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To H. B.










Prologue 


 


Every day I wake with the same word going through my mind. One word.


Dominic.


The strange thing is that sometimes it’s just a statement, like a reaffirmation or a mantra, an expression of faith. Sometimes it’s a question – Dominic? As though I’m hoping that his voice will echo in answer through my mind and reassure me that he is still thinking of me, still mine. That we are still connected. And at others, it’s like a shout, a desperate call through the darkness of the night, just as day breaks. 


But no matter how hard I listen, I never hear any reply.


Sometimes it’s hard to keep the faith, to believe that he’ll come back to me. But I know he will. 


I just don’t know when.










Chapter One


 


I’m glaring at the man opposite. Using all my strength, my fists clenched, my jaw set with effort, I set my standing leg like steel and pull the other up, ready to put all my force behind it. I pivot slightly on my heel, feel my knee against my chest, then:


POW!


I strike out with a kick, powering it through with everything I can muster. My foot slams into the pad my trainer is holding up, and I note with satisfaction that he wobbles a little under my blow.


‘Good,’ he says. ‘Very good.’


Back on both feet, I stand, panting. ‘I’m ready for another,’ I say breathlessly.


Sid laughs. ‘I think that’s enough for today. I’m beginning to wonder if you slipped some speed into your coffee by mistake. Where are you getting your energy?’


I take off my helmet and shake out my hair, which falls in damp, clammy tendrils round my neck. ‘Oh, you know... I just need to release some tension.’


Which is true. But what kind of tension? Half the time I’m trying to work my unslaked desire for Dominic out of my system. The other half, I’m pretending it’s his boss’s face I’m pounding, the man whose business has kept Dominic out of London all this time. Not that I know what his boss looks like, but that doesn’t matter. By the time I’ve finished my imaginary pummelling, you can’t make out his face anyway.


‘Okay, well done, Beth,’ Sid says, taking off the pads. ‘I’ll see you again next week.’


 


‘Wow, I’ve managed to work up a real sweat.’ Laura pulls a damp band from her dark hair and shakes it out, wriggling her nose and laughing. She gives me a sideways look. ‘You look like you’ve had a healthy workout yourself.’


‘I’m wiped out.’ I can’t see myself but I know my cheeks are glowing and I can feel the prickle of sweat in my hair and over my brow. ‘But I feel good on it.’


‘Me too.’


It was Laura’s idea to start the kick-boxing classes. I knew she was feeling itchy with suppressed energy now that she’s started her new job. After three years of being a student, and then months of freedom as she backpacked around the world, she has been finding the restrictions of working life a strain. 


‘I have to be in the office so early!’ she complained one night, slumping on the sofa in the comfy old tracksuit she changed into after a hard day. She sighed. ‘And all day long I’m supposed to be at my desk, late into the night if I want to show the boss I’m taking it seriously. With only three weeks’ holiday a year! I don’t know how I’m going to cope.’ She gazed at me enviously. ‘You’re so lucky having such an interesting job.’


I shot her a look. ‘But I don’t get a trainee management consultant’s salary, remember?’


She made a disgruntled face. ‘Well, we’ll have to see if it’s worth it, that’s all.’


Her pent-up energy was obviously causing her real problems because when she saw that there were kick-boxing classes at the gym around the corner from our flat, she signed both of us up without so much as asking me if it was okay. Actually, it was. I needed some release myself, but maybe not quite in the same way that Laura did. I surprised myself by taking to it almost immediately and really enjoying it; the sense of the power flowing through my body gives me a rush that’s addictive. I always come home feeling strong and confident, thanks to the rush of endorphins and the proper tiredness that comes from actually doing something energetic, rather than the weariness of work and commuting.


As we let ourselves into our flat, Laura says wonderingly, ‘I still can’t believe that we’re here. Just think – you and me, living together in London, with proper jobs and everything! It feels like only yesterday that we were a couple of scruffy students spending our evenings in the bar making our drinks last as long as we could. Now look at us. It’s kind of glamorous, don’t you think?’


I laugh but don’t say anything as I follow her inside. Laura knows very little of how I spent my summer, or of the incredible things that happened when I met Dominic. If she thinks our slightly down-at-heel place in East London is glamorous, it’s because she never saw the Mayfair apartment from where I first glimpsed Dominic in the flat opposite; or, for that matter, the tiny but luxurious boudoir that he arranged for us on the top floor of the apartment block.


The boudoir. It’s still there, waiting for me. I picture the key, sitting in my jewellery box in a black pouch. But I can’t bring myself to go there. Not without Dominic.


‘I guess a lot has changed since then,’ I say as we go to the kitchen to get some cold water. 


Laura fixes me with a knowing look. ‘You certainly have. Sometimes I wonder exactly what happened to you while I was in South America. When I left, you were dead set on settling down with Adam back home. And now... well, I came back to a glamour puss with an incredible job in the art world and the old boyfriend ancient history. All of which is absolutely brilliant but...’


‘But?’ I take a couple of glasses from the cupboard and a jug of cold water from the fridge.


‘Beth, the truth is... I’m worried about you.’


‘Worried?’ I echo, watching the water splash into the glasses. I’ve been trying to act as normally as possible. Maybe I haven’t succeeded.


Laura takes the glass I hold out to her and gives me another of her X-ray stares. With her ability to read people and situations, I’m sure she’s going to be an excellent management consultant, but it can make life a little uncomfortable when I’m trying to keep a secret.


‘You haven’t told me much about the man in your life, this Dominic guy,’ she begins in the kind of gentle voice that means something important is coming. ‘But I do know that you’re completely mad about him and that he hasn’t been in touch with you for weeks.’


Six weeks, four days and three hours. Approximately.


I make a kind of non-committal ‘uh’ sound.


