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Prologue


As the clock chimes midnight, in a siding just outside Calais a train sits waiting under a still sky. Above it the moon glimmers, bathing it in a silvery glow. The carriages are empty, but for the ghosts of passengers walking up and down the corridors, their fingertips gliding along the marquetry, their scent mingling in the stillness of the air. The faint trace of piano music floats away into the black velvet night, weaving its way amidst whispers and promises. For here a thousand stories have already unfolded, stories of love and hope, of passion and heartache, of reconciliation and parting.


There are eleven sleeping cars, three dining cars and a bar. In a few hours’ time, these silent carriages will burst into life as the train is prepared for its journey. No surface will be left unpolished. The cutlery and glassware will shine. Not a speck of dust or a smear of grease will remain. The livery will be hosed down until the metal gleams. Every wish, every need, every possible whim is considered as the provisions are brought on board, from the tiniest pats of creamy butter to bottles of the finest champagne.


At last, the staff will stand to attention under the gaze of the train manager, their uniforms pristine, ready for the final inspection before it leaves for the station.


On the platform, the waiting passengers shiver slightly. Whether from the crispness of the air or the excitement of climbing on board the most famous train in the world, who can say? Either way, their stories are waiting to be told.


Here! Here it is. The first glimpse of the Orient Express as it slides regally towards the platform. The sun bounces off the mirror-bright glass of the windows as the station master strides forward. There is a satisfying whoosh as the brakes are applied, and the train comes to a halt, purring, resplendent, proud – yet somehow welcoming. Who can resist such an invitation?


Come. Gather up your belongings. Wind the scarf more tightly round your neck; pull on your gloves and your hat as you take your lover’s arm.


Hurry – your seat is waiting . . .
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Sign up to our website for your
chance to win the trip of a lifetime
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Have you despaired of ever meeting the right person? Are you convinced there is no one out there for you? Are you tired of friends trying to set you up with someone, your cheeks aching as you smile away the evening, bored rigid?


If this sounds like you, Not On The Shelf is offering you the chance to win the trip of a lifetime with your dream date. All you have to do is sign up to our website and send in your profile and we will examine the entries using our renowned matchmaking expertise.


Each profile is individually assessed by a panel of experts who have years of experience in pairing the right partners. We don’t use a computer because computers can’t read between the lines and spot the spark that will make a relationship come alive.


We will match up the perfect couple from the entries, and they will go on the ultimate blind date: a night on the Orient Express from London to Venice.


Enjoy breathtaking scenery as the legendary train takes you on the journey of a lifetime. Sip cocktails in the bar while the grand piano serenades you, then have a sumptuous dinner in the dining car with the finest wines. You will each have your own luxury cabin, with a steward on hand to fulfil your every wish.


Even if you don’t win, the chance of your dream coming true and you finding the perfect partner is high. Since we began we have matched up thousands of happy couples, been responsible for hundreds of weddings and dozens of Not On The Shelf babies.


What are you waiting for? Go to our website and fill out the profile questionnaire. You might just embark on a journey that will change your life.








 


NOT ON THE SHELF


Profile Questionnaire


EMMIE DIXON


AGE: 26
OCCUPATION: Milliner
LIVES: London


FAVOURITE QUOTE: The most important thing is to enjoy your life – to be happy – it’s all that matters. (Audrey Hepburn)


WHO WOULD PLAY ME IN THE FILM OF MY LIFE: Maggie Gyllenhaal.


ME IN 50 WORDS: I like to work hard and play hard. I love dressing up. I think life is an adventure and I never want to stop learning. I’m a city girl but I love escaping to the country. I believe in making your own luck, which is why I’ve entered this competition.


A FEW OF MY FAVOURITE THINGS: Violet creams, fireworks, good manners, picnics, snowmen, Agatha Christie, log fires, strawberry daiquiris, Saturday-morning brunch, wrapping presents.


MY IDEAL PARTNER IN ONE SENTENCE: I want someone who will surprise me and make me laugh, who is kind, and who knows how to have fun.





 


NOT ON THE SHELF


Profile Questionnaire


ARCHIE HARBINSON


AGE: 28
OCCUPATION: Farmer
LIVES: Cotswolds


FAVOURITE QUOTE: Who let the dogs out?


WHO WOULD PLAY ME IN THE FILM OF MY LIFE: Colin Firth


ME IN 50 WORDS: I love my farm but I love the bright lights as well. I can’t cook to save my life and I’m a bit of a scruff but I scrub up well. I value loyalty over everything. I might come across as shy but deep down I know how to party.


A FEW OF MY FAVOURITE THINGS: Walking the land with my border terriers Sid and Nancy, Sunday lunch in the local pub, my vintage Morgan, Billie Holliday, the West End at Christmas, sunrise, the first cup of tea of the day, mojitos, socks warmed on the Aga, dancing.


