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Eighteen years ago, Tom Johnson returned to California from Oxford and broke Julia’s heart. Mike Ramsey picked up the pieces, but a family tragedy has left their marriage slowly disintegrating to the point where they can hardly bear to touch one another. Mike takes refuge on the golf course with their teenage son; Julia in fantasises of her lost lover. Then she learns that Tom is divorced and still thinking about her, and an old friend gives her Tom’s card. A work trip to San Francisco will take her just 50 miles from his vineyard in the Napa Valley, but should she risk the consequences of seeking him out?
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PROLOGUE


Dear Tom,


Today I am getting married – but not to you. A part of my heart will always be yours even though you are a complete bastard.


The way you left me convinced me that we never had a chance. I would always have come second in your life.


Anyway, I thank God now because I am so happy to be marrying Mike. He is everything you’re not – caring, thoughtful and unselfish. It took some courage on his part to stick with me throughout that wretched final year at Oxford. I was a worthless cheque, a total wreck, a flop, but Mike was . . . well, I guess you can fill in the rest.


The Casualty Department of the John Radcliffe Hospital in Oxford is an unexpected place to meet your future husband. Oh no, don’t go giving yourself a swollen head. I didn’t slash my wrists the moment you abandoned me (though I think you owe my tutor a letter of apology because my essays were awful the whole year and I only just managed a miserable third-class degree).


My friend Helen – you remember, the girl who introduced us – suggested I see a psychiatrist because then they’d give me bottles of Valium to keep me quiet and she fancied taking some herself but couldn’t get a prescription. I was feeling miserable because they were making me re-read Beowulf. It was just too depressing and it was a dull, bleak, grey November day. Unfortunately, the Mozart clarinet concerto was on the radio, that haunting and beautiful slow movement, and I remembered how we had made love for the first time in your rooms in Balliol with that music oozing from your stereo.


I reached for the happy pills and struggled with the child-proof lock. Is it my imagination or is it only children who can open them? Eventually I tore it off and tipped it towards my open palm and about seven of those small white things rolled out.


They were so small, Tom, tiny, white, inoffensive little things. What harm could they possibly do? And you know me, Little Miss Julia Sensible you called me once. I’m not exactly given to acts of great melodrama, am I? Valium’s just like sleeping pills, isn’t it? Shows you what a deep fund of pharmaceutical information I am. I thought they’d just send me to sleep for a while, there wasn’t much to get up for and it would postpone the dreadful prospect of opening Beowulf again.


Which is what they did. Only when I woke up the room was plunged into almost complete darkness. I was very cold and I had a splitting headache and then I remembered what I’d done and thought that perhaps I shouldn’t have.


Helen was living in the room across the staircase so I dragged myself off the bed and knocked on her door. I don’t remember much else but there was an ambulance and a very loud siren and I rather liked the attention for a while. Helen came with me and she told me later we raced through the streets of Oxford and I groaned so much about Beowulf that the paramedics momentarily thought I’d been attacked by a wolf.


Anyway, when they found out I had just taken too many Valium I was instantly downgraded from ‘urgent priority’ to ‘stupid cow, make her wait, that’ll teach her’. I did try to make them understand that this was neither a desperate suicide attempt nor a frantic plea for help. The truth of the matter was far more mundane but of course nobody was interested enough to listen to my side of the story. As far as the hospital staff were concerned I was just another silly student.


A sadistic nurse at Reception told me I was going to have my stomach pumped and that it would be deeply unpleasant and that it served me right. It makes you wonder where these nurses do their training.


Finally, after two hours, Helen’s sympathy disappeared. She got a bus back into town and there were only two of us left in Casualty. Me and a nice-looking boy in a very muddy football shirt and shorts with very cute legs. He smiled at me and it was the nicest smile I ever saw. It was sort of sheepish and apologetic but he was obviously laughing at himself, which was more than I was able to do.


Mike was there because he’d climbed down a bank into a ditch to recover the football, tripped and fallen head first into a nest of wild hornets. Apparently it was the third time he’d been in Casualty that term and he claimed he was better known to the hospital admissions staff than he was in his own college. He told me the previous week he had put his back out while bending to recover the coin after tossing up to decide which team started the match. Can you believe that? It made me laugh, even in Casualty. I hadn’t laughed for a thousand years before then.


When I got out of the stomach-pumping room for distressed ex-girl friends, Mike was waiting for me. I liked him even more then. You know at the end of a long flight, when you just want to get home and into bed, it’s always wonderful if you come through Customs and see a friendly face. Especially if the face has a car to drive you home.


That’s how I felt when I saw Mike waiting for me. He had even ordered a taxi, a bit extravagant considering our student poverty but neither of us fancied the prospect of waiting at a bus stop in the cold of a November night. I offered to pay half but he wouldn’t hear of it. He’s much more of an old-fashioned gentleman than you are, Tom, which sometimes has its advantages for a girl.


I didn’t think he could possibly have fancied me in the condition I was in so what he did came from the kindness of his heart and he has got a kind heart, Tom. He is the kindest, sweetest, gentlest man I have ever met and he adores me.


He has a very huggable quality. Does that make sense to you? He’s broader across the chest than you are but shorter too so he stands four square and solid. And I love his smile and the way his whole face seems to crack open when he laughs, just like a baby’s. He’s a good sport, Tom. He doesn’t have your sharpness of wit but I’m not worried about being the butt of his humour either. Well, I couldn’t be – not if you saw his dress sense.


I love him. And he wants to have children. I know I’m only 22 and you and I spent most of our time when we were together making sure we avoided having children but the moment I met Mike I knew he would make a great father. I never felt like that about you, Tom, although God knows I felt plenty of passion.


