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About the Book

Sophie was an impressionable twenty-one-year-old when she married millionaire businessman Brock Duvall and was swept away on a tide of luxury and sophistication. But over the years she has learned that life with a man twice her age is not what she had hoped for. She feels the need to break away from the confines of her hapless marriage, and Brock, knowing he can no longer govern his beautiful wife, sets her free. It is time for Sophie to take control.

Launching a career as an antiques dealer, Sophie opens a shop in Knightsbridge, and with the help of her two bubbly colleagues, Frankie and Katie, she watches the business thrive. Sadly, her sister, Audrey, is not so fortunate. Her own marriage is on the rocks and she is spurred into a desperate act of rebellion . . .

As Sophie begins to get her life back on track, she hopes that one day she will meet a man with whom she is truly compatible. Then Tim Calthorpe, her teenage heart-throb, re-enters her life, giving her hope that they may have a future together. But sinister events follow and Sophie is unable to shake off the fear that someone is trying to jeopardise her one chance of true happiness . . .


Once again, this is for
Baba and Buffy
and their families
with all my love


PART ONE

June


One

It had happened on a night such as this, Sophie reflected as she stepped on to the terrace of La Madeleine. The garden was illuminated as it had been then, with concealed spotlights and little lanterns, but tonight she was more aware of those dark shady places that led to the olive grove and the blackness of the wych-elms and lime trees that enclosed the property like impenetrable walls than she was of the beauty of the garden. What had made her recall the dreadful happenings of that night with such disturbing clarity? She felt gripped once again with anxiety, tense and alert to every sound. A week ago she’d imagined herself safe, now she wondered if she’d ever feel safe again.

Of course it was very warm tonight, as it had been then, with only a gentle breeze wafting down from the hills of Grasse. There was also the heady perfume of the nicotiana which glowed like milky stars in the shadows of the mimosa trees – how it had filled the air with its heart-breaking sweetness that night! She shivered uneasily in spite of the balmy air and the warm stones beneath her bare feet. Going slowly down the terrace steps to the lower level where the large pool with its underwater lighting looked like a giant aquamarine set in the honey-coloured stones, Sophie stood in silhouette against the green glow, a tall slender figure in a softly patterned skirt and a peasant blouse, with her long dark hair pinned back.

She had loved this place, once. Now it had changed and the ghosts of the past lurked in every shadow with a thousand watchful eyes. Tomorrow she planned to face him and bring to an end the lies and the heartbreak, but would that erase what had happened?

It was the phone call, exactly a year ago, that had started it all. She’d arrived at La Madeleine the previous afternoon, flying over from London for a two-week holiday, her first since her divorce from Brock. The next morning she’d driven into Nice to stock up on provisions because her family were arriving the following afternoon. When she’d been married to Brock Duval he’d looked after the running of La Madeleine, the flat in London, the apartment in New York; every facet of their lives, in fact, during the twelve years of their marriage. Now it was up to her and she was relishing her new-found independence and freedom.

Brock had always treated her like a child, in his kind, benevolent way, thinking he was protecting her from the rough edge of life. In the end it was the one thing that had driven them apart. That, and his unwillingness to have children. It had been a painful time for both of them. Brock, twenty years older than Sophie, was acutely conscious that he had failed in marriage for the second time, while she felt a deep sense of disappointment and regret. She’d loved Brock passionately when she’d been twenty-one, insisting on marrying him although her mother had said it would never last. Her mother had been right. She still cared for Brock, but as a father figure now, which is perhaps what he’d been for her all along, although she hadn’t realised it.

‘The telephone, Madame,’ Hortense, the housekeeper, had announced, breaking into Sophie’s thoughts as she unloaded the shopping from the Renault.

‘Who is it?’ Visions of her mother and stepfather being delayed or her sister’s small children suddenly going down with some illness immediately sprang to mind. She’d been looking forward to this family holiday, her first without Brock organising everything and everybody, and she hoped nothing was going to go wrong.

‘The gentleman didn’t say,’ Hortense replied. She was as tall as Sophie, and as slim, but her skin was sallow and her dark hair dull. She and her husband, Henri, who tended the garden and the olive grove, had worked for the previous owners of the villa, and they lived nearby in a tiny stone house, built into the side of the hill.

‘Thanks. Can you call Henri to help unload the car, please?’ Sophie hurried indoors, taking a box of fragrant pineapples with her.

Hortense regarded the contents of the car. Crates of champagne and wine nestled under boxes of salad, meat, chickens and some very bright pink lobsters. She shrugged. Madame had shopped with as much extravagance as her ex-husband. Life up at the villa was obviously going to be as affluent as ever, even without the presence of Monsieur Duval and all his American dollars.

‘Merde!’ she swore as she lifted out a box of peaches and water melons. It was heavy. She would have to get her lazy husband to come and help.

In the sitting room the red tile floor gleamed with polish, testimony to Hortense’s hard work. Sophie dropped on to one of the comfortable white linen-covered sofas and picked up the phone. ‘Hello?’ Her clear voice was crisp.

‘Sophie? Is that you?’

‘Who is that?’ Her dark wing-shaped eyebrows drew together, puzzled. She pushed her long hair behind her ears. There was something oddly familiar about the voice.

‘This is Tim speaking. Tim Calthorpe.’