‘So I can tell it’s making you unhappy,’ she goes on, still in that gentle tone. ‘You’re trying to hide it but I’m your friend and I know you. So why don’t you just send him a text or an email? Or phone him? Find out what on earth is going on?’


I use the long drink I’m taking as an excuse not to answer for a moment or two, then say, ‘Because he said he was going to contact me. And that’s what I’m waiting for.’


‘I’m all for playing a waiting game,’ Laura says quickly. ‘I mean, not being too eager and too obvious. But from what you said, you guys went far beyond a few dates. You were really serious about each other, weren’t you?’


I note the past tense, and feel a horrible twist of pain. I’ve been trying to convince myself it’s not really over, but Laura’s casual assessment of the situation is like a bucket of cold water landing on all my hopes.


‘So,’ she continues, oblivious, ‘get in touch. Demand an explanation. Ask him when he’s coming back and how he feels about you.’


‘I can’t,’ I say gruffly. I wish I could tell her why it’s not that simple but there are things about my relationship with Dominic I’ve never told anyone. I imagine what it would be like to explain to Laura about the things we did in the boudoir, or the events in the dungeon at the The Asylum, but even though she’s my best friend and experienced enough in the ways of the world, I don’t think she would understand. She’d be horrified. She’d tell me to dump him pronto, and find myself someone nice and normal.


Maybe I should.


But I know in my heart that I don’t want someone nice and normal. I had that and I can never go back to it.


Laura is looking exasperated. ‘I don’t understand why you can’t get in touch with him. It’s obvious this is driving you crazy! You’re unhappy, I can see it!’


‘I’m not unhappy,’ I reply.


‘You’re not?’


‘Nope. I’m furious. That’s what I am. Mad as hell. He can stay away for ever as far as I’m concerned.’ My declaration rings false even as I’m saying it. I am furious, but I can’t tell whether it’s with Dominic for not contacting me, with myself for trusting him in the first place, or with his boss, for sending him out of the country just at the moment when we were sorting everything out.


Laura stares at me, and then says, ‘Just call him, Beth. Get yourself out of this torment.’


I smile at her. ‘You don’t need to worry about me. Honestly. But I’m not going to call him. Or text. Or email. If he wants me, he knows where I am. Until then, I’m getting on with my life. Talking of which, whose turn is it to make dinner? I’m starving.’


It’s only much later, when I’m in bed, that I’m able to let my strength ebb away. I lie on my back, hugging myself for comfort, sending out my question to the universe:


Where are you Dominic?        


 


‘Beth, how are you?’ 


Mark Palliser, my boss, greets me in his usual friendly way as I come into his office. He calls it his office, but really it’s such a beautiful room there should be some other kind of name for it, less personal than study but more appealing than office, with its overtones of fluorescent strip-lighting, filing cabinets and photocopiers. This room couldn’t be further from that. It’s circular, with a glittering chandelier hanging from an ornate plaster rose, and egg-and-dart cornicing that skirts the ceiling. Its three large windows, framed by voluptuously draped curtains, overlook a garden and in the bay sits Mark’s desk, a huge polished piece of Regency furniture inlaid with exquisite marquetry work. The floor is gleaming parquet covered with rich and elegantly faded Turkish rugs, and the room glows with the golden light cast by the lamps that sit on the desk and sideboards. Best of all, though, is the art that covers the walls: oils in intricately carved and gilded frames, watercolours, pastels, charcoal sketches, prints and engravings. The subjects are wide and varied: a beautiful oil landscape of a Scottish loch sits happily beside a glorious Renaissance sepia pencil sketch of an angel. A portrait of a melting-eyed spaniel is next to a dark engraving of a scene of Regency debauchery. Every now and then, something disappears and a new treasure takes its place, because Mark has found a home for it with one of his many clients. I’m beginning to learn how it all works. Only last week, I arranged for a tiny Impressionist oil sketch of a girl bathing to be packed up in Mark’s signature style: he has wooden frames to contain the works, protective sheets, specially designed boxing, pale green bubble wrap and acid free tissue paper, all stamped with his personal emblem, the letters MP in an oval frame. When the little picture was securely packed, I had it insured for a sum that made my mouth go dry when I read it, and then sent it to one of the most expensive addresses in the world.


All this is so far from the way I grew up, in a tiny Norfolk village, I can sometimes hardly believe that this is where I pass my days, and get paid for it too.


Mark is sitting behind his desk, as elegantly turned out as ever. He has thick dark hair sprouting from a low forehead, tiny but bright blue eyes, a long nose over a small mouth and a receding chin. He is not at all good-looking, and yet he carries himself with the air of someone who is distinguishedly handsome, and he is always so well dressed and perfectly presented that I can’t help believing somehow that he is.


‘Good morning, Mark,’ I say in response to his greeting. ‘I’m fine, thank you. Can I get you anything?’


‘No, thank you. Gianna brought me some coffee earlier.’ Mark smiles at me. ‘Now. To business.’


I sit down, as usual, in the leather bucket chair opposite his desk and take out my  turquoise ostrich-skin notebook – a present from James, my old boss, given to me when I started this job – to take down details of whatever Mark wants me to do today. The work is always varied and always interesting – I never know whether we’ll be going off to Sotheby’s, Bonhams or Christie’s for an auction, or visiting a client in one of their extraordinary homes, whether we’ll be travelling across the country to an estate sale or called to evaluate a new find. Mark is a respected and successful private art dealer – successful enough to have a Belgravia house, and some extremely valuable art in his own private collection.


I make quick notes, scrawling rapidly over the fine light paper of my notebook, as Mark runs through a few things he wants me to do. I’ve only been working for him for a few weeks but already I feel an important part of his team. There is also Jane, his secretary, who deals with a lot of the boring admin, which is lucky for me as Mark can barely type an email and prefers to write everything out longhand and have someone else transcribe it.  She comes in twice a day, in the morning to collect work in the dark green leather wallets embossed with gold MPs, and in the afternoon to deliver it back, as she works from her little Chelsea flat with her two King Charles spaniels for company.


