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Prologue


A delicious ripple of harp music floats through the air, and a pair of white doors opens wide to reveal the bride. She stands there quite alone for a moment, an enchanting figure in a beautiful gown of silk and lace, her hair glittering with tiny crystals, then her father steps forward and offers her his arm, so that they can advance into the room together.


I both love and hate weddings: it’s impossible not to respond to the sense of romance and hope, and the way that the happy couple are sprinkled with glamorous bridal dust. I adore the almost palpable love and encouragement in the air, like a warm feathery duvet of affection nestling around the bride and groom.


But I hate weddings because I know I won’t have one myself. How can I, when the man I love will never, ever love me back?


I’m standing in the third row of little gilt chairs in the elegantly austere town hall of the Marais district in Paris. The harpist conjures liquid notes of angelic music as we all turn to watch the bride come in. She is so beautiful, in a dress of palest grey silk, a long slender sheath enveloped in lace, her bare shoulders rising from the scalloped edging. She’s carrying grey roses too, with the faintest hint of lavender in their delicate petals. Her fair hair is styled into a chignon and she’s not wearing a veil, just fragile crystal-­encrusted stems that shimmer and flash in her hair, although I almost wish she were: her face is so aglow with love and happiness that she’s nearly too much to look at as she walks towards her fiancé. He gazes back at her, an expression of intensity on his face, as though all the meaning in his life is bound up in the girl coming slowly towards him. I feel almost dizzy from the sight of such emotion, and I reach out and clutch the chair in front of me as she passes.


The bride reaches her groom and they look into one another’s eyes and smile with such absolute trust and in­­timacy that it reveals everything about the love they share, the kind of love I yearn for but know I will never have. The ceremony begins.


The strange thing is that I have absolutely no idea what I’m doing here.










Chapter One


The invitation arrived out of the blue only a few days before the wedding itself: a pretty pale blue card engraved in dark blue flowing type, inviting me to the wedding of Beth Villiers and Dominic Stone. I would have assumed it was sent by accident if it weren’t for the fact that the name Beth Villiers rang a very faint bell. I just couldn’t quite place it.


‘Beth . . .’ I muttered to myself. ‘Do I know a Beth?’ I scrunched up my nose trying to remember and quickly unscrunched when I realised what I was doing. I’ve got to be careful about my face – it’s an actress’s tool, after all and I don’t want to get wrinkles before I’m due them. The problem is I can’t help showing everything I feel on my face. I try to keep my expression neutral when I’m not acting but I always forget within minutes, and go back to frowning, widening my eyes, pursing my lips or smiling broadly, and generally being expressive. And even when I think I’m being poker-faced, everyone knows exactly what I’m thinking. They call it wearing my heart on my sleeve, but it’s really about showing every emotion in my eyes and mouth. It makes me very bad at lying. My twin sister Summer is much better at keeping things under wraps; besides, with her big blue eyes and fair hair, she’s always the picture of innocence anyway. That’s why my dad always turned to me when he wanted to know anything and why, much to Summer’s annoyance, he always guessed when we’d been up to no good.


‘Flora,’ she’d say crossly, ‘you’ve got to learn to look as though you’re not guilty!’


‘I do try,’ I’d reply mournfully. ‘I can’t help it.’


‘Some actress you’re going to be,’ she retorted. ‘Why on earth can’t you act innocent?’


But it turns out that acting a character is not the same as being a good deceiver.


Now I stared at the invitation, racking my brains. ‘Beth . . .?’


I must know her. Why would someone I don’t know invite me to her wedding? How would she know my address to send the invitation? And with such short notice! It’s really weird.


I walked over to the desk and picked up my phone. In my contacts list I tapped in the name ‘Beth Villiers’ and there it was – a name and a number, no address. I stared at it, astonished.


So I do know her!


I turned over the invitation and noticed writing on the back. It read:


 


Dear Flora


I know time is short, but we’d be so happy if you could come. I think you’d meet some interesting people.


All the best


Beth


 


At that moment, as I read her name, the realisation flooded into my mind and I gasped. I know who she is!


Just a few weeks ago, my older sister Freya had got herself entangled in a very strange adventure. It started when her car flew off the icy road as she was being driven down the dangerous mountain road from our house in the Alps to the airport. Luckily, the bodyguard, Miles Murray, was ex-SAS and highly skilled in winter conditions. Thanks to his skill, they survived the crash and found a place to shelter until they could be rescued. I don’t know the full story of what happened in that tiny hut in the storm, but one thing is for sure: my sister and her bodyguard emerged a lot closer friends than when they went in. Naturally she hid her burgeoning relationship from our controlling father, particularly as he suspected that the bodyguard might have had some kind of hand in planning the accident in the first place. Crazy, but that’s my dad. It comes from being a very successful and wealthy businessman with three daughters who are tabloid bait, whether we like it or not: it creates a certain paranoia. When he found out about Freya and her blossoming relationship with Miles, there was hell to pay and then things took an even more bizarre turn. My sister simply disappeared. It was then that Beth contacted me, to reassure me that Freya was okay.


