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  We never knows wot’s hidden in each other’s hearts; and if we had glass winders up there, we’d need to keep the shutters up, some on us, I do assure you!




  Martin Chuzzlewit by Charles Dickens
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  The dark outline of the doorway framed a section of the sun-drenched garden beyond, the brilliance of the outdoor colours such a contrast to the

  house’s shady interior. From where she was standing, Rose could see the vivid splashes of roses, geraniums and bougainvillea, the silver green of the olive trees in the distance, the

  startling blue of the sky. But she was enjoying being indoors. Even here she could feel the heat, despite having pulled the shutters to against the sun, aware of how much the temperature outside

  had risen since breakfast time.




  Eve and Terry had announced they’d be arriving at Pisa around midday, then driving down, so a simple late lunch would be perfect. Rose pulled the strings of her apron around her so that

  they tied in front of her stomach, not quite the washboard of years ago, but could be worse given two children and a healthy appetite. Choosing a couple of onions and some garlic from the hanging

  mesh basket and the plumpest tomatoes from the dish, she laid them by the small bunches of oregano and thyme that she’d snipped from the garden. As she began to chop, she hummed an

  indecipherable tune under her breath. Just another day in paradise.




  ‘What’s for lunch?’ Daniel had snuck up behind her, putting his arms around her and planting a kiss on the back of her neck.




  Smiling, Rose turned to him, her face lifted to his. ‘Wait and see.’




  ‘Spoilsport!’ But he put a hand to her cheek then kissed her again, this time on the lips. Slow and caring. She leaned into him, her eyes closing.




  When they finally separated, Rose glanced at the station clock over the oven. ‘Look at the time! I’ve got to get on.’ She removed his hands from the curve of her back.

  ‘I’ll never be ready otherwise.’




  Turning down the corners of his mouth in exaggerated disappointment, Daniel picked up the beach towel from the back of the chair where he’d left it. ‘If there’s really nothing

  I can do, I’m off for a swim.’




  She stretched up to kiss his cheek. ‘Don’t worry. It’s all under control. Just be ready for when they get here.’




  He strolled out of the house and down the slope, eventually disappearing through the gate to the pool. Only then did Rose return her attention to lunch.




  Pottering about the kitchen was one of her great pleasures, especially here in Casa Rosa, the renovated farmhouse that they had bought so many years ago. Back then it was a dilapidated shell,

  but they’d been seduced by its hillside position. They tracked down the local farmer, then endured the time-consuming process of unearthing the family members who owned the house, securing

  agreements one by one until finally it was theirs. She smiled. Daniel had been a more patient man then. These days, he would never tolerate the wait. Slowly, together, they had brought the place

  back to life, bringing the family here every summer for more years than she could remember; all good memories.




  Rose thought of her daughters with a fond sigh. Anna, the elder, should be arriving later that afternoon, no doubt in a typical whirlwind of plans and problems. As for Jess . . . there was a

  question mark hanging over her visit after the recent clash with her father. Out of sheer pique, she had announced that she wouldn’t come this year after all. She would be staying at home

  with Adam and their toddler, Dylan.




  ‘Dylan! Ridiculous name! We’re not Welsh!’ Rose remembered Daniel’s immediate verdict when their grandson was named after Bob Dylan, a musical giant in Adam’s eyes.

  Whatever Adam liked, guaranteed Daniel wouldn’t.




  She comforted herself with the knowledge that Jess and Daniel always made up in the end. She couldn’t bear to think that their younger daughter would miss the traditional fortnight-long

  family holiday; a sacrosanct annual event still, even now the girls were grown up and had their own lives. Apart from Christmas, this was the one time when they all got together and relaxed. Rose

  refused to contemplate any alternative to her usual family gathering. She’d made up Jess and Adam’s bed anyway, with a small mattress on the floor for Dylan beside it. The child’s

  stool that Daniel had made for Jess’s fourth birthday and that Rose had painted with characters from Alice in Wonderland was waiting there too. She eased the problem from her mind. She

  would tackle Daniel about it later, when the moment was right. For now, she pictured her young grandson, anticipating the intense pleasure of seeing him again.




  Reaching for the tin can that sat on the chipped tile at the back of the worktop, she poured a ribbon of olive oil into the frying pan, and turned up the gas. A moment later she tipped in the

  onions and garlic, stirring them as they sizzled, the smell taking over the kitchen. She was tossing in the chopped tomatoes when her iPhone buzzed, announcing a text. That would probably be Eve to

  say they’d been delayed. Her hands wet with tomato juice, Rose wiped them on the skirt of her apron, then reached for the phone, which was hidden between the bowls of fruit and vegetables on

  the table. Sticky with heat, she pushed her fringe off her face with the back of her arm and read the message displayed on the screen.




  She frowned, and read it again. This certainly wasn’t Eve.




  Miss you. Love you. Come back soon. S




  In fact, nobody she knew would write to her like this.




  A misdial, no doubt. She replaced the phone on the long oak kitchen table, nudging it until it lay between the two earthenware bowls, one with its cargo of beef tomatoes, aubergines and

  courgettes, the other crowded with the figs she’d picked from the tree that morning and a few misshapen pears and apples from yesterday’s market. She turned down the heat under the

  tomato sauce, leaving it to simmer while she tidied and wiped the work surface, putting what she could into the dishwasher, washing up the rest. She removed her apron and hung it on the back of the

  door, all the while imagining the person the message was for and wondering what the repercussions might be when they didn’t receive it. She pushed her rolled sleeves above her elbows. Perhaps

  she should change this shirt for something cooler before the others arrived. But the message nagged at her, drawing her back to the table. She picked up the mobile again and turned it over in her

  hand.




  On its shiny black back were the familiar scratch and the gold star sticker that distinguished it from hers. This was Daniel’s phone. With a thudding heart, she realised the message was

  for him.




  Shaking her head in disbelief, she looked again. The words ricocheted round her brain as she struggled to catch her breath. She turned the fruit bowl slightly, replaced the phone. If it

  weren’t for the regular tick of the clock, she would have believed time had stopped dead.




  She rushed to the sink, retching over the coffee mugs that she’d left there after they’d sat together just half an hour earlier, discussing what the following week would bring. She

  reran their conversation. Had there been any awkwardness, anything unusual, any clue at all that something was wrong between them? Nothing that she remembered. Not then, not during the last few

  weeks. She ran the cold tap and splashed her burning face and neck.




  Drying her face with the dish towel, she realised the absurdity of her reaction. Daniel have an affair? He couldn’t. He wouldn’t. The message must be from a colleague. Of course.

  There must be a problem at one of the hotels that only he could solve. How quick she’d been to leap to conclusions. They trusted one another implicitly. Didn’t they? She hesitated. But

  Love you. Who would say that to him?




  She reached for the phone again.




  The words were still there: Miss. Love. Come back. Whoever had written them must have realised that someone other than Daniel might see them. So there had to be an innocent explanation.

  But if not a colleague, then who? She rubbed her thumb along the length of her middle finger, studying her square, capable hands, her neatly rounded fingernails. Perhaps the message was a joke of

  some kind. The initial S: sign-off and single clue to the sender’s identity that simultaneously preserved their anonymity. She must have misinterpreted the desire she first read into the

  text. Every bit of her refused to accept that her husband would betray her. And yet . . . Wasn’t this the sort of thing that happened in marriages? Wronged wife finds giveaway receipt, note,

  text. Frantic, she ran through the possible explanations again. A colleague? A joker? A wrong number? Another woman? Her breath caught as the last one hooked itself into her mind . . .




  The monastery bell tolled the hour. Eve and Terry would be here at any minute. She should sort this out first, just to put her mind at rest. A band of tension tightened around her head, as her

  puzzlement gave way to panic. She sat with her head in her hands. What if?




  Outside, a dog barked, then a splash as Daniel dived into the pool for his obligatory one hundred body-conditioning lengths.




  Women loved Daniel. Rose had always known that. He only had to enter a room and heads turned. His energy and charisma made him friends easily. If he had enemies, she didn’t know them. If

  he had lovers . . . She didn’t believe he had. She had always been there for him, always would be. As he had been for her.




