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				About the Book

				No one forgets a summer at Casa D’Or . . .

				Casa D’Or, the mysterious plantation house on Sunset Lake, has been in the Wyatt family for over fifty years. Jennifer Wyatt returns there from university full of hope, as summer by the lake stretches ahead of her. Yet by the time it is over her heart will be broken, her family in tatters, her dreams long gone.

				Twenty years later, Casa D’Or stands neglected, a victim of tragic events. Jennifer has closed the door on her past. Then Jim, the man she met and fell in love with that magical summer, comes back into her life, with a plan to return Casa D’Or to its former glory. Their reunion will stir up old ghosts for both of them, and reveal the dark secrets the house still holds close . . .
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				Prologue

				No one forgets a summer spent at Casa D’Or. You remember them so clearly you don’t even need to close your eyes to recall the heavy warm breeze, the smell of azaleas, and the air that sticks to your sun-kissed skin.

				People wonder why we stay here when it gets so hot, so humid from June through to September. When the afternoon storms turn the sky as black as a starling’s wing and the rain can drench the house in a heartbeat. People ask why we don’t leave for the cooler beaches of the north or the cosmopolitan cities of Europe – Paris, London, Rome. But those who ask have never been to Casa D’Or. They have never felt its magic.

				But if every summer at Casa D’Or is special, some sparkle just a little brighter than the others. Your memories of them remain just a little more vivid. Like the summer when we built the tiki swing down by the lake and spent the whole of July drinking peach iced tea and jumping into the water. Or when we sailed down the Moon River at dusk and the sunset was so brilliant that it was as if we were surrounded by fire.

				But I know, even now, that this summer will outshine them all. For this is the summer that I met you. It’s the summer that I felt alive, when I finally understood how love can make you feel: happy, heady, oblivious to the world except the bits that have you in it. How can I ever forget that time you kissed me by the lake, or when you first took my hand in yours, and the way it seemed to slot perfectly into place?

				A song is floating through my head – a song from the Summer of Love – and I wonder if this is what they felt like in San Francisco in ’67. Drunk on a sense of newness, heady from sex and freedom.

				Except I’m not like the hippy chicks or the stoners. I can’t parade my feelings for you on a placard outside City Hall. For this is not just a summer of special memories, it is a summer of secrets, which I know makes it fizz with a certain dangerous brand of sparkle.

				In my heart I know that it won’t end well. The cream always sours, the sun always sets.

				I can feel a storm in the air, and dark clouds are gathering over the lake. The light in your room is on – I spot it twinkling across the water, and if I narrow my eyes I can make out your outline tempting me with your forbidden promise. I want to see you before it rains.

			

		

	
		
			
				

				Chapter One

				Scottish Highlands, New Year’s Eve

				On the crowded castle ramparts, there was a moment of quiet. Conversation halted, heads tilted, breath was held. And then there it was: a soft chime as the church clock in Munroe village struck twelve.

				Whooosh!

				The first rocket hissed into the sky, followed by a swell of cheering and shrieks of delight. Scarlet fireworks popped in the black sky, spidery tendrils floating back to earth as ‘Auld Lang Syne’ rang out from hidden speakers. The New Year.

				All along the stone parapet, people were embracing and kissing, each sharing this moment with a loved one or a handy stranger, each exchanging whispered words or wishes of hope for the future. Everyone except Jim Johnson. He looked down at his watch, then up at the sky. Eighteen and a half minutes, that was how long the pyrotechnics were due to last, and by then the band in the ballroom needed to be in full swing.

				‘Hey, Jim, amazing party.’

				He looked up and shook the proffered hand. Douglas Strand, a big noise in oil and gas, prominent in Scottish politics. The fact that Strand was here for New Year and not on a balcony overlooking Princes Street brought a smile to Jim’s face.

				‘Thanks, Doug,’ he said patting Strand on the back. ‘Spread the word, huh?’

				The man gestured with his tumbler, indicating the crowds of movers and shakers whooping and laughing along the castle roof.

				‘Doubt I’ll need to after tonight,’ he said. ‘I think everyone who needs to know is already here.’

				Jim shook more hands and accepted tipsy hugs as he made his way back down the stairs towards the Great Hall, Munroe’s crowning glory, a stunning lobby atrium formed from what had been until only weeks before the castle’s cobbled courtyard. Now it was the elegant entrance to the hotel, the cobbles covered with oak and rugs, the ancient walls softened and warmed by drapes, art and concealed lighting. It was a breathtaking introduction to Europe’s new destination hotel – and Jim had seen the impact it had on the faces of the guests as they had arrived. The launch had been a success in every way.

				So far anyway, he thought, rolling his neck and feeling a little of the tension there ease.

				‘Celine,’ he said, spotting a woman in a red ball gown by the bar. ‘Thanks for coming.’

				Heads turned as the striking brunette kissed him on the cheek. Celine Wood was pushing forty but she was still one of the most famous models in the world, so it had been a real coup dragging her up to Scotland for the opening.

				‘Happy New Year. Are you not going out to watch the fireworks?’

				‘I’ve come in for a drink. Here, take this, you look as if you need one,’ she said, handing him a flute of champagne.

				‘Cheers,’ he said, taking a quick sip. ‘I’ve not slept for forty-eight hours.’

				‘Well you still look as gorgeous as ever,’ she said, wiping a smudge of lipstick from the corner of his mouth. ‘Even more gorgeous than Munroe.’

				Jim smiled nervously, wondering if Celine Wood was coming on to him. They’d met and possibly flirted before, but Jim was never sure, whenever he met these showbiz sorts, what was standard-issue interaction and what was the green light for something else. He certainly didn’t want to make a fool of himself tonight trying to find out.