Mike’s not here, in case you think he’s reading this over my shoulder. He’s gone to a hotel for the night. I wanted our wedding day to be special and I didn’t think it would be if we got out of the same bed together in the morning. I want him to see me for the first time on this special day in white coming down the aisle rather than in an old T-shirt getting out of bed.


Tonight we shall be somewhere in Greece in a hotel and I shall be Mrs Julia Ramsey. Does that sound strange? Mike’s booked a hotel on a little island called Mykonos. It sounds romantic, doesn’t it? It’s a small hotel, probably without a wishing well, but we shall be there together – me and Mike and our unborn child.


I’m pregnant. And we’re going to call her Emily. If it’s a girl. If it’s a boy, we haven’t yet decided. Probably not Tom.


Wish me luck,


Love always,


Julia




CHAPTER ONE


‘DO YOU THINK MUMMY WILL like this, Daddy?’


Emily proudly pointed to the tray with Julia’s breakfast on it. Two soggy Weetabix sat in a dish soaking up the milk. Two pieces of cold burned toast lay on a plate next to a saucer of marmalade and the tub of butter which Emily had taken straight out of the freezer because she couldn’t find any in the fridge. She was currently mashing a tea bag against the side of a mug as she attempted to squeeze its essence into the lukewarm water.


Mike broke off his yawn and his casual glance at the Sunday newspaper to appraise his daughter’s efforts at the start of Mother’s Day. The fact that the breakfast was inedible was as nothing compared to the enormous effort that had clearly gone into the planning and execution. His heart swelled with pride as he picked up his daughter and hugged her.


‘I think she will love it.’


‘I did it all myself. Jamie didn’t help me at all.’


‘Where is Jamie?’


‘Watching television.’


Mike wandered into the living room and saw his five-year-old son watching the antics of Mr Happy with rapt attention.


‘Is that Mr Smiley?’


Jamie shook his head.


‘Do you want to come and have a family cuddle with Mummy?’ Even as the words were still forming in his mind he knew that they didn’t represent much of an attraction. ‘Or would you prefer to stay here and let Emily give Mummy her breakfast?’


Jamie didn’t even bother to nod. It was clearly a rhetorical question. If a five-year-old could see that, why couldn’t a 29-year-old?


Mike and Emily went upstairs and stopped outside the bedroom door.


‘Let’s knock,’ Mike suggested.


‘Why?’


‘Because it’s like a hotel. We can be the Room Service. Go on, you knock. I’ll hold the tray.’


Emily tapped on the door very lightly.


‘I think you’d better knock a bit harder. She’s probably still asleep.’


Emily battered on the door with the force of the Drugs Squad breaking down the front door of a suspected dealer.


From inside the room came a sleepy but worried ‘Whaaat?’


Mike opened the door and handed the tray to Emily.


‘Happy Mother’s Day to you,’ they both sang as Julia struggled to sit up in bed, her head still ringing from the abrupt manner in which she’d been woken. The song gave her time to arrange her mouth in the right shape to indicate pleasure.


‘I did it all myself,’ said Emily, firmly dumping the tray down on Julia’s lap and then hurling herself onto the bed to lie next to her mother, causing the tea to slop over the side of the mug. ‘Jamie didn’t help at all.’


‘Well, Emily, how did you know that this was just what I wanted?’


‘I thought so,’ said Emily, now distracted by the sight of a blank television screen, an abomination in the eyes of a small child. Particularly as she knew that her brother was enjoying the Mister Men downstairs.


‘Can we watch television?’


Mike turned on the set and tossed the remote control onto the bed, grabbed his dressing gown and departed for the bathroom.


‘Eat up and I’ll give you a massage,’ he said as he left.


‘Well,’ said Julia, still trying to blink the sleep out of her eyes, ‘how can this day get any better?’


Emily tried to snuggle up to her mother in order to accomplish just that and in so doing she upset the saucer of marmalade, which, unseen by either mother or daughter, leaked its way slowly into the remote control.


When Mike returned from the bathroom it was to find the Morning Service addressing two sleeping figures. Emily, who had been working on the breakfast since seven thirty, was exhausted by her efforts and slept contentedly on the reclining body of her mother who had gratefully returned to her slumbers.


Mike smiled and picked up the remote control to snap off the television. The off button didn’t work, nor did the mute button. He swore softly as he discovered the reason on his fingers. The marmalade had crawled remorselessly into the inner vitals of the remote and gummed up the works. Mike turned off the television in the conventional manner, got dressed quickly and went downstairs to see what mischief his son had been up to.


Julia wasn’t sure that she wanted to spend this ‘special’ day driving out into the country but Mike seemed so determined to ensure that she had a good time that she decided to grit her teeth and pretend to an enjoyment she didn’t entirely feel. The grey clouds, ominously heavy with rain, scudded across the Hertfordshire sky. The occasional flurry of rain splattered onto the windscreen and was smeared across it by the wipers.


They left the car outside a busy village pub and began to walk across the fields as the wind whipped up and drove the rain clouds towards the Midlands. It was supposed to be just a small outing but, as with most such trips with young children, it soon became an expedition fraught with complexity and danger. Both children had insisted on bringing their bikes, and Emily was now wobbling unsteadily on her two-wheeler with stabilisers at the back and Jamie was somewhat recklessly driving his tricycle straight into the nettles. Each child required constant monitoring.


Julia slipped her arm through Mike’s.


‘Thanks.’


‘For what?’


‘For marrying me.’


‘I had to marry you. Your father was loading his shotgun.’


‘My father wouldn’t know where to find his glasses let alone a shotgun. You know what I mean.’


‘Yes, I know what you mean but I take no credit for loving you. Who in the whole world could possibly lay eyes on you and not love you?’


‘The newsagent for a start.’


‘Oh well, that was just a misunderstanding.’