  She poured herself a glass of water and drank quickly. Whatever she was going through, nothing must spoil their family holiday. Trying to gather her fragmenting thoughts, she filled the large

  pasta pan and put it on the hob, ready for later. Then she picked up the knife and stabbed it into the last tomato, catching the point of the blade in the board, and drew it down through the skin.

  There had to be an innocent explanation. All she had to do was ask.




  She slid the tomatoes into the frying pan, then switched off the gas. Picking up the phone again, she walked outside, every step an effort. A green and black lizard skittered out of her path

  into the shadow of the pot of pink geraniums. The intense summer heat enveloped her like a blanket, but did nothing to warm her or to slow her racing thoughts. Pausing on the vine-sheltered terrace

  to put on her straw hat, she looked past the spreading walnut tree that shaded the table where they’d have lunch, through the olive trees and down to the pool, where the sounds of Daniel

  swimming a determined crawl rose to meet her. A couple of orange butterflies danced past as she made her way over the grass, feeling its spring against her instep until she reached the path

  descending to the pool. She watched as Daniel flip-turned at the far end, his iron-grey hair disappearing under the water in a surge of bubbles. He looked in his element, cutting cleanly through

  the water, the sun glinting on the ripples and throwing faint shadows through the blueness around him. Her eyes stung with tears.




  She crossed the paving and stood right on the edge of the shallow end for a second before moving on to the top step, the chill of the water jolting her into the moment. She flicked at a fly that

  landed on her shoulder. Only another couple of strokes and Daniel was beside her. She stepped out of the water back on to the side. He grasped the edge of the pool and looked up, shaking his head,

  tipping it one way then the other, tapping his lower ear each time, then removed his goggles and dropped them on the ground by her feet. He squinted into the sun as he looked up at her.




  ‘Everything all right?’




  Even his smile hurt her. She noticed a splash of tomato on the hem of her pink linen shorts and scratched at it, distracted.




  The neighbours’ hunting dogs, caged under an oak tree by the track, began barking again.




  ‘Perfectly.’ She heard the catch in her voice but he appeared not to notice. ‘You’ve got a text.’




  He looked surprised.




  The pulse in her throat beat faster as she held out the mobile, the sun glancing off its face.




  ‘Really? I’m not expecting anything. I’m sure whoever it is can wait. You didn’t have to come out.’ He hoisted himself up to sit on the edge of the pool. She

  registered his slight paunch, which he controlled with determined exercise, his chest covered with grey curls. Water ran down his face and plastered his hair to his head until he rubbed it with one

  hand so it stuck up on end. Even so, she couldn’t help thinking that there was still something absurdly Greek god-like about him. And tanned, he looked his best. There was no doubt, her

  husband was still . . . well, better than lukewarm for a man of his age. Perhaps she wasn’t the only one who thought so. Her stomach turned. She studied his face for signs of guilt, but there

  was nothing there.




  ‘Well, you never know. Perhaps it’s more important than you think.’ She laid the phone next to his towel, briefly touched that it wouldn’t occur to him that she might

  have looked at it, shocked by the fact that she had. ‘Eve and Terry will be here soon and I thought you’d want to be ready for them.’




  He groaned. ‘It’s so perfect when we’re here on our own.’




  Yes, it had been. Until ten minutes ago.




  Just ask him, her inner voice insisted. Ask him.




  But as much as she wanted his quick reassurance that the message meant nothing, she was terrified of being told the opposite. She remained silent, steadying herself. Confronting him now, moments

  before the others arrived, was a bad idea. As she ran her finger along the chain around her neck, catching it on the delicate gold heart that he’d bought her on their anniversary, she said,

  ‘You know you love it when there are people staying. And Anna should be here by this evening.’




  The thought of their daughter brought another smile to his face. ‘Wonder what hare-brained scheme she’ll have dreamed up this time.’




  Rose looked skywards, shaking her head in mock despair. She couldn’t speak.




  Daniel laughed and ran a finger up her calf. ‘Come on, she’s not that bad.’




  She froze at his touch, then stepped to the side, resisting a sudden urge to kick him. How did he have the power to make her feel like this? ‘I hoped that she was settling down at last.

  Doing those horticultural courses.’




  ‘Our Anna? Dream on, old thing.’ He angled his face to the sun, eyes shut, propping himself up on his arms.




  ‘Less of the old.’ Her response was automatic. ‘At least I act my age.’ Wishing she hadn’t said that, she tried to swallow the lump in her throat as she prepared to

  back-pedal.




  ‘What’s that supposed to mean?’ But his eyes remained shut, and if anything, he sounded amused.




  ‘Nothing.’ She corralled the words that were crowding on to the tip of her tongue and dug her nails into her palm, the pain focusing her. Self-control: that was the key. She had to

  hold on to herself, delaying the conversation until the two of them had some uninterrupted time together. Until there was an admission of guilt, nothing had changed. ‘I’m going back to

  do lunch. At least one of us should be ready for them.’




  Daniel got to his feet. ‘Looks like it’s too late for that.’ He wrapped the red towel around his waist and they both turned towards the house at the sound of a car bumping over

  the uneven drive.




  ‘Time and again I’ve told Marco to shut the bloody gate. Doesn’t he ever listen? What’s the point of having security if we don’t use it?’




  Languages were not Daniel’s strong suit, but he insisted on speaking them loudly even when English would have been better understood. Marco had once lived in Cricklewood for three years

  and still talked as if it was the centre of the universe. Now loyal gardener, pool boy and general odd-job man to a number of English-owned houses in the area, his English was fluent, but Daniel

  persisted in dragging out his very rusty A-level Italian at every conversation. Everyone who heard him was impressed in equal measure by his efforts and his cloth ear. Rose was used to having to

  explain for him later.




  As she followed him up the garden, she watched the way he held himself, confident, easy and unconcerned. Despite her efforts to control it, anxiety was knotting itself tight in her stomach,

  making her almost oblivious to anything else. All she wanted to do was lie down and pull a sheet over her head, shutting out the world while she tried to digest the awful nagging suspicions that

  wouldn’t leave her alone. But she couldn’t. She had to go through the motions of normal behaviour, however desperate she felt. They rounded the corner of the house as a small black car

  reversed into the space beside theirs. An arm emerged from the window to wave a greeting, sun glinting off a gold bangle. The car had barely stopped when the passenger door was flung open and Eve

  burst out of it.




  ‘At last! I thought we’d never get here. Terry wouldn’t rent anything faster or bigger than this. But you know what he’s like about saving the planet!’ She embraced

  Rose warmly, and Rose responded, inhaling her friend’s familiar floral scent. The cavalry had arrived.




  Eve turned to Daniel. ‘Come here, you gorgeous man.’




  As she hugged him, Rose watched for a second, amused to see how unprepared Eve seemed for the simplicity of villa life. There was no compromise in her wardrobe. A fashion guru would never be

  disappointed walking through her door. ‘If I’m run over by a bus tomorrow, at least they’ll know I had taste,’ she once said to the accompaniment of her friends’

  laughter. ‘Teaming and toning’ was her watchword, demonstrated in her tan sandals, cream Capri pants, voluminous swirly top in various shades of brown and coral, and gold jewellery.

  Rose wished that she herself had changed into something more chic than shorts and shirt. She ran a hand through her cropped hair, tucking it behind her ear, aware how dull it must look beside

  Eve’s expensive streaks. But those hours in a hairdresser’s chair weren’t for her.




  ‘Rose. You’re looking great,’ said Eve. Daniel’s arm lay loosely round her shoulder.




  Terry stood in front of Rose, arms held wide, expectant. Unusually unshaven, his face looked thinner, emphasising the narrowness of his nose and the set of his ears. She was immediately ashamed

  of her uncharitable thought that her brother was not at his best in shorts. He’d never quite grown out of the lanky stage that had disqualified him from the sports pitch at an early age,

  despite his enthusiasm for it. Perhaps it was just that she was more used to seeing him in a suit and tie: the uniform of accountancy. She smiled her welcome before being caught up in an awkward

  embrace, her face rasped by his stubble. Even as brother and sister they didn’t do closeness well. She extricated herself as swiftly as she could and took a step back. She ordered herself to

  make an effort.




