

		

		[image: cover.jpg]

		


	



[image: image]



 




 
	
 
	
 
	
 
	

For my sister Kay and brother Peter


	

Contents

Dedication

Book One in The Roxberg Trilogy

Book Two in The Roxberg Trilogy

Prologue

Cast of Characters



Chapter One: Menton, France, 2017

Chapter Two

Chapter Three

Chapter Four

Chapter Five

Chapter Six

Chapter Seven

Chapter Eight

Chapter Nine

Chapter Ten

Chapter Eleven

Chapter Twelve

Chapter Thirteen



Epilogue

Acknowledgements

About the Author

Copyright

			
	
		
Book one in The Roxberg Trilogy

The Other Sister

Art gallery curator Giselle Villande and her husband, an antique dealer from Menton in the south of France, find themselves drawn into an insidious web of poisoning and murder motivated by financial greed and sexual jealousy.

Nebulous tendrils of evil draw them still further to Paris and Honfleur then finally to Giselle’s isolated family home, Roxberg Gate, on the wild and beautiful Northumbrian coast.

In this sexually-charged labyrinthine conspiracy a plot is conceived to undermine and ultimately destroy Giselle’s family.


	

Book two in The Roxberg Trilogy

The Spanish Widow

After the birth of her second daughter, Inez Roxberg a wealthy spirited artist from Madrid, distanced herself from her unfaithful husband, his mistress, and their love child to pursue an uninhibited bohemian life in France. Many years later, standing at his graveside, she vowed never again to relinquish her wealth and power to anyone.

Her late husband’s final gift of a long-case clock becomes an ill-fated harbinger of sinister deceptions calculated to steal her wealth and erode her sanity. When two men enter her life, one a bold adventurer, the other a tantalising libertine each with their own hidden agenda, who will she choose, who dare she trust with her life?

Haunted to the point of obsession by the tragic death of her eldest daughter, Honoré, Inez embarks on a quest to discover the truth and serve justice on her killer. Oblivious to the destructive forces surrounding her, Inez unknowingly descends into a criminal underworld of art forgery, a forced marriage and death.


	

Prologue

In this tense concluding novel in ‘The Roxberg Trilogy’, we find reckless art dealer and restaurant owner Gaston Villande in more trouble than he can handle since abandoning his playboy bachelor life to marry Giselle Roxberg, the daughter of wealthy English landowner Henry Roxberg and his estranged wife Inez. The couple’s volatile ten-year marriage begins to unravel when sordid crimes from her family’s past surface, threatening to erode not only their marriage but ultimately their lives. A series of family deaths, including that of an unscrupulous fortune hunter, results in Gaston himself becoming the hunted. As his life spirals out of control, his very existence becomes a battle for survival.


	

Cast of Characters

Gaston Villande – Husband of Giselle

A beguiling French art and antique dealer in his late thirties, a dark-haired, wilful hedonist with humorous soft brown eyes, both he and his wife are co-owners of Café Villande.

Giselle Villande – Wife of Gaston – Daughter of Inez

A spirited art historian and curator of exhibitions, in her early twenties, tall and lithe, with her mother’s titian hair, green eyes, and hot temper.

Iona Kerr – Chef/Manager at Café Villande

This midlife, well travelled Northumbrian chef moved from Roxberg Gate to Menton at Gaston’s request. Her flaxen hair and sparkling blue eyes prove an effective antidote to her severe forthright nature.

Flora Innes – Management trainee at Café Villande

A coltish, tender-hearted young woman with billowing tawny curls and magnetic hazel eyes. An orphan who regards Gaston as something more than a father figure.

Inez Faconi – Widow of Henry Roxberg and Guido Faconi – Mother of Giselle

This tall, radiant, 50-something artist has overcome many of life’s personal challenges; her strength is her resilient zest for life.

Venerio Faconi – Cousin by marriage to Inez Faconi

A stocky, swarthy complexioned, midlife bachelor devoid of interpersonal skills. He favours physical force over diplomacy, which invariably results in the death or destruction of his opponents.

Alex Forbes – Manager at La Maison des Artistes

An exuberant ex-Army adventurer, now in his mid-50s, with smoky blue eyes and fair hair, is a stalwart protector of Inez.

Vivienne Villande – Mama of Gaston – Wife of Maurice

A petite, fiercely academic professor of Greek philosophy, now in her mid-70s, she has no need of friends nor family; her studies are her life.