There was a moment’s stunned silence before she gave an astonished squeal. ‘Tim! My God, I don’t believe it!’ In that second, thirteen, nearly fourteen years vanished, and she was a student again, finishing her A-levels and longing to go out into the world to live a bit, live with a capital L. Tim was two years older and they were so in love she thought she would die when he announced he was emigrating to Australia. It had taken her months to be able even to think about him without crying, and although they wrote to each other, his letters became more remote and less frequent. Eighteen months later she met Brock and the memory of Tim was relegated to the years of her teens, alongside her favourite pop tunes, her first evening dress and her first car. Brock had been good at obliterating the past under a welter of expensive gifts and exotic travelling.

She could hear Tim laughing delightedly as she tried to gather her thoughts. ‘My God, Tim. After all these years. How did you know I was here? Where are you?’

‘Ginny Howard told me you had a villa up in the mountains near Grasse, so I thought I’d give you a ring.’

Her bewilderment increased. ‘But Ginny and Jonathan have a house in Monte Carlo.’

‘That’s right, Sophie. Well done.’ She remembered how he used to tease her if she was slow on the uptake.

‘But I don’t understand . . .’ Suddenly the truth dawned. ‘Oh, you’re not ringing me from Australia, then?’

Tim chuckled. ‘I haven’t been there for years.’

‘You didn’t stay?’

‘I moved to Hong Kong after a couple of years. Got into business there for a while and then gradually drifted back to England. I hear you got yourself married and divorced.’

Listening to him, she saw him vividly in her mind’s eye. Tall, well built and long legged, with the easy grace of an athlete. A narrow face, sexy more than handsome, and eyes that always looked as if he was keeping an amusing secret. At seventeen she’d found those eyes both thrilling and disturbing.

‘Yes, I’m divorced; have been for several months now.’ She still found it difficult to talk about it naturally, as if her divorce was somehow a shameful thing. ‘How do you know Ginny and Jonathan?’ she continued hurriedly.

‘I met Jonathan in Hong Kong. They happened to mention you last night and when I told them we had known each other years ago, they said I should give you a ring.’ He sounded chummy, as if he’d only seen her the previous week.

‘So you’re in Monte Carlo?’

‘That’s right. They’ve got a lovely place here, haven’t they?’

Sophie felt stunned. After all these years. After the initial heartbreak when she thought she’d never love again, never be happy again, here was Tim telling her casually that he was only a few miles away.

Impulsively she said, ‘Why not come to lunch the day after tomorrow? Bring Ginny and Jonathan, of course. My family will be here by then. We can have a party! It will be nice to see the Howards again.’

‘And will it be nice to see me again, Sophie?’ His tone was bantering, teasing, slightly flirtatious even. Her spirits lifted suddenly. It was nice to have a man to flirt with again; it seemed a long time since she and Brock had parted.

‘It will be fabulous to see you again, Tim. Have you changed much?’

‘I’m older, of course,’ he said with mock solemnity. ‘But I hear the years have been kind to you.’

Sophie burst out laughing. ‘I’m only thirty-three, for God’s sake.’

‘And you’ve still got your own teeth?’

Sophie laughed. He’d always made her smile, and that was one of the things she’d missed most when he went away.

‘Listen, Tim. Come at about noon. My mother and Alan will be here, and Audrey and Nicholas. Remember Nicholas? Audrey met him when she was still at Heathfield. He was the brother of her best friend. They’ve got two little girls now of five and eight. You’ll meet them all.’

‘My God, the whole clan! Are you sure you can manage? That’s an awful lot of people to have to lunch . . . Oh, but I forgot. Ginny says you’re rolling in it now. A positive millionairess.’

‘I don’t know about that,’ Sophie replied dismissively. References to her affluence embarrassed her. None of her peer group possessed the sort of riches that belonged to Brock and his contemporaries. ‘I’m about to go back to work.’

‘I want to hear all your news. I can’t wait to see you again.’ He sounded genuinely pleased at the prospect and for a fleeting moment she felt a tremor of hope for the future. It was only a pinprick of light, that flickered for a second in the darkness of her emotional emptiness but it was enough to make her feel that she might still, one day, have a rewarding love life.

‘I’m looking forward to seeing you too,’ she replied.

‘We’ll all be there. I’m longing for you to meet my wife, Carolyn. I think you’ll really hit it off together.’

The next morning Sophie was up early, seeing to all the last-minute arrangements and enjoying herself as much as she’d done when she’d been a little girl, playing at houses. From the garden she gathered flowers to go in all the bedrooms, with bowls of fruit and bottles of Perrier. Fresh white linen was on every bed, and snowy Turkish towels were folded and placed in each room. Downstairs in the living room, she arranged stacks of magazines, a selection of the newest paperbacks she’d picked up at the airport, and games for her nieces. Nothing had been forgotten. Her family were going to have a wonderful holiday.

It was a glorious day with a brilliant blue sky and the garden looked at its best. Sophie wandered around for a while, inspecting the rosemary and lavender that grew in clumps on either side of the terraced steps, and deadheading the rose bushes by the pool. Then she checked that all the white cane furniture was arranged in convivial groups, and that there were plenty of beach towels. She wanted everything to be perfect.

After a swim in water that was as warm and smooth as silk, she went and sat under the pergola that Brock had built on the side of the villa. It faced the terrace, high above the pool, and the vine that they had planted now grew like a lush canopy under which it was cool and shady. Here, Brock had placed a huge table of unpolished marble, and this was where they always ate; long leisurely luncheons followed by a siesta, or lantern-lit dinners to the sound of cicadas in the spinney of tall bamboos.