‘So.’ Mark puts down his vintage Cartier fountain pen, and sits back in his chair. He fixes me with his bright blue beady look. ‘I’ve got something to ask you. Your passport. Is it up to date?’


I visualise my passport sitting in my knicker drawer where I keep it. The burgundy cover is pristine, it’s so unused, but it’s certainly valid. ‘Yes.’


‘Good. How would you like to go on a little trip with me? Nowhere too exotic, I’m afraid. Just the South of France.’


I gape at him. 


He looks back at me, obviously interpreting my silence as reluctance. ‘I quite understand if you’d rather not, and I’m sure I can manage perfectly well on my own—’


‘No, no,’ I say hastily. ‘I’d love to. Really. I’ve been to France, of course, but only family holidays to Normandy and a school trip to Paris. I’d love to visit the south.’


‘It is very beautiful there.’ Mark smiles. ‘But I don’t know how much sightseeing I can promise. We will be working and so we’ll probably spend most of our time at the villa, but I’ll see what I can do about arranging a chance to slip away.’


‘The villa?’


‘Yes. We’re going to see perhaps my most prestigious client. Certainly the richest, if that’s how one measures these things. Andrei Dubrovski is an extremely successful oligarch – have you heard of him?’


The name almost winds me as I hear it drop from Mark’s mouth. Dubrovski. It’s the name I’ve been muttering in my mind while aiming strong kicks at Sid’s pads. Take that, Dubrovski! And that! It’s been a part of my life from when Dominic first mentioned him: Andrei Dubrovski. My boss. Since then, the mysterious Russian tycoon has been a shadowy yet important part of my life. It was his mission that sent Dominic to Russia just when our relationship hit its crisis.


It seems so long ago now, that warm summer’s night at a restaurant on the bank of the Thames, where the breeze blew fresh and briny across our faces. That was when Dominic and I agreed that he would initiate me into a world of excitement, pleasure and pain that I had only previously imagined. I was high with anticipation and giddy with a sense that he and I were taking this journey together. I was utterly bewitched by him. And for a while, the adventure was a beautiful one, taking me to places of extreme physical pleasure I hadn’t known existed. The joy lasted until the night in The Asylum, when he went too far and caused me real and desperate pain, both in my body and my heart. I forgave him, but he was devastated by what he’d done. He needed to sort himself out, he said. That was when Dubrovski summoned him to Russia on some project or other, and Dominic took the chance to put some space between us while he cleared his head. ‘Wait for me,’ he’d said. And I had.


For all the good it’s done me.


I’ve always known that Mark and Dominic worked for the same man, and I knew one day Mark would have dealings with Dubrovski. If I’m honest, it’s part of the reason I took the job as Mark’s assistant. Now it’s happened, and he wants to take me right to Dubrovski. I’ll finally get a look at this mysterious person who’s had such an influence on my life. Perhaps I’ll even get to understand a little more about Dominic himself.


‘Beth? Are you all right?’ Mark is leaning forward, concerned. ‘You look a little pale.’


‘I... I’m fine,’ I say, taking a deep breath. I’m feeling that odd mixture of pleasure and pain I’ve become so accustomed to since I first met Dominic. Just thinking of him gives me that delicious ripple of desire and excitement, but always accompanied by a bitter stab of unhappiness. God, I miss you. Then, sure as night follows day, I feel the bubbling anger. How dare you leave me like this, after everything we went through together? ‘Yes, of course I’ve heard of Andrei Dubrovski. Who hasn’t?’


‘Then if you’re sure you’d like to come...’


‘Yes, I am.’ I sound like myself again, I’m sure of that. And I’m also sure that I want to go to the South of France with Mark. For one thing, it’s a connection with Dominic, and I can’t resist that.


‘Good.’ Mark looks satisfied that I’m on side. ‘When men like Dubrovski summon us, we go as quickly as possible. He keeps our bread well buttered after all. So we’ll be leaving tomorrow, and we’ll be gone a couple of days at least. Will that be all right?’


I nod. ‘Fine. You know me. My schedule is very flexible.’


‘Excellent. Don’t forget that passport. Now, shall we think about heading over to Bond Street? Oliver tells me that a real treasure has just come in that I really ought to see.’


‘Of course,’ I say, getting up. ‘I’ll just get my things.’ 










Chapter Two


 


I don’t have time to think about my forthcoming trip to France during the morning, and it’s only when Mark and his colleague Oliver decide to have a quick lunch together at Mark’s club that I have some time to myself. I head for the café in Sotheby’s, a place I’ve become quite familiar with in the weeks that I’ve been working for Mark. While I’m standing at the entrance, looking for a likely table, I hear a familiar voice.


‘Beth, over here!’


Looking across the crowded room, I see James sitting at one of the tables, a newspaper on the table in front of him. I feel a rush of affection for him; he took a chance on me and gave me my first job in the art world. When he heard that Mark, an old business associate of his, was looking for an assistant, he recommended me for the position and Mark took me on just when I needed a job. I owe him a lot. He waves, a big smile on his face, beckoning me over. ‘What brings you here, darling?’ he asks, putting big kisses on my cheeks as I bend down to greet him.


‘Mark came to see Oliver. Do you know him? He’s head of nineteenth-century art here.’ I sit down in the empty seat on the other side of the table. ‘Now they’ve gone off for lunch. What about you?’


‘I came in to inspect some bits and pieces that are coming up for sale soon.’ James folds up his newspaper and looks at me over the top of his gold-rimmed spectacles in that certain way he has, as though he wants to examine me properly and understand what I’m really thinking. ‘How is life?’


‘Fine, fine...’