Maurice Villande – Papa of Gaston

This 70-something, ebullient owner of an antiquarian bookshop has earned a well-deserved reputation for attracting numerous friends of both sexes since retiring to Antibes.

Aria – Au-pair to baby Luc.

A self-possessed, 30-something female, of Moroccan decent, with unfathomable dark eyes and long raven hair.


	

Chapter One

Menton, France, 2017

A strengthening February sun warmed my face, as I stood on the doorstep calling last minute instructions to Flora.

‘Bon voyage, Gaston,.’ she called back, smiling as she waved from an upstairs window.

‘Back in two days. Look after Giselle… and keep your dog out of my kitchen.’

Leaving the café, I sauntered to the car, savouring the heady scent of winter jasmine filling the crisp morning air heralding the promise of an early spring.

The day had dawned bright and clear, and it felt so good; in fact, exhilaratingly fantastic. I had triumphed. Guido Faconi, the enemy of my entire family was dead. Time now to return to some semblance of normality.

Next month, Giselle and I would become first-time parents. Our son’s arrival would open a new chapter in our marriage, bringing a much-needed focus to our failing relationship. Since becoming pregnant, Giselle’s violent outbursts have become a daily occurrence. She has no wish to become a mother; her studied indifference to any mention of ‘the mistake’ is ignored.

‘Flora will organise the nursery and care for the child, I have no maternal instincts to ignite,’ she would say defiantly. When she speaks to me, her voice holds traces of bitterness and her resentful looks chill my heart. She blames me for ‘the mistake’, her repeated mantra of ‘I’m not ready’ ringing in my ears with the regularity of a church bell.

My own well of patience has since dried to a trickle, and our staff despair of ever returning to the riotous café lifestyle we had known and loved. In recent months, the burden of restraining Giselle’s verbal sniping has fallen, as always, on young Flora’s shoulders. Her calming presence and reassuring manner appear to be the only antidote to Giselle’s volatile outbursts. And as her self-obsession grows, she fails to notice Flora is no longer a child. The past year has seen her blossom into an unnervingly beautiful young woman – not quite young enough to be considered a daughter, but certainly old enough to become a lover.

Scudding rain clouds slipped across the sun, sending a shiver of apprehension up my spine. I glanced around, wary of strangers, my fear heightened by thoughts of encountering Venerio, cousin of Guido Faconi, the man I had deliberately pushed to his death over the harbour wall at Villefranche.

If Venerio suspected me of his cousin’s murder, he would come looking for me.

My life, and that of my entire family, will remain under threat until I find a way of silencing him. Venerio is a lawless thug, who would maim or murder to avenge his deceitful cousin or to satisfy his own greed and warped sense of honour.

I reached to rub my left shoulder. It was still painful from the stab wound inflicted by Guido’s brother Allesio, now serving a lengthy prison sentence for conspiring in the murder of Giselle’s long departed sister, Honore. I couldn’t help but think of how different my life would have been if I had never met Giselle Roxberg and her sister Honore on that summer day at my café in Menton.

I didn’t regret pushing a chancer like Guido Faconi to his death; he had it coming for infiltrating my family with the sole intention of robbing us of our wealth. And I was determined that if Venerio came within a mile of any one of us, he would suffer a similar fate.

My urgent need to escape life’s pressures had reached a tipping point. I wanted to get drunk and make endless passionate love to Flora. Images of her inviting smile and soft teasing voice circulated in my mind, leaving me madly frustrated and extremely horny. If asked, my papa would advise me to seek sexual solace in a Parisian pleasure house, as he had done for most of his married life – much to the relief of Mama! Not for me, though. Only pure pulsating love will satisfy my romantic lusts.

Casting carnal thoughts aside, I turned my attention to the serious business of constructing a plausible confession and one that Giselle would accept. But how does one tell a wife she has married a murderer? And how do I find a safe avenue of escape when she explodes in temper and blames me for everything. Surely Giselle will accept the motivation that drove me to commit this crime of expediency; surely she will not condemn me for an act calculated to save our whole family from ruinous destruction. But then, how can I tell her – the wife from whom I hide nothing of myself – or indeed tell anyone of that fateful day when thoughts of murder entered my mind.

Leaning back against the headrest, I closed my eyes, recalling the images of Guido’s terror-stricken face as he fought against the swirling, white-tipped waves.

When he stood, proud and arrogant, my enemy, the enemy of my family, oblivious to anything other than his own selfish desires, a raging well of anger had risen inside me. And it had been so easy. He had made it easy, standing above those steep, slippery steps leading down from the harbour to the icy waters below.