‘What was there to misunderstand? I went in there a week before we went away and cancelled all the papers. I saw him write it down.’


‘Apart from the newsagent then, who else could possibly not love you?’


‘British Rail.’


‘British Rail don’t love anyone. They don’t count.’


‘Eric at work.’


‘He’s a berk.’


‘But he doesn’t love me. Even you would have to admit that.’


‘All right, apart from Eric at work, the newsagent, British Rail—’


‘The parent at Jamie’s school who said I tried to run her over.’


‘And the parent at Jamie’s school who said you tried to run her over, who else could possibly fail to love you?’


‘Nobody. I guess I’m just about perfect.’


‘I guess you are.’


They kissed tenderly. Barely had their lips touched, however, than the sound of a high-pitched scream caused them to spring apart.


Emily’s bike had collided with a tree root, depositing her into a ditch filled with rain water. Jamie cycled blithely on. Mike ran to recover him as Julia rescued her daughter from the indignity caused by the mud.


They returned to the pub where they had left the car and Julia made an attempt to clean up her daughter in the loos while Mike negotiated with the landlord for four bowls of vegetable soup. The landlord’s initial reluctance to serve them appeared to be born less of a fear of losing his licence by admitting children into a corner of the saloon than by the aggravation of having to open two tins of vegetable soup, pour them into a pan and heat them up. His bad temper was not improved when Jamie accidentally knocked over his soup bowl. Mike pressed a ten pound note into the landlord’s hand and hurried his family back to the car.


‘Is this what we’ve got to look forward to for the rest of our lives?’ said Julia, turning down the football commentary on the radio.


‘What?’ asked Mike, adjusting the level so he could still hear it.


‘Going out, falling off bikes, getting cold and dirty, driving home.’


‘Not at all. I should think that when we’re in our eighties our children will be perfectly able to ride their bikes without falling off.’


Julia smiled. Mike’s hand left the steering wheel and dropped onto her knee. Instinctively, Julia turned to see what the children were doing in the back seat. They were both fast asleep, their heads lolling against the door handles. Julia put her hand on top of his and squeezed it gently.


‘I think we should wait till we get home, don’t you?’


‘Absolutely not. A nice lay-by on the A1 can be very romantic.’


‘Only to an AA patrolman.’


‘All the books recommend a change of location.’


‘I would imagine that means the dining room rather than the bedroom. I doubt it means doing it in the front seat of a Vauxhall Cavalier.’


Mike swung the car off the main road.


‘Mike!’


‘Plan B.’


He drew up in front of a garden nursery that was just closing for the day.


‘Come on!’ He grabbed her hand and dragged her out of the car, closing the door quietly and hoping that the children would continue to sleep after the engine was turned off, which they usually took as their cue to wake and cry. He was lucky. They snorted but failed to wake.


Inside the greenhouse Mike was clearly looking for something in particular. One of the assistants appeared by her attitude to be related to the pub landlord.


‘Sir, we’re just closing.’


Mike ignored her.


‘Mike? What are you looking for?’


‘There!’ He seized a small potted plant, held it up and showed it to her triumphantly. ‘I’ve been meaning to get one all week. Couldn’t find it anywhere.’


‘It’s an orchid!’


‘It matches your eyes.’


‘It’s pink! I don’t have pink eyes.’


‘I was referring to the cost.’


‘It’s very expensive.’


‘Exactly.’


‘Do I have very expensive eyes?’


‘Of course you do. Think how much it would cost to replace them.’


‘But that applies to everyone’s eyes.’


‘Do you like it?’


‘I love it.’


Mike handed the plant to Julia. ‘Happy Mother’s Day. Even though, strictly speaking, you’re not my mother.’


‘But I’m the mother of your children.’


‘That’s good enough for me.’


Julia cradled the plant all the way home. She always preferred a pot plant, that could be nurtured and loved, to cut flowers whose life span was considerably more limited. But it wasn’t just the orchid that so warmed her, despite its beauty, expense and potential longevity. It was the fact that Mike had been thinking about it all week that made her feel so loved.


After the children had been fed and bathed and read to and tucked up in bed, and after they had cleared away the dinner plates and stuck them in the dishwasher and set the table for breakfast, and after they had prepared everything they needed for their respective jobs in the morning, Julia and Mike finally had some time for themselves.


Mike turned up the heating, took the cushions off the couch and laid them on the floor in front of the radiator. He draped a bath towel over them.


‘The doctor will see you now, ma’am.’


‘Do I really have to take all my clothes off?’


‘Is there any point in a fully clothed massage?’


‘I’m really quite shy.’


‘Very well, you may keep on your shoes.’


‘Oh, but I wanted you to massage my feet.’


‘I’m afraid that means complete nudity.’


‘All right, but you won’t look, will you?’


‘If you insist. You may not know this but I have recently completed a correspondence course with a guru in the mountains of India.’


‘No, I didn’t know that.’


‘The Maharishi of Giggleswick has taught me the ability to sleep with my eyes wide open so even though you will think that I am devouring you with my eyes as you slowly take off all your clothes, in fact I shall be fast asleep.’


‘Oh goody, that’s all right then,’ said Julia as she unhooked her bra and slipped it provocatively off her shoulders, waved it under Mike’s allegedly unseeing eyes and draped it round his neck before lying full length on the cushions.


‘Mike! What kind of a massage do you call this?’


‘I call it the “It’s About Time Massage”. It has elements of Swedish, Finnish and Australian massage.’


‘What’s an Australian massage?’


‘This.’


‘Oh!’ she squealed. ‘What a good name for it.’


Afterwards they curled up on the couch together and watched an old black-and-white film with Cary Grant and Katherine Hepburn who really loved each other but spent eighty-five minutes in denial until the last five minutes when they realised what the audience had known all along. It was utterly predictable and totally charming, and long before the fadeout kiss, Julia and Mike had fallen asleep in each other’s arms, oblivious to the emotional and comic misadventures being paraded in front of them.