‘Madame, can I get you anything?’

Sophie jumped, startled. Hortense had this unnerving habit of walking so quietly you never heard her coming. Like the bearer of bad news, she lurked in archways with a woeful expression, creeping up behind you like a sinister shadow.

Sophie looked at her watch. It was noon and her family would be arriving in three or four hours.

‘I’d like some bread and cheese, and perhaps some pâté,’ she replied. ‘And a bottle of mineral water, please, Hortense.’

‘Certainement, Madame.’ She slithered away again, and Sophie watched her go, a tall black figure, like a perpetual widow. Idly, she wondered if Hortense would be offended if she offered her some of her cast-off clothes.

‘Mummy!’ Amelia tugged at Audrey’s cotton skirt. They were waiting by the kerb, outside Nice airport, while Nicholas and her stepfather went off to collect the two Fiats they’d arranged to hire.

‘Mummy!’ The eight-year-old tried to attract her mother’s attention again, but Audrey was hoping that if she pretended not to hear, her daughter would forget what she wanted to say and be distracted by something else. It was so hot she could hardly breathe and her T-shirt was sticking to her back. Her mother was sitting on one of the suitcases, in a wilting white muslin blouse that to Audrey’s disgust revealed the white satin of her bra. If their holiday with Sophie was going to be as uncomfortable and irritating as this, she regretted not taking the children to Cornwall as usual. At least it was cool in Fowey. And it didn’t require a two and a half hour flight in an overcrowded plane, being jostled by perfectly awful tourists.

‘Mummy!’ Amelia’s voice had reached a high-pitched whine of impatience.

Audrey spun on her in fury. ‘Will you be quiet, Amelia! Daddy and Grandpa will be back in a minute. Just wait, can’t you?’

Rebecca, who was five, and had been opening and shutting one of the zips on a suitcase, looked up at her mother with surprise. She was a placid child, round faced with large blue eyes, like a girl in a Victorian painting, and sometimes Audrey had the uncomfortable feeling that Rebecca was much too mature for her years.

‘Amelia might want to go to the toilet,’ she pointed out.

‘How often have I told you we don’t call it the toilet,’ Audrey said sharply. ‘It’s the loo.’

‘I don’t want to go, anyway,’ Amelia cut in, ‘Mummy, I want you to look at that lady standing over there. With a trolley and lots of cases. She’s with that man who’s wearing a straw hat.’

‘What about her?’ Audrey wished now they’d brought the au pair. If she was going to have to endure two weeks of childish prattle she’d go insane.

‘Why don’t you dress like her, Mummy? In smart white jeans and gold jewellery?’ Amelia persisted. ‘Like Daddy’s friend that I saw him at the cinema with.’

The Fiats drew up at La Madeleine in a swirl of hot dust and tooting horns. Through the open windows Sophie could hear Amelia and Rebecca shrieking with excitement as she hurried from the poolside to greet them and there they all were, clambering out of the cars, and she was hugging and kissing everyone, and the children were jumping up and down, and then Henri appeared to take the cases indoors.

‘It’s so good to see you here,’ Sophie exclaimed, taking her mother’s arm and leading her forward. ‘Let’s go on to the terrace and have something to drink. That drive from Nice is hell, especially at this time of day.’ She led the way, her brown legs covered by a brilliantly patterned wrap-around skirt she’d flung on over her bikini. Amelia and Rebecca, neat and rather old fashioned looking in the little cotton dresses Audrey always made them wear in the summer, were hopping down the steps of the terrace.

‘Mind you don’t fall!’ Audrey shouted warningly. She looked very pale and strained, and her eyes sparked dangerously.

Nicholas, large, plump and gregarious, in an emerald-green golfing shirt, cream cotton trousers and yachting shoes, looked quickly round the garden, took off his glasses, placed them on the stone table, then bounded down the terrace with great lolloping leaps. The others watched, startled. Then there was an enormous splash that sent small tidal waves swelling from one end of the pool to the other, and he was waving at them all triumphantly from the middle of the pool.

‘Daddy!’ the little girls screamed with joy, running to the side of the pool, ready to jump in too as he spread his arms in welcome.

‘No!’ Audrey’s voice rang out, louder than the others. ‘Amelia! Rebecca! Don’t even think of it. You’ll ruin your clothes.’

‘Oh, bugger their clothes,’ Nicholas shouted back. ‘Come on, girls! We’re on holiday now.’

Audrey turned her back on them sharply, tight lipped. At that moment Hortense came on to the terrace with a large tray of cups and saucers.

‘Ah, tea,’ Alan observed in a soothing voice. ‘How nice.’

They sat round the table under the shady vine while Hortense brought out plates of sandwiches and biscuits and a cake Sophie had bought at the local bakery. In the background, delighted shrieks and water skirmishes could be heard, but Audrey acted as if she was deaf to her family’s high spirits as she picked at a sandwich and sipped her tea.

‘I’d forgotten how beautiful it is here,’ Sophie’s mother remarked. ‘You and Brock really did wonders with this garden, didn’t you?’ Jean had always been fond of her son-in-law, although she’d been against Sophie marrying him, but that was because she felt he was more a contemporary of hers than her daughter’s.

‘Brock stayed here for a weekend at the end of April,’ Sophie said. ‘He loves it here as much as I do.’

‘I don’t blame him,’ Alan remarked wistfully. He gave a great sigh as he looked up at the vine that shielded them from the sun. ‘This is my idea of paradise.’

