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To C.B.










Prologue


He’s out there, just beyond this room. I imagine him, standing at the open doors, gazing out to sea. One arm is raised against the doorframe, and a gentle breeze plays through his hair. In my imagination I can walk out of here and there he is, his back turned to me, broad and muscular under his white T-shirt. I can see his dark hair ruffling slightly in the breeze and the soft dark fuzz at the top of his neck that I long to run my fingertips through.


What is he thinking as he stares out over the great stretch of the ocean to where it disappears into the horizon? The sun sinks into its navy depths, leaving streams of pink-gold light flaring out over the grey-blue clouds. It’s peaceful and beautiful, the kind of scene that makes you believe, even for just a second, that everything is going to be all right.


Is he thinking about me? Perhaps he’s picturing me, right now, just as I am imagining him. He knows I’m here, lying on this bed, thinking only of him. 


But in my mind, I’m looking at him, drinking in the sight of his tanned skin, so smooth and warm, and the way his jeans fall over his taut muscles. I guess that beneath his T-shirt is a ripple of abdominal muscle, a broad ribcage and strong, powerful shoulders. I can even smell the musky sweetness of his scent, letting it climb into my nostrils and feed my senses with pleasure. The thought makes my mouth water. My imagination lets me walk silently towards him and put my hands on the hard heat of his back. He jumps and turns round, his eyes startled.


‘Hey!’ he says. ‘What are you doing?’


‘I can’t resist it,’ I whisper. ‘I can’t resist this need. Can you?’


The dark brown eyes soften, then drop down, taking me in. His gaze wraps around me and makes my skin prickle in response. Just the way he looks at the curve of my form, the swell of my breasts, and way my lips are parted, already thirsty for him – just that sets me on fire.


‘You know we can’t,’ he murmurs, but he’s turned to face me completely. The way he stands there – his head to one side, his skin darkly shadowed with stubble, his muscular form so powerful but graceful – makes my nerves sing with desire. ‘It’s not allowed.’


‘What’s stopping us?’ I breathe and take another step towards him. Now the evening breeze catches my hair, lifting a strand or two to float in the air. He puts out a hand and brushes them down. ‘We’re alone. What can stop us?’


His velvet-brown eyes harden with desire as we stand so close to one another. I gaze at the prickles of dark stubble scattered over his skin, and the curve of his lips, and the way his dark lashes frame his eyes under those black eyebrows.


He’s the most beautiful man I’ve ever seen.


We move imperceptibly closer. His breath is on my cheek now and his hand is almost touching mine. My lips are ready for his touch, tingling and alive with the anticipation of it. My stomach twists with desire and I can feel the hot swelling of desire. 


God, I want him. I long for him.


I can read the same thing in his face and in the way his breathing is coming faster now. The tension building between us is almost unbearable. It’s been this way since the first moment we laid eyes on one another: his presence was like a punch to my gut, like running into a wall. I let my gaze travel slowly over the expanse of his chest, to his narrow waist and the black leather belt he wears. My fingers itch to unbuckle it, slip my hands inside and discover every last secret about him. My own body yearns for the touch of his fingers, the scraping of his rough stubble over my soft skin, the bite of his teeth on my most tender places, the wetness of his mouth where our juices mingle.


I’m breathing hard now as well, my pulse racing. I don’t know how I’ll ever resist this, when I feel pulled towards him with a force I cannot fight. I don’t think I’ll ever be complete if I don’t press myself against him, take possession of his mouth with mine, let him wrap his arm round me and plunder my body with his.


Our gazes are locked, our lips almost touching, our fingertips buzzing with the urge to meet, stroke, caress.


‘Don’t fight it,’ I whisper. ‘Let it happen.’


A gasp of need escapes him, the brown eyes soft as molasses. ‘Christ, the things you do to me,’ he murmurs in a voice that sounds almost desperate. ‘You know why it’s not allowed. You know why it can’t happen.’


‘So we won’t tell.’ My cheek is almost against his. I feel the hot rush of his breath on my skin. How much longer till I can have you? This is sweet agony.


‘Yeah. We won’t tell. We’ll never tell.’


‘We’ll never, never tell,’ I repeat, in a low, hypnotic tone. Maybe if I say it often enough, we’ll both believe that what we want is possible.


Our mouths are about to touch. My tongue is at my lips, moistening them, ready. I’m so hungry for him and I know he feels the same.


‘Now,’ I say, half-pleading, half-commanding. ‘Please. I can’t stand this. Now.’


And his eyes close, his arms wrap round me and he pulls me against him with the barely restrained strength of his desire. ‘Oh my God,’ he moans, ‘you feel so good. I need you so badly . . .’


My eyes close too. I want only to lose myself in the dark velvet of his kiss, the warm, wet embrace of his tongue, the sweet taste of his mouth, the touch of his hands on my skin . . .


 


My eyes snap open. I’m staring at the wall, my heart pounding, blood racing hot through my veins. He’s not here. He’s out there. I can’t reach him and I don’t know if I ever will.


But he’s right. It’s not allowed. It’s forbidden.


I can’t ever be his.


 










Part One


 










Chapter One


‘I’m cutting all three of you off. No more money. And I want all of you out of here too. You have to make it on your own. You’ve been spoiled and pampered for too long and it’s going to change – as of now.’


We stare at our father in shock, unable to speak for a moment. Flora looks over at me, her eyes wide and frightened. I know what she’s thinking; I always do. Perhaps it’s because we’re twins or perhaps it’s because she shows her emotions so easily on her face, even when she’s not aware of it.


It’s not the money.