MY IDEAL PARTNER IN ONE SENTENCE: I want someone to take care of, to make me laugh, and to keep me warm at night (my cottage has no central heating).




Before the Journey




One


Adele Russell didn’t much care for telephones. They were, of course, a necessity. An integral part of daily life. She couldn’t imagine being without one but, unlike many of her friends, she spent as little time on the phone as possible. She liked eye contact, and to be able to read body language, especially when she was doing business. There were so many opportunities to be misunderstood on the phone. It was harder to say the things you really wanted to say, and so much could be left unsaid. And one rarely allowed oneself the luxury of silence: a moment to ruminate before replying. Perhaps this was a hangover from the days when a telephone call was an indulgence, when one kept the imparting of information to a bare minimum, conscious of the cost?


Adele would have preferred to have today’s conversation in person, but she didn’t have that option. She had put the call off for long enough already. Adele had never been a procrastinator, but burying the past had taken such a supreme effort of will at the time, she was reluctant to unearth it again. As she picked up the phone, she told herself she wasn’t being greedy or grabby or grasping. She was simply asking for what was rightly hers. And it wasn’t as if she even wanted it for herself.


Imogen. Her granddaughter’s image flickered in her mind for a moment. She felt a mixture of pride and guilt and worry. If it weren’t for Imogen, she would be leaving Pandora’s box firmly shut, she thought. Or would she? Once again, she reminded herself that she had every right to do what she was doing.


Her finger, with its brightly painted nail, hovered over the first zero for a moment before she pressed it. She might be eighty-four, but she still kept herself groomed and glamorous. She heard the long tone of an overseas ring. While she waited for it to be answered, she remembered how many times she had phoned him in secret all those years ago, heart pounding, nose filled with the telephone-box smell of stale smoke, pushing in the money as the pips sounded . . .


‘Hello?’ The voice was young, female, English. Confident.


Adele ran through the possibilities: daughter, lover, second wife, housekeeper . . . ? Wrong number?


‘May I speak to Jack Molloy?’


‘Sure.’ The disinterest in the speaker’s voice told Adele there was no emotional involvement. Probably a housekeeper, then. ‘Who’s calling, please?’


This was just a routine question, not paranoia.


‘Tell him it’s Adele Russell.’


‘Will he know what it’s about?’ Again, routine, not interrogative.


‘He will.’ Of this she was certain.


‘One moment.’ Adele heard the speaker put the phone down. Footsteps. Voices.


Then Jack.


‘Adele. How very lovely. It’s been a long time.’


He sounded totally unfazed to hear from her. His tone was dry, amused, teasing. As ever. But all those years on, it did not have the same effect it once had. She had thought she was so grown up at the time, but she had been so very far from grown up. Every decision she had made had been immature and selfish, until the very end. That’s when her journey into adulthood had really begun, with the realisation that the world didn’t revolve around Adele Russell and her needs.


‘I had to wait until the time was right,’ she replied.


‘I saw William’s obituary. I’m sorry.’


Three lines in the newspaper. Beloved husband, father and grandfather. No flowers. Donations to his favourite charity. Adele spread her fingers out on the desktop and looked at her wedding and engagement rings. She still wore them. She was still William’s wife.


‘This isn’t a social call,’ she told him, sounding as businesslike as she could. ‘I’m calling about The Inamorata.’


There was a pause while he processed the information.


‘Of course,’ he replied. His tone was light, but she sensed he was crestfallen by her briskness. ‘Well, it’s here. I’ve looked after it for you with the greatest of care. She’s ready for you to collect. Any time you like.’


Adele felt almost deflated. She had been ready for a fight.


‘Good. I shall send somebody over.’


‘Oh.’ There was genuine disappointment in his voice. ‘I was hoping to see you. To take you for dinner at least. You’d like where I am. Giudecca . . .’


Had he forgotten that she’d already been there? He couldn’t have. Surely.


‘I’m sure I would. But I no longer fly, I’m afraid.’ It was all too much for her these days. The waiting, the discomfort, the inevitable delays. She had seen enough of the world over the years. She didn’t feel the need to see any more of it.


‘There’s always the train. The Orient Express . . . Remember?’


‘Of course I do.’ Her tone was sharper than she intended. She saw herself, standing on the platform at the Gare de l’Est in Paris, shivering in the yellow linen dress with the matching coat that she’d bought in the rue du Faubourg the day before. Shivering not from the cold, but from anticipation and anxiety and guilt.


Adele felt her throat tighten. The memory was so bittersweet. She had no room for it, what with everything else. She had enough emotions to deal with right now. Selling Bridge House, where her children had been born and brought up, selling the gallery that had been her life, contemplating her future – and Imogen’s: it had all been most unsettling. Necessary, but unsettling.


‘I’ll send someone over in about three weeks,’ she told him. ‘Will that be convenient?’