‘I’m a friend of your sister,’ she said in a soft English accent. ‘She wants me to let you know that she’s fine. She’ll be in touch as soon as she can.’


‘Thanks,’ I replied, a little puzzled because I had no idea that Freya was in any danger. As far as I was aware, she was at a hotel on the other side of Paris, enjoying herself. I had pictured her relaxing in the luxurious spa or dining in her suite after a long bath, a movie playing on the television. I was not expecting to see her until the next day.


Beth said, ‘You can call me any time if you’re worried. I’ll text you my details.’


‘Okay,’ I said, frowning, quickly clearing my brow when I realised I was doing it. I wasn’t sure why I would be worried, or how this girl could help me if I were, but it seemed rude to say anything else. Then a thought occurred to me and I said, ‘Will she still be coming here tomorrow? She’s supposed to be staying with me.’


The silence on the other end of the line made a quiver of anxiety ripple out over my skin. Then Beth spoke. ‘I don’t think so, Flora. Unless you hear otherwise, she’ll not be able to make it. I’m sorry I can’t say more, I really am.’


This sounded serious. I began to absorb what this Beth person was telling me, and my anxiety levels rose a little further. ‘Wait, it sounds like she’s in trouble – what about her bodyguard? She came to Paris with Thierry, didn’t she? Where is he?’


‘She’s not with Thierry. But she’s being well looked after, I promise, and she’s not in any danger. As I said, she’s perfectly safe now.’


‘Now?’ I say sharply. ‘What do you mean, now? What’s happened? Is it anything to do with Miles Murray?’


‘I really can’t say, I’m sorry. She’ll be in touch soon, I’m sure,’ Beth replied. ‘Goodbye, Flora. Don’t forget you can ring me if you want. I just wish I had more I could tell you.’


The next moment she was gone, and I was left pressing my disconnected phone to my ear, staring into space as thoughts whirled around my mind. My sister’s life had been so complicated lately and I’d been looking forward to sitting down with her and hearing all about it. Could I really believe that strange voice on the other end of the line, no matter how pleasant and trustworthy it sounded? I immediately tried Freya’s phone, but it went straight to her voicemail.


I left a message and waited. She didn’t call me back, and I had a drama class to go to, so I decided to hold off on doing anything more until afterwards. When I got out, tired from a gruelling session of physical work, there was a message on my own voicemail. Cursing that I’d managed to miss her, I listened to the recording.


‘Hi, darlin’.’ Freya sounded happier than I’d heard her for a long time. ‘Listen, everything’s okay but I’m going to ground for a bit. You know how crazy things have been for me and how much the press are on my tail. So I’m going to vanish. Don’t worry about me; I’m totally fine. I’ll explain to Dad, and I’ll be in touch when I can. Bye!’ Then she added, ‘Oh, I almost forgot. Listen, this is very important. Don’t tell Jane-Elizabeth anything you wouldn’t want Dad or Estella to know. Okay? I’ll explain why when I see you. But it’s vital you keep things to yourself if you want them to stay private. That includes emails. Lots of love. See you soon!’


That was the last I heard from her for a while. If she hadn’t sounded so ecstatically happy, I would have been very concerned, but the tone in her voice put my mind at rest. I had a feeling that she was with Miles, her bodyguard, and at once I felt happier. He’d already saved her life once. If anyone was going to look after Freya, it was Miles.


But her words about Jane-Elizabeth worried me. We all adored Jane-Elizabeth, my father’s longstanding and trusted personal assistant. She’d always balanced her loyalty to my father with her love for us girls, and her role as our surrogate mother. If there was anyone who could be considered utterly dependable, it was her. So why was Freya warning me to take care?


‘I got the same message,’ Summer said when I called her. She’d been staying in London and was about to head to Venice for a short break with some friends. Wherever we were, we always made sure to keep in touch every day. Now that I was settled in Paris during my term times, I was beginning to realise just how much we all flitted around the world.


‘Did you speak to her?’ I asked.


‘Just for a moment. She was on a plane and had to switch her phone off, she said. But she took special care to tell me not to say anything personal to Jane-Elizabeth.’


I frowned, twisting a lock of my long hair round a finger, a habit of mine when I’m thinking. ‘That’s so odd, isn’t it?’


‘Yes . . . but I’ve played it safe so far. I’m keeping back anything really personal until Freya can tell us exactly what she means.’


‘Me too.’ I paused, then asked, ‘How did she sound to you?’


‘In an extremely good mood.’ Summer laughed. ‘I had a feeling she was heading somewhere with someone rather special.’


‘You mean Miles Murray?’


‘Who else?’


I whistled lightly. ‘Dad will go mad. You know what he threatened her with if she saw him again.’


‘He’ll go completely crazy.’