I know that’s what is going through her mind. It’s going through my mind too. I look over at my elder sister, Freya. I haven’t seen her in such a long time but the joy of being reunited has been soured by this terrible confrontation. Freya is pale and bites her lower lip hard as she struggles to keep her composure. Perhaps this is hardest for her. She always seemed to suffer most during our childhood. I’m sure that, just like Flora and me, Freya doesn’t care about the money either. When she walked out of here three months ago, she risked being cast out of our father’s life. But none of us expected it to go this far.


I look over at my father. He’s standing near the wall of glass that looks out over the stunning Alpine view. This time of year, as spring reclaims the mountains from winter’s bare grandeur, the house comes into its own. Beyond my father’s short stout frame, I can see the carpet of green that now covers the rocky slopes, and the patches of colour that are bright spring flowers. Out there, things are coming back to life, renewing themselves. In here, it feels as though something is dying.


I glance at Flora again. I can tell she wants to leap to her feet and let loose a fierce defence but she’s restraining herself. No one wants to make this situation worse. Freya, I think, just wants to escape. I don’t know how my father managed to persuade her to return, but somehow he has. Her longing to get away and back to the arms of the man she loves is written all over her face. Flora, too, has the air of someone who has left half her soul in the care of someone else. I know she’s in deep, and that knowledge both frightens me and makes me feel bereft. I’m the only one alone now.


My father clears his throat and speaks again, breaking the frozen silence that fell once he made his announcement. He says, ‘This doesn’t change how I feel about you all. You know I love you. I’m only doing this because I think it’s best for you.’


I can’t help looking over at Estella. A ghost of a smile flits across her face. I bet she’s loving this. It’s what she’s been working towards for a long time now, and she’s finally succeeded in driving us and our father apart. I know she’ll be triumphant because my father will be keeping more of his money for her to spend. But she doesn’t realise that what breaks our hearts is the way she’s taken him away from us.


Freya speaks up. ‘You have a funny way of showing it, Dad.’ She gets up from her place on the sofa. I’ve always looked up to my big sister and now she looks more impressive than ever, solemn in her black clothes, beautiful and more mature than before. ‘I don’t know how things ever came to this,’ she says simply.


My father isn’t about to back down, or consider that he might be in the wrong. ‘I think you do, Freya,’ he snaps back. ‘Your behaviour has been little short of scandalous.’


‘I fell in love,’ Freya says firmly, her dark eyes fixed on our father’s face. ‘When did that become scandalous?’


Dad splutters a bit and then says, ‘You got yourself all over the papers! You let yourself become tabloid fodder, the thing I’ve spent a fortune trying to prevent. And you very possibly fell for a man who is out to get his hands on your money!’


Freya’s gaze slides over towards Estella, who is sitting in a chair near my father, poised and Barbie-doll perfect. ‘Really?’ she says softly. ‘What would you know about that?’


Luckily my father doesn’t hear her barbed remark. He’s rattling on. ‘You disobeyed me, Freya! I told you not to have anything more to do with Murray while we investigated him, and you threw that back in my face. You proved to me that you need a dose of reality, young woman. We’ll see how long your love affair lasts when the money tap is turned off!’


Freya raises her eyebrows very faintly at Estella and murmurs, ‘Yes. That would be interesting, wouldn’t it?’


I don’t know how she is restraining herself. The old Freya would have shouted and yelled and stormed off. Miles Murray must have done something extraordinary to change her into this controlled, self-possessed woman. 


Is that what falling in love does to you? I wonder, and then I look over at Flora whose eyes are blazing and who is evidently agitated. Maybe not.


I know what she’s about to do. She can’t hold it in any longer, and before I can reach out a hand to stop her, she’s leapt to her feet – passionate Flora, who has to say what she feels and can’t hide her emotions. ‘That’s not fair!’ she bursts out. ‘Do you want to know why Freya ended up all over the papers? Didn’t you ever wonder how the photographers knew exactly where she was, when she’d told nobody, not even us, where she was going? Who leaked the details of her break-up with Jacob? How did all that happen?’ 


I admire her spirit but I want to tell her she’s wasting her time. Dad doesn’t want to know and he won’t believe her anyway. ‘Flora,’ I say, cutting in when I see her pause for breath, ‘don’t. It’ll only make things worse.’


She looks at me, her eyes burning. ‘How can it be worse? He has to know the truth about all of this!’


Dad is staring at Flora and I’ve never seen his expression so cold. It makes my insides tumble with nausea. How did this happen? Why? Is it really all Estella’s doing? How can one woman drive a wedge between a man and his daughters like this? Why doesn’t he care enough to stop her?


‘I don’t know how you dare, young lady,’ Dad said in a freezing voice. ‘Not after what you’ve done. I thought that Freya selling herself cheap to a gigolo was bad enough. But you . . .’


Flora’s cheeks are staining red. With her fall of russet curls against the pink of her complexion, she looks stunning. I can tell she’s mortified at the way Dad’s talking to her, what he’s implying. She’s already told me that Estella surprised her one afternoon in Paris and made it clear she had compromising photos of Flora and intended to use them if she had to. For the first time, according to Flora, Estella spelled out her agenda: she would protect her position at my father’s side by turning him against us with whatever means necessary.


Flora is trying to control herself but her voice is tremulous and shaky. ‘I don’t know why you think you have the right to tell us who we can or can’t see,’ she begins, but Dad cuts her off with a snort.


‘You’re mixed up with a gangster, Flora! I stopped doing business with Dubrovski when I discovered some of what he gets up to. No doubt he’s hoping to worm his way back into my good books by using your influence. Well, it’s not going to work. We’ll see how long he stays interested when he finds out that you don’t have any influence with me at all.’ Dad gives us all a sweeping look, his expression stern. ‘You girls might think I’m being cruel, but you’ll understand one day that I’m protecting your best interests. You’ll thank me for it when you see that.’