There was no reply for a moment. Adele wondered if Jack was going to be difficult after all. There was no paperwork to support her claim. It had just been a promise.


‘Venice in April, Adele. I would be the perfect host. The perfect gentleman. Think about it.’


She felt the old anxiety tug at her insides. Perhaps she wasn’t as immune as she thought? He’d always done this to her – made her want to do things she shouldn’t do. In her mind’s eye, she was already at his door, curiosity having got the better of her.


Why would she want to put herself through the turmoil again? At her age? She shuddered at the thought. It was far better to keep it in the past. That way she was in control.


‘No, Jack.’


She heard his sigh.


‘Well, you know your own mind. Consider it an open invitation. I’d be delighted to see you again.’


Adele gazed out of the window that looked onto the river. A strong current, swollen by the March rain, rippled between the banks, sweeping along with a certainty she envied. Taking a step into the unknown was a risk. At her age, she preferred to know exactly where she was.


‘Thank you, but I think perhaps . . . not.’


There was an awkward silence, which Jack finally broke.


‘I suppose I don’t need to tell you how much the painting’s worth now.’


‘It’s not about that, Jack.’


His laugh was the same.


‘I don’t care if it is. It’s yours to do with what you will. Though I hope you won’t just be selling it to the highest bidder.’


‘Don’t worry,’ she reassured him. ‘It won’t be going out of the family. I’m giving it to my granddaughter. For her thirtieth birthday.’


‘Well, I hope it gives her as much pleasure as it’s given me.’ Jack sounded pleased.


‘I’m sure.’


‘She’s thirty? Not much younger than you were—’


‘Indeed.’ She cut him off. She would have to be brisk. They were straying into sentimentality. ‘My assistant will telephone you to keep you informed of the arrangements.’ She was about to end the conversation and ring off, but something made her soften. They were both old. Chances were they wouldn’t live another decade. ‘You’re well, I hope?’


‘All things considered, I can’t complain at all. Although I’m not as . . . vigorous as I once was.’


Adele smothered a smile.


‘How very lucky for Venice,’ she replied, slightly tart.


‘And you, Adele?’


She didn’t want to speak to him anymore. She felt smothered by the strong sense of what might have been, the feeling she had fought to keep at bay for all those years.


‘Very well. I’ve enjoyed my business, and my family is nearby. Life is good.’ She wasn’t going to show a chink or elaborate. ‘In fact, I must go. I have a lunch appointment.’


She rang off as quickly as was polite.


Her hands were shaking as she put the telephone back in its cradle. He still had an effect on her. She had never quite buried the longing. It had wormed its way up to the surface every now and again, when she least expected it.


Why hadn’t she accepted his invitation? What harm could it do?


‘Don’t be so ridiculous!’ Her voice rang out in the stillness of the morning room.


She looked up. The seascape was still hanging there – the one she had bid for on the day she and Jack first met. She had kept it over her writing desk ever since. Not a brush-stroke had changed in the intervening years. That was the beauty of paintings. They captured a moment. They always stayed the same.


The thought brought her back to the task in hand. She had so much to organise: estate agents, accountants, lawyers were all waiting on her decisions. Many people had advised her not to make any drastic decisions until some time after bereavement, but she felt sure she’d left it long enough now. Bridge House was too big for one; the Russell Gallery was too much for her, even with Imogen pretty much running things. And Imogen had assured her, again and again, that she didn’t want to take it over, that it was time for her to have a fresh challenge, that she had never intended to stay in Shallowford so long. Adele had offered to find a compromise, but Imogen had insisted that she wanted a clean break. Nevertheless, Adele felt guilty, which was why she was retrieving The Inamorata. It would be quite the most wonderful gift. She couldn’t think of anyone in the world who would appreciate it more than Imogen, and it would go some way towards salving her conscience.


She thought back over the conversation she had just had. How would her life have turned out, if she hadn’t had Jack in it? Would things have been different? She felt certain that she would never have had the drive and determination she had ended up with, if she hadn’t known him. Yet would she, perhaps, have been happier?


‘You couldn’t have been happier,’ she told herself crossly. ‘Jack was an error of judgement. Everyone’s allowed to make mistakes.’


This she believed firmly. You had to get things wrong, in order to get things right. And in the end, she had got things right . . .


She dragged her mind back to the present. That was enough self-flagellation. She had plans to put into place. She was going to make some big changes, all for the better. She looked around the morning room, the room where she had made most of her important decisions. She loved its high ceilings and the sash windows looking over the river. In fact, she loved every square inch of Bridge House. Perfectly symmetrical, in a soft red brick, it sat, not surprisingly, by the bridge in Shallowford, quite the prettiest house in the little market town. Nicky, the estate agent and Imogen’s best friend, had told her it would be snapped up, probably before they had time to print the glossy brochures that showed off its perfect proportions, the walled garden, the dark-red front door with the arched fan light . . .