We were both silent as we contemplated Freya’s act of reckless disobedience. It certainly took courage to go against our father: none of us had ever pushed him to his limits, but I had a feeling it would not be pretty.


‘We’ll be able to see for ourselves next week,’ Summer said. ‘Are you coming home for Christmas?’


‘Of course. I’m leaving at the end of the week. Do you think Freya will turn up?’


‘I’d lay good money that she won’t. And I think we both know how Dad will take it.’


 


We weren’t wrong. When I arrived back at the Alpine mountaintop house that we all called home, my father was in the most thunderous mood I’d ever seen. Everyone tiptoed around him, fearful of setting off the anger we could tell was simmering just below the surface and ready to boil over at the slightest provocation. I had the feeling that he didn’t know what to do with the emotion that Freya’s disobedience was stirring in him. My father didn’t become one of the most successful businessmen in the world without expecting people to do precisely as he wanted, and he’s always made a point of knowing exactly where his daughters are. Until now, he’s been confident that all he had to do was click his fingers and we’d come running. Now he had no idea where Freya was and it was driving him mad. He had threatened to cut her off if she saw Miles again, but she had audaciously cut him off, and chosen Miles instead. It wasn’t treatment my father was accustomed to, and I couldn’t help admiring my sister’s spirit: I’ve always been too in awe of my father to rebel against him. But now, none of us had a clue as to her whereabouts.


‘Girls, have you heard from Freya?’ Jane-Elizabeth said, coming in to the snug where Summer and I were watching television together. She looked just the same as always – the smooth, plump face that appeared far younger than her years, dark hair with its streak of grey at the front, a bright cashmere scarf over a black tunic top – and yet I wondered if she were now different: no longer the cosy maternal figure we all loved so much, but something a little more dangerous.


If only Freya had told me what she meant! I just can’t believe that Jane-Elizabeth has anything but our best interests at heart. And yet . . .


We both shook our heads. Summer looked innocently at Jane-Elizabeth, and I marvelled again at my twin’s ability to make those blue eyes of hers look as pure as an angel’s. I was afraid that Jane-Elizabeth would read my doubts in my face, and I avoided her gaze.


‘Flora?’ she said at once. ‘Do you know?’


‘No, of course not.’ I looked up at her worried expression. Her face was as familiar as my own. Our mother died when I was only ten and ever since then, Jane-Elizabeth had been part of our family. I couldn’t bear to think that she was somehow mixed up in the trouble going on between Freya and my father. But why on earth would Freya warn us off without good reason?


Jane-Elizabeth sat down on the sofa opposite the one where Summer and I were lounging together, frowning. ‘It’s all so dreadful. I’ve never known your father in such a frightful mood, or Freya to be so . . . impetuous. Running off with that man! What is she thinking?’ She eyed us carefully. ‘At least, that’s what I’m assuming. That’s she’s gone off with this Miles person.’ She sighed. ‘He seemed perfectly nice when he arrived here. If we’d only known what destruction he was going to cause . . .’


‘Well,’ I said at once, ‘Freya would be dead without him! He saved her life, we all know that.’


‘Yes, yes, I suppose so.’ Jane-Elizabeth sighed again. ‘And we’ll always be in his debt for that. But to take her away from us!’


‘She’s gone with him – and I’d be very surprised if she hadn’t made up her own mind in the matter,’ I replied a little tartly. An expression of hurt flickered in Jane-Elizabeth’s dark brown eyes. She wasn’t used to me talking to her in such a tone. The next moment she said:


‘So she has run off with him?’


‘I don’t know for sure.’ I shrugged. ‘But it’s the obvious conclusion, isn’t it? And if I were in her place, I’d do the same.’


I meant it, too. If I were lucky enough to experience what Freya has, I’d do anything to be with the man I loved. I suddenly saw my sister in a new, heroic light. She was rebelling against everything to follow her heart. I admired and envied her. I wanted to be in the same position, so that I could prove my complete devotion to someone the way she had.


But am I brave enough to challenge Dad, if he disapproved? I laughed inside. Like anyone is ever going to be good enough for his daughters! He’s always going to disapprove. And if he knew who I really love . . .


‘You’d do the same? Oh, Flora, don’t say that.’ Jane-Elizabeth looked really miserable now. ‘You girls shouldn’t have to see life as a choice between what you want and what your father wants. But what I can’t understand is why Freya hasn’t been in touch with me. I know she’s angry with her dad, but she’s never shut me out like this before. It’s awful. I really can’t bear it.’


‘Perhaps,’ Summer said in a deceptively casual tone, ‘she thinks your first loyalty is to Dad, and you’d have to tell him if she gave away anything about where she is. And about ten minutes after that, someone would be round to put pressure on her to come back.’


I gave my twin sister a quick glance. She was the picture of innocence as usual. It didn’t seem as if there was anything loaded in what she was saying. But here we were at the crux of the matter: was Jane-Elizabeth no more than a spy for my father?