Slumped in my car seat, a black fedora pulled low over my eyes, I had watched and waited as a dense, swirling sea mist seeped stealthily into the late afternoon twilight, enabling me to approach him from behind when he came out of the house. Pacing the harbour, oblivious to the howling wind and poor visibility, he continued shouting into his mobile phone, while thrusting an angry fist into the air. He neither saw nor heard my footsteps approaching. One tremendous push and it was all over.

I watched with callous disregard as he hit the electric cable floating just inches above the dark foaming water, his body writhing and scorching as he flayed, his screams tempered by a suffocating veil of thick grey mist rolling in from the sea.

‘Curse you!’ he screamed, as powerful currents tossed his vibrating body like flotsam against the harbour wall, and I felt nothing. Nothing except relief at seeing my enemy contort himself to hell.

Turning away, I wondered if we would ever be free of him or his tainted associations with Giselle’s parents.

In recent months, our family had endured enough tragedy to fill two lifetimes. Faconi had forced his way into our family, issuing threats and using emotional blackmail in order to steal our family’s considerable wealth – Giselle’s inheritance; our son’s inheritance. What right had he to steal what should in time become ours by right, blighting our future, leaving us with the devastating consequences of his greed? Well, it ended at my hand, without sorrow or regret.

Fastening the seatbelt, I searched the inside pocket of my overcoat and took out my papa’s old Beretta. The sensuous feeling of cold metal on my skin gave me a powerful surge of reassurance. After loading the weapon, I quickly returned it to its hiding place inside my coat.

Ok, Venerio, I’m ready. You’re next.

Leaning forward to press the call button marked Papa, I waited, and he answered after three rings, his bellicose voice rising to full volume.

‘Bonjour, bonjour, Gaston my son,’ Maurice bellowed down the line. ‘So you’re still alive after dealing with those Faconi brothers. Pay us a visit, we want to hear your news.’ He guffawed loudly.

He couldn’t fool me, though. I could hear his concern, all nicely hidden beneath a chorus of mirth.

‘Actually, I am on my way to you now, if it’s convenient, but without Giselle. I have an appointment to value a picture tomorrow afternoon in Antibes and thought to pay you and Mama a visit. How did the house move go? Are you missing Paris yet?’

After a long pause and a sharp intake of breath, he said, ‘Not missing Paris one bit. No more city life for me; the coast is more to my liking. The natives are friendly, in fact very friendly, and the food is exquisite. Not sure your mama would agree, though.’ He chuckled. ‘Now, Gaston, your appointment – not an assignation with a pretty woman, I hope.’

‘Definitely not. One woman is quite enough, especially one with Giselle’s uncertain temperament. My nerves just wouldn’t hold up,’ I answered untruthfully, as an image of Flora’s face floated into my mind.

‘You’ll find me in the square with a book in one hand and a glass of rouge in the other. Oh, and for once drive carefully. See you shortly,’ he bellowed with laughter before switching the phone off.

I pressed the engine start button while appraising my reflection in the rear-view mirror. Deep, dark circles rimmed my eyes; my face, sallow and sagging from exhaustion, looked old and lifeless.

Giselle’s family have made a murderer of me.

Just then, Alex Forbes rang. What now? I thought warily. Not more family dramas.

‘Bonjour, Alex, is this business or pleasure?’ I asked impatiently, while closing the car window to exclude the noise of oncoming traffic.

‘Both. Now, Gaston, you old trickster, we need to talk. Where are you? I have some interesting news,’ said Alex teasingly.

‘On my way to Antibes, if it’s any business of yours,’ I replied testily.

‘Ok, ok, just making conversation, no need to bite. So, what’s eating you? Anyone would think someone died.’

‘Oh, very amusing.’ A pulse quickened in my neck. Is this guy trying to spook me? ‘If you must know, I am on my way to mix business with a parental visit.’

‘Ok, fine, it can wait until we meet,’ Alex replied lightly, a note of humour in his voice.

‘Why the subterfuge? Why not tell me now?’ I replied tersely.

‘I would rather wait until we meet. I want to see your expression.’

‘Oh right, so you’re going to arrest me.’

‘You forget I resigned, so no, I won’t be doing any arresting. Might snitch on you, though, if you don’t behave yourself.’

‘Go hang yourself, Alex, I said irritably and switched off.