‘Andrei is not a gangster,’ Flora protests, her cheeks scarlet. ‘He’s kind and decent and—’


Dad makes a mocking face as he shakes his head. ‘You’re blinded by whatever passion he’s managed to inspire in you. You can’t see it how it is.’


Flora almost gasps with indignation, and Freya shakes her head slowly. I want to laugh when I think about how Dad can’t see the parallels with his own situation. Here he is, suspecting every man in the world of being after us for his money, while right there on a chair just a few feet away sits a woman who as good as told Flora that she gave our father a good time in return for financial security.


That’s what hurts. We’d love him no matter what. But if he lost everything, Estella would drop him so quickly he wouldn’t know what had hit him.


I suddenly find my own voice. ‘What about me, Dad?’ I ask quietly. ‘Is there anything you want to say to me?’


He looks at me almost as though he’d forgotten about me altogether, and then his expression softens. I haven’t offended him yet. And besides, he’s always had a soft spot for me, maybe because I, out of all of us, look most like our mother. ‘Summer,’ he says, and for a moment I hear in his voice what I’ve always longed for: tenderness and concern. Then Estella shifts subtly in her seat and his eyes harden a little, as though he’s recalling a lesson that she’s taught him. ‘I’m sorry, but that goes for you too. You’ve got used to being bankrolled. All you do is flit around the world going to parties. Well, it’s going to stop from now. You have to learn to look after yourselves, and that’s that.’ He stares around at us one more time. ‘You’ll thank me one day,’ he says in a tone that tells me that he’s thoroughly convinced that he’s acting in our best interests. ‘Now, girls. You’d better go and think over what I’ve said.’


 


We meet in our sitting room, a snug place where we’ve always found a little warmth and privacy in the coldness of this mountain mansion of steel and glass. As we sit down, the door opens and Jane-Elizabeth comes in, her face strained and unhappy.


‘Oh girls,’ she says as she goes to each of us for a hug and a kiss. ‘I can’t believe what’s going on!’ She sits down on the sofa next to Flora and takes her hand. ‘If you’d told me a year ago that this would happen, I would never have believed it.’


‘That’s because a year ago Estella didn’t have the power she has now!’ exclaims Flora, pink-cheeked again. 


‘And she didn’t want to destroy us then,’ Freya adds, her expression solemn. ‘But now she’s made it clear that this is war.’


‘Don’t say that, girls,’ Jane-Elizabeth says with a groan, and she goes whiter than ever. ‘It shouldn’t be like this.’ She looks so agonised. I’ve never seen Jane-Elizabeth in this state: she’s less plump and round than she used to be, and her face looks hollow. The grey streak at the front of her dark hair is thicker than it was last time I saw her, I’m sure. She’s been like a mother to us all these years, ever since our own mother died, and my father’s right-hand woman for as long as we can remember. We love her dearly. It’s awful to see her so upset.


‘But it is like this, no matter what we want.’ Freya gets up and walks over to the fireplace, staring into the empty grate. I can tell from the whiteness of her knuckles and the clenched fist resting on the chimney piece that she feels as agitated as Flora. She’s just hiding it better. ‘Estella is succeeding in driving us apart from Dad.’


‘Do you remember what was like when she first came here?’ I ask. 


Flora laughs mirthlessly. ‘I certainly do – we couldn’t have guessed how things would turn out.’


I picture her now: Estella, with her hourglass figure, glossy caramel hair and the big doe eyes she emphasises with lashings of mascara and eyeliner. That’s not the way it was when she arrived. Then she was unremarkable, pretty when you looked hard but not in any way that drew the eye. She wore sensible navy suits, tied her mousy hair back in a ponytail and padded around in her flat shoes, deftly taking care of all our problems and never too busy to help. Estella was our personal assistant, hired when our busy lives began to take up too much of Jane-Elizabeth’s time. Estella – quiet, efficient, intelligent and eager to please – was hired to help manage our hectic diaries, and for a while, everything was fine. We liked her. After all, she wasn’t that much older than us and she was fantastic at organising our lives. Her ability to magic away problems was so impressive that Flora and I joked that she was some kind of witch. Flights fully booked? Not any more – Estella managed to get a seat or two. A dress sold out? She could find it in the right size and have it delivered within the day. Diary clashes were smoothed away, arguments were settled, appointments were made and in the schedule weeks in advance. She was good at her job, but maybe she got bored of looking after three spoiled rich girls and wondered why she shouldn’t have a little bit of the high life too.


Along with the rest of the world, Estella knew perfectly well that our father was a billionaire, with a fortune built up from a lifetime of hard work and astute business decisions. And gradually, very gradually, she began to show her hand. It was the flirting we noticed first. The way she acted with our father changed subtly from a businesslike politeness to a playful, rather intimate style. She started to tease him, make jokes, light up when he came into the room and show a deep interest in every facet of his life. Then she started to be concerned for him. ‘Are you tired, Mr Hammond? You could do with a rest, you’ve been working so hard! Here, come and sit down and let me get you a drink . . .’ or ‘Mr Hammond, you need to look after yourself or you’ll wear yourself out. Here, I’ve brought you this wonderful tea that will settle you and calm you and give you the best night’s sleep in the world . . .’