				‘Mr Johnson, could I have a word?’

				He frowned as the concierge approached.

				‘There’s a rumpus at the front gates.’

				‘A rumpus?’ he said, quickly getting rid of his drink.

				Celine didn’t take her eyes off him.

				‘A security issue, sir. I think you should come and deal with it.’

				Jim glanced at Celine, who pulled her famously sultry lips into a downwards curve.

				‘I’ve got to go,’ he said, touching her shoulder.

				‘You might be needing this later,’ she whispered as she pushed something into his pocket. ‘Come and find me if you do.’

				Pressing his lips together, he buttoned his dinner jacket, and followed the concierge to the manager’s office across the hall, allowing himself a quick backwards glance towards Celine. She was already gone from her spot at the bar. Just as well.

				He was ushered in front of a TV monitor, all eyes in the room upon him.

				‘What’s wrong?’ he asked, looking at the flickering black and white camera footage.

				‘Problem at the front gate,’ said Munroe’s head of security. ‘This gentleman is a little excitable, shall we say. Says his name is Lord Brodie. Says he wants to come in.’

				‘Oh God,’ muttered Jim, watching the monitor with a sinking feeling.

				‘Do you know him?’ asked the concierge.

				‘Yes.’

				‘Should we let him in?’

				‘Not in that state.’

				‘So what should we do?’

				Jim had spent the past forty-eight hours with people looking to him for answers. Munroe’s newly minted general manager, the PR company, the marketing director, communications director and CEO of Omari Hotels, his employers – everyone wanted a little piece of him, and having had so little sleep since he arrived in Scotland two days earlier, he felt as if he was about to snap.

				‘Call him a taxi, then go to the gate and make sure the cab takes him wherever he wants to go,’ he said, already halfway out of the office. ‘As long as it’s not up here.’

				He checked his watch: still six minutes left of the fireworks display. He crossed to the ballroom and checked on the buffet. It had been replenished, the duck, venison, trout all glistening in the candlelight. Good.

				He knew he should go and look for the piper who was due to play from the ramparts after the crowds had gone – but no, that could wait a few minutes.

				Grabbing an open bottle of champagne, he slipped down a passageway, weaving his way through the castle until he reached a wrought-iron gate that led into Munroe’s walled garden. He pushed open the door and stepped inside, grateful to note that he was alone.

				‘Happy New Year, Jim,’ he muttered to himself as he perched on a cold stone bench and saluted the popping fireworks with the bottle before taking a swig. Most people, he knew, would have balked at working over New Year, but Jim had to admit he loved it. The castle was the star tonight, of course, but he had revelled in the attention too, the admiring glances, the back-slapping.

				After all, it had only been eighteen months earlier that he’d found this place. He’d been on his way to a grouse shoot, taken a wrong fork in the road, and stumbled across the tumbledown Scottish pile belonging to the elderly lord. As a hotel investment manager with over fifteen years’ experience, he had seen Munroe’s potential immediately – the picture-perfect position on the edge of a heather-fringed loch – and wasted no time contacting Brodie to see if he would sell. At first the old man had been reluctant to negotiate, but Jim had won him around eventually. And now here it was, just over a year later, the hottest new resort in Europe and the crowning glory of the company’s hotel collection.

				Drinking champagne from the half-empty bottle, he felt a pang of guilt at turning Richard Brodie away from the party. He resolved to call him tomorrow, invite him to spend a complimentary evening at Munroe. He would even throw in a round of golf, he decided, not quite able to shake the sense that he had not behaved entirely honourably.

				Pushing his hand into his pocket, he burrowed around to find what Celine Wood has deposited in there a few minutes earlier. He was half expecting, half hoping that it would be her phone number – on reflection, the way she’d wiped her lipstick from the edge of his mouth had been very suggestive. Instead he held out his palm and looked at the wrap of cocaine nestled in its centre.

				It tempted him for a moment, but then he gave a soft snort, thinking better of it. Class A drugs were definitely not the answer.

				‘I thought it was you disappearing into the darkness,’ said a deep, accented voice.

				‘Simon,’ said Jim, standing up and pushing the wrap quickly back into his pocket as he spotted his boss. ‘Sorry, just wanted a breather for a moment.’

				‘Sit back down,’ said Simon Desai, waving an impatient hand.

				The chairman of the Mumbai-based global conglomerate that owned Omari Hotels unfastened the single button on his dinner jacket and took a seat next to Jim on the bench. Jim couldn’t resist a smile of quiet validation. Here he was, on New Year’s Eve, shooting the breeze with one of the world’s richest men. Admittedly he was only the hired help, but it wasn’t a bad place to find yourself the year you were turning forty.

				‘So you did it,’ said Simon finally.

				‘We did it. Without your commitment, we’d still be draining the moat about now.’ Although he had spent almost every waking hour on the renovation of Munroe, Jim knew that he had only managed to deliver a fully working luxury hotel because of Simon’s willingness to pour money into the project.

				He’d often wondered why Simon bothered with boutique hotels. His empire was vast, spanning every industry from steel to fizzy drinks, and Jim was sure that every single one of his other companies was more profitable and less risk than Omari. But as a shower of golden light sprayed across the black sky like an iridescent willow tree, a babble of laughter playing as its backdrop, Jim knew exactly why he did.

				‘Hotels are magic, Jim,’ said Simon, as if he were reading his thoughts. ‘Growing up, I slept on a mattress on the floor with my two brothers. There was no running water in our house, no glass in the windows. But the view – you should have seen it.’ He sighed softly. ‘From our front step you could see the turrets of the Jaipur Palace, the most beautiful hotel in the province, and every night I wondered what it would be like to step inside, how soft the beds would be, what they ate for supper. But after a while it wasn’t enough to wonder. I decided to find out for myself what it was like, so I worked for two whole years to afford a night in the smallest room.’