  ‘Good to see you both,’ she said. ‘Shall we take your luggage in now?’ Terry had already lifted the boot of the car and was hauling out a single small case.




  ‘Just the one? You’re usually much less restrained.’




  Terry looked sheepish. ‘They’ve lost one of them. But—’




  ‘Not just one of them, Terry,’ interrupted Eve. ‘My one!’




  ‘They’ve said it’ll be with us by nine o’clock tonight,’ he explained, obviously in the wake of a major row. He spoke carefully. ‘They’re putting it on

  the last flight out of Stansted.’




  ‘We’ll see,’ muttered Eve. ‘Bloody disorganised hellhole. And in the meantime, I’ve nothing but what I’m standing up in.’




  Rose made sympathetic noises, aware of the amount of clutter that would be airborne in their direction that night.




  Eve saw her expression and slipped an arm through hers. ‘You know I can’t travel anywhere without my straighteners, my hairdryer and all my creams and lotions, plus a change of

  clothes for every occasion. Got to keep up the good fight, and I’m not giving in yet. They take up so much space, that’s the problem.’




  ‘I’ll say,’ said Rose. She felt some relief now that Eve was here. Perhaps she would talk to her about the text. Eve would know what she should do, would reassure her that

  she’d got the wrong end of the stick. ‘Lost bags almost always turn up. Don’t let it spoil things. You can always borrow something of mine.’




  Eve snorted. ‘Of yours? Kind offer, dearest sister-in-law, but one of your dresses would just about fit round my thigh.’




  Rose laughed. ‘Nonsense. Come in and I’ll see what I can dig out.’ She took the case and carried it towards the house. ‘Good journey otherwise?’




  ‘Bloody awful.’ Eve was right behind her. ‘I vowed last year that I’d never fly budget airline again, but you know what Terry’s like if he sniffs a bargain. So it

  was the usual being herded on to the plane like cattle and then we had to sit on the bloody runway for an hour and a half because of heavy air traffic at Pisa. Then when we arrived we had to bank

  for another half an hour, flying so low we were practically scraping the tiles off the roofs. Terrifying. Haven’t they heard of timetables in Italy?’




  ‘Oh, you know what it’s like here,’ Rose said vaguely, as she led the way round the main building to the outhouses. ‘You’re in the old stable this time.

  OK?’




  ‘Provided there’s mosquito netting at the windows and the horses have been moved out, anywhere’s perfect.’




  ‘I hadn’t forgotten, so I’ve put in every deterrent I could find in the Co-op, plus some calamine just in case.’ She opened the door of the old stable, now a sparely

  furnished but comfortable sitting room, bedroom and bathroom. ‘Why don’t you unpack what you’ve got and then come over to the terrace for a drink?’ Suddenly she had an

  overwhelming desire to be on her own as she admitted what must be the truth to herself for the first time. Eve wouldn’t be able to reassure her, because Daniel must be having an affair. That

  could be the only explanation.




  ‘A drink sounds like a fine plan. I’ll be two minutes.’ Eve sized up the extremely narrow double bed, the only size that would fit in the space. ‘No twin beds

  then?’




  Rose shook her head, pretending not to notice Eve’s small despairing sigh. Her brother and sister-in-law’s sex life was not something she wanted to go into. ‘Anything you want,

  just give me a yell.’




  ‘Are you OK?’ Eve put her hand on Rose’s arm.




  ‘Yeah, of course. Why?’ To her horror, Rose felt tears pricking at her eyes.




  ‘I don’t know, you just seem a bit . . . I don’t know . . . off.’ She pulled Rose towards her. ‘Look at me.’




  ‘Don’t be silly.’ Rose turned her head away, blinking. ‘I’ll just go and rescue lunch, and look out some clothes for you.’ She manoeuvred her way around

  Terry, who was blocking the doorway. She didn’t look up, just in case he noticed something was wrong. ‘See you in a minute,’ she called, her voice as steady as she could

  manage.




  Eve said something in reply, but Rose didn’t hear what. Her head felt as if someone had poured a ton of setting cement into her skull. Her limbs were leaden as she made her way into the

  kitchen. Daniel. An affair. The words thumped inside her head. That text, so passionate, so needy, had driven home what until that moment she had always been able to ignore. Other women still

  wanted him. And this time he must have responded. She shivered, suddenly as cold as if a sharp wind was blowing around the back of her heart. What on earth was she to do?
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  Impatient for lunch to be over, Rose dipped in and out of the conversation, only responding to the remarks addressed to her then drifting off

  again, wondering what would happen to their family gatherings if she and Daniel split up. She picked at her pasta and salad, nausea having taken away her appetite. The others tossed around

  suggestions about what they might do over the following week like juggling balls, all of them possibilities but no one catching them: days of rest, country walks, visits to Arezzo, Cortona, San

  Gimignano, Siena or Lucca and its Festival of Lights. Eventually the talk turned where it always did: towards their families.




  Eve had already extolled the virtues and despaired of the vicissitudes of her own four children, Charlie, Tom, Luke and – at last, a girl – Millie. Charlie at least had a job,

  whereas the twins, Tom and Luke, had sailed through school and university and emerged without a single idea of what they wanted to do in life. They depended on unpaid work experience, contacts they

  hadn’t yet made and parental handouts. Millie was still at college doing a degree in media studies, whatever they were, and with as much clue about her future as her brothers had about

  theirs. But she was having a good time, and that was what it was all about, wasn’t it?




  The cotton kaftan that Eve was wearing, bought for Daniel on a Moroccan holiday, was far from cool – in any sense. Eve fanned herself with a frantic hand. ‘What about Jess and Anna?

  What are they up to?’




  ‘Anna should be here soon,’ answered Daniel, glancing at his watch. ‘When’s her flight land, darling?’




  ‘Six thirtyish, I think,’ said Rose, picking up a knife to cut a sliver of taleggio, then changing her mind. She couldn’t look him in the eye. ‘She should be here for

  supper.’ Anna’s presence would provide another welcome distraction. Her elder daughter could be relied on to assume the focus of any gathering, although often for the wrong reasons. She

  could be funny, and full of ideas, like her father, but opinionated, difficult and self-centred were qualities she could assume with equal brilliance.




  ‘What’s she up to now?’ Eve reached across the table for the wine bottle and poured herself another glass. They all pretended not to notice the pointed way in which Terry

  cleared his throat.




  ‘The café closed down about eighteen months ago and she’s been on a horticultural course ever since. Living in some sort of commune. At thirty!’ Rose closed her eyes for

  a second. Her headache was getting worse. ‘I’d so hoped she’d be settled down with a proper job by now.’




  ‘Charlie mentioned that he’d seen her.’ Eve always talked about her eldest son with a dash of reverence, as if surprised that he could possibly be theirs. ‘Said she was

  cooking up some scheme.’ She raised her glass to her lips, narrowing her eyes as she sipped.




  Daniel groaned. ‘Now what? We’ve had the teaching, the stall, importing rugs, the café, tutoring . . .’ He counted them off on his fingers. ‘She’s got the

  sticking power of a used stamp. How’s Charlie’s teaching going?’




  ‘Oh, no worries there,’ Terry assured him quickly. ‘He loves Gresham Hall and they love him. Not what I was expecting him to do at all – rather hoped he’d follow in

  my footsteps – but it’s going well.’ His paternal pride was expressed in a narrow smile that transformed his rather nondescript features, creasing his eyes into slits.




  Rose understood exactly how proud her brother must be of his eldest son, her nephew. She wanted success for her own children too. There was at least some sort of security to be found there.