‘Come on, Beth. You look nervous. What’s up?’ His expression softens. ‘Any news from Dominic?’


James is one of the few people who know almost the whole story of what happened between Dominic and me. There is no one else I can imagine telling – not Laura, not my mother, not Celia, my wise old friend and my father’s godmother. It’s strange that the only person I can confide in about my relationship is my gay, gallery-owning ex-boss whom I’ve known for less than a year, but that’s how it is. He’s kind, broad-minded and not inexperienced in the sort of world I found myself in over the summer. And he cares about me in a platonic way that makes me feel safe and looked after. 


‘No, no news.’


‘How long has it been now?’


I stare down at the tabletop. James’s teacup sits there, half full of cooling tan-coloured liquid and I examine the reflections in its surface. ‘I’ve heard nothing since the day he left me. He sent me a text that night but since then, zilch.’


‘And have you contacted him?’


I shake my head slowly. ‘He knows where I am. He said he’d be in touch.’


James sighs, as if he’s saddened by my stubbornness and by Dominic’s vanishing act. Then he frowns. ‘But there’s something else?’


I laugh despite myself. ‘James, how do you know me so well?’


He smiles back, his thin face unexpectedly cheery-looking. ‘Darling, you’re an open book to me. You’ll never be a woman of mystery as far as I’m concerned, no matter how veiled and impenetrable you are to everyone else. I can read it all over you – and you’re practically trembling like a little aspen leaf. What’s happened?’


I lean forward, my eyes sparkling. ‘I’m going to the South of France with Mark,’ I say excitedly, and tell him about the planned trip. Even as I speak, I can hardly believe it’s actually going to happen. Tomorrow. Oh my God.


James doesn’t seem particularly enthused. I’d assumed he’d clap his hands, and congratulate himself at getting me this job with Mark, the kind of job that means I can travel and see the world, and not exactly budget-style either. But he’s looking more concerned than anything else.


‘Aren’t you pleased for me?’ I ask.


He pauses before answering and then says slowly, ‘I’ve heard a lot about this Dubrovski character and from what I can make out, he’s not a particularly pleasant man. Now I don’t suppose that anyone rises from the slums of Moscow to unimaginable wealth as a commodities trader without having a bit of an edge to him. But nonetheless, he’s not someone I would want to come into close contact with. I don’t like the idea of you near him.’


I smile at James’s protectiveness. ‘I’m not going to have anything to do with him. He’s Mark’s client. I’ll just be there to help Mark.’


James narrows his eyes. ‘Then why are you in such a state?’


‘You could have a very successful second career as a criminal psychologist,’ I say, trying to sound jokey, ‘with your ability to read minds.’


In that instant, he understands. Realisation fills his eyes and he looks at me with an expression of sympathy. ‘Oh, honey. You think he might give you some clue to where Dominic is.’


My cheeks flush. It sounds ridiculous spoken aloud like that. ‘Well...’


James evidently doesn’t know what to say. He doesn’t want to rain on my parade and destroy my dream, but I can tell he also doesn’t want to get my hopes up in case of the all-too-likely disappointment. ‘It might happen, I suppose. After all, he does work for Dubrovski – at least, as far as we know he still does. But don’t pin too much on it, that’s all I’m saying.’


‘I won’t,’ I promise. ‘I know it’s not very likely. I’m not really thinking about it, to be honest.’ But I know the truth is that ever since Mark broke the news about the trip this morning, the hope has been growing inside me that somehow I’ll find out something about Dominic in France. Even Dubrovski just mentioning his name would make me feel closer to him. It’s the first ray of sunshine I’ve had in weeks. Even if it proves a false dawn, at least I can enjoy this hopeful moment while it lasts.


‘Let’s order you some food. You must be starving.’ James looks away to summon a passing waiter and I close my eyes for a moment to offer up a silent prayer that I might somehow make a connection with Dominic in France. I hardly dare admit to myself that in my very secret heart, I’m hoping that Dominic will actually be at the villa, even though I know it’s just a ridiculous fantasy.


I’ll be happy just to hear his name, I tell myself firmly. That will be enough for me.


 


‘It sounds lovely, dear. I’m very envious. Fancy that, a villa! Your life has got very glamorous lately. But have you got everything you’ll need for a trip to France? Will it be warm? What sort of state is your bathing suit in?’


That’s my mother all over. Two seconds and she’s worrying that I won’t be properly kitted out. Laura screamed when she found out, and bounced around the room chanting, ‘You lucky thing, you lucky thing, you lucky, lucky, lucky thing!’ My mother is anxious I might embarrass myself in a holey swimsuit.


‘I don’t think I’m going to have much time for swimming, Mum.’ While we’re talking, I’m taking clothes from my drawers and wardrobe and putting them on the bed, wondering what exactly I’ll need for a villa in the South of France. ‘It isn’t a holiday. I’m working.’


‘Wear your warmest things on the plane, just in case it’s cold,’ advises my mother, not hearing me. ‘That way you won’t need to pack them. It’s always tricky when you’ve only got a cabin bag. Put on two jumpers if you can. It is October, after all.’


I laugh again, as I imagine myself turning up dressed in half my wardrobe, a puffy Michelin man made up of sweaters, trousers and skirts. Just the thing to impress Mark, show him what a woman of the world I am. I don’t have the heart to tell my mother that I won’t be flying on a budget airline to Nice, but rather on a small private plane from a London airport. If I want to take a case full of jumpers, I probably can.


‘How long will you be gone for?’ my mother asks, trying to sound pleased for me rather than worried, which I’m sure she is. She was so relieved when I decided not to go backpacking with Laura; she wouldn’t have slept the entire time I was away if I had.


‘Just a few days,’ I say comfortingly. ‘And I’ll be in touch – I’ll let you know where I am.’