Dear Tom,


We’ve just been away for Easter to St Ives but that’s not what I want to write about. There are two pieces of really big news. I’ve finally landed a decent job. I begin on September 6th, the day Jamie starts his new secondary school, working in the copyright department of Lee, Bell and Book, the famous London music publishers. I shall be clearing the copyright on all those songs you spent so long teaching me.


The other news, which we heard about just before we left for our holiday, was that Emily had passed her Grade Eight violin with distinction. As far as I’m concerned, this puts her pretty much in the Vanessa Mae class, not that I’ll be encouraging her to pose standing in the ocean in a see-through skirt or whatever it was that little minx did.


She is an absolute delight – so far. But she is only 13 and I am very conscious that puberty has already started and relations between teenage girls and their mothers can become a little stressful. I remember avoiding speaking to my mother for years. Do boys go through the same kind of hormonal sea change? For some reason I don’t feel nearly as protective towards Jamie as I do towards Emily. But that could be because he’s only interested in his computer games and golf. We don’t have to worry about his wanting to go to parties at the weekend or anything like that, but then he is only 11. Emily of course is always practising her scales and her pieces and she’s so talented (and knows it). I hope it might help to protect her against those awful teenage pangs of angst and self-doubt.


I wish you could meet Emily and hear the sound she makes with her violin. I know you’d adore her – maybe she’d remind you of me when you first met me – so naive and full of enthusiasm.


You remember what I was like – always the second violin, always Sigmund Nissel, never good enough to play first violin like Norbert Brainin. Well, Emily is not going to be just the first violin in an orchestra or a string quartet, this little lady is going to be good enough to have a solo career. As God is my witness I state for the record that before she is thirty I will see my daughter playing the Mendelssohn E minor concerto with one of the major orchestras. Next year I am going to enter her for the Young Musician of the Year competition which the BBC televises. She won’t win the first time but she will before she’s 16.


Am I boasting? Yes, I probably am. Mike, too, is proud of Emily, but he isn’t proud of her like I am. Mike knows she’s good because other people tell him so, but he doesn’t know how good because he has no real understanding of music – not the way you have, Tom.


What Mike does understand is golf, and he reckons Jamie has the makings of a first-class golfer. As you know, my knowledge of sports is nonexistent but I’m sure not many kids of his age can even play golf. Jamie apparently has natural talent. But I worry about the way Mike puts thoughts into Jamie’s head about becoming a professional golfer. I mean, he’s only 11 years old with a lot of exams and schooling to come. Mike shouldn’t be filling his head with a bunch of false hopes, should he? Mike thinks that playing golf well and playing music well are related, but as far as I can tell, you just stand there and bash a little ball with a big club and then walk after it and bash it again. Mike says I have no understanding of the finer points of the game and he’s right!


I sometimes wonder what sort of children you and I would have had. Would our combined genes have produced the sort of musical talent Emily has? Music brought us together in the first place. I felt I could tell you anything. You understood me so immediately, so instictively, even though you come from northern California and I come from Kenilworth. And what you didn’t understand you wouldn’t judge. Sometimes Mike can be very disapproving.


Tom, I do love writing to you like this. I mean I’m a happily married woman and all that but sometimes I need something that marriage can’t provide, that even my best friend Sarah can’t give me. You always had that magical ability to understand what I was feeling rather than what I was saying. I tell Mike that something is bothering me and he tries to fix it. He doesn’t understand that I just need to talk. It’s almost as though he’d rather try and fix the unfixable than discuss the situation with me. That’s what you were so good at. Just listening.


And that’s what I feel you’re doing now. Listening. That’s why I never need to post these letters. My pleasure comes just from writing them – I don’t even have to buy stamps, which makes this a wonderfully cheap form of therapy. Not that I need therapy of course. I am English, as are my well-adjusted husband and children, and we’re all incredibly normal, rational and balanced in this country – despite your caustic observations to the contrary.


If I were to post these letters you would no doubt feel the need to reply, and that would never do. It’s much better for me just to hold in my mind that strong image of you, arms folded across your chest, laughing at me or the pompous university dons or Mrs Thatcher or the Duke of Edinburgh and wonder and wonder . . . Did you marry one of those young, thin, blonde, tanned Californian girls who grace the covers of magazines? That would depress me no end!


In fact I won’t think about that. I’ll keep our love just the way it was when we first met. If we start a grown-up correspondence we’ll inevitably end up talking about schools and house prices and you won’t be Tom any more, you’ll just be another husband and father. So it’s not that I don’t wonder what happened to you – whether you married or how many children you have – it’s that I’m going to remember what it was like in your college room in Oxford in 1982.


Besides, I’d then have to tell my best friend Sarah. We have a pact: we tell each other everything, or at least almost everything!


She does know about you, Tom. I had to tell her. I mean, she told me about her first boyfriend and it was only fair that I spilled the beans about you. I suppose I could have made up a fictitious lover but it was just after our children were born and we were lying, exhausted, in neighbouring beds in the same maternity ward. It was the time for total honesty about the past and our anxieties and hopes for the future, so it didn’t seem right to lie.


But I reckon it’s OK not to tell her about these letters I write you because I don’t post them, but if I sent them and you wrote back I’d feel obliged to share them with Sarah. And I don’t want to. I don’t think she’d understand. I love Sarah and I treasure our friendship but I really want to keep our love all to myself. And I don’t think Mike would understand either – after all, he knows all about how much you hurt me and how long it took to put me back together again after you’d gone. He especially would be shocked that I still think about you.


Julia put her pen down and looked out of the window.