  Though not always happiness, she reminded herself. Charlie had broken away from family expectation and pressure. Not for him the family hotel business, now run by Daniel, nor his father’s

  sound accountancy profession. No, he wanted something of his own, and teaching seemed to be his thing. She had hoped once that Anna would go down that path too. After dropping out of her university

  course, her elder daughter had embraced the teacher-training course that Rose had found for her with barely expressed gratitude. As soon as she’d completed it, with minimum accolades all

  round, she had decided to run a market stall selling paste jewellery. Nothing that came close to a career as far as Daniel and Rose were concerned. Not, of course, that the stall lasted long. Just

  as with everything else, Anna soon got bored.




  ‘And Jess?’ Eve’s question broke into Rose’s thoughts, but she was too slow to prevent Daniel replying.




  ‘Just great. Doing a wonderful job managing Trevarrick – well, deputy managing in fact, but it’s only a question of time. If only it weren’t for—’




  ‘Anyone for more fruit or cheese?’ interrupted Rose, fanning herself with a napkin, feeling sweat begin to prick at her forehead. She wondered how the girls would react when they

  heard their parents were separating, then stopped herself. Perhaps the affair (if that was what it was) wasn’t as solid as the fragment of text implied.




  ‘Are you all right? You look pale.’ Eve’s words seemed to come from a distance.




  ‘Fine. It’s probably just the heat.’ Rose waved a hand, dismissing any thought of illness. All she wanted to do was remove herself to lie down and think. Alone.




  ‘I thought you said it was cooler here than last week,’ Eve accused Daniel. ‘It’s like a bloody furnace.’ She picked up her BlackBerry, which had been lying silent

  on the table, and began accessing her emails.




  Terry glared across the table at his wife and coughed that cough again: short but disapproving. ‘Do you have to?’




  ‘What?’ she complained, scrolling down a list. ‘They’re not responsible for the weather, Terry. I’m not being rude about the house. You all know I love it here. I

  just like to be able to breathe, that’s all.’ She held up her arms to both sides, as if the non-existent wind would blow into her armpits, then lifted her hair from the back of her

  neck.




  ‘You know that’s not what I mean. Can’t you leave your BlackBerry alone while we’re on holiday? Or at least when we’re all together.’




  ‘You are silly, darling.’ Eve smiled a taut little smile, putting all the stress on the last word. ‘They don’t mind. They know I need to keep in touch. An agent’s

  on duty twenty-four seven. And I’m expecting to hear from Rufus.’ Her attention returned to the phone.




  Terry shook his head but said nothing. His mouth was drawn into a thin, irritated line.




  To Rose’s relief, their spat had distracted Daniel from what he’d been about to say. She couldn’t bear another rant about Adam: unreconstructed hippie, ten years older than

  Jess, with no career prospects, and on and on. Instead, he smiled, the genial host once again. ‘This is much cooler,’ he insisted. ‘You’ll just have to get up early

  and sleep through the middle of the day.’




  ‘Too late for that now.’ Eve smiled. ‘It’s nearly four. Time for a bit of pool work, I’d say. I couldn’t eat another thing.’ Satisfied there was nothing

  urgent demanding her attention back home, she stood up and began helping Rose clear the table.




  ‘Nor me.’ Terry got to his feet, flapping away an inquisitive wasp. ‘I’m taking my book into the shade somewhere.’




  The others studiously but obviously avoided catching each other’s eye. Terry’s dedication to The Global Effect of Micro-Economic Management Techniques, a tome that had lain on

  his chest while he snoozed, always apparently open at the same page, had been the family joke of last year.




  ‘Don’t say it,’ he warned, as Rose raised an eyebrow. ‘I’ve brought a Harlan Coben with me this time.’




  ‘Only because I made you swap it for that economics textbook you’d laid out.’ Eve threw the words back over her shoulder at him. ‘He was livid,’ she whispered to

  Rose.




  ‘I’m interested in the subject, OK? Nothing wrong in that.’ Having had the last word in his own defence, he left the table.




  Rose gave a weak smile. They’d made Terry the butt of their family jokes for years. As his sister, she sometimes wondered whether she ought to be more protective of him, but he rose to the

  bait so readily, and anyway, he usually sniffed out the funny side of things in the end. He was too easy to tease.




  The two women crossed the terrace into the kitchen, the relative cool of the room a welcome contrast with outside.




  ‘I’ll make coffee.’ Still on autopilot, Rose picked up the stained espresso maker. ‘Dan won’t have any, though. Mustn’t pollute the temple that is his

  body.’ She unscrewed the gadget and dropped the top half on to the worktop with a crash.




  Eve looked up, unable to ignore either the irony or the noise. ‘What’s going on between you two? Something’s up, I can tell.’




  ‘Sorry to disappoint, Miss Marple.’ The words were almost lost under the noise of the water running into the sink before she filled the base.




  As Rose ground the coffee beans, Eve held her hands under the tap, then splashed her face and her neck, soaking the top of the kaftan. She seemed oblivious. ‘Have it your way. But if you

  do want to talk, you know you can trust me.’




  ‘I know. Thanks, I appreciate it.’ The coffee on the hob, Rose set about the washing up, Eve alongside her, crumpled tea towel in her hand. ‘But it’s nothing. Nothing I

  want to talk about at the moment anyway.’ She banged a saucepan down on the draining board.




  Eve looked at her quizzically but obviously thought better of saying anything.




  Rose trusted Eve not to leak a secret outside the family, but . . . to keep it from Terry? Would she? Eve and Terry’s marriage had always been a mystery to Rose. She had been delighted

  when Eve accepted Terry’s proposal. Eve had been her closest friend since Edinburgh days, when she and Daniel had studied at the university and Rose was at the art school. At the same time,

  she’d worried that Eve was still on the rebound from her marriage to Will: a marriage that had only lasted a couple of years since their hasty wedding that first summer after they’d

  left university. On the face of it, Eve and Terry seemed to have so little in common. Eve was expansive, outrageous, fun. With the best will in the world, none of those adjectives could be applied

  to her brother. Yet despite Rose’s doubts, Eve and Terry had stuck together over the years, presumably happy with one another despite their habitual public bickering. She had never been able

  to fathom the mechanics of her brother’s relationships. He wasn’t an intimate talker or sharer, never had been. Eve must find that frustrating. Or perhaps when they were together he

  became a completely different person and the two of them did hold those conversations that made so many marriages. Rose would never know.




  She and Daniel told each other everything. Always had. Always. Or so she’d thought. S: the letter hissed through her thoughts, winding round the Sarahs, the Susans, the Samantha and Sally

  they knew, but never wrapping itself round any of them for long.




  What would this mean for their marriage? Everything she thought she knew, on which her life had been dependent, had been thrown into doubt. If Daniel had kept this woman secret, what other

  secrets did he have? How much had he said that he didn’t really mean? She stopped the questions there. If she confided in Eve, there was no guarantee Terry wouldn’t get to hear, and he,

  soul of indiscretion and insensitivity that he could occasionally be, was perfectly capable of blurting out something to Daniel without thinking.




  ‘OK. Let’s not talk about you.’ Eve put the dried pan in its place, and adopted a tone that invited gossip. ‘Anna told Charlie that there’s been an almighty row

  between Jess and Daniel. True or false?’




  Rose tutted. Family and secrets – the two words didn’t compute in this family. One or other of them was always succumbing to the temptation of showing off whatever nugget of

  knowledge they had that the others didn’t. Not that she was blameless either. She had never been allowed to forget the time she’d let slip at a family dinner that Eve was pregnant with

  twins. How hurt her brother had been that he wasn’t the first to know. Reasonably so, Rose admitted, not for the first time.




  If Eve suspected something, then it was Rose’s duty to do a bit of damage limitation before her sister-in-law’s vivid imagination and love of pot-stirring made the situation worse

  than it already was.




  ‘It’s Adam, isn’t it?’ Eve had abandoned the drying up and was perched on the edge of the table. Her face was redder than ever and circles of sweat decorated the

  underarms of the kaftan. ‘You don’t have to pretend. Daniel’s never made any secret of his feelings. He nearly said something at lunch. Just because Adam’s not the sort of

  husband that he would like for Jess. Why should he be the same age as her or have a conventional “career”?’ She air-punctuated the word. ‘After all, people have earned their

  living doing carpentry or woodturning or whatever he likes to call it for much longer than they have doing hotel management. And it’s not as if Jess hasn’t got a decent job.