‘That’s good. You must remember to enjoy yourself. Don’t work too hard.’ My mother only has a vague idea of what I do, even though I’ve explained it several times. I’m not sure she really thinks of it as work at all. ‘Now, would you like to speak to your father?’


While I’m chatting to my dad, I pull an old red bikini out of my drawer and, on impulse, add it to the pile on the bed. There’s bound to be a pool, after all. I might get the chance to use it, who knows? I’ve just said goodbye and rung off when I see a flash of colour where the bikini used to be and look down into the drawer. I gaze down for a moment, then take out the smooth blue silicone column with a little outcrop at the base. It is one of the few things that I brought from the boudoir, although I haven’t touched it since the night that Dominic used it with great effect. I remember how he ordered me to prepare it, oiling it gently until it shone slick and promising, and then, much later, how he let it come to life inside me, sending me into an orbit of starry pleasure as it drove me to an extraordinary climax. The memory makes me gasp involuntarily and feel a twitch of excitement. For the first time since that night, I wonder what it would be like to let that harmless-looking thing do the job it was designed for.


I try to damp down the tiny rush of bubbles that erupt inside me at the thought. I need to focus on getting ready, not being distracted by various erotic memories of Dominic. I’ve tried to close off that part of myself while I wait for him to return.


If he ever does, I think grimly.


I frown at myself. I can’t lose faith. He will come back and if he doesn’t, I’ll just go and find him and damn well make him explain why.


And that’s why this trip is giving me butterflies. Because there’s a little voice in my head that whispers: you might find out more. You might find out where he is.










Chapter Three


 


This is like no plane journey I’ve ever been on. 


It’s usually a long drawn-out process: travelling to the airport, checking in, getting through security, waiting for long hours in the giant duty-free shopping mall, then heading with the rest of the crowd to the gate for another wait, and then the scrum of boarding. That’s all before we’ve actually gone anywhere.


This time a sleek dark car collects Mark and me from his Belgravia house, our luggage loaded into the back by the shaven-headed sunglasses-wearing driver, and then we fly through the London traffic as though we’ve got some kind of special dispensation to ignore the speed limit, the red lights and the bus lanes. It seems as though we’re at the airport in only minutes. Mark takes my passport and at some point it’s handed over to someone else through the car window, and then we are driving again. When we get out of the car, we are, to my astonishment, next to the actual plane. We’ve skipped the airport terminal altogether.


‘Come on, Beth,’ Mark says, smiling at my evident amazement, even though I’m trying to act smart, sophisticated and unflappable. ‘Let’s get on board.’


The plane’s interior is immaculate and luxurious: the lighting is soft and welcoming, a thick pale carpet covers the floor and large butter-yellow leather seats face each other across walnut-inlaid tables. An elegant stewardess is waiting for us just inside the door and smilingly shows us to our seats. I’m loving every minute so far. I could definitely get used to this. 


‘We’ll be taking off as soon as you’re settled,’ says the stewardess. ‘I’ll be back when we’re airborne to check on you. Happy take-off.’ Then she heads off to a door towards the rear.


The seat is incredibly soft, and I’m almost absorbed into the buttery leather seats. I relax into it and snap my seat belt shut.


Mark leans over to me, fiddling with his rose-gold cufflinks as he often does. He’s smiling, his eyes twinkling with amusement. ‘You can’t say I don’t show you some of the high life, eh, Beth? Literally, today.’


‘You’ve done nothing but!’ I reply, laughing. It’s true. Ever since I started working for Mark, I’ve been allowed glimpses into a world I always vaguely knew was there, but not accessible to anyone from my way of life. Now, here I am, on a private plane. I shake my head. ‘It’s crazy.’


‘Enjoy it.’ Mark leans back in his seat, fastening his seat belt across his lap. ‘The rich at play can be an excellent spectator sport. As long as you don’t get tempted to join in.’


A few minutes later, the little plane taxis along to its runway, jolting slightly over the uneven ground. Outside the October day is overcast and I can already sense the evening approaching even though it’s only lunchtime. The plane pivots into position and, after a humming pause, it begins its take-off, the engine revving furiously as we gather speed. The nose tilts, we begin to lift and then we’re airborne, powering upwards into the sky as the land retreats below us. A minute ago, I was safely on the ground. Now I’m so high in the sky that if anything were to go wrong, it would mean death. So little between safety and peril. The thought sends a strange kind of excitement shimmering through me. We’re alive. We’re in the sky. Tremors ripple in my stomach with something like arousal. How odd – a plane taking off has never done that to me before. 


Perhaps it’s an added bonus of private plane travel – a bit of extra excitement thrown in. 


The beautiful stewardess appears, her make-up so perfect it looks as though it is part of her actual face and not painted on at all, and asks us in her soothing way what we would like to drink. Mark asks for champagne for both of us.


‘I want you to have the full experience,’ he says as the stewardess goes off to fetch it. ‘I wouldn’t usually advise drinking at work, but just this once...’


Before long, we have flutes of cold champagne, the bubbles popping quietly against the glass, and lunch is served: a delicious light autumnal meal of cold roast pheasant with a salad of chicory, squash and pear, and cubes of thyme-scented sautéed celeriac. A tiny apple charlotte with Sauterne custard follows, and then a plate of creamy ripe cheeses with fresh-baked oatcakes. Mark and I chat as we eat, and I could almost believe we were in a luxurious restaurant rather than flying at 35,000 feet over the Channel and across France.


As we approach Nice airport, I remember James’s warning words about going into Dubrovski’s orbit and wonder what exactly I’ve let myself in for. Am I going to be sitting down to dinner with the Russian mafia tonight? I imagine Dubrovski like a Russian Al Capone, big stomach straining behind a waistcoat, and a dinner table lined with men in dark suits, pistol handles bulging at their armpits, chewing gum and staring implacably from behind sunglasses, all on a hair trigger, ready to start a firestorm if someone coughs out of turn. Maybe I’d better practise a few of my kick-boxing moves when we land, just in case. I smile to myself. I already appear to think I’m in some kind of Bond movie... I’d better rein in my vivid imagination or I’ll give myself nightmares.