For a moment, Adele felt doubt in her plan. She would miss this house terribly. She suffered a stab of resentment at having to give it up. She reminded herself that it was better to make difficult decisions while you were still in control, and before events overtook you. Determined, she unscrewed the lid from her fountain pen and pulled a pad of paper towards her. Adele was far from computer-phobic, but she still found writing things down focused her mind so much better.


As she worked through her list, part of her conversation with Jack kept floating back.


The Orient Express. It still ran from London to Venice; she knew that. An iconic journey. Possibly the most famous journey in the world. A plan began to form in her mind. She did a search on her computer, found the website she wanted, and browsed through the information. Before she had time to change her mind, she picked up the phone.


‘Hello? Yes, I’d like to book a ticket. A single to Venice, please . . .’


As she waited to be connected to the right person, her gaze fell once more on the painting that hung over her desk. Jack was right – she hadn’t been much older than Imogen the day she’d bought it. The day it had all begun. It seemed like only yesterday . . .




Two


Bridge House was ominous with silence. A silence that mocked and taunted, and made Adele turn on the wireless, the gramophone, even the television, although the received wisdom was that one only turned it on for the evening news, if one had any standards. But none of the voices filled the gaping hole left by two small but noisy boys who had been packed off to prep school for the first time.


There was no thump of the football hitting the side of the house. No thundering up the stairs. No flushing of the loo in the downstairs cloakroom – not that they always remembered to flush. No high-pitched gleeful voices, no sudden wails when an injury or injustice occurred. No laughter.


Worse, there was no momentum to the day. For seven years the twins had given her life traction. Not that she had spent her days hovering over them, by any means, but they had always been there. Even when they were at the village school, they’d come tearing home for lunch, so Adele had never spent any great amount of time on her own. She never resented their presence for a moment, unlike so many of her friends, who seemed to breathe a sigh of relief when their offspring were despatched.


If Adele had had her way, the boys would have stayed on at the village school and then gone on to the grammar in Filbury at eleven, but that was a battle she was never going to win. Tony and Tim were destined for the same schools their father William had been to, in the time-honoured tradition of the British upper-middle classes.


So, she had known the day was coming, she had dreaded it, and now it had been and gone it was even worse than she had thought it would be. She didn’t spend the days lying on her bed sobbing, but her heart felt as empty as the house.


Added to which, the twins’ departure had coincided with William leaving too. Just after they married, the Russells had bought Bridge House because of the coach house attached, which had served as William’s surgery for over ten years. Although Adele hadn’t been directly involved, her role as the doctor’s wife had been one she had taken seriously, engaging on a daily basis with his patients and being concerned with their welfare.


But now William had joined three other GPs to set up a modern practice in Filbury, five miles away. It was part of the NHS drive to make medical care more accessible. It was exciting for him – revolutionary – but it involved so much decision-making, so much more responsibility. So much more time. She barely saw him, and when he did come home, he was burdened with paperwork and reports. When he’d practised from Bridge House, he’d had morning surgery from nine until midday, then again from two until four, and that had been it, apart from being on call to answer emergencies and deliver difficult babies.


And thus Adele felt lonely and useless and rather sad. And, if she was honest, a tiny bit resentful towards her husband. If she was feeling particularly self-pitying, she blamed him for sending the boys away and then abandoning her. What did he expect her to do with her time?


Yet Adele wasn’t really the type to bear a grudge or bemoan her lot. She was a doer, which was presumably why William assumed she could cope. And which was why, at twenty past nine on a Tuesday morning, she had already done everything she needed. She’d walked up the high street to the butcher for tonight’s supper, and bought a punnet of plums to make a crumble – that would take all of ten minutes. There was no housework to be done, for she had Mrs Morris, her daily help. There was a coffee morning up at the town hall but she had a horrible feeling that she might, just might, burst into tears if anyone asked her how the twins were getting on, and that would make her feel foolish. She’d had her dark curls washed and set the day before, and had welled up when the hairdresser had enquired as to their wellbeing.


She picked up the local weekly newspaper and leafed through it for inspiration, although what she imagined might be in there she didn’t know. She noticed there was a country-house sale not too far away. She thought she would go: she was thinking of turning the abandoned surgery into an annexe for house guests, and there might be some furniture there. Without thinking too much about it, she fished in her handbag for a pale-pink Coty lipstick, dragged it across her lips, took her mac from the hook in the hallway and picked up her gloves. It was either that or go and swap her books at the mobile library. They were waiting in a pile on the hall table but the very thought made her faint with tedium.


She went out to her car. A pale-blue A35 saloon. She was, she knew, lucky to have a car to drive. She was lucky full stop. She had the most coveted house in Shallowford, right on the bridge by the river, with a pretty walled garden and a wrought-iron walkway to the door . . . so why did she feel so empty?