  What’s the big deal?’




  Rose welcomed the chance to talk about something else. ‘It’s all so stupid. Bloody men and their pride. Dan asked if Adam would do some joinery work, odd-jobbing at Trevarrick. He

  thought Adam needed the work, and proposed to pay him at the going rate, of course. He was trying to help,’ she protested on his behalf. ‘In return Adam called him patronising and

  turned the offer down, explaining why being a woodturner was quite different.’




  ‘Doesn’t he need the work?’ Eve picked at one of her nails where the canteloupe-coloured varnish had started to flake. ‘Dammit! I knew this manicure wouldn’t

  last.’




  ‘I would have thought so. But he’s proud and doesn’t want favours, least of all from Jess’s dad.’




  Eve pulled out the chair beside her and patted the green-striped cushion. Rose removed the coffee from the hob, took out a couple of red and orange espresso cups and saucers and sat down with a

  sigh.




  ‘You shouldn’t do that. You sound about a hundred years old.’ Eve took the coffee and began to pour the thick black liquid into the cups.




  ‘I feel about a hundred years old.’ Rose leaned back, feeling her body start to relax at last. ‘Families! Who’d have ’em?’ She straightened up and took

  a sip. ‘Christ, that’s strong.’ She replaced the cup in the saucer. ‘Sorry. The trouble is, it doesn’t matter what Adam does. One, Dan doesn’t like him,

  doesn’t think he’s good enough for Jess – God knows why – and two, he thinks Adam ought to be out there supporting Jess and Dylan, not the other way round. On the other

  hand, Adam knows what he wants from life. He won’t be told what to do by anyone – least of all his father-in-law.’




  ‘Can you blame him? Anyway, Jess loves the hotel, always has. I can’t imagine her working anywhere else, or indeed not working at all.’




  ‘But Dan has this antediluvian idea that his daughters should be kept in the way . . . oh, you know.’ Rose gave up in despair. They all knew how devoted Daniel was to his daughters

  and how he wanted only the best for them. The best as he saw it, that was. Did the best involve their father having a mistress? she wondered with a pang. And they also knew his obstinacy, the

  obstinacy that Jess had inherited. ‘Anyway, the long and the short of it is that Jess stuck up for Adam, as you’d expect. She and Dan had words – understatement of the day –

  and she’s said that they’re not coming this year.’




  ‘But they must. I haven’t seen Dylan for months.’




  ‘I’ve got to speak to Dan, but as usual, it’s a question of finding the right moment. He’s going to have to back down. You know what Jess’s like when it comes to

  her family. And we all know exactly where she gets it from.’ The knot in Rose’s stomach tightened. ‘When will he realise that the girls are grown up and can lead their own lives

  without his interference? It’s always me who has to pick up the pieces.’ To her horror, one of the tears she had been holding back since the morning trickled down her cheek.




  A lizard scurried up the wall by the door, then stopped motionless about halfway up.




  ‘Hey, hey.’ Eve put her arm around Rose’s shoulders. ‘This isn’t like you. If you won’t tell me what’s really wrong now, you’ve got a few days to

  change your mind.’




  ‘About what?’ Daniel stood in the doorway, his shadow slanting into the room. ‘What trouble are you two concocting?’




  ‘Nothing.’ Eve moved away from Rose. ‘You’ve got such a suspicious mind, Dan. I was only asking when we were expecting Jess.’




  Rose didn’t miss the almost imperceptible flicker of irritation in Daniel’s face, the one-fingered scratch behind his left ear; both sure signs he was exercising extreme

  self-restraint. She began to put away the pans.




  ‘Jess?’ he said. Perhaps Eve didn’t notice the tension in his voice. ‘Any day, I think. Rose knows all the details.’ He crossed the kitchen towards the

  corridor.




  The anger she’d felt earlier returned. His not facing up to the situation he’d created was absurd. ‘I think she’s waiting to hear from you,’ she said pointedly to

  his retreating back. ‘Before she makes up her mind.’ Rose knew full well that Jess and Adam’s tickets were booked for a flight in three days’ time, but also that Jess was

  perfectly capable of writing off the cost if her father didn’t make peace.




  ‘Really?’ He sounded surprised. ‘I didn’t think she and I had anything more to say to each other.’




  ‘Oh, Daniel.’ Rose stopped, aware of Eve’s beady eyes watching them, alert for every nuance. She wouldn’t give her sister-in-law the satisfaction of seeing them argue,

  thus confirming her suspicions. Especially not when she was afraid that any loss of temper could evolve too easily into something else. But however much she might want to avoid any kind of

  confrontation on holiday, they would have to discuss Jess and Adam before it was too late.




  ‘Well, we can talk about her later. I’m off for a quick nap.’ He ended any possibility of discussion by disappearing towards their bedroom.




  He rarely took a siesta so late in the day. She looked after him, infuriated, frustrated and sad.




  ‘Now tell me there’s nothing going on between you,’ said Eve, adjusting her top across her shoulders.




  ‘Eve, please.’ Rose got up to cover the cheese board with a muslin dome, brushing away a couple of persistent flies. ‘I said I’ll talk to you when I’m ready. And I

  will.’




  ‘You’re just as stubborn yourself, you know. But OK. In that case, I’m going to give in to the tyranny of the pool, and find myself a parasol. If there’s one big enough

  to provide the amount of shade I need.’




  Rose allowed herself a brief smile. ‘Don’t be an idiot. You’re looking great.’




  ‘Just what I meant! But once I’ve got Jess’s old maternity cozzie on, things may change. You wait.’




  The costume Jess had left behind a year ago was the only one with a cat’s whiskers’ chance of fitting Eve.




  ‘I’ll see you down there later. I’m going to try to catch Dan before he nods off.’




  ‘Bad move, sister. I’m warning you.’ Eve shook her head as she left the room.




  She was probably right, thought Rose, but sorting out Jess’s visit was vital. Otherwise the moment would be gone, and she wouldn’t come at all. Once that was done, she would

  concentrate on how she was going to deal with that text, the words of which still resonated in her memory. Miss. Love. Come back. With a heavy heart, she walked slowly towards the dimly lit

  staircase that led to their room.
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  Eve angled the lounger, straightened the beach towel and moved the parasol to give her enough shade. She glanced up towards the sound of snoring.

  There, slung between two olive trees, was a hammock containing the slumbering Terry, on his back, mouth open. His paperback lay on the ground beside him. Not even Harlan Coben had the page-turning

  power to keep him awake.




  Above them the sky was an uninterrupted cornflower blue. She organised all the essentials – her suntan cream, Kindle, BlackBerry and dark glasses – on the table, then went to dip her

  hand in the water. She pulled it back sharply. She’d expected the temperature to be much more inviting. Then she recalled the spartan thread that ran through Daniel. Anything sporty must push

  you to your limit. Not for him the heated pool. She had a sudden memory of him coming into the refectory of their student halls in Edinburgh, having run round Arthur’s Seat before breakfast.

  In those days, running was for the few, and at that time of the day, certainly not for the student. How different things had been then. The two of them had never made the mistake of believing they

  were in love with one another, but their relationship had certainly been satisfyingly intense and, if she thought about it, pleasantly fulfilling during the short time it lasted. Then Will came

  along. Then Rose. But that was all a long time ago.




  Reproaching herself for being so feeble, she walked to the end of the pool, relishing the sun on her pale skin, feeling the modesty frill on the maternity costume tickle the tops of her thighs.

  She paused for a moment, then swung her arms in front of her and pushed off with her toes. The dive was executed perfectly. As she entered the water, the first shock of the cold paralysed the nerve

  endings the length of her body. By the time she was halfway down the pool, that sudden numbness had begun to wear off. She surfaced with a gasp, treading water as she took in her surroundings: the

  olive grove below the pool, the sloping stretch of garden between her and the old farmhouse itself. They’d all thought Rose and Dan were crazy when they’d bought such a wreck of a

  place. But the pair of them had lavished such care and attention on it over the years that it had become a haven for all of them.