‘Perhaps,’ Jane-Elizabeth conceded unhappily. ‘I’m in very difficult situation, but I hope Freya knows that if she needed me, I’d always protect her.’


Summer and I swapped looks. Once, we’d have thought the same. But what were we supposed to think now?


 


The house was decorated for Christmas. As usual, a professional decorator had been brought in and the place looked a little like a department store, no corner untouched by extremely tasteful seasonal arrangements. Here, huge glass bowls of giant gold baubles; there, swathes of expensive artificial holly twisted artfully around light fittings and banisters. Glowing stars hung daintily from the ceilings, and Christmas trees twinkled around every corner. Under the gigantic twelve-foot spruce jam-packed with lights and decorations, which stood by the great wall of glass overlooking the mountainside and could be seen from miles away, were piles of perfectly wrapped presents. A glossy magazine could easily have used our house for a shoot showing those manicured, tasteful Christmases, the kind where everything is beautifully arranged but there’s not a soul in sight.


I remembered the Christmases we used to have before my mother died; the memories were shadowy, but still there. Our old chalet was certainly large and luxurious but compared to this chilly mountain eyrie, it was cosy and comfortable. We did the decorating ourselves, cramming ornaments on the tree, stringing up paper chains we’d made around the kitchen table, and constructing an unsteady but cheerful gingerbread house. My mother was English, and we always celebrated Christmas the way she had. Once she was gone, we tried to carry on her traditions, but after we moved to my father’s grand project, this huge mountaintop house built of glass and steel, many were abandoned. It seemed easier to summon a team of decorators to adorn the house for us than to try to keep alive those old habits from a happier time. Christmas had never felt the same again.


Even so, it was strange to be celebrating the day without Freya. The three of us were used to being apart a lot of the time, but not to have our big sister there when we would usually all be together was horrible.


‘Are you finding this as grim as I am?’ murmured Summer, coming into the drawing room on Christmas morning where the presence of the enormous, sparkling tree and the mountain of gifts seemed to make the day even more hollow. She looked at my outfit. ‘I see you’ve dressed up for the day.’


I glanced down at my black outfit – a wool dress cinched with a patent belt and long black boots – and said, ‘Dad needs to know how we feel about all of this. I’m officially in mourning for the fact that Freya isn’t here.’


Summer threw herself down on one of the large white leather armchairs. She was typically elegant in a pale pink cashmere jumper falling off one shoulder, and grey jeans. It’s impossible for my sister to look anything other than stylish. She doesn’t have my taste for dressing up at all. ‘This is the worst Christmas ever! We’ve barely seen Dad and when we do, he’s like an ogre with a headache. Have you dared mention Freya to him?’


I shook my head. ‘I’ve barely seen him. He seems to be locked away in the study with Pierre every waking minute.’ I shuddered. My father’s head of security always gives me the creeps. ‘Have you?’


Summer made a face. ‘Uh uh. Let sleeping dogs lie, I say.’


‘I wonder what Freya is doing,’ I said wistfully. I pictured her waking up somewhere in Miles Murray’s arms, radiant with happiness, and I was surprised how much I wished she were here. ‘I wonder if she’s missing us at all.’


As if in answer, the phone in my dress pocket chirruped and I pulled it out. A text had arrived.


‘It’s from Freya, look!’


Summer got up and came over to join me gazing at the message. It contained a photograph: Freya, sitting cross-legged on a rug by a blazing fire, wearing jeans and a Fair Isle sweater, grinning happily at the camera, her brown eyes alight with pleasure. Underneath she’d written:


 


Happy Christmas, girls! I’m missing you very much and will be in touch SOON. I’m safe and well and enjoying myself xxx


 


‘Where is she?’ said Summer wonderingly.


‘There aren’t many clues there. She could be anywhere,’ I replied, scrutinising the photograph. I glanced at Summer. ‘How long do you think she can keep up this vanishing act?’


Summer was about to reply when a cool voice said: ‘You two seem very absorbed. Anything interesting?’


We both looked up to see Estella, my father’s girlfriend, coming into the drawing room. She was in one of her usual clinging dresses, tottering along in high heels, her face made up and her long brown hair tumbling glossily over her shoulders, but she looked a little paler and more strained than usual. She walked rapidly towards us, inquisitive about whatever it was on the screen of my phone, and I quickly made the picture vanish to the home screen.


‘Nothing,’ I said and then smiled at her. ‘Happy Christmas, Estella.’


She gazed back at me suspiciously and then said, ‘Happy Christmas, Flora. And you too, of course, Summer.’


‘Happy Christmas.’ Summer managed to sound sincere enough but I knew she felt as much warmth towards Estella as I did. That wasn’t much at all. ‘Where’s Dad?’


‘In his study, taking a call. He’ll be here soon,’ she said tersely, and I got the distinct impression that it wasn’t much fun for Estella being around my father at the moment.