There was, of course, one good reason, but she didn’t dwell on it very often because really – what was the point? If she felt it was ironic that her own husband, who had delivered so many of the babies in the town they lived in, hadn’t been there to supervise the birth of her own sons and had therefore not been able to prevent the subsequent damage, she had never said so. William felt badly, of course he did, that he had been so far away on that day. If he’d been nearer then maybe there would be another little Russell to fill the void left by the twins’ departure, or maybe even two. But there wasn’t, so . . .


As she pulled out of the drive and onto the high street, a dreary September rain began to fall. Adele turned on the windscreen wipers, which dragged themselves reluctantly back and forth. It was going to be a long winter.


The country-house sale was about ten miles away, in Wiltshire: it was a rather small, insignificant house and there was nothing of any great value or note in the catalogue. Adele enjoyed buying things at auction – she always preferred to buy antiques, and she loved the drama and competitiveness. It was much more satisfying than going to a department store, for you never knew quite what you might find.


Today, it didn’t take her long to assess the lots. There was a great deal of ugly furniture of an indeterminate age – all the good stuff must have gone to family – but amidst the cumbersome wardrobes and endless sets of china she spotted a painting. It was a seascape, rather wild and abandoned, and she loved the colours: the bruised purple and silver. It was sombre and foreboding, but she felt that it suited her mood, somehow. She could feel its brooding quality roll off the canvas. And she knew that the most important thing about a painting was that it should make you feel something. She loved it. She was pretty sure it would go for next to nothing so she decided to bid for it.


The auction itself was in a tent in the garden, as none of the rooms in the house was quite large enough. It was cold and windy and she was starting to think perhaps she wouldn’t bother at all, but it started to pour with rain again and she decided she would get wetter going back to the car, which was parked in an adjoining field, than going into the tent. She held the auction catalogue over her head and ran in.


The chairs were terribly uncomfortable, not helped by the fact that the floor, covered in coconut matting, was uneven. She huddled inside her coat, clutching the now-sodden auction catalogue. She’d marked the picture she was interested in, and written the price she was prepared to go to beside it – not a great deal. After all, it would need cleaning, and reframing. She had mentally hung it over the desk in the morning room where she wrote her letters. She would be able to look at it and imagine herself breathing in the salt of sea air.


Her eyes wandered over the bidders while she waited for her lot. A man walked in, his expression a mixture of exasperation and annoyance with himself for being late. He scanned the room to see if he recognised any competitors. His eyes settled on Adele and he held her gaze for a moment.


A ripple of something ran through her. It was as if she recognised him, although she knew absolutely she’d never seen him before. She shivered, but not from the cold. His gaze slid away and she felt momentarily bereft. He sat down in a spare seat and studied the catalogue intently as the auctioneer raced through the lots. Nothing was achieving any great price.


Adele felt tense, poised, as still as a hare just before it takes flight. She was intrigued. The man stood out amidst the rest of the tweedy, shabby audience, who were mostly ruddy-cheeked and covered in dog hair. It wasn’t a large enough sale to attract London buyers, but his was a singularly metropolitan presence. The cut of his coat with its fur collar, the cravat at his neck, the curl of his hair all marked him out as a city dweller. He was tall, his face rather severe, with dark eyebrows. You couldn’t fail to notice him. He had presence.


Adele breathed in, imagining his scent. It would be sharp, manly, exotic – something fluttered inside her. She put her hand up to her curls – the rain would have done nothing to help them. She hadn’t put a full face on when she left this morning, only the lipstick, and now she wished she had. At least her mac, which was relatively new, covered up the rather dull blue dress she was wearing: she hadn’t bothered to change, not even her shoes – she had on the rather clumpy lace-ups she had put on to walk to the butcher earlier. She thought longingly of the emerald boat-neck sweater hanging in her wardrobe that brought out the green in her eyes . . .


Surreptitiously, she bent down and fished in her handbag to touch up her lipstick, then opened the bottle of Yardley’s English Lavender she kept in there. She dabbed some on her wrists, then re-emerged. He was still there, lighting a cigarette, looking slightly bored, as if he were there out of duty, having to humour some aged aunt by accompanying her. Yet Adele could see no such companion.


The auctioneer raced through the furniture, then the cutlery and china, before finally arriving at the paintings. He ploughed through third-rate hunting scenes and dingy landscapes then came to a halt at the one Adele was waiting for. She felt the usual excitement that precedes entering into the bidding. If the other lots were anything to go by, she would have no competition.


‘An attractive seascape, signed by Paul Maze and dated 1934. Who’s going to start the bidding for me?’


He swept an experienced gaze around the room and Adele raised her catalogue. He acknowledged it by pointing his gavel at her, then gave a cursory glance to see if there were any counter-bidders. He clearly wasn’t expecting any.


