he is
being facetious,” Pavlina scowled, though the twinkle in her eyes
revealed that she did appreciate her husband’s words and
gesture.

As we entered
the city of Plovdiv, the grey residential and industrial buildings
offered a sharp contrast to the fertile fields, now fading into the
distance. I’ve never been an admirer of tower blocks and the tower
blocks of Plovdiv, legacies of the communist era, did little to
change my mind – drab and dreary, they looked ripe for the wrecking
ball. However, travelling through the city, a sports centre seemed
fresh and modern while the hotels appeared hospitable. Dating from
the 1800s, another rise of apartments offered a more attractive
facade with their colourful paintwork and ornate balconies while an
area of parkland provided a splash of verdant green.

Then, with
the sun beating down and my skirt sticking to the car seat, we
travelled through a residential neighbourhood, the neat
semi-detached buildings all distinguished by bright terracotta
roofs.

On the
outskirts of Plovdiv the houses thinned and soon we were into the
countryside again, passing through fields awash with lavender,
roses, poppies and sunflowers, dotted with apple and pear trees all
bearing succulent fruit.

“How’s
Irena?” Alan asked while my eyes feasted on the fruit.

“My
mother...,” Pavlina offered a gentle shrug of her slender
shoulders, “she is in her eighties, yet she still insists on
running the home. She will cook and sew and tend the garden from
sunrise until sundown, if you let her.”

“Which
Pavlina does,” Petar mumbled, sotto
voce.

“Petar
exaggerates.” Pavlina turned towards her husband and offered him a
censorious frown. “But,” she continued, her tone now light and
joyful, “it is good for my mother to be active; it keeps her young
in body and spirit.”

We travelled
on, through more countryside. Then, while glancing through the open
car window, I observed, “The fields are full of beautiful
flowers.”

“The roses,”
Petar smiled. He slowed at a junction and took the opportunity to
stretch his arms and back by pushing against the steering wheel.
“Bulgaria produces over seventy percent of the world’s attar, the
extract of roses, the oil for making perfume. Perfumeries spend a
fortune on our attar. Our attar is worth more than gold on some
markets! Each acre planted produces around three million rosebuds
and from the attar the residue of rosewater and pulp is used to
make jams, medicines and liqueurs.”

From the rose
fields, we travelled west, the road skirting the village of Kadievo
before winding through open countryside again, reaching the village
of Mir. At Mir, we turned south, through more agriculture,
eventually arriving at another village, Perushtitsa. Then we
climbed, off the main roads on to dirt tracks, snaking our way up
the mountain through a lush panoply of green trees.

The fresh
scent of the forest teased my nostrils while the uneven, twisty
road jiggled my stomach. The combination of fragrant air and bumpy
road produced a strange sensation, a sensation that matched my mood
and the contradictory thoughts running through my mind; I was
excited and looking forward to the holiday, yet missing my office
and my home.

After an hour
and twenty minutes all told, we arrived at our destination. With a
sense of relief, I climbed out of the car and smiled at Petar. He
returned my smile then announced proudly, “Welcome to Grozdovo!
Welcome to our holiday home!”


Chapter Three

 


Petar opened
a pair of iron gates then parked his BMW on an area of gravel. The
gravelled area could accommodate four cars, no trouble, though only
a bright blue Fiesta, presumably Pavlina’s, was in residence.
Beside the gravel, I spied a lawn, brown from the summer sun, and a
small swimming pool, its lining pale blue, its outer shell a neat
patchwork of large, irregular stones. A water feature, a large pond
covered with lilies, occupied the north corner of the garden while
a small fountain rose from this feature, splashing water on to the
goldfish, threatening to soak a swarm of buzzing bees.

Petar’s
holiday home was one of twenty scattered on the hillside. Most were
hidden, though some were visible through the gaps in the trees. The
house itself was a single storey, long and white with three small
chimneys protruding through the roof. A satellite dish offered
evidence of the twenty-first century, though the air of peace and
tranquillity transported you back to another time.

“What a
lovely place,” I sighed, suddenly feeling languid and
rested.

“All built
with my own fair hands,” Petar grinned while dragging my suitcase
from his car.

“And the
hands of friends,” Pavlina added, her fingers easing a gold chain
away from a small mole at the nape of her neck, placing the
jewellery on her variegated blouse. “It has taken us ten years to
get the house looking like this, but it has been worth the effort;
we are very proud of it.”

I nodded. It
was a lovely house and they had every right to feel
proud.

Between us,
we placed the suitcases in the house then Petar grabbed Alan’s arm.
He winked, mischievously. “The vineyard...”

I followed
Petar and Alan to the rear of the house where they admired row upon
row of green and red grapes dangling, invitingly, from metal
frames.

Petar plucked
a handful of grapes, washed them with bottled water then offered
them to us. Needless to say, we sampled the grapes and discovered
that they were very tasty.

“Excellent,”
Alan announced while accepting a second serving of
grapes.

“The grapes
are fine, but wait until you taste the wine...,” Petar pursed his
lips, as though savouring the nectar, “delightful. Worry not, my
friend, you will sample my labours later.”

I have a low
alcohol threshold and the thought of Petar’s wine alone was enough
to induce a hangover. However, before my mind could run away with
that thought, a young man appeared in the garden, having walked in
from the forest. Dressed in an athletic vest, shorts and running
shoes, he had dark hair, cut short, dark eyes and a handsome,
unblemished face. Standing well over six foot tall, he possessed a
muscular physique, a physique to match his sporting attire. Indeed,
he was a youthful Adonis who would turn the heads of many a female
before he was much older. However, despite his impressive natural
attributes, he was somewhat
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