				‘And was it everything you’d hoped?’ smiled Jim.

				‘It was. I felt like a king. I thought, “What if anyone could have this? What if living like a king was available to everyone, if only for one night?” That’s where it all started. Within ten years, I’d bought the Jaipur Palace.’

				‘You’re such an old romantic,’ grinned Jim, finishing off the last of the champagne.

				‘I was a shrewd businessman.’ Simon shrugged nostalgically. ‘So where next?’ he asked a little more brusquely.

				Jim cleared his throat. ‘Well, there’s an excellent property coming on the market in Hvar. Personally, I think it’s the new Saint-Tropez. It’s beachfront, a twenty-five-acre site . . .’

				Simon shook his head. ‘We have four of the top properties in Europe, Jim, all within two hours of one another. Where we need to expand is in North America.’

				‘America’s a saturated market.’

				‘It’s a mature market for sure,’ said Simon, ‘but it’s still the biggest travel market in the world.’

				‘So where were you thinking?’

				‘Somewhere it’s warm all year round. When it’s five degrees on the Hudson, we want somewhere people from New York and DC can escape to that doesn’t involve putting on a goose-down parka.’

				‘Florida?’ suggested Jim. ‘Though most of the interesting properties in Miami have been sold, and we’d be paying top dollar for any strip of coast.’

				Simon put a hand on his shoulder. ‘I’m not interested in those beachfront carbuncles. Look at this,’ he said, nodding towards the ramparts. ‘Omari properties have history. They are properties of significance.

				‘I was thinking the Deep South,’ he said after another moment. ‘Wide terraces, iced tea and linen suits. The things I used to dream about when I was a child. The things that made me feel like a king.’

				Jim rubbed his chin, an uncomfortable memory stirring, but Simon was still talking.

				‘I’m thinking of a grand Deep South plantation house with a mile-long driveway flanked with trees covered with those plants that look like cobwebs.’

				‘Spanish moss,’ said Jim, glancing across.

				‘So you know exactly the type of property I am looking for,’ said Simon, reaching in his pocket for his phone.

				Now Jim was really off balance.

				‘Simon, the fireworks are finishing, I have the bar to check on, I’ve lost the piper—’

				‘I’m thinking of a property like this,’ Simon said, ignoring Jim’s objections and tapping at the screen.

				Jim frowned at the image he had called up. ‘That’s Tara. The house from Gone with the Wind,’ he said, recognising the iconic plantation house.

				‘Tell me what you know about this type of house,’ said Simon.

				Jim felt himself shiver in the cold Scottish night air. ‘Well, it’s Greek Revival in style. Early nineteenth century. Graceful proportions, low-gabled. They were built as a backlash against British style, hence the pillars, the nod to Greek architecture. They were popular with wealthy Deep South businessmen, cotton growers, which is why they were known as plantation houses. If you look, you can often see the darker side to these properties – slave cottages in the grounds and so on.’

				‘You know your stuff.’

				‘I spent a summer living right by one.’

				Simon looked up at him with interest. ‘Where was that?’

				‘Just outside Savannah. Georgia,’ said Jim, torn between the discomfort he felt and the desire to impress Simon.

				‘Was it your family’s house?’

				‘Hardly.’ He laughed awkwardly.

				‘But isn’t your father a famous writer?’ asked Simon. Three years working side by side and this was the first time he had asked about Jim’s private life.

				‘Writers generally can’t afford houses like Casa D’Or,’ Jim said, looking down at the cold stone beneath his feet.

				‘Casa D’Or,’ repeated Simon. ‘What a beautiful name. What does it mean?’

				‘The House of Gold.’

				Simon began typing, and another image appeared on the screen, one that made the alcohol residue burn in Jim’s throat.

				‘Is that it?’ he asked. Not waiting for Jim’s reply, he pointed at the web page he had called up. ‘“Casa D’Or was the winter home of David Darling, the American railroad magnate and art collector”,’ he read aloud. ‘“Alongside Hearst Castle and the Biltmore, it was considered to be one of the great entertaining houses of the twentieth century. It was sold in the 1940s to the Wyatt family, who have owned it ever since.”’

				He looked up, his face lit by the light of the screen. Jim had seen that look before: desire.

				‘Do the Wyatts still own it?’

				‘As far as I know. But it’s been a long while since I was there.’

				‘But you know these people, the Wyatts?’

				Jim paused, took a breath. ‘I used to,’ he said, stiffening in his seat.

				‘Do you think they would sell?’

				‘Simon, it’s their family home. You know how sentimental people get about places.’

				Simon gave him a level look. ‘And I’ve also seen how quickly sentiment fades away when you open a chequebook.’

				‘Yes, but . . .’

				‘But what, Jim?’ said Simon. ‘Is there something about this place you’re not telling me?’

				You have no idea, Jim thought, getting to his feet.

				‘All I’m saying is let’s not jump the gun. Casa D’Or isn’t the only house in the South. Let me put out feelers and see what else there is. Omari properties have to be the absolute best in class.’

				‘Precisely,’ said Simon, putting the phone back in his pocket. ‘Best in class, and if Casa D’Or is being mentioned in the same breath as Hearst Castle and the Biltmore, that excites me.’

				Jim could feel his control slipping away.

				‘Look, the place has history,’ he said cautiously. ‘There was an accident there once. Someone died . . .’

				Simon looked at the younger man directly, unbothered by the concerns he had just heard, the look in his eyes indicating he was only concerned with getting his own way.