The object of her intrigue had not offered up a single bid on anything as yet, so she was surprised to see him look up for the first time and nod at the auctioneer, who smiled his acknowledgement.


Adele raised her bid accordingly. She didn’t mind that she was in competition. It was good to know someone else was interested in her potential purchase. Her opponent nodded his raised bid to the auctioneer, and she could feel her blood warm as her competitive spirit kicked in. The bidding quickly turned into a battle. The rest of the room was agog: this was as spirited as the sale had got all morning. The auctioneer was enjoying himself. He’d had no real momentum until now. As sales went, it was lacklustre. Lots had been knocked down at ridiculous prices to whoever could be bothered to cart them away.


Until now. The bids flew back and forth, not a moment’s hesitation, getting higher and higher. Something in Adele wanted the painting more than anything. She was determined that it should be hers. She felt almost murderously protective of it. Her heart was pounding and her cheeks were flushed.


Her counter-bidder sat on the other side of the tent, unperturbed, unruffled, his face showing no emotion. She wondered if he knew something that she didn’t. What piece of inside information did he have? Was the painting by some undiscovered genius? Was it a long-forgotten masterpiece? Or did he have a personal reason for wanting it? How high would he be prepared to go?


She suddenly realised that the next bid was with her and she had gone more than four times over her original limit. She had several guineas in her handbag, for William had given her the housekeeping in cash the day before, but she didn’t have enough money with her if she was successful. Nor did she have their chequebook – it was sitting in her writing desk. It would be terribly embarrassing to have to admit to the auctioneer she couldn’t pay. She mustn’t, simply mustn’t, go any further.


‘The bid is with you, madam.’


She waited. It seemed to take an age for her to say no. She desperately wanted to continue but she didn’t have the means. Could she leave her wedding ring, she wondered? All eyes were on her, including the auctioneer’s. Except, of course, her rival’s. He was coolly leafing through the rest of the catalogue without a care in the world.


She would be utterly mad to carry on. In the end, all she’d be doing was paying far too much for a painting that was good, but not exceptional.


She shook her head. Seconds later, the gavel came down. Her rival didn’t bother to look up from the catalogue. She was aggrieved that the painting that should have been hers had gone to such a bloodless buyer. She wasn’t usually a bad loser, but she felt nettled. She gathered up her things and edged her way out of the row of seats, excusing herself as she stepped on countless toes.


Outside, the damp air clamped itself around her. She was far more unsettled than she should have been. It wasn’t because of the painting itself. She couldn’t help feeling that there had been something personal about the counter-bidding. That man hadn’t wanted her to have it. The set of his shoulders had spoken volumes. He had ensured the painting was never going to be hers.


She decided to go and have something to eat in the nearby town, where she remembered there was a very nice hotel. She could lick her wounds over lunch, then take a leisurely drive home and try and forget the incident. It was only a painting, after all.


At the hotel, she shook out her rain-sodden mac, hung it in the cloakroom and checked her appearance in the mirror. She saw wide green eyes with pretty eyebrows, and a hairdo that yesterday had been sleek and bouffant but was now beyond hope. She smoothed down her dress, adjusted her stockings, and made her way into the dining room.


She took a table by the window that looked out onto the high street. The rain had stopped, and a persistent sun was trying to nudge its way through the cloud. She ordered her lunch and made a list of things she needed to do: send the boys a bulging bag of mint humbugs, their favourite sweets, then write them a long letter each to go with them. She had a couple of dresses she wanted re-worked by the local dressmaker: dresses she liked but that needed an update. And she wanted to send an invitation to their newest neighbours for supper. She and William were very sociable, and Adele jotted down the names of two other couples she thought the newcomers might enjoy meeting. In fact, maybe she would make it a cocktail party – that way the newcomers could meet as many people as possible in one go. Gradually her pique at the morning’s outcome faded.


She looked up as the waitress arrived to bring her whisky and soda: she had needed something to warm her, as getting so damp had chilled her to the bone. But it wasn’t the waitress.


It was the victor. The spoils were under his arm. The painting was wrapped in brown paper but she knew that was what it was. He pulled out the chair opposite her without asking and sat down. His face was impassive as he looked at her.


‘You bid for the only painting worth buying in that room.’


Adele stopped writing her list and put down her pen. She raised one eyebrow to accompany her smile. She might have seemed the picture of cool, but inside she felt as if she were melting, bubbling, fizzing, like a pan of sugar as it caramelises.


‘I know,’ she replied. She wasn’t going to give anything away. Largely because there was nothing for her to give away. She had no idea what the game was, what the rules were, or what she should do next.


He put the painting down on the table in front of her.


‘I’d like you to have it,’ he told her.


Her cool wavered. She hadn’t anticipated this. She’d expected some sort of inquisition as to what she knew about the painting’s provenance. A rather nervous laugh escaped her, and she hated the sound it made. It betrayed her discomfort.