  She concentrated on pushing herself through the water. Dan had given her her first lesson in crawl in the sea off Musselburgh that summer after she’d confessed that the only stroke

  she’d mastered at school was a stately, head-held-out-of-the-water breaststroke. In those days she hadn’t been put off by the cold. He’d laughed and showed her how to propel

  herself through the water, to time her breathing, to turn her head every third stroke, to use her arms and kick. After a few lengths, she slowed down and rolled on to her back, keeping herself

  afloat with gentle movements of her arms and feet. The vast blue bowl above her was marked by the vapour trail from an aircraft, high, high up, moving like a rigid faraway bird.




  She shut her eyes, tried to empty her mind, to concentrate on the heat on her face, the sensation of weightlessness. But it was useless. One by one her children – though strictly speaking

  they were too old to be called that – came marching into her mind, besieging her with one trivial kind of worry or another. She didn’t want to have to think about the squalid flat where

  the twins were living, whether they were ever going to earn enough to cover their living expenses, whether it was going to work out at Gresham Hall for Charlie or whether Millie would get her

  meaningless degree and what she would do with it if she did. Beyond that, there was her own future. The small literary agency for children’s authors and illustrators that she’d dared to

  set up years ago was facing a tough time in the current economic climate.




  She kept her eyes shut against the sun, aware of dogs barking in the distance, the buzz of an insect flying by her face. Weightless, suspended, alone.




  Eyes closed, she ran through her client list. As far as she was concerned, there wasn’t a dud among them, not really. She had left the large London literary agency where she’d

  trained when she was pregnant with Charlie and they’d moved to a village outside Cambridge. Not long after his birth, she had started her own business, not taking on more clients than she

  could responsibly handle, running it from the kitchen table. As the children got older, she had rented an office and slowly expanded her client list, until three years ago she had taken on Amy

  Fraser as her assistant. Only three months ago she had rewarded Amy’s dedication by agreeing she should become an agent in her own right.




  Amy Fraser: well educated, well tailored, well spoken, well versed in the business of the agency. What the hell was she playing at? She had failed to return any of Eve’s emails since she

  had left the office the previous Friday. Eve couldn’t fault Amy’s dedication to her work, yet sometimes she suspected the young woman had another agenda that she wasn’t

  sharing.




  The sound of a splash made her start. Her eyes flew open just as a wave of water washed over her, unbalancing her. As she surfaced, coughing as she righted herself, she heard laughter. Wiping

  her eyes, she saw Terry on the edge of the pool.




  ‘Couldn’t resist. You looked so peaceful.’




  ‘Most people would see that as a reason to leave me alone.’ Just a few strokes to the end, where she walked up the steps and shook out her hair. ‘Only you would think that was

  funny.’




  ‘I’m sorry, but all that splashing woke me up.’ As he walked towards her, she couldn’t help thinking, not for the first time, that the way his hair grew forward and the

  prominent set of his ears made it look as if the breeze was blowing him in her direction, as if they were destined for each other. The sun bounced off either side of his temples where his hairline

  had receded beyond the point of disguise. He ran his fingers down her spine. ‘Relax. We’re on holiday.’




  Instead of responding, she concentrated on re-angling the parasol against the sun, before arranging herself on the lounger.




  ‘Mmm. God, I’m exhausted.’ She took a long, deep breath as she felt the sun warming her limbs, and an overwhelming desire to sleep took her over.




  He sat on the next lounger before helping himself to the pricey sun cream that she’d bought for herself in the departure lounge. She watched him with one eye, cross that he wasn’t

  using the Nivea they’d bought for him.




  ‘I’m not surprised,’ he said, slathering the stuff on to his ashen calves.




  Immediately she was on the alert. ‘What’s that supposed to mean?’




  ‘As if you didn’t know.’ He lay back with an audible oomph of satisfaction, hands behind his head, legs splayed.




  Budgie smugglers not a good look on an older man, she couldn’t help remarking. On Tom Daley they were one thing, but add a few years . . . She’d meant to buy Terry some more discreet

  trunks for holidaying in company, but what with one thing and another, they’d been forgotten.




  ‘Do you have to drink so much? It was only lunchtime, for God’s sake.’ His voice was low, as if someone might overhear.




  ‘Is that why you’ve come over? Just to tell me that?’ Eve propped herself up as she recalled their lunch. The wine had been the ideal accompaniment to the meal. Light and dry

  and white, chosen with typical care by Daniel. Perhaps I did have one glass too many, she thought, remembering with slight embarrassment the way she had continued to help herself long after the

  others had slowed down and how inappropriately loud her laugh had been at one of Daniel’s jokes. She knew Terry had been watching her, had been aware of the occasional pressure of his foot

  under the table, but if anything, that had only encouraged her. A sort of reckless defiance had taken her over, even if it was ‘only lunchtime’.




  ‘It’s not good for you and I don’t want you making a fool of yourself.’




  ‘Why not?’ Eve protested. ‘It’s only your sister and her husband, both old friends of mine who know me better than . . . anyone.’ She stopped herself in time from

  saying ‘than you’. That would be too hurtful. But it was true.




  ‘Maybe, but you should take it easy all the same. Give your liver a breather.’ He laid his hand on hers to reassure her that he was only thinking of her own good.




  She snatched her hand away. ‘If my liver needed help, I’d know about it. Drink oils the wheels sometimes, that’s all. And anyway, I enjoy it.’ She was uncomfortably aware

  that this was beginning to sound like the self-justifying rant of an alcoholic. ‘You may not, but other people do know the difference between being a drunk and having fun.’ There. She

  waited for his reply.




  But Terry was already on his feet, heading back to the hammock. She punched the cushion. He could be so maddening sometimes. Making his point was always enough. Her thoughts on the subject were

  irrelevant. The pleasant drowsiness brought on by the combination of sun, exercise, good food and drink had all but evaporated in her irritation. She watched his familiar bouncing gait, his slim

  physique. She reached for the sun cream and began massaging it into her cleavage. As she did, she was reminded once again of the cruel truth that while her body showed the evidence of time and the

  rigours of childbirth, his had remained comparatively untouched by the passing years. Even so, the Speedos were still a mistake, bought as a joke when they’d gone together to the South of

  France a couple of years ago. But if he was the same as ever, why didn’t she find him as attractive as she once had? Pondering the matter, she picked up her BlackBerry and checked her emails.

  Still nothing from Amy.




  She brought up Amy’s address and quickly typed:




  Any problems? Eve




  She hesitated. That rather suggested she expected there might be, which was unfair. If you didn’t count the weekend, she’d only been out of the office for less than a day. Perhaps

  she was being too abrupt. She added an x after her name – the kiss that took the sting out of any email. Then she deleted it for not being sufficiently businesslike and added:




  Do get back to me re Rufus’s contract. And have you had time to look at the new Alasdair King illustrations yet?




  She reread the message. Too authoritarian? But what if it was? It was important to establish which of them was in charge and what was still expected of Amy, whatever her job title. All the same

  . . . She reinstated the x, then sent the email without more ado and moved on to the most pressing incoming messages, reading a few of them, replying, then stopping. There was nothing more here

  that couldn’t wait a couple of hours for an answer. She slid the phone into the shade beneath the lounger, closed her eyes and abandoned herself to the moment.




  Halfway down the corridor to the stairs, Rose had second thoughts. She was so confused and upset, so unsure of the right way to handle her discovery. If she was right, if

  Daniel was having an affair, she didn’t trust herself to be alone with him just yet. Not even to discuss Jess. She was frightened of what she might blurt out in the heat of the moment, and

  worse, of what he might say in reply.




  Instead she turned in to the small studio room where she kept all her painting materials. She stripped off, hung her shift on the back of the door and put on the smock and skirt that hung beside

  it. She found a talismanic comfort in their familiarity and would draw or paint in nothing else. She picked up a large sketchpad and her bag, put on her hat and left the house.