				‘Where do you see your future in this company, James?’ he said evenly. It was a straight question, but one loaded with meaning. Simon was a fair employer, but no billionaire got to the top of that golden pyramid without having a streak of ruthlessness. And while Jim had carved out a personal niche in the Omari property portfolio, the first rule of business was that no one was indispensable.

				‘I love working for Omari,’ he said after a moment. ‘It’s my life.’

				Simon nodded. ‘You’ve been here from the start, grown the Omari business. And I want to reward you for your vision and your loyalty.’

				‘I’m flattered, but—’ began Jim.

				‘No buts. I want to open the best hotel in the Deep South and I want that hotel to be Casa D’Or. Make it happen and I will make you CEO of Omari Hotels.’

				Jim could feel his eyes opening wide.

				‘CEO?’

				Simon looked at him, his gaze intense, and for a moment Jim’s own eyes sparkled with desire. Then there was a whoop and a cheer from the terrace and the moment was gone. Simon smiled and raised his glass.

				‘Well, I think you’d better go and find the piper, don’t you?’

			

		

	
		
			
				

				Chapter Two

				He needed new curtains: that was his first thought. Sunlight was leaking in over the top of his Swedish drapes and straight on to his pillow, rousing him much earlier than he had planned. Turn off your phone: that was his second. Jim scrabbled for the mobile buzzing on his bedside table. ‘M’ read the screen. ‘Not now,’ he groaned, clicking it off and shoving it under his pillow. He pulled the duvet over his head, but he knew it was too late: he was awake. So much for his idea of sleeping till noon, reading the paper: finally a couple of hours to relax.

				Brrring.

				Jim groaned again. The doorbell now.

				He rolled out of bed, grabbed his dressing gown and shuffled towards the front door, jabbing a finger against the intercom button when he got there.

				‘What?’ he growled, his voice still craggy with sleep.

				A voice. Impatient, annoyed.

				‘Jim, it’s me. Let me in.’

				Shit. Melissa. He glanced across at the clock above the hob in his open-plan kitchen and rubbed his eyes. Five o’clock? Could it really be that late?

				‘Crap,’ he muttered, pressing the door release. Working over New Year was one thing, but still being in bed when your girlfriend came to see you? Jim was no expert at relationships, but even he knew that was considered a big no-no.

				Footsteps coming up the stairs. No time to think of excuses.

				‘Don’t you ever answer your phone?’ asked Melissa, striding into the flat.

				‘I got the late flight from Inverness last night,’ replied Jim, stifling a yawn. ‘Didn’t get home until one, couldn’t sleep.’

				‘Really? You could have fooled me.’

				‘I’m knackered, Mel. Munroe, the launch . . .’

				‘I know it’s tough.’

				He didn’t miss the sarcasm.

				‘Happy New Year,’ he said, pulling her in and kissing her softly on the lips. There was a moment’s resistance, then he felt her relax.

				‘I’ve missed you,’ she said simply as she nuzzled into his neck.

				Her hair smelled fresh, clean, delicious. It smelled of anxiety and effort and it made him feel guilty. Maybe he should have invited her to Munroe. Then again, he had made it clear from the start that his job had to take priority, and besides, he was taking her to his father’s seventieth birthday party that very evening. That meant something, didn’t it?

				‘You look great,’ he said, stepping back to look at her. Her pale green dress was fitted and to the knee; her blond hair bounced over her shoulders. It was a look designed to impress his parents, but she still looked incredibly sexy.

				‘You think? I didn’t know how formal this party was going to be.’

				‘The Hampstead literati aren’t known for their dress sense,’ he smiled. ‘It’s either bow ties or moth-eaten cardigans mostly.’

				She looked anxious. ‘So you think I’m overdressed?’

				‘I think you look perfect,’ said Jim, pulling her closer and whispering, ‘Although I can’t wait to see you looking underdressed later.’

				She untied his dressing gown and pressed against his bare chest, grinning.

				‘Why does it have to be later?’

				It was almost 7.30 by the time the taxi pulled up outside Jim’s parents’ house in Hampstead, and already the party looked as though it was in full swing. Every light in the property seemed to be switched on, and they could see the outline of guests at each golden window. A particularly decorous holly wreath was hanging on the polished black front door; with the street’s faux gaslight reflecting off the frosty pavement, it looked like the front of one of the Christmas cards still standing on Jim’s mantelpiece.

				‘Just grab this a minute, will you?’

				Jim handed Melissa the bottle of Scotch, his father’s birthday present, as he leaned forward to pay the driver. When he looked back at her, she was already on the street, gazing up at the house.

				‘Nice place. When did they buy this?’ she said as Jim slammed the taxi door shut.

				‘In the days when you didn’t have to work two hundred and fifty years just to afford the deposit. Apologies beforehand if my father tries to snog you, by the way.’

				‘I’ve met him before.’

				‘Yes, but you’ve never experienced the true horror of what he’s like when he’s had a drink and he’s showing off on home turf,’ smiled Jim as he banged the big brass door knocker.

				‘Darling! So glad you could make it.’ Jim’s mother stepped forward and air-kissed him, wafting them both with Chanel. Elizabeth Johnson was thinner than the last time he had seen her, possibly a little more drawn, but she was hiding it well in a beaded cocktail dress and the clanging bangles that always sheathed her wrists. ‘And Melissa, so lovely to see you again.

				‘Come through,’ she trilled over her shoulder, as if she were guiding them into a strange new building rather than the house where Jim had grown up. ‘You know Tony and Claire, of course, and the Gillans are here.’

				Jim had no idea who she was talking about, but it was something he was used to. The endlessly shifting literary and arty circles Elizabeth and Bryn Johnson moved in meant that the faces were constantly changing, one leading light or hot name being replaced by another. Only his father remained a fixed point around which everything else revolved.