Our dad had been alone since our mother died, or if he hadn’t, we didn’t know about it. We’d always secretly hoped that he and Jane-Elizabeth would get together. After all, we could see that Jane-Elizabeth genuinely adored him, even with his paunch and his bald spot and his controlling streak. It had never happened and now here was Estella, cooing and fluttering over him in a way that, frankly, looked fake. But Dad never saw it that way. He blossomed under the attention, and as he began to look at Estella differently – not just as that useful girl with the notepad and the good attitude – sure enough, she began to change. Her hair bounced around her shoulders, longer and with honey highlights that glinted in the sun. Her clothes got tighter and her heels higher, and she wore a face-full of make-up every day. I have to admit, at first we thought she looked good. I hadn’t realised how pretty she was until she began to make the most of her features. But soon it was too much. She wriggled around the house in figure-hugging dresses and high heels, and it was obvious to all of us that she had an agenda. But by the time we realised that Estella was serious in her full-on flirtation with our father, it was too late. He was already hooked and didn’t want to hear a word we said to warn him about her. All we girls knew was that our relationship with our father was changing in ways we didn’t understand. Dad was as controlling and paranoid about our safety as ever, but the easy affection and open communication we’d had before disappeared. Estella seemed to possess him, heart and mind.


‘Girls, do you really think that Estella is behind this?’ Jane-Elizabeth asks, her eyes anxious.


Freya snorts. ‘Of course she is. We know she has access to your email, Jane-Elizabeth. When she sent the paparazzi to spy on me with Miles, and to the hotel that I’d only told you about, it was obvious. But she’s also got access to Dad’s files – that was how she knew the story about my break-up with Jacob, and leaked it to the press. She was doing all she could to cause trouble between Dad and me.’


Flora pipes up. ‘She tailed me in Paris too. That’s how she got the photographs she threatened me with.’


Freya turns to her. ‘Did she show them to Dad?’


Flora shakes her head. ‘Andrei arranged to get them back.’


There’s a strange moment between my sisters as they look at each other. There’s something like accusation in Freya’s eyes as she says, ‘Did he, now? How did he do that?’


Flora looks defiant as she retorts, ‘He didn’t hurt anyone, if that’s what you’re implying.’


They stare at each other. I know that there’s trouble between them, and that it’s something to do with Flora’s lover, Andrei Dubrovski. My heart sinks. As soon as I found out that Flora was involved with a man like him, I’d been frightened for her. But it’s even more complicated than that, it seems. He has some kind of power over Freya as well, but I don’t yet know what.


I get up, filled suddenly with panic. ‘Please . . .’ My voice is shaky. ‘We mustn’t fight, we have to stay together and be united. I can’t bear it if we’re not . . .’


They both look over at me, and the tension subsides a little. Jane-Elizabeth gets up and comes over to hug me. I take comfort from the scent of irises that she always uses and the familiar warmth of her body.


‘Summer,’ she murmurs. ‘Don’t worry, it’s going to be all right. I promise.’ Turning to the other two, she says, ‘Summer’s right, though. You mustn’t let anything come between you now. If you’re right about Estella – and I think you are – then there’s no knowing how long this situation with your father will go on.’


Flora goes pale suddenly. ‘What if . . . he marries her?’


‘I bet he does,’ Freya says brusquely. Then she shrugs. ‘Let him. I don’t want him, or his money if that’s the way he’s going to treat us. I don’t care if I never come back here. All I want to do is get back to Miles as soon as possible.’ Her eyes soften suddenly as she thinks about him. I know that she’s loving her life with him in Scotland, far from everything and everybody.


‘I agree,’ Flora says, lifting her chin into the air. ‘I intend to get back to Paris. I have to continue with my training. I still have another year at the Academie.’


I stare at her, knowing that she means it. She loves the Academie where she is training to be an actress. But she also has Andrei to return to, and the life he can offer her there. I’ve never felt so alone. My sisters have love in their lives, a whole other meaning to their existence. And I have no one.


Flora shakes her head. ‘I just can’t understand how one minute we’re wrapped so tightly in cotton wool we can hardly move without Dad knowing about it, and the next, he couldn’t give a damn what happens!’


Freya says darkly, ‘It just shows the extent of Estella’s power over him. Besides, I wouldn’t put it past Dad to keep tabs on us anyway.’


Flora considers this. ‘I’m not so sure. Maybe he thinks we’ll be looked after by Miles and Andrei.’


There’s a slightly awkward pause as it occurs to us all that there’s no one to look after me, but I’m still being cut off with the others.


‘There’s something we’ve not mentioned,’ I say, trying not to show I care as I go back to sit down.


Jane-Elizabeth regards me with a worried frown as she sits down in an armchair. She seems to know that I’m a mess inside, even though I’m hiding it as well as I can. I blink hard and avoid her gaze.


‘What’s that?’ Freya asks.


‘Money. Dad’s cutting us off. That means no more cash on tap. Nothing to live on. Unless you girls have been more careful than me and built up a pot of savings.’ I’m already wondering if Dad intends to cut off the credit cards I use without even thinking about it. I live from moment to moment, without planning for the future or questioning how the money is found to pay for things. I send bills to Jane-Elizabeth, and book hotel rooms, order food, pay for meals, and I never even think about it. A world without that security seems huge, dark and frightening.


There’s a pause as my sisters stare at me, and I know what they’re thinking. They both have a partner in their lives, someone to share their troubles with, and someone to turn to while they work out how to get through this. The icy coldness of isolation crawls over my skin. 


I have no one.


Jane-Elizabeth says suddenly, ‘I’m not sure that he can do that. Cut you off entirely, I mean.’


We all turn to look at her. ‘Really?’ Flora asks. I can see that she’s thinking of the fees at the Academie and the cost of her life in Paris. She lives in a beautiful flat in the Marais and, like me, she’s used to living a life without having to count the pennies.


Jane-Elizabeth nods. ‘You’ve all got trust funds that your father can’t touch for tax reasons. I suspect he could make arrangements to prevent you being paid anything from the funds for a while, but he’d have to get the trustees to agree.’


‘I’m sure he could do that,’ remarks Freya drily, ‘considering they are all friends of his.’ 