A few moments later, the phone rang again.

‘Ok crazy guy, you listen to me,’ said Alex angrily. ‘Lucky for you the cops have decided Guido had a heart attack. By their reckoning, it’s the most plausible explanation for his so-called accident. Only you and I know differently, because I videoed the whole thing.’

A sudden surge of anger sent blood pounding through my ears, bringing a flush to my face and a dangerous edge to my voice. This so-called ex-cop was exceeding his remit.

‘So what do you intend to do, turn me in and risk alienating Inez? No, you need the job… and incidentally, keep your hands off my mother-in-law and my son’s inheritance. Then forget what you think you saw, unless you want to join Faconi in hell.’

‘Too late where Inez and I are concerned; that ship sailed some time ago. We are together – a fact you need to accept, for everyone’s sake. So ok, Gaston, here’s the deal. For the moment, I will park what I know I saw, out of respect for Inez, your wife, and her unborn son. But don’t get any ideas about my silence being in anyway permanent. You need to wise up, man. You need to get real and appreciate what you have.’

‘Yeah, and when I need advice from you, you’ll be the first to know. Until then, keep your mouth shut and stay out of my business.’

‘From now on, your business is my business,’ said Alex forcibly, his voice laden with threat. ‘Enjoy your parental visit, as it may be some time before you see them again.’

Alex switched off, leaving me open-mouthed and seething with resentment. Damn him to hell! He could ruin everything just as Guido had intended, had he been allowed to live. And now, if Alex and Inez married, nothing changed – Giselle’s inheritance could be lost, only this time to a guy with incontrovertible evidence of my murderous act of revenge.

Depressing my foot on the accelerator, I drove on at speed, my mind everywhere but on my own safety. After a few tortuous miles, I pulled into a roadside café in need of a strong drink. Once inside, I thought better of it and ordered a non-alcoholic beer, from a sinuous looking waitress wearing a clean, but clearly well-worn apron and a welcoming expression.

The beer tasted vile, so I drank it down, then ordered a glass of crisp white wine to cleanse my offended palate. The waitress drew my attention to various plates of un-covered cold buffet, surrounded by crumbs and other food debris, loitering on the countertop near the coffee machine.

‘You are not hungry, monsieur?’ she enquired haughtily, raising her black-pencilled brows. ‘Perhaps your appetites are of a more personal nature – a neck massage perhaps, to relieve your stress. You are stressed, that much is obvious.’ She gave me a knowing wink as she produced two menus: the first, neatly hand- written in bold black lettering on red paper, with time-limited descriptions of the services available, including prices for extras; the second listed the questionable delights found mouldering on the countertop, all of which looked unhygienic and well past their sell-by date.

Tactfully declining her offer of both, I paid the bill and bolted for the door.

Back on the road, feeling relieved to have escaped the unwanted attentions of the grubby waitress, my thoughts turned to Inez and her intentions regarding that joker Alex Forbes. I wanted to know how far their relationship had progressed, so perhaps a little detour on the way home would be a good idea. However, seeing her alone without Alex’s influence and potential interference might prove difficult, as he constantly hovered in the background whenever Giselle or I called.

Yes, a pleasant drive to Villefranche will improve my mood, I thought glibly. Inez was a generous, fair-minded woman, who would improve the mood of any man, including a self-righteous prig like Alex Forbes.

My mood lightened a little as I sped along the coast road in the direction of Antibes. I hoped a few days free of Giselle’s temper and, if my nerve held, a soul-bearing conversation with Papa, would help to sort my head out.

Driving on at a steady pace with my stomach churning, irrational fears began to take shape in my mind, magnifying tenfold as my journey’s end drew closer.

I had committed an unforgivable crime and one that would incur a long prison sentence if I were caught. My parents – or Papa in particular – were adept at reading my behaviour. Would he notice the edge in my voice, or the nervous twitch in my cheek? I had not seen either of my parents for almost a year; a year in which my family had been torn apart. It was time for me to move on, to distance myself from the past and recapture my old life, or re-invent the current one.

Arriving in Antibes, I drove directly to the main car park. The sun was relentlessly hot for early spring and the main streets were crowded with tourists looking for a shaded spot to escape the heat. Any one of these people could be Venerio, as I had little or no recollection of him, although Inez would have no difficulty in describing ‘the odious cousin’, as she often referred to him.