CHAPTER TWO


IT WAS THE BEST FAMILY holiday of their lives. Julia’s own childhood memories of summer holidays had been of cheap hotels and windswept promenades, freezing sea water and omnipresent grey clouds. Mike could scarcely even remember a family holiday as such. Usually, what had passed for such an event involved his mother taking him and his sister to the cinema in Brighton or Ramsgate whilst his father disappeared into the betting shop. Not until he emerged frowning or smiling would they know the nature of their hotel accommodation that night. Neither set of parents was enamoured of holidays abroad, which they deeply mistrusted. The overwhelming combination of strange language and different coinage saw to that.


Julia and Mike were the polar opposites of their parents. The more exotic the location, the happier they were. They had backpacked and interrailed around Europe during their student days, and they both had an easy familiarity with languages, and a thirst for absorbing other cultures. For a brief period they even experimented with food at home, investing heavily in a variety of cookbooks detailing increasingly exotic recipes which reflected the happy memories of their travels, but eventually a combination of the exhaustion of commuting and the convenience of the microwave and the takeaway put an end to their hunger for gastronomic experimentation.


They retained, however, their abiding love of travel, and even when the children were young they dragged them on to charter flights at the first opportunity. Although they had been to Italy many times, they had never ventured south of Rome before and what made this summer holiday even more appealing was that they were going with two other families who also had teenage children. Julia’s best friend Sarah had found the villa in Ravello, high up in the hills on the Amalfi coast, in the pages of a travel agent’s brochure. It offered five bedrooms, a concrete patio and glorious days of endless sunshine. Mike’s squash partner, Tim, was a member of three different airlines’ frequent flyer clubs as a result of his business travelling and managed to get all the families into a VIP lounge at Gatwick, which took much of the sting out of the four-hour delay before they could take off.


The villa, astonishingly, was every bit as wonderful as they had all hoped it might be. The cool bathroom tiles and the terracotta walls were decorated with a mosaic of Roman times. The shower worked, the kitchen was large enough to accommodate the demands of three families and there seemed to be enough chairs and sun loungers on the patio for all of them to be comfortable. Besides Emily and Jamie, there were five other children – Tim and Louise had three children, Sarah and John had two.


The first day they woke late – even the children slept until a civilised time in the morning, so exhausted had they all been by the journey. While the women explored the amenities of the villa and compared them with the inventory, the men took the children down the hill into the piazza, off which ran a number of attractive small streets with shops that sold everything a tourist could want, from fashionable shoes and handbags to cheap wine and pasta and a variety of ice creams.


John was particularly taken with the lemoncello, the local aperitif which, to the amusement of the children, was stored in the freezer compartment of the fridge.


‘Why doesn’t it freeze?’ asked Martin, Tim and Louise’s eldest.


‘Because there’s something in it that stops it,’ said his father.


‘What?’


‘Some kind of chemical or something.’


‘What chemical?’


‘Oxygen.’


‘Are you sure?’


‘Come on, everyone, food’s ready,’ called Sarah, saving Tim from further embarrassment.


That first meal was a melange of bread, wine, salad, pasta, Coca-Cola, pizza and, because it was still technically the first meal of the day, Sugar Puffs. It was widely adjudged completely satisfying, although the children were unimpressed by the milk.


‘It’s horrible,’ they chorused.


‘Tastes like cats’ pee,’ said Jamie, delighted with the metaphor.


‘How do you know how cats’ pee tastes?’ asked Martin, back in his Jeremy Paxman role.


‘I think he just means it’s a bit watery,’ said Julia quickly.


After brunch they walked down a steep path towards the beach they could see in the distance but which, oddly, never seemed to get any nearer.


‘It’s getting further away,’ observed Mike.


‘Optical illusion,’ said Emily.


Despite the complaints, it was agreed that aborting the journey and returning home was impossible to contemplate as it was entirely uphill, so the intrepid party trekked on, sustained only by bags of sweets and pop songs which all the children and none of the adults knew. They responded by harmonising incongruous Christmas carols which turned out to be the only songs to which they all knew the words.


‘I’m going to get everyone Frank Sinatra CDs for Christmas,’ complained Julia. ‘Next year we’re all going to sing, “Young At Heart”.’


When they eventually finished their descent by the beach at Minorai they were too tired to do anything but search out the nearest pizzeria. Food was clearly going to become the leitmotiv of the holiday. Afterwards they looked up the hillside towards Ravello, whence they had descended, and were all deeply impressed with the journey they had made. Armed with double and triple scoops of ice cream, they made their way back to the villa by bus.


That night in bed Julia felt the cares of the world slip from her shoulders. There had been a minor crisis at work just before she left and Mike had been putting in such long hours at the investment bank, where the working hours only increased and never diminished, that he had contributed almost nothing towards the preparation for the holiday.


Now that they were all here, though, and the weather was glorious, the villa was clean, the views spectacular and the families seemed to be getting on with each other she felt she could plunge herself into the hedonistic delights of a real family holiday. Next morning, toasting gently in the warmth of the hot sun, Julia dozed, airport novel face down on her stomach, and surrendered to the pleasure of physical relaxation.


The following day they all took the bus down the mountainside into Amalfi with the intention of carrying on to Positano and even Sorrento further down the coast but after they had walked the length of the quay in Amalfi and been disappointed at the lack of amenities apparently on offer for teenage children, they decided that they were better off spending most of the holiday staying in Ravello and in the villa.


The women, however, had observed the departure of the daily boat to the Isle of Capri.


‘We have to go,’ declared Sarah.


‘All of us?’ asked Tim who saw only the logistical problems of six adults, seven children and unreliable foreign public transport.


‘No, just the ones who deserve it,’ replied Sarah, teasing him.