Jane-Elizabeth thinks for a moment. ‘There’s something else,’ she says. ‘You three are on the board of the Hammond Foundation.’


We stare at her, none of us comprehending. We know about the charitable foundation our father set up but we haven’t had anything to do with it so far.


‘What does that mean?’ asks Flora, frowning.


‘You are paid a salary by the foundation,’ Jane-Elizabeth says. ‘It’s a small one, but it’s something. It will give you enough to live on while this is sorted out.’ She looks solemn. ‘But I’m afraid it won’t go as far you’re used to.’


‘We’ll get through . . .’ Freya smiles ironically. ‘Until we find proper jobs.’ She laughs. ‘Maybe Dad is right and we will all thank him one day.’


‘None of us cares about the money,’ Flora declares fervently. ‘But it wasn’t his idea. It was Estella’s. So she could get more for herself. That’s what I object to.’


‘I think we’re all agreed on that,’ Freya replies softly.


Jane-Elizabeth looks at us, her hands clasped tightly in her lap. ‘If I can do anything to help you girls, you know I will. But I don’t know how long I’ll be here. If Estella has her way, I think your father will be suggesting that I move on.’


I gasp and the other two look just as shocked. Lose Jane-Elizabeth? No! Surely not . . . it would be like losing our mother all over again! For the first time, I feel the sting of hot tears behind my eyes. ‘Would she do that? Why is she threatened by you?’ I ask, choked.


‘Because she knows I love the three of you,’ Jane-Elizabeth says simply, and none of us can reply. It’s all I can do not to break down.


‘We won’t let it happen!’ declares Freya, banging her fist down on the chimney piece.


I look up, squaring my shoulders. I muster my strength and say in a loud voice, ‘You don’t understand.’


They look at me. I’m usually the quiet one, the peacemaker, the listener. No one is used to me taking centre stage.


I take a deep breath. ‘We don’t have any power, don’t you see? We have to let it go, we have to let Dad go. All we can do is make sure he knows we love him and that we’ll be there for him if he needs us. From now on, we’re on our own.’ I gaze at my sisters and at Jane-Elizabeth. ‘And I don’t know about you, but I, for one, am getting out of this place as fast as I can.’ 










Chapter Two


‘Would you care for some champagne, ma’am?’


I open one eye and see the glistening white teeth and sticky red gloss of the stewardess’s smile, next to the proffered bottle.


‘Oh. Thanks, but . . . it’s still a no.’ I smile politely back, trying to hide my irritation. This is the fourth time she’s been round and the fact I’m trying to sleep doesn’t seem to put her off. I’ll have to put on my sleep mask next, drape a blanket over myself and hope that deters her. 


I want to rest. I was exhausted even before I arrived home for the awful meeting with Dad, and now I’m completely shattered. I’ve been partying too hard lately and it’s taken a toll on me. Despite the hope that my riotous social life can give me what I’m looking for, nothing seems to shift the sadness that lives at my core.


And it’s a hundred times worse now. 


The chill I’ve felt since arriving home won’t leave me. I’m always shivering and I can’t seem to get warm. It’s the cold I felt when the blast of loneliness blew round me as I realised that my sisters both have their lovers but I have no one to protect me as my family shatters and disappears around me. When my mother died, I was afraid that the others would be taken away too, and I clung to them. Gradually I began to trust that Dad and my sisters weren’t about to leave me. But now . . . it’s as though my childhood nightmare is coming true. Dad has thrown us out and cut us off. He’s chosen Estella over us. Somewhere deep inside me I want to scream and cry but I can’t. Instead I have only this frozen feeling of cold abandonment.


But I’ve always had Flora. We’ve always had each other. Until now.


After our mother died, Freya, the oldest of us, was the most outwardly affected by the loss; she became angry and distant and tried to shut us out of her life. Flora was always more self-reliant than I was – she had her vivid imaginative world to retreat into, the place that feeds her creativity and makes her the wonderful actress she is. I became clingy, trailing around after one or another of my sisters as though I was afraid of ever being left alone again. As I grew up, I began to travel all over the world – it was easy enough with my father’s money at my disposal and my social circle of international jet-setting friends. I was always looking for somewhere that would give me the feeling of belonging.


But I’m twenty-two now and I’ve never found it.


 


As we approach LAX, I get myself ready for landing, handing back my blanket and putting on my jacket. I hope that the sunny weather here can shift the cold that still prickles my skin. It was a horrible moment when we left home, all three of us taking separate paths. Freya was clearly desperate to get back to Scotland and Miles, and Flora was taking a flight back to the life she’s made herself in Paris and, no doubt, Andrei Dubrovski, though she never mentioned his name. She knows how worried we all are about her relationship with a man like that: tough, self-made and perhaps not always on the right side of the law. But her affair with him is so new and fresh that she only sees the side of him he wants her to see. I hope with all my heart that she’s not in for a nasty surprise.


‘Please, Summer, come with me to Paris,’ begs Flora, taking my hand as we prepare to go our separate ways. ‘You can stay with me for as long as you want, you know that! I’d love it so much – and you’d get to know Andrei and find out what he’s really like. Please?’


I gaze at her. I adore her, my crazy, talented, gorgeous twin sister, the person who knows me best in the world. It’s tearing me apart that she now has someone else to share her soul with. But I’m so happy for her too. ‘No,’ I say softly. ‘I’ll come soon. But not right now.’


How can I tell her that it’s too painful to see her happiness when I feel so alone? I don’t have anyone to reassure me that I’m loved and it’s tearing me up. And there’s no way I can spoil her joy with Andrei.


I’m scared for her too. I’m scared of what Andrei really is, and of what he might do to Flora.


Her fingers tighten around mine. ‘But where are you going, Summer? What will you do?’