				And there he was, just where Jim had known he would be, one elbow leaning on the marble fireplace, his free hand gesturing with a half-full glass, an admiring group surrounding him.

				‘Jimmy!’ he bellowed, breaking off mid-anecdote. ‘Come on over, my boy, let the dog see the rabbit.’

				He seized Jim in a bear hug, slapping him on the back.

				‘Drink?’

				‘What are we celebrating?’ asked Jim, smiling.

				Bryn Johnson looked at him for a second, then burst out into laughter.

				‘Trust a Johnson to cut straight to the chase. Everyone else has been tiptoeing around the elephant in the room, giving me guff about entering a golden age, telling me how well I look.’

				‘You do look well.’

				‘Considering I’ve just been butchered. Pretty good for a walking corpse, yes.’

				He was being provocative; his default setting. In actual fact he did look well, despite his heart attack only four months previously. When Jim remembered his father in that hospital bed, his skin grey, tubes curling out of his nose and chest, he barely looked the same man. He’d always been strong, like a bull in both body and attitude towards life, and it had upset Jim more than he liked to admit to see him lying there weak and vulnerable.

				‘Dad, you remember Melissa.’

				‘Of course. We all went to lunch. The duck was very good, if I remember rightly.’

				As he stepped forward to kiss her, Melissa blushed. Over the years, Bryn Johnson’s extraordinary good looks had been much remarked upon: the striking blue eyes, the jet-black hair. Even at seventy, he could still have an effect on women.

				‘For you,’ said Melissa, handing over the bottle of Scotch, which Bryn examined with careful eyes.

				‘Twenty-Five Year Old Talisker single malt. Very nice. It must be my birthday.’ He looked at Jim. ‘Nothing from you?’

				‘It’s from both of us,’ said Jim, shifting uncomfortably. ‘The sommelier at Munroe got hold of it for me. It’s excellent. A vintage year. Only a few thousand bottles were ever laid down,’ said Jim, but his father had already put it on the mantelpiece.

				‘Francis, Edward, Peter. Come here. I don’t think you’ve met James Johnson. The very fruit of my loins. Isn’t he handsome?’

				Hasty introductions were made to three men: a publisher, a sculptor and a playwright.

				‘Are you a writer too?’ asked Edward, the wiry white-haired sculptor.

				Jim shook his head. ‘I work for a property company.’

				‘Property? I thought it was poetry.’

				‘He showed tremendous literary potential at university,’ said Bryn, interjecting. ‘Saul – that’s my American agent – wanted to sign him, but Jimmy wouldn’t hear of it.’

				‘That was a long time ago, Dad.’

				‘Instead he became a wage slave. Scandalous, isn’t it?’ he said. His laugh was loud and raucous.

				Jim wasn’t sure if his comment had been designed to wound. In his black moods, Bryn Johnson could be brutal, merciless, picking at any aspect of your personality until you felt worthless. On the other hand, just a few generous words from him and he pumped you up until you felt full of air. Jim had spent his entire childhood swinging between the two extremes, although these days he found the most hurtful treatment from his father was his ambivalence to the career he had worked so hard for.

				‘Good turnout,’ he said.

				‘It is my seventieth.’

				‘Is Ian coming?’

				Ian McConnelly was Jim’s godfather. A friend of Bryn’s from their Cambridge days, he had gone on to have a hugely successful career writing a series of quirky comic novels that were considered the literary successor to P. G. Wodehouse’s Jeeves stories, but which Bryn privately dismissed as ‘populist crap’.

				‘I’ve got to congratulate him on the knighthood. It’s amazing,’ said Jim, who had been texted the news by his godfather and had been delighted for him.

				‘Someone at the Palace probably felt sorry for him,’ said Bryn with an ill-disguised huff.

				‘Really?’

				‘The Alzheimer’s.’

				‘Ian has Alzheimer’s?’ said Edward, turning round to rejoin the conversation.

				‘He’d better not have forgotten about the party tonight,’ frowned Bryn.

				‘Dad . . .’

				‘So who do you think is going to win the Nobel this year?’ he continued, turning his attention back to his cronies.

				Jim shook his head and tugged Melissa’s sleeve.

				‘Come on, let’s get a drink,’ he said.

				‘How about a guided tour of the house?’ she replied, slipping her arm through his. ‘I want to see your childhood bedroom.’

				Jim hadn’t been to his parents’ house for a few months, but it looked exactly the same as it always did. A whiff of cigar smoke clung to his father’s study; the slightly musty smell of old books pervaded the hallways. His old room was also untouched. Piles of vinyl, all in mint condition, he noted, were stacked up under the window. The blue walls were still festooned with posters – the moody black and white graphics of a Joy Division cover, a psychedelic portrait of Hendrix – plus a pinboard full of tickets from the Mud Club, the Camden Palace and Wembley. He tried to remember when he had last been to a gig or a live venue. He’d taken some clients for dinner at Ronnie Scott’s a few months earlier, but he wasn’t sure if that counted.

				Melissa excused herself to the bathroom and Jim went to refill their glasses in the kitchen. His mother was standing at the island filling a glass bowl with cashew nuts. Surprisingly, they were alone.

				‘Having a good time?’ she said without looking up at him.

				She never hired outside caterers, said it was a waste of money. As the daughter of an army officer, she had always had a practical, can-do side, even though her husband demanded that they put on a show.

				‘Dad seems to be enjoying himself.’

				‘Never happier than when he’s surrounded by people he hardly ever sees.’

				Jim fished around the fridge looking for a cold beer.

				‘Sad news about Ian.’

				‘I know. He’s thrilled with his knighthood, though. Although don’t bring that up with your father.’