‘It’s expensive,’ said John staring at the prices displayed on the board next to the wooden hut where the tickets were sold. ‘Children’s prices stop at twelve years old.’


‘Oh, John, not now. We’re on holiday,’ said his wife wearily.


‘Girls’ day out,’ announced Julia.


‘All the girls?’ asked Emily, torn between wanting to be entirely free of her mother and being considered sufficiently mature to join them as a proto-adult.


‘No. Only those girls over the age of fifteen.’


So it was settled. It was to be the women’s day to themselves, on holiday, in the sunshine, free of domestic responsibility for once.


The men took up what they perceived as the women’s challenge. Not only would they look after the children and enjoy themselves but they would cook a gigantic meal for when the women returned in the evening.


‘That’s not a challenge,’ observed Louise tartly. ‘It’s what we do three hundred and sixty-four days in the year.’


‘Without complaining,’ added Sarah.


‘And without expecting to be congratulated for it,’ finished Julia, looking at Mike who gave her a ‘What did I do wrong?’ look in return.


Over breakfast the men decided to do things rationally. Women were emotional creatures, ruled by the moon or the changing tides or their own changing bodies. They made far too much of perfectly mundane tasks. Mike took a piece of paper and drew three lines down it representing the tasks allocated to each of them. Then he drew various horizontal lines to indicate the hours of the day after the women had left until they were expected back. Into the boxes went the details of the children’s activities, the household chores and the food arrangements. After half an hour the men had organised the whole day. All that was necessary was to consult the master plan which they pinned to a cork noticeboard in the kitchen.


Mike was in his element. He loved his children and regretted that he could never be with them as often as he wanted. It irritated him that he had to spend so much time at the bank, building his career in conventional areas slowly but surely, earning less than if he’d taken the risk of going into the City as a trader. But he was only too aware that at thirty-eight he was no longer regarded as a high-flyer and he wasn’t going to be earning the huge bonuses that the City handed out to those whom they had marked for spectacular success. The security of his family had always been top of his list of priorities.


This holiday was his chance to spend time with his children and he had every intention of seizing it. He appreciated how hard Julia worked to reconcile the different demands of her job and their children and he was delighted that she seemed to be able to relax from the moment they had arrived in the villa. There was even a physical closeness between the two of them that had not existed for some time.


He had always been close to Jamie. There was an easy familiarity between the two of them which had grown up on the golf course and so far he had managed to avoid the strained relations which so often followed the onset of puberty. It had been some time since he had seen Emily in a swimsuit and he was surprised by how much she had developed. He swelled with pride. His kids were great, his wife was happy, the sun was shining. It was turning out to be the best holiday ever. When he kissed Julia goodbye it was the kiss of a profoundly contented man.


When the women set off on the bus down the winding road from Ravello to Amalfi at eight thirty-five, the sun was already shining out of a cloudless blue sky. Despite being up in the mountains the temperature was already in the seventies and likely to climb far higher in the next few hours.


The journey to Capri took them parallel to the coast dotted with tiny white houses among the omnipresent orange and lemon blossoms to Sorrento, then across the spectacular Bay of Naples haunted by the awe-inspiring sight of the foreboding proximity of the volcano of Vesuvius. The funicular which, like the boat, was crammed to bursting point with tourists, took them from the Marina Grande and deposited them onto a Moorish opera set of shiny white houses, tiny squares and medieval alleyways hung with colourful flowers and boasting some of the most hideously expensive designer label stores in the world, each displaying tasteful credit card symbols in the window.


Over the centuries the island had been occupied successively by the Phoenicians, the Greeks, the Romans, the Saracens, Moorish pirates and invading armies of the French and British Empires. None had managed such a complete triumph as Visa or American Express.


Fighting desperately against the urge to race into every shop and grab armfuls of summer dresses, evening gowns and business suits, Julia forced herself resolutely to walk along the Via Vittoria Emanuele towards the domes of the Certosa di San Giacomo. In the window of the very last shop was a powder-blue silk scarf with an edging of small white squares. How much could a scarf cost? she wondered.


‘Centocinquantamila lire,’ said the bored shop assistant.


‘A hundred and fifty thousand lire,’ translated Louise.


‘Sixty-five, sixty-six pounds,’ said Sarah who had already signed credit card slips to the sum of £430 and wasn’t entirely sure how she was going to tell John.


Julia picked it up and ran it through her fingers, luxuriating in the sensuous feel of the silk. The others pinched it between their fingers and squealed in delight.


‘Isn’t that just heaven?’


‘Oh, Julia, you’ve got to have it.’


Julia draped it across her bare shoulders, conscious that she had rubbed large amounts of Ambre Solaire onto them during the boat journey and hoping that none of the cream would be transferred to the scarf. In the end she didn’t have the strength to resist the combination of the wonderful feel of the material, the way it lit up her face in the full-length mirror and the entreaties of her friends. She fished her credit card out of her purse with a palpitating heart.


Emerging from the shade of the store into the bright noonday sunlight, Julia felt herself opening up like the petals of a flower. She had forgotten what it felt like to be Julia Cowan, single woman, having long ago submerged that identity into Julia Ramsey, wife and Mrs Ramsey, mother of two. For the first time for ages there was no time pressure on her, no commuter train to catch, no office rumour to worry about, no shopping or dry cleaning to collect.


‘Oh, isn’t this just the best time ever?’ she sighed.


‘No meals to cook, no house to clean,’ agreed Sarah.


‘No clothes to wash, no silver to polish,’ concluded Louise.


‘You polish the silver?’ asked a surprised Sarah.


‘Well, I don’t think it’s fair to ask the cleaning woman,’ said Louise in self-justification.


‘How much silver do you have?’


Julia wandered across the narrow street, anxious to maintain her current serenity. How long had it been since there had been no one to worry about but herself and nothing to think about but enjoying herself to the full? A long time.