I smile at her, wanting to reassure her that I’ll be all right. I don’t want her to worry about me. ‘I’m going to be just fine. I’ll go and see Jimmy, of course.’


 


Los Angeles. Heat. Light. Blue skies. Palm trees. If I can’t shake off my chill here, where can I?


‘Summer! Summer, honey, over here!’


I turn to see Jimmy leaping up and down, waving wildly. I laugh at his antics, just as I’m supposed to, and the next minute he’s beside me, enveloping me in a huge hug and kissing my cheeks. I notice a couple of women looking at me enviously, and I can’t blame them. Jimmy is model-handsome, with tanned caffè-latte skin, white teeth and dark hair, and built like the champion polo player he was, not so long ago. 


But you don’t need to be jealous, ladies. He’s not in the market for a girlfriend.


I kiss him back, relaxing into his familiar embrace. I knew that if anyone could comfort me, it would be Jimmy. He stands back and looks at me.


‘You’re as hot as ever, Summer Hammond! I can’t believe you haven’t been snapped up by now.’


I shrug. ‘Straight men have no taste, I guess.’


He rolls his eyes. ‘And how. C’mon, I’ve got the car outside. Not as glamorous as you’re used to, but it’ll get us where we need to go.’


I shoot him a meaningful look as he starts to push my luggage trolley and he picks up on it at once.


‘Uh uh. You’ve got news, young lady. Save it for the ride into town. You can tell me all about it.’


 


It’s hard not to feel younger and more carefree as the car cuts through the morning sunshine, racing back to the city. The top is down on the convertible and the wind picks up my long fair hair and flicks it about. I’m wearing sunglasses and marvelling at the china-blue sky as I feel some of my troubles melt away.


I catch a glimpse of Jimmy and me in the rear-view mirror, and think how we must look like some young Hollywood couple as we fly along the highway. It’s not quite like that. Sure, Jimmy is a wannabe actor who goes to as many auditions as he can, tiding himself over between acting jobs with modelling work and photo shoots, like so many of the guys in LA waiting for their big break. But when I first met him, he was our riding and polo instructor, and on the polo team of some Argentinian magnate, winning trophies for his boss all over the world. We loved Jimmy, and he became our dear friend. What made life difficult was that Flora fell deeply in love with him, to the point where Jimmy felt he had to leave and pursue the dream he’d always had of making it as an actor. It helped that he had recently acquired a boyfriend just as gorgeous, glamorous and set on LA as he was. When he broke the news to us, we were all devastated, but no one as much as Flora, who fainted dead away when she realised that not only was Jimmy leaving us, but he was gay. It was only her relationship with Andrei that finally released her from the heartbreak of knowing that the man she loved would never love her back in the same way.


‘So,’ shouts Jimmy over the roar of the engine and the whipping of the wind, ‘what’s been happening in the Hammond world? Tell me all the news.’


‘We’re all fine.’


‘Hmm – okay. But something’s up. How is the wicked step-girlfriend? Is she still up to her usual tricks?’


Jimmy’s perception is pretty good. He could be a spy if he doesn’t make it as an actor. ‘How did you guess? She’s the cat with the cream,’ I call back. ‘She’s finally got what she always wanted.’


‘She has?’ Jimmy shoots me a glance and I can sense the apprehension behind his dark glasses. ‘What’s happened?’


‘She’s persuaded Dad to kick us all out. And cut off our money too. Everything she’s done for the last few months has finally borne fruit. He thinks we’re all spoiled and likely to fall into bed with the first gigolo who comes along. So he’s decided to make sure we learn some hard lessons.’


Jimmy whistles. ‘Holy crap. I can’t believe it. That’s not like him! He worships you girls.’


‘Not any more,’ I say drily.


‘When I remember what he used to be like about you . . . he was terrified about a hair on your heads being hurt. I mean, I’ve seen some security but never like the kind your family had. I thought I was going to be microchipped, for Christ’s sake.’


‘If he could have, he would have!’ I say brightly. ‘If he could have locked us away from the world entirely, he’d have done that too.’


‘He didn’t want you girls to grow up,’ Jimmy says sombrely.


‘Well, we have, and he can’t handle it. He can’t handle not being able to control us like he used to.’


‘He sure as hell doesn’t like other men taking the number one position in your lives.’ Jimmy shakes his head. ‘It’s textbook, man. Textbook.’


‘You’re right.’ I sigh, and prop my chin against my fist, staring out at the approaching city. ‘But I guess what happened to make him that way is not so textbook.’


Jimmy nods. ‘Yeah. That’s true. Not every man has to deal with what your family went through.’


We say nothing more for a while. Jimmy knows the story of what happened to us when my mother died. He’s one of the few who does. It’s helped him to understand my father’s paranoia about our security and his need to control us.


Jimmy bursts out, ‘It’s crazy that he would cut you off! I just can’t see it, not after the way he’s been all these years.’


I look over at him, smiling sadly. ‘You haven’t met Estella, Jimmy. Maybe if you had, you’d understand.’


‘She’s gotta be some kind of hottie, that’s for sure. What is she? Mata Hari, Cleopatra and Marilyn Monroe, rolled into one?’


‘You’re giving her a bit too much class, but you’re kind of on the right lines. She’s unscrupulous, smart and looking out for her own interests with a sort of paranoid mania, like we’re living in Ancient Rome and the only way to deal with her enemies is to dispose of them. She wants us out of our father’s life because we threaten her position – we can see right through her and we don’t like the view.’


‘Boy, Mary Poppins, she ain’t.’ Jimmy shoots me a sympathetic look. ‘It’s the last thing you girls need. If only your dad had found someone who could heal the rifts and the pain and make the family whole again. It’s crappy that he got together with someone who’s just made everything a lot worse.’