				‘I did. He seemed touchy.’

				‘Touchy? He’s been like a bear with a sore head ever since it was announced.’

				‘But Ian’s his friend. He should be pleased for him.’

				‘In theory,’ said his mother softly.

				‘Don’t worry, Melissa will massage his ego.’ He opened his can with a hiss and took a long, satisfying sip.

				‘Pretty little thing.’

				Jim looked up and observed the sardonic look on his mother’s face.

				‘Any plans for making an honest woman of this one? Or is this just another of your conquests?’

				‘Mum,’ he said.

				‘I don’t see why I can’t ask. You’re forty this year and you’re still no closer to settling down.’

				‘It’s not a race.’

				‘Just as well.’

				He thought about his brush with Celine Wood at the Munroe party. What would he have done if she had slipped him her number? He had never been unfaithful to any of his girlfriends, but even now he was having thoughts.

				Elizabeth reached for a bottle of wine and poured herself a glass.

				‘What is she, Jim? Thirty-four, thirty-five?’

				‘We’ve only been dating a year, Mum. Neither marriage nor babies have been mentioned.’

				His mother laughed. ‘That doesn’t mean they’re not on her mind.’

				The thought of it made his heart sink. It wasn’t that he was against a wife and family per se. Until recently he’d felt sorry for his friends who had disappeared into family life; the boys he’d drunk with, played football, skied and white-water-rafted with, but who now he only saw occasionally: the odd brunch in pubs with playgrounds or crèches, where he was lucky to get ten minutes of undisrupted conversation with his mates, thanks to their children acting up. But lately he had been worried about ending up alone. Work filled his life, but not entirely, and apart from Melissa, there seemed to be fewer and fewer people to spend his free time with. But did he want to settle down with her? He wasn’t sure.

				‘Honestly, she seems very nice,’ continued his mother. ‘She’s a solicitor, too. Why are you hanging around?’

				‘Perhaps because “very nice” isn’t what I’m looking for in a woman.’

				Elizabeth sipped her wine and looked at him disapprovingly over the rim of her glass.

				‘What?’ asked Jim, feeling uncomfortable under her scrutiny.

				‘You’re not still clinging to that girl, are you?’

				‘What girl?’ said Jim innocently, although he knew exactly what she was talking about.

				‘Jim, you have the world’s worst case of rose-tinted spectacles.’

				‘Don’t try and tell me what I felt,’ he said, feeling defensive.

				Elizabeth rolled her eyes. ‘You met a girl. It didn’t work out. Simple as that. Plus you were kids, another lifetime ago almost.’

				‘And what’s that supposed to mean?’

				‘That you’ve spent the last twenty years measuring every other woman against her.’

				Jim shook his head angrily, about to spit out a reply, but Elizabeth reached over and touched his cheek with the back of her hand. It was such an uncharacteristically tender gesture, it stopped Jim in his tracks.

				‘Oh darling,’ she said. ‘I just don’t want you to let some idealised vision of something that never really was cloud any chance of happiness you might have here in the real world.’

				‘I’m not.’ He looked over at her, then down at the wine bottle. ‘Actually, I’ve been asked to go back to Casa D’Or.’

				That was the real reason he hadn’t slept the night before. He’d tossed and turned in his bed, his thoughts consumed by the house, by the memories. By her.

				‘Back? Whatever for?’

				‘Simon Desai wants to acquire a historical Southern property. I told him about the house and he wants me to buy it. Blank cheque.’

				Elizabeth raised her glass to her lips. ‘Well, it could be for sale.’

				‘Really?’

				‘You heard David Wyatt died recently?’

				‘I didn’t know,’ he said with surprise.

				Of course there was no reason he should have heard. Wyatt was a wealthy man, celebrated in his own circles, but he wasn’t famous, or of any particular note beyond the society pages of north Georgia. Besides, Jim had been working so hard on Munroe, the bomb could have dropped and he wouldn’t have noticed.

				‘I can’t imagine anyone in that family will want to hold on to it,’ added Elizabeth, picking up a cashew. ‘Not after everything that happened there.’

				Jim could feel his heart beating harder.

				‘Who do you think the house went to?’

				Elizabeth gave a disinterested shrug. ‘The wife?’

				There was a moment’s silence.

				‘You do know that Jennifer is married.’

				Jennifer. He hadn’t heard anyone – least of all his mother – say her name out loud since that far-off summer. He was amazed how unsettled it made him feel, even now.

				He knew, of course. Every few months he would do a Google search on Jennifer Wyatt-Gilbert, usually calling up a picture of her at some benefit dinner or society party. So he knew she had married Connor Gilbert, her childhood sweetheart, and that they lived in New York. It no longer bothered him – well, not as much, anyway. Anyone could see Jennifer was leading the life she was destined to lead, and that was one without him in it.

				‘Yes,’ he said, ‘I know.’

				‘Then move on, James.’ Elizabeth raised her eyebrows meaningfully as Melissa walked back into the room. ‘It’s high time, don’t you think?’

			

		

	
		
			
				

				Chapter Three

				They stayed at the party as long as they could, making conversation with whatever writer, actor or architect they were introduced to next. Melissa threw herself into the throng, cosying up to Jill Jenkins, a firebrand old-school feminist, declaring herself a lifelong fan, although Jim had not been aware of her feminist credentials before. Early on in their relationship she had announced that she wanted to give up work the second she got married, and he couldn’t remember her ever paying for dinner. He wasn’t sure if this made her not a feminist, but he was sometimes confused when it came to women and what they wanted.