She’s got used to being able to wrap him around her little finger. Usually he’s obsessed with her and how he can look after her. But now that Freya’s disappeared, he can’t think of anything else. I couldn’t help laughing internally, feeling a little more cheerful now that we’d had our text from Freya. It serves her right. Now we’ll see how much she really likes being round my father.


All of us were of the same opinion: Estella was with my father for one reason only, and it wasn’t because he was God’s gift to women. Dad was utterly enraptured by her, and we all tried to get on with her for his sake, despite the fact that none of us could like or trust her. It was hard to forget that she’d once been our personal assistant, and now seemed to take a special pleasure in lording it over us.


And I couldn’t help suspecting that whatever was keeping my father in his study had something to do with Freya. No doubt he had a team of private investigators on her tail, the expensive kind who worked ceaselessly, even over Christmas. They’d be using every trick in the book to track her down and find her.


Stay hidden as long as you can, Freya. Make them sweat. I know you’re safe. Enjoy not being a Hammond sister – savour the freedom while it’s still possible.


We chatted in a stilted way to Estella while the maids brought in the drinks. By the time Dad came to join us, Jane-Elizabeth had appeared, trying to cheer us up by wearing a pair of flashing reindeer’s antlers and huge dangling earrings in the shape of Christmas puddings. Like my mother, Jane-Elizabeth is English and has a silly sense of humour. I giggled at the sight of her. I feel more English than anything else, because I was sent to school there, and I get the humour. Freya spent the most time with our mother and she has quite an English outlook but she went to a Swiss boarding school and she sometimes doesn’t get the same jokes as I do. Summer is a mixture of English and American owing to her years at a US university. We’re a ragbag family, that’s for sure.


Dad gave Jane-Elizabeth’s antlers a stony look, and she took them off. Then we went through all the remaining family rituals bequeathed to us by my mother: opening presents while drinking mimosas (which my mother used to call ‘Buck’s Fizz’, though of course we were too young to drink it while she was alive), then sitting down to a huge lunch of roast turkey with all the very British trimmings of little sausages, stuffing, roast potatoes and Brussels sprouts with chestnuts. Jane-Elizabeth worked hard to keep our spirits up with a stream of bright chatter, and we tried to reply in the same spirit, but I knew that I didn’t want Dad to think that this was normal, or that I was happy about the fact that Freya was missing.


It’s his fault, after all, I told myself. If he hadn’t gone mad over her relationship with Miles, she’d still be here.


I barely spoke or smiled, and Summer was the same. It may have looked sulky, but inside I was intensely sad. We ought to have all been together. It was bad enough that our mother was gone and that we had to endure Estella, but to lose Freya was awful. Her absence was like a horrible open wound that couldn’t be concealed, and that no one was talking about. I wanted to leap to my feet and scream out, ‘I can’t stand this pretence! Why won’t anyone mention her name? Why are we acting as though everything is normal when it’s so terrible?’


But I didn’t dare, even though my nails were digging into my palms and my jaw hurt with the tension in it.


We opened our presents and muttered our thanks for the expensive trinkets and clothes that Jane-Elizabeth had chosen for us on Dad’s behalf. I had a feeling that Estella had chosen her own gifts – an extraordinary large yellow diamond ring from Graff, and a diamond-encrusted Cartier watch – but she squealed with convincing excitement when she unwrapped them. Meanwhile, a pile of gifts addressed to Freya lay under the tree, but no one mentioned them. In fact, Freya’s name wasn’t spoken once during the entire day.


I was relieved when I could get away a few days later and escape back to Paris. Summer was joining friends for a skiing holiday.


We left Estella and Jane-Elizabeth to look after my father, whose mood was even worse, if that was possible. He still refused to talk about the fact that our sister was not there.


 


I watch as the civil ceremony unfolds. The registrar wears a plain dark suit, with a medal of office hanging from a striped ribbon of red, white and blue, and the vows are taken in French, which both the bride and groom speak in an English accent. My ear has tuned in very well to the French tongue since I’ve been living here and I’m fluent enough to be mistaken for a native French speaker. I look curiously at the other guests as the bride and groom sign the legal documents handed to them by the registrar, sitting down on red velvet and gold chairs in front of the registrar’s polished oak table to do so.


I can tell which side is the bride’s. Beth’s father has joined his wife, who is tearful but smiling in a turquoise silk suit and a hat that definitely doesn’t look as though it was bought in Paris. Two good-looking young men stand with them, one with someone at his side who is unmistakably a girlfriend. She looks ill at ease and a little out of place, as though now she’s here in these understatedly elegant surroundings, she’s regretting the fuchsia feather fascinator that bobs over her head in a kind of outrageous magnificence.


Are the men Beth’s brothers?


In the rows behind are more family and friends, all with a distinctive English look about them. I don’t know why it’s so noticeable but it is. Despite being in their best clothes, they seem more casual than the other guests, more distinct­­­ive and individual. I can tell that the guests on the other side are from other parts of the world. They are dressed more discreetly but expensively, aiming not to stand out but to demonstrate perfect and costly good taste.