Back at the villa in Ravello, everything was going according to plan, the plan that was secured to the noticeboard with a drawing pin. Mike wasn’t exactly preening but he was certainly experiencing a warm glow of satisfaction. He believed in planning. He had always made lists, from the time he was a schoolboy – book lists, record lists, football league tables, lists of potential careers, lists of worst Eurovision Song Contest winners, lists of U S Masters champions. Lists allowed him to impose harmony on an unruly world.


His reverie was interrupted by the arrival of a bad-tempered Martin, Tim’s sixteen-year-old son.


‘Where’s my dad?’


‘Check the board.’


‘Can’t you just tell me?’


‘Not without checking the board.’


‘What the hell does SHP mean?’


‘Shopping. He’s gone to get the ingredients for dinner. What’s the problem?’


‘I’m bored. The TV out here is shit, there’s no videos, no computer, I can’t e-mail my friends, it’s too hot and your kids are too little. I’ve got nothing in common with Jamie. I’m nearly seventeen.’


‘I get the message. Any solutions?’


‘I want to go swimming.’


‘What about the others?’


‘That’s what they want too.’


Cursory questioning suggested that Martin might be right. There was an indefinable air of tension stemming from the fact that the seven children were already finding the villa too limiting. Mike wished now they had plumped for the more expensive house that had also been on offer. It had only four bedrooms but it boasted a pool. If the weather remained hot they were going to need a pool or the sea.


He discussed the situation with Tim and John when they returned from the shops laden down with pasta, vegetables and bottles of wine. They decided to have lunch at the house and then catch the afternoon bus to Amalfi and find a bus that took them down the coast. Somewhere there would be a beach that would allow the teenagers to let off steam.


The air suddenly filled with the sound of Bach’s Air on a G String.


‘What’s that?’ asked John.


‘It’s that advert for Hamlet cigars on the telly,’ said Tim uncorking the day’s first bottle of vino rossi.


‘No, it’s not,’ said Mike. ‘It’s Emily.’


The other two men stopped and listened as the violin continued on its wonderfully assured path.


‘Blimey!’ John breathed. ‘That’s fantastic.’


‘You’ve heard her play before.’


‘Not for a year or so. I mean that’s just amazing.’


‘So when does she turn pro?’ asked Tim.


‘As soon as she graduates from university,’ replied Mike.


‘You’re not going to wait till then! She could do recordings and TV concerts like that Welsh girl, whatsername?’ interjected John.


‘Charlotte Church?’


‘Yeah. That’s the one. Why doesn’t she do that?’ John demanded.


‘Because she’s got her GCSEs next year and Julia doesn’t want to turn her into a freak show.’


‘She’s fantastic. Stop work now, become her manager and make a fortune,’ suggested Tim.


‘It’s something to look forward to,’ agreed Mike tactfully. ‘Now where’s that large boiling thingy we used for the pasta last night?’


After lunch they telephoned for two taxis as they had missed the noonday bus down the mountain and the next one didn’t leave until five thirty. The taxi drivers were asked to take them to a beach where they could all swim. A rapid-fire conversation followed in which one driver clearly disagreed so strongly with the other that he got into his car and slammed the door violently. Emily looked at Mike.


‘That guy’s a psycho, Dad.’


‘We’ll go with him. You kids get in the other car.’


The taxis set off at a furious pace, screeching round the narrow hairpin bends as they vied with each other for the right to be the first to kill all their passengers. The three men and their children emerged, blinking into the sunlight, half an hour later, grateful to be alive. Mike thrust a fistful of lire into the drivers’ hands and didn’t begrudge the enormous tip, so relieved was he that they were all in one piece. ‘I think we should get the bus home,’ he said.


The party made its way onto the beach and spread out their towels.


‘Well, at least it’s not too crowded,’ said John.


‘Is it safe to swim out there?’ asked Emily.


‘I think so,’ said Mike. ‘It looks placid enough. Just don’t go too far out.’


‘I’m not going yet anyway. I’m going to do twenty minutes in the sun on each side then go in the sea.’ Emily coated herself very carefully with suntan lotion. ‘Can you do my back, Dad?’


Mike looked at the bottle. ‘SPF 15. Is that strong enough?’


‘Mum bought it. And I’ve got sunblock on my face.’


‘OK. You’re a good girl, Emily.’ He coated her back and neck with the lotion and rubbed it carefully into her skin then called a preoccupied Jamie for the same operation.


‘I don’t need it.’


‘You do.’


‘I’ve already done it.’


‘When?’


The fractional pause was tantamount to an admission of defeat.


‘This morning.’


‘That’s no good. You need it again. Come on, or your mother’ll bollock me.’


Jamie reluctantly submitted to the humiliating ordeal.


Mike read two pages of his novel before giving up the unequal struggle against the combination of the warmth of the sun’s rays and the effect of the lunchtime red wine. He dozed off and awoke only when he was aware that he had started to snore.


He raised himself into a sitting position and noticed that ten yards away Tim was fast asleep with the previous day’s copy of the Independent over his face. Two of his children were sunbathing with their personal stereos operating at full volume and Jamie, Martin, John and John’s son Jordan were playing football with other holidaymakers and/or the local youths.


Idly, Mike looked around for Emily but couldn’t see her. The two periods of twenty minutes’ sunbathing on either side had obviously elapsed. She was probably in the sea somewhere. He strained his eyes. The sun was dancing on the water, making it hard to distinguish the jumping, splashing figures on the horizon. He thought he recognised Emily then changed his mind. He decided to walk out to check. Besides, he was feeling the effects of the heat and he could do with immersing himself in the water for a while anyway.