‘Your idea of paradise is anywhere where you don’t have to do anything,’ his wife remarked drily. ‘You’re a real beach bum.’

Alan smiled, his large blue eyes tranquil, his rounded face with its white beard benign. ‘I think the term these days is a couch potato,’ he said mildly.

‘Well, we’re all going to have to pull our weight now we’re here. We can’t expect Sophie to wait on us hand and foot for two weeks.’

‘There’s no need for any of you to do anything, Mummy.’ Sophie leaned back with a luxurious stretch, hands behind her head. ‘Hortense will be frightfully put out if we interfere. She likes to do breakfast, lunch and tea, and then she leaves supper ready for us to help ourselves to. I thought we’d have a barbecue tonight.’

Audrey wasn’t listening. She was craning her neck round the thicket of bamboo to see what Nicholas and the girls were doing. Shrieks of merriment could be heard and Nicholas’s hearty laugh was echoing around the garden. Audrey felt cold and a little sick. So her fears that Nicholas might be having an affair with his secretary weren’t unfounded, after all. How dare he take that cheap little trollop to the cinema where his own daughter could see them together? Audrey’s face flamed with anger and misery and she clenched her hands tightly until the nails hurt her palms. Denise was her name. She’d worked for Nicholas for only a year and she always wore white or cream. And lots of fake gilt Chanel jewellery. When Amelia had pointed out that woman at the airport, Audrey had immediately realised whom she was referring to.

‘Audrey? Do you want some more tea?’ With a start she realised Sophie had been talking to her.

‘What? Oh, sorry. Yes, please.’ She pushed the pretty pink and white hand-painted cup and saucer towards her sister.

‘Are you all right?’ Sophie asked in a low voice.

‘Absolutely fine,’ Audrey assured her with a defiant lift of the chin. She wasn’t nearly as good looking as Sophie, and she’d always known it. Built on bigger and broader lines, the features of her face were more spread out, so that she lacked the neat symmetry of Sophie’s face, with its small nose and chin, and the big child-like brown eyes.

‘The girls have really grown, haven’t they?’ Sophie decided it would be wise to make casual conversation until her sister seemed more like herself.

‘Yes.’

At that moment Amelia and Rebecca came running up the terrace steps, grinning from ear to ear, rivulets of water streaming down their bodies to form little pools round their feet. Amelia deftly secured a chocolate biscuit for herself.

‘Put that down at once!’ Audrey commanded. ‘You’re to get dried and changed before you have any tea.’

Rebecca started tugging off her dress and knickers, her eyes, blue like Nicholas’s, darting over the table to see what there was to eat.

Sophie rose, laughingly extending a hand to each child. ‘Come with me. There’s a downstairs shower and lots of towels. We’ll get you nice and dry, while Mummy finds you something to change into.’

Then Nicholas lumbered up, beaming with bonhomie. ‘Oh, I feel better now. That was great! Lead me to the shower room too, Sophie.’

Audrey eyed him coldly. ‘For God’s sake, take off those shoes before you go into the house, you’ll make a terrible mess.’

‘Yes, ma’am.’ He chuckled good-humouredly. ‘Watch out, girls, the boss is on the warpath.’

Audrey, left sitting with her mother and stepfather, looked white and hurt.

After the sun slipped behind the mountains and a violet darkness fell over La Madeleine, the atmosphere changed from prickliness to one of mellowness. Hot baths and a rest appeared to have restored the family’s good humour, assisted by bottles of Moët et Chandon that Sophie had brought up from the cellar. Amelia and Rebecca were asleep in their room under the eaves, having been given supper by a doting Hortense, and the adults were able to relax and get into the holiday mood. Even Audrey, after a couple of glasses, was entering into the spirit of the occasion as she and Sophie cooked giant prawns on the barbecue and Alan and Nicholas made the salad in the kitchen, with a half full bottle of champagne to keep them going.

‘Could you bring out the pâté and cheese as well?’ Sophie called to them. ‘You’ll find it in the fridge, and there’s lots of crusty bread in the basket on the table.’

‘And don’t forget the butter,’ Jean reminded them. Somehow, while everyone else was busy, she always managed to avoid doing anything at all. She filled the gaps of inactivity with animated conversation, ‘keeping the workers going’ as she once described it. With a glass of champagne in one hand, a cigarette in the other, she sat, looking elegant, as she watched everyone else with detached interest and the occasional critical remark.

‘I must say, this is like a stage setting, isn’t it?’ she observed. ‘All those spotlit areas and little lanterns. Brock should have been a theatrical designer.’

Sophie pushed back strands of dark hair from her forehead. ‘He wanted the garden to resemble an outdoor room, something one can only do in a warm climate like this.’ She looked up at the moon, twinned in the swimming pool, and listened to the incessant noise of the cicadas. It was warm, the air languorous with the scent of orange and lemon trees, and she thought of the time when Brock had first brought her here. It was sad their marriage hadn’t worked out and at moments like this she still missed him. Of one thing she was certain. She’d done the right thing by asking for a divorce. The time had come for her to grow up and learn to stand on her own feet, and that was something she could never have done while married to Brock.

As if she knew what her daughter was thinking, Jean remarked, ‘I’m glad you and Brock are still friends.’

‘Oh, so am I,’ Sophie replied. ‘As a friend there’s no one better.’ She reached forward to turn over the prawns with a long pair of tongs and they sizzled appetisingly. ‘Did I tell you we’re having a lunch party tomorrow?’