I sigh and close my eyes, relishing the way the wind buffets me as we drive. ‘You can say that again, Jimmy.’ 


 


Jimmy’s apartment is on Sunset Boulevard, which sounds very glamorous and as though he’s in the heart of Hollywood, until you realise the Boulevard is miles long and Jimmy’s place is on a ramshackle stretch, tucked behind and above a florist’s shop called Gail’s Petals & Blooms. Usually when I come to LA, we rent a bungalow at the Chateau Marmont and stay there together, going out on the town and living it up. I like showing Jimmy a good time, and he enjoys the high life that he knows well but can’t afford on his part-time acting salary. And we always say that it’s good for his career for him to be seen in the best restaurants. Because of what Jimmy calls my fame (but I think of as my notoriety) as one of the Hammond heiresses, we sometimes get snapped for the gossip sites or the celeb mags, and Jimmy thinks that might help get his name out there. I’m not sure how much good it really does, but he loves it, and I love making him happy.


‘I’m sorry it’s not the Marmont or the Beverly Wilshire this time,’ I say apologetically as he carries my bags in through the front door to the passage that leads past the shop to the apartment. ‘I guess it’s going to be strange getting used to the fact that my credit cards aren’t going to take the strain the way they used to.’


‘Are you crazy? I don’t mind a bit,’ Jimmy says, grinning. ‘I love having you here, and it gives me the opportunity to repay a little of your hospitality. Charlie is going to love it too – he always gets so jealous when we go off together.’


‘He’s always welcome, you did tell him that, didn’t you?’ I say hastily.


‘Sure, but I discouraged it!’ Jimmy replies with a laugh. ‘I don’t want him getting too accustomed to a life we can’t afford. Besides, I like keeping you to myself.’


‘Well, I’m looking forward to getting to know him a bit better.’ I realise with a pang that I’ve not really taken the trouble to become familiar with Jimmy’s life in LA. I’ve always swooped in, whisked him off to the coolest hotel in town and done the whole thing on my terms. Maybe an upside to this whole mess is learning more about how Jimmy and Charlie really live. 


Jimmy takes my bags to his tiny spare room and sets about making me tea, while I look around the apartment. It’s very chic and carefully put together in a way that has obviously been done with love, patience and a limited budget. I like the way everything has a story to tell, and a reason to be there. Our homes have nearly always been decorated by interior designers, people who are wonderful at fabricating a look and providing a setting that makes the owners seem cultured, well read and with impeccable taste. None of it means anything to us, though. The pictures are from auction houses, the ornaments from department stores, the furniture carefully selected for us. We just inhabit someone else’s vision of how we should live. 


‘So,’ Jimmy says, coming back from the bright kitchen that overlooks their little courtyard garden with our tea, ‘exactly how much money have you girls got? Don’t tell me you’re destitute. Your father wouldn’t do that, would he?’ He shakes his head as he sits down. ‘I mean, when I think about the way you three have always lived . . . like little princesses.’


I laugh with a touch of embarrassment. ‘Come on, that’s overstating it a touch. And besides, it seemed normal to us. We didn’t have a sense that we were anything unusual. After all, most of our friends lived in the same way.’


Jimmy nods. ‘The clique of the rich. Hey, I’m not criticising you. No kid chooses its parents or its place in life. You end up where you end up, and it’s up to everyone to make the best of what they get. Life ain’t fair.’


‘No,’ I say, suddenly sombre. ‘I do what I can to count my blessings.’


Is that really true? Do I count my blessings? Have I been guilty of taking everything too much for granted?


‘So . . . what’s the situation? What have you got?’ Jimmy isn’t going to let it lie.


I pick up my teacup and take a sip. It’s hot and comforting, the way only tea made at home can be. Hotel tea never tastes the same, and I wonder why that is. Then I sit back on Jimmy’s squashy couch and say, ‘I don’t really know. Jane-Elizabeth is going to write and clarify the situation for us. The credit cards will be stopped, I know that. I managed to book my flight on mine just in time. But apparently we girls are on the board of the Hammond Foundation and for that we’re paid a salary.’ 


Jimmy looks amused. ‘You’re paid for doing nothing?’


I nod. ‘Looks like it. Tax reasons, or something. I don’t know. But it’s enough that we won’t starve.’


‘And you’re not exactly short of possessions either.’


‘No . . . but they’re mostly in Dad’s house and for the time being, we’re not welcome there. So I’m going to have to find somewhere else to live.’


Jimmy frowns and sits forward in his chair as if he wants to hear better. ‘Wait, let me get this straight. Your father – who hardly let you out of his sight without a bodyguard and a full itinerary – has cast you girls off, just like that. You’re banned from his houses?’


‘I don’t know if he’d describe it like that. I don’t think we’re banned – but we’re supposed to go out and make it on our own somehow. He’s had enough of us living off his money and doing nothing to earn it.’ I laugh ironically. ‘I mean, it’s a healthy idea. I just wish he’d given us a bit of notice of his intentions.’


‘So what are you going to do?’ Jimmy looks like he’s finally realising that my gilded life has come to an end. ‘You’ve got a college degree, right? You can get a job.’


I nod. I went to Brown University here in the States, which is why I’ve always felt so at home in America, and why I slip into an American accent almost as soon as I land. My sisters are more British than anything else, but I’ve always felt American. We spent a lot of our childhood in Connecticut when our father was building up his business here. Flora always hankered for Europe but I loved America, and came back as soon as I could after we moved to Switzerland. ‘I don’t know what kind of a job a degree in literature will equip me for, but I’m going to do my best to find one. I guess I’ll have to.’


‘But you’ve got a job,’ Jimmy says with a grin. ‘For the Hammond Foundation, right?’ 