‘Why?’ was all she managed in reply, trying to keep her voice low and steady.


He shrugged. Then grinned. ‘You deserve it more than I do. I should have let you have it right from the start.’ He leaned forwards suddenly and she got a hint of his cologne. It was exactly as she had imagined.


‘What will you do with it? he asked, his expression fierce.


She tried to look composed, to belie the caramel that was sliding around inside her, sweet and dark.


‘I’ve a place in my morning room. I should like to look at it while I write my letters. To my boys. I have two boys. Twins . . .’


It seemed important to tell him that. But then she realised she’d gone from mysteriously monosyllabic to blithering, and so was probably in no danger. He just nodded, then looked at her again.


‘Do you mind if I join you for lunch?’


‘It rather looks as if you already have.’ At last. A game riposte. She smiled her consent as the waitress came over. He didn’t miss a beat.


‘I’ll have the same as my companion and a bottle of champagne. And two glasses.’


She looked at him. ‘Champagne? On a Tuesday?’ Her heart was tripping over itself. She couldn’t remember the last time she’d had champagne.


He smiled, and when he smiled his features seemed less forbidding. There was warmth in his eyes.


‘Always on a Tuesday. Tuesdays are so dreadfully dull otherwise.’ He tapped his fingers on the brown paper. ‘Paul Maze. They’re calling him the Lost Impressionist. It’s a very fine painting and you have an excellent eye.’


She considered him for a moment. ‘Am I being patronised? For all you know, I’m the world’s leading expert on . . . Lost Impressionists. Sent by a top dealer to procure that very painting.’


He sat back, hooking his arm over the chair. He was one of those men who fill a room with their presence, who seem to own it.


‘No,’ he replied. ‘If you were, you’d have bid until you’d won.’


He was smug, confident, infuriating. A combination of characteristics that should have been repellent, yet Adele found herself transfixed. He was as far from William as it was possible for a man to be, she realised. There was something rather louche about him – the way he threw aside his coat, ran his fingers through his slightly-too-long hair, leant his elbows on the table, threw back his champagne and drained his glass until it was empty, then filled it again.


He was staring at her.


‘What?’ she asked.


‘Has anyone told you that you look like Liz Taylor?’


She sighed. ‘Yes. Only I am far older and my eyes are green, not violet.’


‘From a distance, you could be her.’


She tried not to feel flattered. She was surprised, in her current state, that he had made the comparison.


‘Tell me about yourself,’ he ordered, as their veal fricassee arrived.


She looked down at her food. She had been hungry when she ordered it, but she couldn’t imagine eating it now.


‘I’m married,’ she began.


‘Well, yes. That’s obvious.’ He looked pointedly at the rings on her left hand, then tucked into his food with relish.


‘To a doctor. I’ve two boys, as I said.’


He held his fork in his right hand, American style. He waved it at her. ‘And?’


She paused, thinking about what to say next.


‘That’s it.’ Never had she felt so dull. What else could she say? She was a housewife and mother – and not even that anymore, not really.


‘Well,’ he carried on. ‘You really ought to do something about that.’


She realised she didn’t know so much as his name. And she felt angry. What right did he have to judge her like that?


‘You’ve got a nerve, barging in on my lunch and passing judgement on me. Who are you, anyway?’


He grinned. Put his fork down. ‘I’m sorry. You’re right. Jack Molloy.’


He held out his hand.


She took it. ‘Adele. Adele Russell.’


Her heart was doing overtime. She extracted her fingers, because touching his had sent a charge through her she had never felt before.


She hadn’t felt like this when she met William. At the time, she had thought their courtship passionate. She’d woken up with that fizzing feeling, unable to wait until the next time she saw him. She’d felt overwhelmed with happiness on their wedding day. She had always gazed at him when they made love, and felt as if it was right.


William had never made her feel like this, though. She sensed danger, real danger.


Jack topped up their glasses, pouring with abandon, like a reckless king at a banquet.


‘You’re American,’ she said to him. ‘Aren’t you?’


She couldn’t be sure, but he spoke with a definite twang.


‘I sure am,’ he said. ‘But I’ve married into a very English family. The Dulvertons. Do you know them? The “family seat” is in Ox-ford-shire.’


He deliberately pronounced it with an exaggerated accent.


‘I don’t,’ she said.


‘My wife is very wealthy. Lucky for me.’


‘That’s awful.’


‘Why?’


‘To marry someone for their money.’


‘I never said I did that. I married Rosamund because she was ravishingly beautiful. And far cleverer than I am.’


Adele suddenly felt insufficient. She felt sure she would pale in comparison to Rosamund.


‘So what do you bring to the party?’ she riposted.


He laughed. ‘My sparkling wit. And a touch of glamour. I’m an art dealer. I bring starving artists home for dinner and six months later they are fetching more money for their paintings than they could ever have dreamed of. Rosamund gets a kick out of being part of that.’