Audrey looked at her with interest. ‘Really? Is he nice?’

‘Who?’ Jean demanded. ‘Have you got a new boy friend, darling?’

Sophie laughed, praying they wouldn’t guess that for one mad moment she’d had similar hopes herself. ‘Nothing like that. You two really are awful, all you can think about is finding me a new husband. No, these are old friends who have a house in Monte Carlo, Ginny and Jonathan Howard, and they’re bringing over their house guests. Mum, do you remember Tim Calthorpe? Well, he and his wife are coming too,’ she added so hurriedly that Audrey smiled maliciously. She remembered Tim Calthorpe, all right. She’d fancied him herself at one point, but he’d only had eyes for Sophie. At the time she’d been very jealous, but in the end neither of them had got him, she reflected with satisfaction.

Jean remembered him too. A self-satisfied young man, rather weak but brimming with sex appeal. She’d never liked him very much, never trusted him, really. And at the end she’d hated him for the way he went off to Australia, announcing it only a few days before he departed, so Sophie had no time to prepare herself, no time to get used to the heartbreaking end to their romance.

‘What’s he doing in this part of the world?’ she asked tartly. ‘I thought he was supposed to be in Australia.’

Sophie looked startled by her mother’s vehemence. ‘He’s living in England, apparently. He’s over here for a holiday. He heard, by chance, that I was here too. It’ll be fun to see him again.’

‘I wonder what his wife is like?’ Audrey remarked.

Jean shrugged, drew on her cigarette and looked up and down the long stone table. ‘Is there any more champagne, darling?’

‘There certainly is. Audrey, keep an eye on these prawns while I get us all something to drink, will you?’ Sophie handed her the tongs. ‘I’ll fetch the men at the same time. They must have finished making the salad by now.’

‘At least it keeps them out of mischief,’ Audrey observed.

‘Tell me something, Audrey,’ Jean said, as soon as they were alone. ‘Do you think Alan looks all right?’

Audrey was surprised by the question. She thought her mother had been about to ask her why she wasn’t getting on with Nicholas.

‘Alan looks fine to me. Why?’

Jean frowned, troubled. ‘I get the feeling he isn’t well. He says there’s nothing wrong with him, but he’s always tired these days. He seems to have lost his energy.’

‘Well, he must be nearly seventy, isn’t he?’

‘So am I, darling, but I’m still able to do as much as ever.’

‘Has he seen the doctor?’

‘You know what he’s like. Anyway, here they come. Don’t mention what we’ve been talking about.’ Jean raised her voice. ‘What have you two been doing? Growing the lettuce?’

The men grinned at her with intoxicated high spirits.

Nicholas swooped over to Audrey, light on his feet like a heavyweight boxer. He planted a kiss on her cheek. ‘How are you doing, pet?’ He sniffed the air with exaggerated delight. ‘God, those prawns smell good.’

Audrey, unbending a little, smiled back. Alan, plonking platters of cheese and fruit on the table, surveyed the scene with obvious pleasure.

‘Fantastic, all this, isn’t it, Jean?’ he said, lowering his rotund body into the chair beside her. He patted her hand. ‘This is the life, isn’t it?’

‘Talk about romantic,’ Nicholas chipped in, taking the seat opposite. Then he seemed to have a sudden thought. ‘I hope you’ve brought the pill with you, Aud. We don’t want to increase the population as a result of this holiday, do we?’ He laughed at his own wit.

Stony-faced, Audrey brought the dish of prawns to the table, their shells glistening and faintly charred by the flames. As she placed it in the middle, Nicholas gave her bottom a roughly affectionate spank.

‘Cheer up, old girl,’ he teased. ‘We’re here to have fun, you know.’

She turned on him, white faced and venomous looking. ‘I thought you had enough of that with Denise,’ she said icily. Then, without another word, she turned and ran sobbing into the villa.


Two

Audrey was down first the next morning, disturbed in the early hours by Amelia and Rebecca who appeared by her bedside, already dressed in their swimsuits.

‘Oh, my God, what time is it?’ she groaned. Her eyes felt so swollen and heavy she could hardly open them. Nicholas, asleep next to her, lay on his back, snoring gently.

‘Can we go swimming, Mummy?’ Amelia asked eagerly.

‘Yes! We want to go swimming.’ Rebecca always echoed her sister.

The travelling clock said six forty-five. Is this why she’d come on holiday, to France? Audrey asked herself. To be awoken at dawn by the children? To have no au pair to look after them because Nicholas had said it wouldn’t be necessary. With Jean, Sophie and a housekeeper in residence, surely they could manage the girls between them. And on top of that she had to contend with the knowledge that Nicholas was cheating on her and try not to make a complete fool of herself in front of her family. Last night’s outburst mustn’t happen again.

Gritting her teeth, she climbed out of bed, cursing the world into which she’d had the misfortune to be born. She hated her life these days. Every part of it. Not that she actually hated the children, but she wished right now she didn’t have any. Ever since she’d begun to suspect that Nicholas was playing around, a bitterness had entered her life, souring everything. She envied Sophie more than she would admit even to herself. Her sister had everything, except a husband at this moment, but Audrey was sure she’d soon rectify that. She had a fantastic flat in the best part of London, she had this villa, and with huge wealth at her disposal, she was about to open her own antique shop. It simply wasn’t fair, Audrey thought, as she led the children down the stairs and out into the garden, warning them not to wake up the entire household.