  She heard the sound of voices by the pool. Terry and Eve. Bickering probably. Their relationship seemed to flourish on their differences, a way of relating that Rose couldn’t imagine for

  herself. From the outside, their marriage couldn’t be more different from hers and Daniel’s. But now she wasn’t sure any more. An undertow of sadness tugged at her, that and fear

  of the future. Nothing would be the same now.




  The path took her along the track that ran between fields of dying sunflowers, their large blackened heads turned away from the sun, hanging dejected towards the ground, their leaves pale and

  wilting. But she was oblivious to her surroundings until she passed the field containing rows of glittering black solar panels. Just beyond them she turned up the hill, past a narrow vineyard, to

  the edge of a small oak wood. There the track became a narrow path, less stony underfoot, that she followed up and round the edge of the trees till she reached a clearing where the treeline drew

  back behind a patch of rocks. This was where she always came when she needed time out, rediscovering it with every change of season.




  From this vantage point she could see down the valley to vineyards like perfect corduroy, and two old farmhouses basking in the heat. In the distance, a small medieval hilltop village, its

  church spire marking the summit. The sound of children shouting carried up to her on the air, then the solemn tolling of the monastery bell – every hour on the hour. She settled herself on

  her favourite rock, the one that dipped against a taller one to make a natural seat, and took out her sketchbook, watercolours and paintbrushes.




  Within ten minutes she was absorbed in capturing the landscape, the trees and the light and shade of the valley around her, as the sun began its slow descent. Daniel, their marriage, gradually

  retreated to the back of her mind as she concentrated on her painting. When the bell tolled the hour again, she came to, almost surprised at having cleared her mind so successfully. Six

  o’clock. Immediately her focus switched to home. Anna would be arriving soon, and she must be there to greet her. Daniel would be awake and wondering where she was. Then: Miss. Love. Come

  back. Each word a knife thrust to her heart.




  She laid her pad on the ground beside her, her thoughts turning around her marriage again. But as she cleaned her brush, then threw out the coloured water from the jar, she identified an

  additional emotion to the disbelief, pain and confusion she’d experienced since the morning. The first stirrings of anger were adding themselves to the cocktail. After all these years, how

  dare he? After everything they’d been through together, Daniel was prepared to toss the whole lot away.




  If she knew him at all, he’d be finding confession difficult. How long had it taken him to admit that he and Eve had been lovers, albeit briefly? He didn’t tell her that for one

  whole year. A year in which her friendship with Eve had been built on her ignorance. Eve had kept her silence too. By the time Daniel had finally admitted the truth of their relationship, all three

  of them and Will had become so close that Rose hadn’t wanted to unpick things. She loved Daniel and was confident he loved her. Eve was her closest friend by then and deep into her

  relationship with Will. If anything, sharing Daniel had brought them closer together. The deceit had only been for her benefit and their affair was in the past. Unlike this one. Well, so be it. She

  would wait until he had no option but to confess. And then she would be ready.




  Slinging her bag over her shoulder, she started for home with a heavy heart. By the time she arrived, the others were on the terrace. She heard the click of dominoes, Eve’s voice and then

  Daniel’s laughter before she slipped into the house, dropped off her stuff in the studio and went up to their bedroom. Leaving her painting clothes on the bed, she went into the bathroom and

  turned on the shower. While the water warmed up, she brushed her teeth, staring at her reflection. A middle-aged woman stared back, although something of the tomboy that she had once been was still

  close to the surface: hair cut short to frame her face, skin freckled, and the beginnings of a few fine lines.




  What did ‘S’ look like? she wondered, shivering slightly despite the heat. What sort of woman would have succeeded where she suspected many had failed? Her polar opposite? She ran

  through the sex goddess clichés: large, bosomy, fleshy arms and legs, big hair, large-featured, smoky eyes, bee-stung lips. Her breath caught as she pressed her own less generous ones

  together, watching her eyes well up. She looked away quickly and stepped into the shower, where the jets of water beat on her head, then her face, until she felt nothing but a deep, angry

  despair.




  From the shower she went through to the wardrobe and ripped a choice of clothes off the hangers. What was appropriate for a wronged woman? Having chosen a pair of white linen trousers and an

  aquamarine T-shirt (as inappropriate as anything else she had), she replaced the rest, slid her feet into her sandals and returned to the bathroom, hand-drying her hair on the way. Just as she was

  putting on the merest hint of make-up – might as well remind him what he’d be missing – she heard the sound of the door opening. She braced herself.




  ‘Mum!’




  Anna. She rushed through to the bedroom, and hugged her older daughter to her. ‘I didn’t hear the car.’ Then she pushed her away so she could see her. ‘You look so

  well.’




  Anna’s dress sense was nothing if not idiosyncratic. Taller than her mother, she was wearing a long flounced flowery skirt, a skimpy top that emphasised her skinniness, and countless

  necklaces, and bracelets that clashed together every time she moved her arms. Her long dark hair was pulled back and fastened behind her head with a hibiscus flower clasp. Her face was pale,

  elfin-like in its sharp lines. A pink sapphire nose stud drew attention to the curve of her nostril.




  ‘And you look, well . . . I don’t know. The same as usual, I guess.’




  Rose laughed. ‘Have you seen the others?’




  ‘Of course not. I wanted to see you first and I guessed you might be here. Pre-drinks shower and all that.’ She hadn’t forgotten the family routines that had ingrained

  themselves over the years.




  ‘You know me too well.’ Rose took her hand. ‘Let’s join them. Oh!’ She lifted Anna’s once pretty hand to the light, now with nails bitten down to the quick.

  ‘I’m not sure about that one. Dad’ll hate it.’




  ‘Too bad.’ Anna twisted her wrist to admire the large silver ring in the shape of a skull that covered the whole of the lowest section of her middle finger. ‘I’m thirty,

  for God’s sake. My life. Remember?’




  ‘I know.’ Rose pretended resignation. ‘Come on then. I’ve so much to ask you.’




  ‘Uncle Terry here? And Eve?’ Anna sat on the edge of the bed, rattling her bangles up and down her wrist.




  ‘Of course. I’m sure I told you they were getting here before you. Eve’s in a state because her case hasn’t arrived.’




  Anna smiled, knowing too well the hoo-ha that would involve. ‘You probably did, but I forgot. I was hoping to catch Dad on his own before they got here.’ She looked up at her mother,

  lifting a hand to her mouth and scraping the top of her thumbnail on a front tooth – a nervous habit.




  Rose resisted saying anything. She’s not a child any more. She’s a grown woman.




  ‘Still, I’ll find my moment.’




  There was something in Anna’s eyes that worried Rose. She must want to wheedle something out of Daniel that she knew he wouldn’t easily give. Again. Rose put a hand out to still the

  clatter of the bangles. She wouldn’t ask. Easier to deal with the request when it came, rather than anticipate the worst. Her thumb traced the faint but unmistakable white scars that marked

  Anna’s forearm.




  Anna snatched her arm away, strategically rearranging the bangles. ‘Have they started arguing yet?’




  ‘Anna, really!’ Rose tried to sound disapproving. ‘They’re not that bad.’




  ‘Yes they are. They’re always bickering. At least you and Dad have never been like that.’




  ‘Some people get on best when they’re arguing. The bad times make the good times better.’ She wasn’t sure that was what she really believed. ‘Who knows what makes a

  marriage tick? Not even the people involved . . .’ She left the sentence unfinished.




  ‘Mum!’




  Anna’s voice brought her back to her senses, reminding her that she mustn’t let her guard slip. ‘What?’ she said quickly. Her daughters must know nothing until she and

  Daniel had sorted things out.




  ‘That’s very philosophical for a Monday night.’ Anna looked perplexed, as if wondering what had come over her mother.




  ‘You know me, darling. Full of surprises.’ Rose stood up, fighting a pressing desire to run away. ‘Come on, they’ll be wondering what’s happened to me. And you must

  say hello.’




  ‘Make my entrance, you mean?’ Anna laughed. ‘If you insist.’ And she followed her mother from the room.