He walked tentatively into the sea, the water washing over his ankles in a deferential but refreshing manner. He saw Emily’s little face in the distance and smiled, waving at her. She turned slowly onto her front and swam away from him, at which point he realised he had been waving at a strange girl. He examined the other bodies in the water more carefully and then walked over to the football game.


‘Have you seen Emily?’ he asked Jamie.


‘Yeah, she’s over there somewhere,’ said Jamie vaguely.


‘Where exactly?’


‘I don’t know. There.’


Mike looked in the direction of the pointed finger but none of the frolicking children was Emily. He turned back to his son.


‘When did you see her?’


‘I don’t know. Twenty minutes ago, maybe.’


Mike swam slowly out to the mass of children in the water, but then decided that Emily was probably back on the beach sunbathing again. He stood up in the water, looking for their bags and towels. He soon spotted Tim flicking a Frisbee with his daughter Megan and waded towards them.


‘Have you seen Emily?’


‘No.’


‘Is she with John?’


‘No, John went to the shops with Nicky.’


‘He’s not hungry again, surely?’


‘’Fraid so.’


‘Megan, did you see Emily?’


‘She was swimming way out. I don’t like swimming out of my depth so I stopped.’


A cold hand clutched at Mike’s stomach. Tim sensed Mike’s anxiety and said comfortingly, ‘It’s OK. She’ll be one of those kids out there.’


‘I’ve been out there. I couldn’t see her.’


‘Come and play some Frisbee with us,’ offered Megan.


‘I’m going to look for her,’ said Mike, and walked back towards the water, the anxiety starting to grow.


By the time Mike had swum the width of the beach both ways, he was starting to feel tired. He stopped by Martin and Jamie, who had abandoned the football game in favour of a relaxing swim.


‘I can’t find Emily.’


‘Oh, stop fussing, Dad. What could have happened?’


‘I don’t know, that’s why I’m asking you to help.’


‘Dad!’


‘Now, Jamie. You too, Martin, if you don’t mind.’


The three of them swam up to every body in the sea but Emily wasn’t there. Mike made his way back to the beach. John had left the game and soon caught Mike’s mood. By now Tim was concerned as well. He tossed the Frisbee at Megan and tried to keep Mike calm.


‘It’s OK, Mike, she’s fifteen, not five.’


‘Maybe she’s just swum round the headland to the next beach,’ suggested John.


‘Christ, John, she doesn’t do this sort of thing, you know that. She’s always so careful and thoughtful.’


‘Who’s got the best Italian?’ asked Tim.


‘Sarah,’ replied John immediately.


‘Not much help now. Let’s be rational about this.’ Tim was always rational. ‘One of us should go out there and start talking to the kids. Someone else should perhaps go and report this.’


‘Who to?’ wondered Mike.


‘Is there a lifeguard?’ asked Tim, scanning the beach.


‘This is southern Italy, not California.’ Mike had experienced the laissez- faire nature of Italy’s bureaucracy on previous excursions.


‘The kids probably speak English,’ volunteered John. ‘They all do and there’s probably lots of English tourists to help.’


‘OK. You two go out there. Megan and I’ll go and find who the authorities are.’ Tim was assuming control and Mike was grateful.


‘Will our bags be safe here?’ asked John.


‘Oh, for God’s sake, John.’


‘OK. Sorry. Let’s go.’


They spent the next mind-numbing hour swimming frantically around the bay, checking the beach and wondering when Tim and Megan would reappear with some sort of authority figure. Nobody knew anything. Nobody remembered seeing Emily. She had simply vanished and now a second and even more frightening thought gripped Mike.


‘John, what if someone’s taken her?’


‘Taken her?’


‘You know. A paedophile.’ Mike could scarcely pronounce the word.


‘No. Not a fifteen-year-old. They like kids under ten.’ John was trying to be reassuring, but it wasn’t working.


‘Well, someone else. Someone like that,’ said Mike impatiently.


‘If she’s gone off with anyone, it’s some Italian boy, some kid with a full head of hair unlike me who’s taken her to a coffee shop and is chatting her up.’ John was sensitive about his increasing baldness.


‘She wouldn’t do it, John. She would always come and ask me first. She’d never want to cause me that kind of worry.’


‘Kids do thoughtless things sometimes, Mike.’


‘Not Emily. Not ever Emily. What if it’s someone who wanted to have sex with her and when they couldn’t—’


‘Mike! Come on, man! Get a grip. Look, there’s Tim and Megan.’ John started waving.


They ran towards them.


‘Did you find her?’ asked Tim, hopefully.


‘No!’ snapped Mike. ‘For Christ’s sake. Have you brought anyone?’


‘There’s one small police station in the next town along the coast,’ explained Tim.


‘Well?’


‘The bloke spoke no English. Best I could get was he was alone and couldn’t leave the shop unattended.’


‘Shit!’ Mike smacked his right fist into his open left palm.


‘Mike, don’t get hysterical. That won’t help,’ John warned.


‘It’s only been two hours or so . . .’ Tim was still trying to be rational.


‘Two hours. Do you hear yourself?’ Mike was almost screaming.


‘Mike, calm down.’


‘It’s all right for you. It’s not your daughter!’


They went in and out of the water a dozen times. They spread out across the beach, they talked to everyone. Tim and his children hired a taxi and drove to the next beach but it was round the rocky headland and a long way away from where they had started out. Emily would never have swum that far, couldn’t have swum that far, according to Mike.


The crowds began to melt away. The temperature dropped and T-shirts were slipped over sunburned flesh. The sun moved behind the mountains and the light lost its glare and became very still. By now Mike was living in a different world.


‘Emily! Emily!’ He continued to shout at the unhearing waves as they lapped gently onto the shore. Tim and John gathered the children together and discussed in low tones what they might do. Tim went over to Mike and put his arm round him.
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