I can’t spot anyone who looks like Dominic’s parents but a pretty woman who shares the same velvety brown eyes, olive skin and soft dark hair must be his sister. She has an American elegance about her, and I feel drawn to her aura of warmth. There are plenty of polished, attractive women on Dominic’s side of the room. He must have been quite a heartbreaker before he met Beth.


I glance over at them as they complete their legal documents. The aura of joy around them is almost palpable. Dominic’s heart-breaking days are over, I’m sure of that. He gazes at his new wife with naked delight.


The registrar stands up and pronounces the ceremony at an end, and the room breaks into spontaneous applause as husband and wife kiss happily. Music strikes up from somewhere – a joyous trumpet voluntary – and the happy couple smile delightedly at their friends and family as they walk down the centre aisle together and we turn to follow them out.


It’s then that I see Freya.










Chapter Two


‘Freya?’ I gasp, disbelieving and then I say more loudly, ‘Freya!’ But my voice is lost in the babble of chatter and music.


I know I saw her. I glimpsed her just for a moment at the back of the room, and then she slipped out and disappeared, just before the newlyweds got there.


But it was her! She’s here.


I call after her again, and attempt to make my way down the aisle to where the guests are crowding the way out, stopping to chat and laugh with each other, wallowing in that post-ceremonial sense of good feeling. I push my way through as politely as I can but it’s hard to restrain myself from shoving the silk- and wool-covered backs that impede my progress. By the time I make my way out to the wide, marble-floored corridor outside, it’s empty, with no sign of anyone having been there, not even the bride and groom.


‘What the . . .?’ I looked around, confused. ‘Where are they?’


I turn to my left and head towards the main entrance, my high-heeled shoes clicking on the stone floor, wondering what to do next. As I pass a large, polished wood door, it suddenly opens and Beth pokes her head out.


‘Flora!’ she says in a loud whisper.


I stop short and stare. It’s a little surreal to see a bride peeking out in such a secretive way. ‘Yes?’


She beckons me over, her eyes wide and beseeching, and I go to her. ‘Come in here,’ she says briefly and disappears into the room behind the door. I step inside after her, and there is Dominic, still radiating a happy glow, and my sister Freya, half-sitting on a table inside. She always looks elegant, and today is no different: she’s chic in a beautiful, pale-green tweed suit and shocking-pink silk stilettos, the suit’s boxy shape suiting her sharp bob and long legs. But Freya looks different nonetheless: there’s a kind of dizzying energy about her and a change in her face.


She’s brighter, her eyes are sparkling.


I realise with an odd start that she must be happy.


Have I really never seen her happy before? Maybe it’s been years since she was truly at peace. But I can see that she is now. Freya, as the eldest of us, was the closest to our mother. She was with her through the terrible weeks when my mother’s illness really took hold. After Mama’s death, Freya was never the same again. She became the sharp, angry, prickly older sister I knew so well. Summer and I had each other, so it was easy to bond together against her. For a couple of years we even had a club called The League Against Freya, and enjoyed concocting plans to torment her. She always rose predictably well to our bait, storming around in furious rages, banning us from her room, from her sight, from breathing the same air as she did. We all mellowed as we grew older, and became friends again.


But I’ve never seen her like this.


‘Flora!’ She jumps up and comes towards me, her arms open wide. ‘It’s so good to see you!’ In the next moment, I am engulfed in a huge hug, the soft tweed of her suit pressed to my face, a gentle cloud of scent enveloping me. She kisses my cheek.


‘What are you doing here?’ I gasp, pulling back to look at her again. It feels like an age since I last saw her.


‘I’m here to see you, of course!’ She smiles happily at me.


Beth says in her gentle voice, ‘I suppose you wondered why you’d got a wedding invitation from me. As we don’t really know each other.’


‘Well, I did wonder,’ I say, and laugh. ‘I suppose I guessed something like this would happen.’ I turn back to my sister. ‘Freya, where on earth have you been? We’ve all been so worried about you.’


‘Really?’ She looks guilty as she leads me over to some chairs to sit down. ‘I hoped that my text at Christmas would set your minds at rest.’


‘It did for a while, but it’s been weeks since then . . .’


Dominic coughs loudly and we look round to see him and Beth standing by the door, holding hands. ‘We’re going to leave you ladies to talk,’ he says, his eyes twinkling. ‘We’ve got a wedding reception to attend and people are going to start wondering where we are.’


‘Of course!’ Freya laughs and goes over to them to kiss them goodbye. ‘Thank you so much for all your help. I owe you both so much.’ She takes Beth’s hand in hers. ‘Especially you, Beth. You look so beautiful. I hope you have a marvellous wedding day.’


‘Oh, I already am,’ Beth says. She looks radiant. ‘Goodbye, Freya, and don’t forget to keep in touch. Goodbye, Flora. Will we see you at the reception?’


‘I . . . I don’t know,’ I reply. ‘But thank you for asking me today. I appreciate it.’