The day promised to be beautiful. The scent of lavender and rosemary permeated the fresh cool air, and down the terrace by the pool the cypress trees stood like dark sentinels against a pale dawn.

‘Can we go swimming now, Mummy?’ the girls chorused.

‘I suppose so.’ Audrey knew she sounded grudging but she couldn’t help herself. In a terrible way she even resented the children’s ability to be happy these days.

Hortense was already at work in the kitchen.

‘You like coffee, Madame?’ she asked. Today she was wearing a flowered ankle-length skirt and a deep blue shirt; some of Sophie’s cast-offs, Audrey reckoned.

‘I bring it on to the terrace for you,’ Hortense continued, deftly filling the coffee pot. ‘And you like a croissant, Madame? They are still warm and we have the apricot conserve.’

The gnawing ache in Audrey’s stomach eased at the comforting thought of breakfast served on the terrace. ‘Thank you. That would be very nice.’ She tightened the sash of her Marks and Spencer dressing gown and went back into the garden where she could hear the shrieks of the children as they played in the water.

Alan was standing on the terrace, watching them benevolently. He was already dressed in cream cotton trousers and a sports shirt.

‘You’re up early, Alan. I hope the children didn’t disturb you,’ she said, seating herself at the stone table. ‘Breakfast will be here in a minute.’

‘No, my dear, they didn’t wake me up. I’ve a problem sleeping these days. I wake in the early hours to go to the loo, and that’s that. Might as well get up.’ He took a place opposite her, and she thought he looked as bad as she felt.

‘You shouldn’t drink late at night, then you wouldn’t have to get up,’ Audrey observed.

Alan shrugged. ‘It doesn’t seem to make any difference. One of the penalties of getting old, I suppose.’

‘Who’s getting old?’ Sophie stepped through the French windows, looking fresh in white trousers and T-shirt, her hair in a ponytail. Alan looked at her fondly.

‘Not you, and that’s for sure,’ he remarked.

Sophie laughed. She was in high spirits. Entertaining was one of her favourite occupations and she was looking forward to the day ahead. She’d planned a lunch menu that included chilled melon, lobster mayonnaise, a variety of exotic salads, and then wild strawberries from the nearby hills, with crème brûlée.

‘What time is everybody coming for lunch?’ Audrey asked as she sipped hot, fragrant coffee from one of the large, thick, china cups that Sophie had bought locally.

‘Around noon. I thought everyone would like a swim before lunch.’ She looked up at the sky which arched blue and clear. ‘It’s going to be another scorcher.’

‘Bliss,’ observed Alan contentedly.

‘Why are the English obsessed by the weather?’ Audrey grumbled.

Jean and lastly Nicholas joined them, while Hortense brought out relays of fresh coffee and croissants and a basket of fresh nectarines.

‘I never heard you get up this morning,’ Nicholas remarked conversationally to Audrey. If he noticed her swollen eyes he said nothing.

‘Someone had to keep an eye on the girls when they went swimming.’ Her tone was martyred. ‘I’m going to get dressed now.’ She rose and without another word went into the villa. There was an awkward silence and then Jean spoke.

‘What’s wrong with her, Nicholas?’ she whispered. ‘She’s been like this ever since we arrived yesterday. Isn’t she well?’

Nicholas’s smile was easy and relaxed. ‘Oh, she’s fine, Jean. Just a bit tired, I think. She’ll be OK.’

Sophie looked at him closely, but his expression was bland and his blue eyes innocent. She wasn’t fooled though. Something was wrong.

In spite of her nervous anticipation at seeing Tim again, Sophie swam and sunbathed before the sun became too strong, and then helped Hortense prepare lunch, setting the table with white linen, local pottery, a jug of wild flowers in the middle, and a round shallow basket of figs and peaches.

‘It looks spectacular, darling,’ said Jean, appearing as Sophie was doing the finishing touches. She had spent the morning attending to the care of her skin in the sun and was now wearing a chic blue linen dress and a large straw hat. ‘I love those blue wine glasses. Where did you get them?’

‘Brock picked them up in Paris, ages ago.’

‘Tim Calthorpe will be impressed. Has he any idea how well you’ve done for yourself?’

‘Oh, Ma, I do hate it when you talk like that. It sounds as if I only married Brock for his money,’ Sophie protested.

‘Everybody, probably with the exception of Tim alone, knows you married him because you were crazy about him,’ Jean replied serenely. ‘At the same time, it’s very nice that you’re so rich as a result.’

‘Ma!’ Sophie said warningly.

‘All right, all right. I won’t say another word.’

‘Why don’t you go and sit by the pool? I’m about to open some champagne.’

‘What a civilised idea, darling.’ Jean sauntered off to the pool.

By the time Sophie heard a car coming up the drive, all the family were by the pool, relaxing in the sun as they sipped their drinks. Putting down her glass, and with her heart pounding excitedly, she went to greet her guests.

Tim hadn’t changed at all. In a heart-stopping moment, Sophie felt as if time had stood still. He looked older, of course, but that only made him more attractive, his features more clear cut now, and his eyes more knowing. He was grinning at her, his smile as sexy as ever, and just behind him, clambering out of the car, was a pretty, long-legged blonde whom Sophie took to be his wife. Remembering her manners, she greeted Ginny and Jonathan first.

‘It’s so good to see you again.’