				When Jim ventured back into the living room to say his goodbyes, Bryn was still holding court by the fireplace. He was in the middle of a heated discussion with a noted TV historian over the role of women in politics and barely noticed when Jim said they were leaving, merely giving him a distracted wave. Jim knew it shouldn’t bother him: that was the way his father was – and besides, hadn’t he wanted to slip away without fuss or a confrontation? But as always, being ignored, being dismissed so easily, was what cut the most.

				Melissa slipped her hand into his as they walked down the quiet street away from the lights of the house. A cab passed them as they turned on to the main road, but Jim didn’t raise an arm to stop it. He wanted to keep walking for a while; the numb of the cold on his skin felt good. The houses were even larger here, set back from the road, surrounded by walls and gardens. Was this what happened when you got rich? he wondered. You worked all those years and kissed all those arses and laughed at people’s jokes just so you could cocoon yourself inside high walls, hidden and alone? Was that what it was all about? He took a deep breath and let it out in a white cloud.

				‘Sorry it wasn’t much fun,’ he said finally. ‘That’s what it’s like when you get a literary crowd together, I’m afraid.’

				‘I thought it was great. All those brilliant people in one room. Your father, he’s amazing, isn’t he?’

				Jim glanced at her, wondering if she was being ironic, but there was no smile.

				‘And it was good to see where you grew up,’ she added, squeezing his hand a little tighter.

				Jim laughed. ‘My mum says she’s turning my bedroom into a gym.’

				‘I had that a few months ago.’ Melissa smiled back. ‘My parents said they were having a clear-out, which is just a polite way of saying they’re sick of being a storage facility for all my old stuff.’

				‘I guess it means we’re grown-ups,’ he said, feeling a pang of sadness.

				‘Is that a sign? Being handed all our records back?’

				They walked on, their footsteps and the occasional whoosh of a passing car the only sounds.

				‘So who’s Jennifer?’ Her voice had a contrived lightness to it.

				‘Jennifer?’

				Jim found himself unconsciously dropping her hand. He buttoned up his coat and started to quicken his pace a little.

				‘An old family friend.’

				There was a pause.

				‘Just a friend?’

				‘Well, a sort of girlfriend, though barely. We were thrown together when we went to America one summer, years ago.’

				Jim glanced to his side and realised Melissa had stopped walking. He turned, frowning.

				‘What’s up?’

				‘A sort of girlfriend,’ repeated Melissa, her voice hardening. ‘I suppose that’s how you describe me too.’

				He cringed. So she had heard the conversation about marriage and babies.

				‘Mel,’ he said, reaching out a hand for her, but she took a step back.

				‘Don’t, Jim,’ she said. ‘We need to talk about this.’

				‘Here?’ he said, casting an arm towards the road.

				‘Why not here? Why not now? You’ve been ducking the question every time I try to bring it up.’

				Jim ran a hand through his hair. Clearly there was no getting out of it this time.

				‘We’ve been together almost a year,’ she said. ‘I’m thirty-five, you’re almost forty, for God’s sake. Are we supposed to carry on behaving like school kids, meeting once, twice a week? You get jumpy when I leave a bloody cardigan at your flat.’

				He blew out his cheeks in irritation. ‘And what did you have in mind?’

				‘Something! Anything!’ cried Melissa, throwing her hands up. ‘Cath moved in with Daniel before Christmas and she only started seeing him six months ago. Nikki’s just had her first baby. All my friends are settling down.’

				‘So now we’re keeping up with the Joneses?’

				She looked at him, her gaze level: her ‘don’t screw with me’ face.

				‘Do you know what I did on New Year’s Eve, Jim? Do you?’

				He sighed. ‘You were at Suzanne’s dinner party.’

				‘Wrong,’ she hissed, her eyes sparkling with fury in the dark. ‘I was on my own, watching some crappy repeat movie with a bottle of wine and a microwave meal for one.’

				He frowned. ‘But what about the dinner party?’

				‘There was no fucking dinner party.’

				‘Then why did you tell me there was?’

				In the cool moonlight he could see spots of colour rising on her cheeks.

				‘All my friends were with someone that night – husbands, boyfriends, lovers. That’s what you do on New Year’s Eve when you love someone. I wasn’t going to admit that my boyfriend didn’t even want to see me.’

				‘I did want to see you, Mel. I was working – you knew what I did for a living when we first met. I happen to have a job that means I have to work on nights like that. You know how important Munroe is to me.’

				She snorted angrily. ‘Oh, I know how important your job is to you, believe me, but don’t try to tell me I wasn’t there because you weren’t allowed to bring a partner.’

				‘I wasn’t!’ he cried in frustration.

				‘So why, when I talked to Annabel Miles at Christmas, did she tell me she was going to Munroe for Hogmanay?’

				‘Annabel was there because her husband is CEO of Omari. He wasn’t working; he was drinking the champagne I had to carry in from the vans.’

				Her tone softened. ‘Jim, you know and I know that you could have invited me if you’d really wanted to. The fact is that you didn’t want me there.’

				‘Mel, that’s not true.’

				‘But it is, Jim. When it’s me or your precious job, the job wins every time. And you know what? I’ve had enough of being second best. You’re not a workaholic. You’re just sad. A sad commitment-phobe with Peter Pan syndrome who needs to change his ways or he’s going to end up very, very lonely.’

				‘Peter Pan syndrome?’

				‘They say Hitler had it.’

				Jim laughed incredulously. ‘Now you’re comparing me to Hitler.’

				‘I’d actually feel sorry for you, Jim, if I wasn’t starting to believe I’m wasting my time waiting for you to do something. Relationship, marriage. It’s not the bogeyman; it’s called growing up. I mean, look where we’re just been. Your parents have been married, what, forty-five years, and I bet he’s not the easiest man in the world to live with.’