‘Not at all. Let me know if I can ever help you.’ She smiles at me, and then exchanges a glance with her new husband. They open the door, letting the noise of the crowd outside float in, and disappear through it to a rapturous welcome.


I turn back to Freya. ‘They seem lovely.’


‘They are.’ Freya looks thoughtful. ‘I owe them so much. They helped me when I needed it. They reunited Miles and me.’


‘So it’s true, then? You and Miles are back together?’


Freya nods, unable to conceal the joyous smile spreading over her face. ‘Yes. And I’m happier than I’ve ever been.’ She looks suddenly anxious. ‘I must seem horribly selfish to you – leaving you all, disappearing without a word and hardly being in touch since. Do you and Summer hate me?’


‘Of course not!’ I’m filled with a rush of affection for her, and a kind of envious excitement at what has happened to her. ‘You’re in love – properly, really! You’ve got to seize the opportunity while you can. I know I would.’


Freya looks at me gratefully. ‘Thanks. I know you would, too. You’re such a passionate, romantic person, you’d def­initely do the same.’


‘I wouldn’t think twice,’ I say fervently, and a picture floats through my mind: I’m in the arms of the man I love, he’s gazing at me tenderly, bending his head to kiss me . . . I shake it away. That will never happen.


‘And . . . Dad?’ Freya asks tentatively. ‘Does he hate me too?’


I hesitate and see an expression of pain cross her face, though it’s quickly replaced by defiance. ‘He’ll never hate you. But he’s angry. And I think he’s working hard behind the scenes to find out where you are.’


Freya shrugs. ‘I’m sure he will, eventually. But for now, we’re keeping a low profile – there are reasons why.’


‘Is it the paparazzi? I mean, you were all over the press just a few months ago.’ There had been a series of exposés on Freya’s relationship with Miles Murray, the story of the heiress and the bodyguard proving irresistible to the media.


Freya’s face darkens. ‘It caused a lot of trouble. More than you can know. When the story behind my break-up with Jacob came out, it started major problems for me. That’s part of the reason why I’ve had to go to ground. Miles knows how to hide us until the storm has blown over. That’s why I’m not coming back, not for now, anyway.’


‘But where are you two? Where are you living?’ I ask.


She looks at me, sorrow in her big brown eyes. ‘Honey, I can’t say. Please – it’s for the best. It’s not that I don’t trust you, I do. But there are reasons why I can’t say more.’


‘Is it because of Jane-Elizabeth?’ I ask, a wistful tone in my voice. I can’t bear the thought that Jane-Elizabeth is not to be trusted. ‘Summer and I have been very careful around her ever since we got your message.’


She takes my hand. ‘Flora, it’s not Jane-Elizabeth – she’s a victim, the same way that we are. The person who’s working against us all is Estella. She leaked all the stories about me to the press, putting me into real danger and driving a wedge between Dad and me. I never could work out how the paps got photos of me when practically nobody knew where I was. Or how the private story of my break-up with Jacob got out. But Estella has her nose in everything. She obviously has access to a lot of Dad’s private records and emails.’


I gaze back at her, taking this in. ‘Of course,’ I breathe. ‘It makes perfect sense! But that means she’s into Dad’s emails, Jane-Elizabeth’s emails . . .’


‘More than that. She’s hacked into the whole of the Hammond system.’ Freya’s eyes sparkle with anger. ‘She’s got some kind of agenda.’


‘I think we can guess what it is,’ I rejoin. ‘She wants to cut us off from Dad, and benefit from the family split.’


‘She’s succeeding for now,’ Freya says. ‘But although she may have won the battle, the war will be a long one. I’m not prepared to let our family be splintered that easily.’


‘Nor am I,’ I put in, my voice spirited. ‘But our problem is Dad.’


Freya nods. ‘He won’t hear a word against her for now, and you can be sure that she’s clever enough to hide her tracks. That’s why I’m staying away for the time being. It must be driving her mad not knowing where I am or what I’m doing. Besides . . .’ She glows again. ‘I don’t want to leave Miles. It’s like a glorious honeymoon, going on and on . . .’ Her eyes close and a blissful expression crosses her face. ‘Oh Flora. I’m so happy.’


I lean over and hug her. ‘I’m glad. I really am. Where is Miles?’


‘He’s here in Paris. We’re going back to—’ She stops, catching herself. ‘Whoops, I nearly said. We’re leaving tonight. But I wanted to see you so much – to tell you not to worry, to give you my love and to warn you about Estella. I think she’s ruthless. I think she’ll stop at nothing to get what she wants. So be careful – but don’t let her know we’re on to her.’


‘I understand.’ I hug her again and she returns it. We stay like that for a while, and I wonder when I’ll see her again and where that will be.


‘I have to go,’ she says, releasing me. ‘Give my love to Summer, won’t you?’


I nod, suddenly too choked to speak.