Ginny was a capable-looking woman and only lived in Monte Carlo, which she loathed, for tax reasons because her husband had inherited several million pounds from an uncle. She greeted Sophie in her usual hearty way.

‘Dear girl! It’s great to see you. I hear you’ve got the whole family staying. I’m longing to see Aud again; it must be yonks!’ She hitched her all-purpose bag onto her shoulder and strode off down the steps towards the sound of laughter on the lower terrace. Jonathan, bald and willowy, kissed Sophie on both cheeks before turning to introduce Carolyn Calthorpe.

‘I don’t think you two have met, have you? Such a coincidence, you and Tim knowing each other when you were young.’

Everyone laughed politely and Sophie looked more closely at Tim’s wife. Her skin was as smooth and golden as a cosmetic advertisement, and her pale blue eyes were fringed with thick dark lashes.

‘Hello,’ she smiled shyly. ‘I’ve heard so much about you from Tim. I’ve been longing to meet you.’

‘It’s great to meet you, too,’ Sophie replied, taking to her at once. There was something fragile and vulnerable about the younger woman, giving her a child-like appeal. Her pale pink summer dress with its thin shoulder straps added to the pretty-little-girl look. Then Sophie turned towards Tim. He leaned forward to kiss her cheek, and she was at once aware of the warmth of his skin, and a fragrance that belonged to some distant past.

‘I can’t believe it’s been all these years,’ he exclaimed laughingly before she had time to say anything. ‘You’re just the same. Christ, how long has it been, Sophie?’

‘Ages,’ she replied, smiling up at him, thinking, all the usual clichés. Any minute now he’ll tell me I haven’t aged a day.

By the pool, Alan and Nicholas went around topping up everyone’s glasses while Amelia and Rebecca offered platters of succulent black olives and sun-warmed pistachios. Audrey, in dark glasses and bright red lipstick was deep in conversation with Ginny, while Jean, preferring the company of men, soon ensconced herself between Tim and Jonathan.

‘Where do you live?’ Sophie heard Nicholas ask Carolyn as she stood, slightly awkward and isolated, pretending to look at the roses.

‘In Wales. Tim is working at the moment for an insurance company in Cardiff.’

Jean’s voice, once described as piercing enough to shatter glass, rose above all the others. ‘You must come to dinner, Jonathan, when you’re next in London. Is it really true that your house in Monte Carlo overlooks that vulgar pink palace?’

Amelia tugged at her father’s arm. ‘Why can’t I have some champagne?’ she whined in a voice not unlike her mother’s.

Sophie decided it was time for lunch. Once they were all seated at the long table in the soothing shade of the arbour, surely the atmosphere would become less fraught. She had planned the seating carefully, placing the little girls between their parents, men on either side of her mother, Tim on her right and Alan on her left, with Ginny next to Nicholas and Carolyn on the other side of Alan.

Hortense brought out fragrant cantaloupe melons and baskets of bread. Alan filled the glasses with the local vin du pays as everyone settled down for a long leisurely lunch that Sophie knew would last until late in the afternoon. Tim, looking around, was obviously impressed by the stylish simplicity of La Madeleine.

‘Your ex-husband must be a multi-millionaire to have bought a place like this,’ he observed. ‘Is it yours now, or do you borrow it when you want to stay?’

‘It was Brock’s wedding present to me, so it’s always been mine. Actually we both stay here, though no longer at the same time.’

Tim spooned the tender juicy flesh of his melon with relish. ‘So what went wrong? Why did you split?’

‘I wanted to remain in one place for a bit longer than five days at a time,’ she replied with dry humour. ‘Also, I wanted a family but Brock didn’t as he’s already got two grown-up children. We’re still very good friends now the dust has settled but his career, which he adores, means he has to travel around all the time and I really needed to put down roots. After twelve years I’d had enough of living out of suitcases.’

‘Do you have a house in London?’

‘A flat.’ She didn’t tell him it was in Eaton Place.

‘What was he like, Sophie?’ Tim asked curiously, dropping his voice intimately. ‘Ginny told me he was much older than you.’

Sophie spoke carefully, her feelings towards Brock still loyal. ‘Yes, he’s twenty years older than me, but at the time that felt right. Since my father died, I really needed someone to lean on.’ And you’d left me to go to Australia, she thought. Aloud she added, ‘He’s a very kind, very generous man. A large man with a heart to match. He was so incredibly understanding when I wanted a divorce that it broke my heart. Love, if you can’t return it, can be a heavy burden and he was the first to realise that.’

Tim nodded but she wasn’t sure whether he really understood. ‘Is there someone else in your life now?’

Pushing her long dark hair back with both hands, she shook her head. ‘Right now I’m so busy planning my new shop I’ve had no time to think about relationships. Anyway, I’m in no hurry to get involved again. This is the first time in my life that I’ve had the chance to be independent, and I rather like it.’

As she told him her plans for Gloria Antica, she glanced round the table, to make sure everyone was happy. As usual her mother’s voice was the only one that could be clearly heard.

‘I think all women should work,’ Jean intoned as she lit a cigarette. ‘It keeps them on their toes.’

‘But you’ve never worked in your life, Mummy!’ Audrey exclaimed, astonished.

‘What’s being a JP then? And vice-chairman of the local Heritage Association? And a senior executive of St John Ambulance?’ Jean retorted.

Alan’s mouth twitched almost imperceptibly. ‘And those are all very demanding jobs, too,’ he said, deadpan.