‘So what are you doing here?’


‘I was driving back from Cornwall. I had to go and give one of my protégés a pep talk. And I can never pass a sale without looking in, just in case.’ He picked up his glass and looked at her. ‘What were you doing there?’


She didn’t know what to say. ‘It was something to do.’


She looked down at her plate. She wanted to tell him how empty she felt, how useless, but she thought he already knew.


When she looked up, he was surveying her critically.


‘I think what you need, Mrs Russell,’ he told her, ‘is either a job or a lover. Or both.’


She put down her knife and fork. This was too close to the bone. She stood up. ‘I have to go.’


He feigned disappointment. ‘Oh, now, don’t be offended.’


‘You’re very rude.’ She was scrabbling in her purse for a pound note, to pay her share of the lunch. She pulled one out, her hand shaking.


‘Why is it people think you’re being rude, when you’re just speaking the truth?’ He looked up at her. His eyes were laughing.


She put the pound note on the table. ‘Goodbye, Mr Molloy.’


He bent down to pick up the painting, which he’d propped against the table leg. ‘Don’t forget this.’


‘I don’t want it.’


‘I bought it for you.’


‘You can sell it.’


‘I can indeed.’ He pushed it towards her. ‘I can sell it for ten times what I paid for it.’


Adele tried hard not to look surprised. ‘Then do so.’


‘But I want you to have it.’ He frowned. ‘I tell you what. Give me your final bid – the amount you went up to. That would make it an honest transaction. You can take it away with impunity then.’


Adele hesitated. ‘I can’t.’


‘Come on. You can’t say fairer than that.’ He was puzzled.


She shook her head. ‘I can’t. I don’t have the money.’


He looked at her in awe. ‘You bid for it without having the money?’


She shrugged. ‘Yes.’


He threw back his head and laughed. The other diners in the restaurant looked round, alarmed.


‘That’s fantastic. I admire your spirit. Please. Take the painting. I can’t think of a better home for it.’


Adele stood for a moment. Actually, she thought, why shouldn’t she take it? If he was so keen for her to have it? It was a beautiful painting. And she felt that taking it from him would prove something. What, she wasn’t quite sure, but maybe that she wasn’t the dull provincial housewife he obviously thought her to be. So she picked up it.


‘Thank you,’ she said. ‘And goodbye.’


As soon as she got home, she threw off her coat, dropped her handbag and ran up the stairs to change. She put on a full-skirted dress with tight sleeves, in a coral that she knew suited her colouring. She added the string of pearls William had given her for her thirtieth birthday. She admired their lustre as she applied her make-up, making herself perfect. She dabbed Shalimar at her neck – the Yardley from her handbag had long since faded.


Then she went downstairs to put on the supper, pour two whisky and sodas, and wait for her husband to come back so she could tell him the day’s curious events.


Only William was late. Six o’clock came and went, then seven, then eight . . . by which time she had drunk both whiskies and hung the painting in the place where she had envisaged it.


And when William finally strolled in at twenty past eight, with only the merest flicker of apology, she told him nothing about her day at all.


On Friday, she found a letter on her breakfast plate. A white vellum envelope with turquoise ink. She didn’t recognise the writing and there was no return address on the back, only a London postmark. She took the paper-knife and slit open the envelope. It was a brief letter riddled with dashes and underlining and exclamation marks.


Darling darling Adele


Can you believe? Thank goodness – after all this time we are back in London at long last! Nairobi had its good points but heavens it’s wonderful to feel chilly again!! Anyway, I am longing to hear all your news and tell you mine. Do say you’ll come and have lunch with me. What about next Wednesday at the Savoy? The dear Savoy! How I’ve missed London!! And you. I will see you there at 1 p.m. unless I hear otherwise.


Mad dash – Brenda xxxx


‘Goodness,’ Adele said. ‘Look at this.’


She passed it over to William, who was reading the paper.


He read the letter in the same way he read everything these days: scanning the page from top to bottom in record time, picking out the information he needed, disregarding the rest. He smiled and handed it back, balancing it between his first and second finger as he turned back to the news.


‘You’ll enjoy yourself,’ he told her. Then frowned. ‘Brenda – do I know her?’


‘We were at school together. She was at our wedding. Ill-chosen hat that made her look as if she had a chicken sitting on her head. I think we might have laughed at her, poor thing. But she’s a darling.’


William shook his head. He didn’t remember.


Which was hardly surprising.


Adele didn’t have – and never had had – a friend called Brenda.


The letter lay on her writing desk for three days, underneath her unconventionally acquired painting.


She went about her daily life. She told herself that Jack Molloy was presumptuous, provocative, and toying with her for his own amusement. Of course she wasn’t going to go to lunch at the Savoy. The whole idea was absurd.
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