‘Yeah.’ I laugh. ‘If I had a clue what the Foundation does. It’s in Paris, anyway. Or at least, the headquarters are.’


‘You better investigate it. It could be interesting.’


‘Maybe.’


‘But I want you to get a job here,’ Jimmy says, looking excited. ‘It’ll be such fun, hanging out together. It’ll be great.’


‘Live here?’ I hadn’t really thought of that. LA is a place where I come to relax and party. I’ve never imagined I could stay and make a life in this city.


‘Why not? Where were you thinking of going?’


‘I . . . I don’t know . . . I guess somewhere in Europe. I mean, Flora is in Paris. That’s so far away from here . . .’


Jimmy gives me a look and says, ‘I know you guys are twins and you need each other but you’ve not had a problem with flitting around the world without her before.’


‘That’s different. I wasn’t settled somewhere so far away,’ I say. A feeling of bleakness overcomes me.


‘Hey.’ Jimmy has seen the look on my face and picks up on it instantly. ‘What’s wrong? You looked so tragic just now that it nearly broke my heart. Is there something up with Flora? Is she okay?’


‘She’s fine. But . . .’ I look away. I feel like a heel for not being overjoyed at my sister’s happiness.


‘Her love life is coming between you.’ Jimmy knows. He always does. It’s one of the reasons I love him.


‘I’m happy for her, but I can’t help feeling that it’s taken her away from me. I know that’s selfish. I feel dreadful. But once we were always there for each other. We spoke every day. Now . . . I don’t hear from her for days at a time and I know it’s because she’s with him and that she’s forgotten about me completely.’


‘It’s tough,’ Jimmy says, sympathetically. ‘You’re not selfish. It’s normal to feel that way when you’ve been so close.’ 


I manage a smile. ‘I still feel like a lowlife. Believe me.’


Just then the door to the street slams and there are footsteps in the hall. Jimmy looks up towards the passage with a smile. ‘Oh great,’ he says, ‘Charlie’s back from the market. I hope he remembered the coffee, we’re completely out.’ 


A second later, a well-built man in a white T-shirt and jeans saunters through the door, a paper bag full of groceries in his arms. He’s got short sandy-blond hair and a tan, his eyes concealed behind aviator shades. ‘Well, hey!’ he says as he sees me. ‘Our visitor is here! Hi, Summer, how are you?’


‘Hi, Charlie. I’m great, thanks.’ I stand up to greet him, and he puts down the groceries and holds out his arms. I’ve always liked Charlie, though I don’t know him very well. He and Jimmy haven’t been together all that long. He’s certainly in good shape – his biceps look like they’ve been inflated with a bicycle pump. He must put in some hours in the gym, that’s for sure. 


‘I was just talking about you,’ Charlie says, kissing me on both cheeks. He turns to look over his shoulder into the passage. ‘Hey, Jack, don’t be shy! C’mon in!’


I follow his gaze and a second later, another man walks into the room. I catch my breath. I can’t help it. He’s the most gorgeous guy I’ve ever seen in my life.










Chapter Three


‘Hi Jack,’ says Jimmy, and I catch a certain something in his voice – a kind of reservation – but I’m too busy staring to take much notice.


This guy is younger than Jimmy and Charlie – he’s about my age, I guess, in his early twenties – and there’s something heart-stopping about him. His eyes are chocolate-brown and as soft as velvet. His straight thick eyebrows match the dark hair above. His skin is an olive-brown, dotted with dark stubble around his jaw, and his face almost too beautiful. Even though we’re in a town where there are scores of handsome men, he’s stand-out gorgeous. I catch myself staring at him – I know it’s rude, but I can’t help it. What is it that makes him so attractive? Is it the regularity of his features? He’s got the nose and chin of a perfect Renaissance statue, and a bone structure that mixes strength with delicacy. Is it the almost black hair and the impossibly brown eyes, the colour of a cup of coffee with just a splash of milk in it? Is it the way his lips, unsmiling, have a brooding cast, and the way he stands with a faintly defiant turn to his shoulders? He’s not tall or built like a muscle man, but he’s got incredible presence. Whatever it is, I can’t stop looking at him, and then I realise that I’m gazing right into those mesmerising eyes with a stupid expression on my face, and I instantly look away, embarrassed. 


Get a grip, Summer, you’re making a fool of yourself.


Charlie hasn’t noticed; he’s unloading the groceries while he talks on. ‘Jack, this is our friend Summer, who I was telling you about. Summer, Jack is a friend of mine. We met in the gym a while back and got talking, the way you do around here.’


‘Oh, right. That’s interesting,’ I say, and risk looking back at him. He’s still looking straight at me and at once, my insides do a kind of upward leap followed by a somersault. Oh my goodness, I’ve never responded to anyone like this before. Not before we’ve even exchanged a word. I can hardly look at him and I can hardly bear not to. It’s a curious position to be in. I must look an idiot. I force myself to take his gaze and return it. ‘Nice to meet you, Jack,’ I say, trying to sound as normal as possible.


At last he speaks, but, I notice, still doesn’t smile. Just carries on staring at me in that intense way that’s setting my insides on a slow burn. ‘Hello,’ he says. ‘Good to meet you too.’


He has an accent: American mixed with something else I can’t identify. I drop my gaze to the floor and sit back on the couch. When I glance up, it’s to find Jimmy looking at me hard, one eyebrow slightly lifted. At once I feel my colour rise. Jimmy always knows exactly what I’m thinking, which means he’ll be under no illusion that the presence of the guy who walked through the door has hit me with the force of a truck.


‘Are you an actor?’ I ask in a sudden breathless rush. Surely he is. He’s got heart-throb written all over him, with the kind of face that would gaze moodily out of posters on thousands of teenage bedroom walls. 
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