I felt strung out and in need of a cognac in order to face Mama. No doubt she would greet me with her usual coolness, which is not unreasonable given the past difficulties in our relationship. We had nothing in common and no shared interests; any feelings between us are borne out of duty rather than affection.

Papa’s nature, in contrast, is much like my own. Our easy humour and keen sense of the ridiculous had latterly saved many an awkward family argument from becoming a permanent estrangement. But now even my perennial optimism was in short supply.

I sauntered leisurely into the labyrinth of narrow back streets, with a bright yellow sun in my eyes, and the intoxicating scent of tree sap and pink blossom mingling together from newly formed spring buds merging into salt-filled air.

I wondered which of my parents had chosen this enchanting place to spend their retirement, particularly as their personal tastes differed to extremes.

Sitting at a street bar, sipping a double cognac, my thoughts receded into a soft focus, imagining my perfect life. All around me were convivial scenes of Francophile residents mingling with tourists, all jostling for restaurant seats, or calling out to friends as they wandered home after an expensive afternoon shopping, or visiting the bustling food market in search of fresh produce and easy entertainment. How I envied their untroubled lives, their relaxed nonchalance, lingering conversations, and casual smiles. Life was precious, and I wanted my life to be as good as it could get. And no-one, especially a chancer like Alex Forbes, was going to prevent me from having it all.

Papa and I had arranged to meet in the main square. Apparently, his homing pigeon instinct had not as yet bedded in, which frequently resulted in him losing his bearings when attempting to find the home he shared, albeit intermittently, with Mama.

‘Where the hell is this square?’ I said under my breath, after taking yet another wrong turn. Fishing the phone from my pocket, I offered up a silent prayer that Papa would answer my call. He answered on the second ring.

‘Right now, I’ll keep talking until you find me,’ he said enthusiastically.

Then, annoyingly, he began recounting various snippets of news from his daily life. I asked him to stop and to save his news until dinner, when we would all be gathered together with a glass of something inside us. It would take the edge off Mama’s spear-head comments. But no, he continued to regale me with such urgency that I was quite taken aback by his vehemence.

‘Of course, my days are now divided between the square and my bookshop. Your mama is disinterested in anything that isn’t either ancient or Greek; I can manage one but not the other.’ He let out a whoop of laughter.

Papa in haphazard fashion had not forwarded me their new address when they had moved two weeks previously, and he had already lost several scraps of paper on which the address and directions were written.

‘Don’t worry, I know where my bookshop is, it’s the house I have trouble finding. These streets all look alike.’ Papa’s chuckle rang in my ear. ‘Unsurprisingly, your mama has declined to join us; she has a deadline to meet and will see us at home later on.’ He sighed wearily, then dropped the phone and began swearing softly.

Eventually I found him sitting in the square, his bleary eyes squinting through half-rimmed spectacles, his nose planted between the pages of a racy book, and a half-finished glass of wine on the table in front of him. His look of sublime contentment sent waves of guilt washing over me.

Then he saw me, and my heart lurched at the sight of him. I realised at that very moment how much I had missed him, his unfailing good humour, and the protective sense of strength he exuded.

‘Ah, Gaston, my son. Come, come.’ He came forward and gave me a gut-wrenching hug. The familiar smell of old leather and pipe tobacco emanated from his clothing, aromas so blindingly reminiscent of my childhood – a time when the adult world was a foreign place and blissfully unknown to me.

‘Pardon, Papa, where is the toilet? My bowels are calling.’

Papa indicated to the café opposite. ‘Not my influence, I hope,’ he called after me as I bolted through the nearest café entrance door. He was still half doubled with laughter as I emerged, his shoulders shaking uncontrollably at my embarrassment.

‘Fine for you retired oldies, sitting around with no knowledge of where you are or what year we’re in,’ I teased.

‘Ah, you just wait, young man. Retirement is marvellous, although your mama reckons I have been retired since birth.’ He grimaced over his raised glass.

After a few sips of wine, I felt sufficiently recovered enough to contemplate a binding brunch of olive bread toasted and smothered in melted brie and overripe tomatoes.

My unscheduled comfort break had allowed Papa the opportunity of engaging a well-preserved female, of an undefinable age, in deep conversation. He introduced her as an avid bibliophile friend. She gave me a coy look, leaned forward, and placed her hand on my sleeve.

‘Your papa and I read Dumas and Voltaire together in his bookshop some afternoons. We have recently become firm friends,’ she purred in my ear. The old rascal; didn’t take him long to assuage his loneliness with an attractive woman.
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