‘Go to the reception. I’m sure you’ll enjoy it.’ She smiles at me. ‘And you know what it’s like at weddings, with all the romance in the air. Maybe you’ll meet someone.’


Now that Freya’s in love, she wants everyone to be as happy as she is.


I manage to smile back. ‘Maybe. You never know.’


 


I step outside the town hall and try to make myself inconspicuous, wrapping my gossamer-fine cashmere scarf so that it conceals the lower half of my face. Freya has slipped away towards some exit at the back of the building and I follow the wedding party out on to the pavement, where the bride and groom are making slow progress through their guests towards a waiting Bentley. The reception will be at a stunning townhouse not far away, and the guests will walk there. Feeling apart from the general air of celebration, I cross the street and stand outside a cafe opposite, looking back at the crowd in front of the town hall. They are attracting a lot of attention, the beautiful graceful bride drawing all eyes to her.


‘Mademoiselle?’


A waiter is standing beside me, looking questioning. I’m standing among the wicker chairs and tables out on the pavement.


‘Oh . . .’ I glance about. The tables are mostly empty. A man sits at a nearby one, sunk down in a black overcoat, a demitasse of black coffee in front of him. On impulse I sit down on the nearest chair. I don’t need to make a decision about going to the reception immediately. ‘Cafe au lait, please.’


The waiter nods and goes off to get my coffee. I sit back on my chair and watch the little spectacle across the road. The colourful silks and satins of the women’s clothes provide a lovely splash of brightness on this dull January day, and there is a general air of excitement and occasion. The bride is now sheltered from the chill by a long white coat and she is gradually getting closer to the car that will take her and Dominic away to the reception, but every step is delayed by someone wanting to kiss her or speak to her.


She’s like a star – a glamorous princess everybody wants to be close to.


The waiter brings my coffee and puts it down in front of me, along with the tab. I fish some money out of my purse, put it down on the saucer and he takes it away. Now there’s just me and the man nearby, both of us the only customers hardy enough to sit outside on a cold January day. I steal a glance at him, but there’s not much to see. He’s wearing a hat pulled down low and a scarf up to his chin, the collar of his black overcoat turned up high. I can only see a large nose, the kind that makes me think he has a craggy face with jutting bones and big features. One of those interesting faces that provide so much to look at. I’m fascinated by faces, perhaps because of my acting. I like to see how much of someone’s character is revealed in the way they look as well as by their expressions.


I stare covertly over the top of my cup as I sip the hot, milky coffee.


He seems very interested in the wedding party. In fact, he doesn’t seem to be taking his eyes off it. He hasn’t taken even a taste of his coffee while I’ve been here.


His gaze seems fixed on something in particular, and I follow the direction of his stare.


Oh. He’s looking at . . . at Beth.


I realise that he’s staring at the bride with a furious intensity, as though imprinting the sight of her on his brain. I watch her too: Beth’s beautiful smiling face is alight with happiness as she at last reaches the open door of the silver Bentley. The chauffeur holds the door open for her as she bends down and takes her place inside. Dominic walks round the car and gets in at the other side. As he does so, I’m sure I notice the man next to me shrink a little further into his black overcoat.


The chauffeur closes the door and takes his place in the driving seat. A moment later, the car draws away to a chorus of claps and cheers. The guests begin to make their way along the pavement towards the reception, a colourful and glamorous parade that makes even jaded Parisians stop and look for a moment.


‘Excuse me, mademoiselle – were you at the wedding?’ The man nearby has turned and spoken to me. His voice startles me: it’s harsh, deep and scratchy, and he speaks French with an accent I can’t identify.


I open my mouth, not sure what to say. The encounter with Freya has made me secretive. Should I be volunteering my presence here to a stranger? It’s clear now that I need to be very careful about who I confide in.


‘I saw you leave the town hall,’ he goes on. ‘You are one of the guests, aren’t you? I wonder if you’d be so kind as to describe the ceremony to me.’


I gaze at him. It’s still hard to make out his face but I can see the glitter of blue eyes from beneath the shadow cast by his hat. Why does he want to know about the ceremony? It seems rather odd.


He’s watching me as I consider his request and he says, ‘I can see you think it’s strange of me to ask this. The bride and groom are not unknown to me. I wasn’t privileged to be invited though.’


I frown, then a thought occurs to me, and it seems to make perfect sense. Before stopping to think, I blurt out: ‘Are you the bride’s real father, or something like that? A man walked her down the aisle but perhaps . . . that was her stepfather and you’re her estranged father, longing to see his daughter on her wedding day . . .’


He stares at me for a moment with a strange expression in the icy blue eyes, then throws back his head and bursts out laughing. ‘Oh, I suppose I deserve that! Her father. No.’ He laughs again but with a tinge of bitterness. ‘I’m not her father. I . . .’ He hesitates, and then says in a low, intense voice, ‘I love her.’


‘Oh!’ I blink with astonishment. Loves her? This craggy man in his big black coat? Then my heart melts with sympathy for him. ‘You love Beth?’
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