And my mafia scenario is not the only thing I’m imagining. As we begin our descent, I tell myself sternly to get a grip. All secret inner fantasies banned! Dominic won’t be there and I probably won’t even hear his name. In fact, it’s bound to be tedious and I’ll long to be home again. I’ve probably had the best bit with this flight.


I yawn, just to show myself how very grounded and realistic I am. 


 


Evidently, for Mark, all this is familiar. When we’ve landed and the pilot has brought us to a halt by the terminal, he calmly unbuckles his seat belt and tells me that our car will be waiting for us. 


I don’t know how the usual customs, security and passport control is bypassed so easily but once again, a black car with shaded windows is waiting for us on the tarmac, and within minutes we are gliding on to the French roads and away. Mark hands me back my passport. I never even saw it being returned to him.


‘That’s the way it works when money is involved,’ he says, seeing my expression. I can’t help thinking that it makes a bit of a mockery of the laws the rest of us have to abide by. I could have just smuggled anything I liked into the country, but I keep quiet. That’s going to be my modus operandi on this trip. 


The weather is hotter and brighter than it was in London. The October day here is a bright shining blue, the sun low and dazzling in the sky. The cashmere sweaters that I brought already seem redundant and my red bikini more enticing. 


‘How far away is the house?’ I ask Mark.


‘About an hour or so,’ he says. ‘It’s in a very beautiful place. You’ll love it.’


‘How long have you worked for Dubrovski?’ I ask, curious.


‘About five years now. Ever since he began to make really serious money. It’s impossible to have the kind of art habit that he has without it. He wants old masters and famous names. He wants to be like Francis I – with the Mona Lisa hanging in his bathroom. A Rembrandt in the hall; a Titian in the boot room. For him, it’s the ultimate way of expressing his success. And that is where I help him: I’m always on the lookout for the kind of work he’ll appreciate, and he calls on me for my expert opinion when he finds something he likes. It’s a good arrangement, as I understand his taste and he trusts me completely. He pays me a handsome retainer so that I can be at his beck and call, and of course a healthy commission too, on everything I purchase for him.’ Mark smiles happily. ‘Like I say, a good arrangement.’


It sounds it. Is that something else about the world of the rich? I wonder. Vast sums of money changing hands for what seems like not much effort? Perhaps when you’ve got lots of it, money changes its character and value, and you start thinking that huge sums are really not much at all. That’s why wealthy people start tipping waitresses in the hundreds, and paying for meals in the thousands.


‘Do you like him?’ I ask boldly.


‘Of course,’ Mark returns. ‘Why wouldn’t I?’


‘I read somewhere that he’s got a shady past.’ That’s what James hinted at least.


‘I don’t concern myself with that, and nor should you,’ Mark says a little strictly. ‘Our clients are accepted for themselves, and for their dealings with us. He’s always been very fair to me.’


And to Dominic? I can’t help asking silently. What kind of a boss is he to him? I never knew much, just that Dominic’s employer is a very rich and powerful man. Mark isn’t aware of my connection to Dominic, although he knows Dominic himself. James went to visit Mark on business the day that he saw Dominic in Mark’s house. No doubt Dominic was sorting out something to do with Dubrovski’s affairs with Mark, and James overheard him telling Mark he was leaving for Russia that evening. When James passed this information on to me, I knew I had little time to see Dominic again, and I summoned him to the boudoir that afternoon – it was the last time we saw one another.


For a moment, I’m back there. We are making love as tenderly and passionately as any couple could: the pain and misunderstandings are forgotten in the joy of his skin against mine, his body moving in me, our kisses and panting breaths and the climax of pleasure that engulfs us both. Then he’s explaining why he has to leave.


But I’ve never really understood. I know he was appalled by his mistake, the night he really hurt me. But it was forgiven, and he’d changed. So why did he have to go?


It wasn’t just because he needed some space. It was also because of this man. Dubrovski. He summoned Dominic away. And since then, I’ve heard nothing. 


The car draws to a halt before a pair of large iron gates. A guard emerges from a hut behind the gates and comes out to speak to the driver, inspect us through the window and then let us in. So we’re here, I think. And just for a second I get a marvellous rush of adrenalin at the thought that perhaps Dominic is waiting for me at the end of the driveway that curves away in front of us.


The drive takes us between elegantly manicured bushes and perfectly arranged flower beds, and then the house appears: a vast, white villa, with that particular French nineteenth-century squarish grey roof edged in curling wrought iron. It’s beautiful but, somehow, unremarkable except for the fact it’s so big. Late flowering roses climb up white trellising as if arranged by an artist, lavender bushes sit in perfect rows: it’s all very pretty and perfect.


 A butler comes out to open the car door and we emerge on to the gravelled driveway. I stay behind Mark as he converses with the butler in fluent French. From what I recall from school French lessons, he’s asking if he is going to see Monsieur Dubrovski at once.


‘Oui,’ replies the butler. ‘Immediatement. Suivez-moi, s’il vous plaît.’


My stomach plummets and I realise that I’m nervous about meeting Dubrovski. It’s all very well bravely kicking at Sid’s training pad, but now the real thing is so close, some of my bravado is melting away. What will he look like? A squat, mean-faced gangster? Spoiled, selfish and haughty? He comes from a world I can hardly imagine, and I remember James’s warning, that no one gets to where he is without being tough. 