  





   




   




   




   




  4




   




   




   




   




  ‘You’re being so obstructive, Dad.’ Anna put down her glass and swept her hair back over her shoulder, shaking her head so it

  fell straight. The hibiscus clasp lay discarded on the table. ‘You know you want Jess here as much as we do. It’s not going to be the same without them. Just call her.’




  Daniel looked up from his fig tart, putting down his spoon. His eyes widened slightly under the frown, surprised at someone disagreeing with a decision he’d made. ‘Anna, you

  don’t know what you’re talking about. Adam refused the work I offered him.’ His voice was quiet but firm as he leaned back in his chair, crossing his arms over his chest.

  ‘If Jess chooses not to come here as a result of what was said, that’s her business.’ His foot tapped on the floor. Just once. Then again. He scratched behind his ear.




  The five of them sat at one end of the large farmhouse table on the terrace, sheltered by the vine-clad pergola. A shaft of light beamed through the open kitchen door, but too far away to

  illuminate the table. Instead, the outdoor light over the sitting room door added to the light of the candles. Rose and Anna had made a chestnut and butternut risotto, followed by saltimbocca alla

  Romana, delicate veal scaloppini with prosciutto and sage, all pronounced excellent by the others. Until now, the atmosphere had been convivial, relaxed.




  Rose recognised the warning signs and stepped in swiftly. ‘I’ll talk to her,’ she said. ‘I’ll explain and then they’ll be on that plane as planned.’




  Eve yawned. ‘Well one of you should do something, or you’ll miss the boat altogether.’ She laughed at her rather feeble joke, apparently heedless of the stony silence into

  which she’d dropped it. ‘Or the plane – just like my wretched case!’ she added.




  Sometime before dinner, Terry had spent an hour on the phone trying to trace the missing luggage. For some reason, it had been rerouted to Rome. The airline had promised to deliver it the next

  day. In the meantime, Eve was making do with what she could borrow. At the moment she was sporting a generously cut dress of Rose’s in fine blue-and-green striped jersey; a much more casual

  look than she was used to.




  Beyond the terrace, down past the pool, the land fell away into the valley towards the inky silhouettes of distant hills pricked with orange and white lights marking out villages or lone

  farmhouses. The candle flames flickered in the breeze sending shadows slipping across their faces. Rose pulled her pashmina tighter around her shoulders.




  Daniel pushed his chair back, noisy on the stone. ‘I’ve got a couple of emails to deal with, if you’ll all excuse me. See you in the morning.’




  As he disappeared inside, the four of them looked at one another. It was unlike him to leave a gathering early. Rose speculated miserably on the reasons why, but said nothing. Instead, she took

  a deep breath, hoping to suppress the anxiety that had formed like a marble in her throat. The family had been together for less than twenty-four hours, and nothing was as she’d imagined

  it.




  At least Daniel’s absence meant that any row over Adam had been averted before the red light blazed and the rest of them were forced to run for cover. The worst of Daniel’s rages

  were reserved exclusively for his family. Outsiders were rarely exposed to them.




  Rose pushed away her half-eaten pudding.




  ‘Go after him, Mum. Now’s your moment.’




  That spell in therapy had led Anna to believe that she knew what made other people tick, and that gave her the authority to tell them what to do. But Rose, Eve and Terry knew better than anyone

  how mercurial Daniel’s moods could be. Quick to come and quick to go, but best avoided.




  ‘I don’t think that’s a good idea. You know what he’s like. If I go now, he’ll only get more entrenched. We’ll leave it till the morning.’




  ‘Adam might not be the husband Dad would have chosen for Jess, but he ought to at least give him a chance.’ Anna took a small blue tobacco pouch out of her bag. ‘I’m

  never going to get married, if this is what he’s going to be like.’




  ‘Anyone on the scene?’ Eve leaped at a change of subject.




  Rose gave silent thanks for her sister-in-law’s insatiable curiosity.




  ‘Hardly.’ Anna grinned as she unfolded a Rizla. ‘I’ve been seeing a guy who works in the City, but it was never going to work. He’s well into his suits, his cars

  and owning property. He’s even in a choir, and he’s not even thirty-five. And I’m . . . well, I’m not like that. He hated the way I dress and we had different opinions on

  everything.’ She looked thoughtful. ‘In fact it’s a bit of a mystery how we got together in the first place. The sex was pretty good, I guess.’ She shredded some tobacco on

  to the paper and rolled herself the meanest cigarette Rose had ever seen. She’d prefer Anna not to share quite so much of her personal life at the supper table.




  Eve laughed. ‘Sounds like just the sort of guy that Dan would love for his daughters.’




  ‘Oh, please.’ Anna took her lighter from her bag. ‘A lifetime of missed opportunity, chained to a kitchen sink, clearing up after our snotty kids and hanging on to his arm at

  office dos. No thank you.’ She pretended to make herself vomit.




  Rose was painfully aware how closely the description fitted her own married life, a life about which, until this morning, she had had no complaints. ‘Anna, don’t.’ She grasped

  her daughter’s wrist and pulled her hand away from her mouth, then clasped it in her own. ‘That’s disgusting.’




  ‘Only to you, mother dear.’ Anna wiped her hand on her skirt and lit her cigarette, the loose shreds of tobacco glowing before they flew into the night.




  Rose didn’t need to remind everyone why she’d reacted as she had. Those days when Anna’s departure from the table at the end of a meal was immediately followed by the slam of

  the bathroom door, then the distant flushing of the toilet, were – thank God – a thing of the past. But Rose remembered them clearly, them and the crushing anxiety and sense of

  powerlessness that used to be her daily companions. Was there anything worse than your child’s life being under threat from an illness you had no power to heal? If there was, she

  couldn’t imagine it. Nothing Dan could do would hurt her as badly as that.




  Terry coughed.




  ‘And to you then, Uncle Terry. Sorry. But Eve doesn’t mind, do you, best aunt?’




  ‘Only aunt,’ Eve corrected proudly. ‘But if that’s how you feel, how’s the rest of your life going to pan out?’




  Anna filled her glass with water. ‘Oh, I’ve got plans. Men are on hold at the moment while I get things off the ground.’ A secretive look crossed her face, swiftly replaced by

  a worrying (to those who knew her) beam.




  ‘Really? Need any help?’ Terry could be relied on to join in when the conversation took a business turn. He wasn’t an easy conversationalist in company, never had been. He

  preferred things one to one. That was something that he and Rose did have in common, although she had learned to be more gregarious.




  ‘Maybe eventually, but not yet. First I’ve got to convince Dad of their brilliance. And no . . .’ She looked towards her mother; Rose was bristling with alarmed interest, aware

  that if she expressed it, Anna would just clam up. ‘I’m not going to tell you anything until they’re more definite. You mustn’t mention anything to Dad just yet. I’m

  going to grab him tomorrow when he’s in a more receptive mood.’




  Rose felt Eve squeeze her thigh under the table. Eve knew Daniel as well as anyone, and like Rose, she knew what sort of response Anna was likely to provoke if she asked for money again. Rose

  groped for her sister-in-law’s hand and squeezed back, grateful to have an ally who understood.




  ‘But it’s Eve’s birthday,’ she said, grasping at the excuse. ‘And we’re going to Arezzo.’




  ‘That’s in the morning.’ Nothing would stop Anna when her heart was set on something. ‘I’ll find a time and then we can celebrate doubly in the evening.’ She

  clapped her hands. ‘You’re going to be so excited.’




  ‘I hope so.’ Another squeeze from Eve. The list of other great ideas that had so rapidly transformed into disasters was already running through Rose’s mind. Every time Daniel

  had supported Anna in one of her ventures – the market stall, importing carpets from Morocco, the café– he was the one who came out the loser. Whatever the reason – bad

  timing, or Anna’s loss of interest – every foolproof project designed to make father and daughter so much money hit the buffers one after another. After the café, Daniel had

  sworn he’d helped her out for the last time, and that was when she’d taken up gardening, tutoring children in English, maths and French to finance the horticulture course.
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