Jean ignored him and rattled on about the importance of women having something outside the home to occupy their minds.

‘Women who have children should stay at home,’ Audrey observed sanctimoniously.

‘Oh, I don’t know,’ Tim said unthinkingly. ‘I believe women who work are much more interesting than women who tie themselves to the Aga.’

Audrey flushed and averted her face. Amelia, listening to the adult conversation with interest, spoke. ‘Daddy’s friend – you know, the one he goes to the cinema with – well, she works. In an office. Is she interesting, Daddy?’

‘God! That was awful,’ Sophie groaned, as she lingered over her coffee, talking to her mother. ‘Trust children to spill the beans! It’s a pity Audrey has found out Nicholas is having an affair. It might have blown over, otherwise.’

The others were relaxing by the pool, some to swim, others to doze in the shade of the wych-elms; Nicholas and Alan were strolling through the olive grove, Amelia and Rebecca were playing Snakes and Ladders.

‘We don’t know for certain that he is,’ Jean pointed out, lighting another cigarette.

‘Oh, come on, Ma. Did you see how embarrassed he looked? That’s why Audrey rushed off in tears last night. I wonder what we should do?’

‘There’s nothing we can do and nothing we should do,’ Jean replied firmly. ‘This is something they must sort out for themselves. It’s just very unfortunate that the children saw their father with this woman.’

‘It’s a disaster,’ Sophie exclaimed, distressed. Then she rose. ‘We’d better go down to the pool and join the others. I don’t want Audrey thinking we’ve been talking about them. I told her I had to help Hortense clear away.’ She seized a bowl of fruit and sped off down the worn stone steps.

Tim was lounging in the hammock, still nursing his glass of wine.

‘This is the life,’ he called to Sophie as soon as he saw her. ‘Come and talk to me.’

Laughingly, she flopped onto the grass beside him. ‘Like a peach?’

‘Thanks.’ He reached down to take the ripe fruit from her. ‘Stay and talk to me, Sophie. We have such a lot of catching up to do. Listen, we mustn’t lose touch again. I can’t tell you how good it is to see you.’

‘It’s good to see you, too,’ she replied.

‘I hope we can be friends.’

She hesitated for a moment. It would be nice to be friends, with no emotional involvement, but was it possible? It was clear that Tim’s attitude was brotherly now, and that whatever he’d felt for her all those years ago had long since gone. But what of her own feelings? For the first time since she’d split from Brock she was suddenly aware of being on her own. A single woman in a world designed for couples. Looking around the pool, she realised that even here, in her own home, everyone had someone: her mother had Alan, Audrey had Nicholas – well, for the moment anyway; Ginny had Jonathan, and of course there was Carolyn, Tim’s wife, something which at one time she’d hoped would be her role in life. She glanced over to where Carolyn had joined Amelia and Rebecca in the game of Snakes and Ladders. She looked so young, little more than a girl herself, and Sophie could see why Tim was attracted to her. He always liked to be in control, she remembered, and Carolyn reminded her of herself when she’d been seventeen – gentle, malleable, totally in Tim’s thrall.

‘Yes, it would be nice to keep in touch,’ she said lightly. ‘I think Carolyn is lovely. I’d like to get to know her better.’

‘Oh, Caro’s great. We’re very happy.’ He wiped the peach juice from his chin with the back of his hand and chucked the deeply ridged stone into the nearby bushes. ‘I’m very lucky.’

‘Where did you meet?’

‘Through mutual friends, at a dinner party. In London. It was soon after I returned from Hong Kong. When the bank she works for transferred her to one of their branches in Wales, I followed her.’ He grinned sheepishly. ‘We got married six months later.’

She looked up at him lying relaxed in the hammock, and in a flood of memories she could not control she recalled how his mouth had felt when he’d kissed her all those years ago; how strong his arms had been when he’d held her close; how hot and deep and wonderful his lovemaking. She looked away so he could not see her face, see how he stirred her again even after all this time. Memories were dangerous. They could conjure up the past and bring it hurling into the present so that it seemed only yesterday since they’d made love. The fair hairs on his forearms and the flatness of his stomach made her ache with sudden longing. Desire swept over her like a wave. She couldn’t stand it a moment longer. Resolutely she jumped to her feet, slipping off the wrap-around skirt and top to reveal a kingfisher blue swimsuit.

‘I’m going for a swim. It’s so hot. This sun is a scorcher.’ But the heat was inside her and the danger was Tim. She knew she must never see him alone in the future. Never allow him to come close, even as a friend. If he did, she would burn in the flame of her own desire.

‘I’m coming in, too,’ he shouted, following her to the edge of the pool. His voice echoed over her head, over the crystal-clear water as she dived in but she pretended not to hear.


PART TWO

August


Three

Walton Street had always been one of Sophie’s favourite shopping areas. Originally a long row of early nineteenth-century terraced houses facing each other, the ground floors had long since been turned into small and intimate shops and restaurants. This was where the rich came to buy those little luxuries that make life so pleasant. Hand-painted toys and nursery furniture, flimsy lacy lingerie, gifts for everyone, and charming household trinkets.

Before she bought the premises for Gloria Antica, Sophie walked the length of the street several times, getting the feel of the other establishments but knowing instinctively that this was the place for her to be. The type of clients she wanted to attract already shopped here; they bought fresh crusty bread and cakes from the baker, had their sheets monogrammed at the linen shop, chose paintings at the art gallery and matched up wools for their needlework at the tapestry shop.
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