I follow Mark, who seems completely at ease, as we are led through the large hallway and along a corridor. It’s decorated in unobtrusive hues of peach and apricot, the furniture modern and comfortable. It’s all done in very good taste, but there’s nothing unusual about it. I suppose I’ve been a bit spoiled by being around Mark: everything he owns expresses character and charm, wit and intelligence. But now I see it’s perfectly possible to have lots of money and like everything to be as bland as can be.


We have stopped in front of a pair of large white doors inlaid with gilt. The butler is knocking discreetly, then pressing down the golden handle and the door is opening. He is stepping inside, murmuring, ‘Monsieur Palliser est arrivé, monsieur.’


Then we are entering the room beyond. The first impression is of light. There are tall windows overlooking the garden through which the liquid sunshine spills in. I’m not accustomed to the brightness after the shady hall, and I blink. On the walls are blobs of colour, begging for attention. As my vision clears, I realise there are wonderful works of art on every wall, famous ones or else created by unmistakeable hands.


Isn’t that a Renoir? And a Seurat? Oh my God... 


I resist the impulse to go over to them, and the next moment my attention is drawn to the heart of the room where there is a core of energy that cannot be ignored. A man is standing there, one hand pressing a mobile phone to his ear, the other in the pocket of his loose linen trousers. 


So that’s him. Dominic’s boss. Maybe that’s Dominic on the other end of the line... The possibility makes me feel trembly and loose-limbed. But he’s speaking Russian. I’m sure he’d talk to Dominic in English.


Dubrovski waves at Mark and points towards the armchairs scattered around the room. He hasn’t noticed me at all, it seems, so I’m able to take in what he looks like. He’s taller than I imagined, not at all the short, stocky-looking mafia boss I’d painted in my imagination. Instead of a black suit and sunglasses, he’s wearing a summery white linen shirt over the baggy trousers and a pair of shabby deck shoes. He’s not dark but fair: hair once blond that’s darkened to gold-specked brown, with shards of grey at the temples. Mark leads the way and sits down, and I take the chair next to him. Dubrovski is talking away in Russian, his voice absolutely compelling despite the fact I cannot understand a word. It’s rough with a gravelly undertone, as though he’s smoked a million cigarettes, or sung so loudly and often that he’s cracked his voice into a permanent hoarseness. And it’s loud and commanding, the kind of voice that’s accustomed to being obeyed. He speaks, and people snap to it. No wonder he’s made such a fortune.


His conversation comes to an end and he turns to face us full on for the first time. He has the most intense blue eyes I’ve ever seen: pale but fierce. I hardly notice the prominent nose, the broad expressive mouth and the jutting chin, I can’t take my eyes off that powerful gaze. But it’s so cold. There’s nothing tender or even smiling in it.


‘Mark!’ He walks towards us, his hand outstretched, still unsmiling. Mark leaps up and takes it, and they shake hands vigorously. His English is only faintly accented and sounds more American than Russian. I’d been expecting the full Bond villain voice, and he sounds more like the hero. ‘Great to see you. How are you?’


‘Wonderful, Andrei, and delighted to be here.’


I’ve stood up too, mesmerised by the incredible energy that emanates from the man when he stands up close. He turns that brilliant blue gaze on me and I feel incredibly small and unimportant. A chill goes through me as I register how icy it is.


Doesn’t he ever smile?


‘My new assistant, Beth Villiers,’ Mark says smoothly. ‘She’s my right-hand woman.’


He grunts but doesn’t bother saying anything to me. He turns his attention immediately back to Mark and I’m relieved he’s taken that intense stare off me. 


‘I’m glad you could come, Mark,’ he says. He seems agitated. Perhaps that’s normal for him. ‘I’ve got some interesting news, very, very interesting, and I need your help on it. Immediately.’


‘Yes?’ Mark says, smooth as ever, his eyebrows raised. I get the feeling he knows exactly how to handle Dubrovski, and how to play his role of courtier in the presence of the all-powerful king.


Dubrovski sits down in one of the pale armchairs and immediately we sink back into our own. It really is like being in the presence of royalty. Stand when they do, sit when they do, wait to be spoken to. I’m not sure I’m comfortable with all this subservience. What, apart from money, gives him the right, after all?


He says in that gravelly tone, ‘I’ve heard of a very exciting find. My people were approached by a representative of a monastery in Croatia. They claim to have discovered a completely unknown Fra Angelico in their possession. It’s unbelievable, of course, and yet they insist that it is completely genuine. They’re prepared to sell it me without taking it to the open market.’


Mark puts his head on one side as if considering and says gravely, ‘That is a little suspicious, if you don’t mind my saying. And a previously unknown Fra Angelico is practically impossible. Since the missing panels of the San Marco chancel piece were located a few years ago, I believe everything is accounted for. What is it they claim to have?’


‘It’s the central panel of an altarpiece,’ Dubrovski says impatiently. He’s leaning forward, his elbows on his knees, staring intently at Mark. ‘And let’s say it is what they claim – it’s an amazing opportunity. They want a fortune for it, of course, but only what I imagine they could hope to get on the world market.’


A look of uncertainty flits over Mark’s face, but only for a second. I don’t think Dubrovski has even noticed it. The Russian goes on without pausing.


‘So we will go together and assess this painting, okay? I want you to see it right away.’


Mark is immediately the consummate art expert. ‘Of course, Andrei. When shall we leave?’


‘We’ll go tomorrow first thing, stay overnight at the monastery, then return.’ His gaze slides to me for a second. ‘You come too.’ Then he’s focused on Mark again. ‘That’s my plan.’


‘Excellent,’ Mark replies. ‘I’m looking forward to it immensely. If what they claim is true, it’s extremely exciting.’


I stare at him. A trip to Croatia? This is a surprise, to put it mildly. Mark avoids my gaze for the moment.


Dubrovski’s mobile phone rings again. He picks it up, looks at it and immediately rises to his feet, snapping something in Russian. He waves his hand at us and we’re dismissed.