				‘Two minutes ago you said he was amazing.’

				She shook her head and looked back at him. ‘Tell me, Jim. Is our relationship going anywhere?’

				‘I just need time.’

				‘Then look me in the eye and say that you love me.’

				He closed his eyes and realised he couldn’t.

				He heard her footsteps walking away, getting quieter and quieter until he opened his eyes and called out, ‘Melissa, wait!’

				‘I’m sick of waiting,’ she shouted without even turning back.

				He watched her figure recede into the distance. He could see the glowing sign of Hampstead tube just beyond, knew he could catch up with her, plead with her, bury her in a flurry of platitudes and promises. But she was right: he knew in his heart of hearts that he wouldn’t – couldn’t – keep any promises.

				He closed his eyes, breathing cold air in and out, picturing the sun on the white stone of Casa D’Or, almost feeling himself back there: the warmth on his skin, the rush of excitement, of anticipation. And of love, true love. His mother had been right: he had been measuring every other woman against Jennifer. But as he watched Melissa turn the corner and disappear down the steps to the tube, he knew something else too: he knew he owed it to himself to feel something like that again. He had to try. And there was only one way he could do that. He had to go back to Casa D’Or. He had to get that house, that girl, out of his system.

			

		

	
		
			
				

				Chapter Four

				Jim slowed the car to a stop as he reached the imposing gates of the Wyatts’ family home.

				It had taken him a whole hour to get from his hotel in Savannah’s historical district to the Isle of Hope, cursing himself for not taking the sat nav option at Hertz. He’d got lost in the city’s one-way system, around its warren of park squares and side streets, almost running into the back of a horse-drawn carriage before he’d admitted defeat and asked a traffic warden how to go south. Even when he’d been put on the right highway, the traffic had been terrible, a stop-start hell past strips of nail bars and tyre change shops, until he’d turned off the Truman Parkway and time seemed to slow down again. The streets were wide and shady here, a world away from the grid of tightly packed elegant homes that typified the central historical district. Signs pointed to stables down dusty tracks; clapboard homes hid behind palm trees, picket fences and wide front lawns; and as the road crossed a sweep of freshwater marshland, Jim admired the vivid colours, the bulrushes, the sharp shade of a bowl of limes, against a sky that was a Caribbean blue.

				Although he was already late, he turned off the engine and took a moment to think, a creeping sense of unease palpable as he looked up at the stone archway above him. Once scrubbed and honey-coloured, it was now mottled and wrapped in ivy, but he could still read the words ‘Casa D’Or’ chiselled into the centre.

				It was over twenty years since he had last driven down this stretch of road, but he doubted a week had passed without him thinking about it. Casa D’Or was only a house, a collection of wood and brick and slate, but it had loomed so large in his life it had taken on an other-worldly feel, and now, as he glanced in the rear-view mirror of his hire car, his heart beating hard, the years falling away, he could almost see an unlined, hopeful face, hair stiffened by too much gel, his younger self who hadn’t wanted to come here in the first place.

				It had been Easter 1994 when it had been decided that the Johnson family were to decamp from leafy Hampstead to Savannah, Georgia. No one said as much, but it had been obvious to everyone that the radical change of scene was a last-ditch attempt to revitalise Bryn Johnson’s career. His debut novel All My Fathers, a blistering polemic about class, sex and power, had been a huge hit, with the literary world hailing him as the voice of the zeitgeist. Riding the wave, lionised and preening, Bryn had taken three years to follow it up, and the resulting book had been self-indulgent and obscure. The literary elite of London and New York still fawned over him, but the public had moved on: sales were ‘disappointing’, and after diminishing interest for his third and fourth books, Bryn developed a writer’s block that had lasted for almost a decade.

				His New York agent, Saul Black, had decided something must be done and ordered Bryn to lock himself away and write. He found a small cottage with adjoining boathouse on an acquaintance’s estate and bought them all one-way tickets. Create something, he had said, or don’t come back.

				Jim snapped back into the present and looked down the drive, an arrow-straight avenue of overhanging trees. Ninety-six live oaks. The Wyatts had always made a great deal of the fact that every one of the trees planted by the original owners of the Casa D’Or estate was still standing, lining the driveway, staring at visitors in silent witness. They had survived hurricane, disease and civil war and it seemed they had managed to survive the last twenty years too. Jim felt their imaginary gaze as he engaged ‘drive’ and slowly rolled down the unpaved road, swerving to dodge potholes and puddles. He peered up, looking at the wispy grey Spanish moss interlacing the overreaching branches and blocking out the sunlight. He felt as if he had fallen into the rabbit hole, and he wasn’t sure if there was going to be a Wonderland at the other end.

				As he approached the house, he stabbed a foot hard on the brake, skidding to a stop.

				‘Bloody hell,’ he whispered, opening the door and stepping out.

				The house was exactly as he had remembered it – tall windows, a wide terrace running front to back and a high gabled roof that spoke of grandeur, a desire to join a more elegant age – though when he looked closer, Jim could see it was in a fairly advanced state of disrepair. Tiles were missing from the roof, the once proud pillars were grey with bird excrement, the gardens hopelessly parched and overgrown. Even the front steps, once gleaming with their blue and white Italian tiles, were choked with unswept leaves and creeping weeds.

				He walked towards it, gravel crunching underneath his feet. It was warm and balmy in Savannah compared with the cold grey winter that Jim had left behind in London, but still he shivered.

				Casa D’Or represented the outer limits of his emotions: utter joy and crashing despair. Sometimes he had hated it, wished it had burnt to the ground that night, reduced to ash, but standing here now, he could see it for what it was: just a house, unique and beautiful. And someone had let it fall apart.
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