I follow Mark as he stands up and walks quietly out of the room, leaving Dubrovski to his telephone call. The butler is waiting for us in the hall and immediately steps forward, speaking English this time. 


‘Follow me, I will show you to your rooms.’


‘How was that? What you expected?’ Mark says under his breath as we’re led back to the hall and up the curving staircase to the first floor.


‘I don’t know. Sort of.’ I can’t really explain how pale and unformed my imagined Dubrovski is next to the pulsating strength of the reality. But all that rippling power, that extraordinary focus, is compelling but not endearing. ‘I certainly wasn’t expecting an unscheduled trip to Croatia!’


Mark smiles. ‘That’s what it’s like around Andrei; you never know what’s going to happen. Once we’re settled in our rooms, I want you to fire up your laptop and prepare me a full report on Fra Angelico – I’ll need my memory refreshing before tomorrow. Goodness knows what we’re going to find when we get there. He badly wants it to be genuine but it will be my neck if he buys it and then it’s revealed to be a fake.’


I can’t believe that no sooner have we got here, than we’re leaving again. Croatia? It doesn’t sound quite as glamorous as the South of France. And yet... my imagination is tickled by the idea of a monastery and a lost masterpiece. How incredible if I was among the first people to see this painting since its discovery – assuming it’s the real deal, of course. I’m sure Mark will have the expertise to know. 


The butler is opening a door, indicating that this is my room, and I step inside. It’s like a plush, luxurious hotel room, everything perfectly nice but without character. My case is already in there; in fact, it’s been unpacked and everything tidied away. I wonder if the kind soul who unpacked it will mind redoing it for me in the morning, seeing as we’re off again first thing. A wash of relief passes over me when I think that I almost brought my vibrator with me in case the glamour of my surroundings awakened that kind of a mood.


Thank goodness I didn’t! Imagine the embarrassment... I shudder inwardly. I don’t have the insouciance to carry off that sort of thing very well.


‘Why don’t you stay here and have your supper in your room?’ Mark suggests. ‘I’ll take on Dubrovski on my own over dinner. I think it would be tiring for you.’


‘Good idea,’ I say, gratefully. I’ve had enough excitement for one day. I don’t know if I can take Dubrovski’s fierce energy for a couple more hours, especially as we’re heading off for more adventures tomorrow. Now that I’m here, my silly fantasy that Dominic might be waiting for me with open arms is revealed for what it is. I need to get on with reality. ‘I’ll start on that research for you and find out all I can about any lost Fra Anglicos.’


‘Excellent. I’ll see you in the morning. Set your alarm good and early. Dubrovski barely sleeps. He’ll want to be on the road sharpish.’ Mark smiles. ‘Sleep well.’


‘You too.’ I close the door behind him. The butler is taking him to his suite nearby. I lean against the door and sigh. Then I say out loud, ‘Dominic, I’m running out of patience. You’d better keep your promise soon, or I’m going to consider us over.’ It sounds strange spoken out loud but the minute I do, I feel happier. It’s the waiting that’s been killing me. Well, how about if I just stop waiting?


Seems like a good idea to me. And I’ve got plenty of other things to be getting on with.


I unpack my laptop so I can get started.










Chapter Four


 


If I thought yesterday marked a high point in my life experiences, I’ll have to rethink.


Oh my goodness. This is incredible.


We’re in a helicopter, soaring out over Italy and onwards to Croatia. It’s a beautiful craft, cherry red and as sweet and round as a bell pepper. I’m in the back, next to Mark, buckled firmly into my seat by an X-shaped belt and with a pair of headphones that block out some of the engine’s roar yet still transmit the conversation between Dubrovski, Mark and, occasionally, the pilot. I have a mic attached to my headphones, but I don’t expect to be using it. I’m too busy drinking in all the impressions I’m getting. This is my first helicopter ride, and it’s amazing. It’s not like being in a plane, where you look out on the outside world through those little oval windows, well insulated from the outside by the dense fuselage. I think this might be as close as it’s possible to get to feeling as though I’m actually flying. The view curves from above our heads to below our feet and the world seems astoundingly close. The craft is so nimble and responsive as it dips and turns and noses up and down that it’s almost as though we’ve been sprinkled with fairy dust so that we can fly like Peter Pan himself.


Mark, next to me, seems calm as usual. All this must be old hat to him. He’s read the report I emailed him late last night, the one that said that actually there is a likelihood of unknown Fra Angelicos being discovered. Mark already knows that only a few years ago, a pair of lost panels was found; they’d been hanging on the wall of a modest Oxford house since the sixties, when medieval art, even Florentine Renaissance masterpieces, was deeply out of fashion. It’s possible that there are other panels or copies of altarpieces in existence. And with Croatia so near to Italy, its trading and religious links entwined over the centuries, it’s not at all unlikely that something could turn up there. After all, it was ruled by the Venetian Republic for three hundred years.


I spent a few happy hours last night roaming through the catalogues of art collections around the world, getting my eye accustomed to the religious art of the fifteenth century, with one foot in the Gothic era, flat and gilt, and one in the early Renaissance, when perspective and naturalism began to appear. I soaked in the azure blues, vermilions, arsenic greens, carnation pinks and glittering golds of Fra Angelico’s glorious creations. With that God-given talent to create such beautiful art no wonder he became known as the Angelic Brother. I’m looking forward to seeing whatever these monks have uncovered.


We’re flying over blue crystal waters over the narrow channel of the Adriatic Sea. Islands sit green and grey in the bright water, and land stretches out before us, where Eastern Europe begins: Croatia before us, Serbia, Bosnia, Romania and Bulgaria beyond. Just names to me before but now approaching in massy reality – cities, hills, forests, mountains and roads.
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Surrender yourself to desire...

SADIE MATTHEWS






