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Chapter 1


The phone call from Sardinia came at the perfect time for Faye. Serendipity, she thought. She’d never been to the island but it sounded like her idea of paradise.


For months she’d been working flat out – head spinning, eyes aching – often until the early hours. Faye looked around her cramped bedroom. Her things were bursting out of the tiny wardrobe and once she’d squeezed herself into the room there was little else she could do but throw herself on to the bed. Which was about all she felt capable of doing these days. Mature students were supposed to have more drive, but perhaps they were more prone to exhaustion, too. So here she was at thirty-three, a qualified interior designer at last, with one big question on her mind – what next?


Was Charlotte’s phone call the answer? Faye pulled her weekend bag down from the top of the wardrobe. She was heading back to West Dorset to see her parents. And then . . . she couldn’t hold back the grin. Why not? She’d be leaving grey old London, a wet spring and stress levels teetering on the unmanageable. At least for a while.


She threw in a spare pair of jeans and added her washbag, a tee shirt and a jade green cardigan she loved even though it was missing its crucial centre button. Sometimes Faye wondered if she was missing her crucial centre button. She had given up a lot to do a degree at the (mature, she reminded herself) age of thirty.


She’d left a well-paid job as a PA in North London. She had also – at least temporarily – lost the good opinion of her mother. Unlike Faye’s father, who had pulled her into a hug and told her that he understood . . . You go for it, love, otherwise you’ll regret it for the rest of your life . . . Molly Forrester was not a risk-taker and did not approve of the quality in her daughter. In her mother’s view, Faye should be thinking more about settling down and less about a dramatic career change that could very well end in tears. More practically, Faye had swapped a decent, but costly, flat share in Stoke Newington for this less-than-salubrious room in Hackney, and as a penniless student she could no longer eat out or party as often as she’d like. She manoeuvred her way past the chest of drawers and eyed herself briefly in the long mirror in the corner. Which was perhaps a good thing – she’d looked seriously hungover for days.


Faye chucked a few more odds and ends in the bag and zipped it shut. But it had been worth it. She had always had a strong interest in design. She liked to think that she was creative. All the jobs she’d ever had had left her feeling unfulfilled. And so she’d done some research and applied for this degree course. It fascinated her – how the design of a space could affect an environment, how it could create meaning and evoke feelings. The problem-solving aspect also appealed – how to find better solutions, make things work more efficiently, how to improve a space for the people who used it – and just as importantly, make it look good too.


Faye gathered up the last of her things. She had paid a price, though. Not only had she had to adjust to living on a student grant and in this tiny room . . . not only was she too tired, too broke and too exhausted to go out . . . she had also, much to her mother’s horror, lost Justin.


Her gaze drifted to the photograph of them both in Lisbon, still sitting in its silver frame next to the bed, a silent rebuke. Justin. Faye still hadn’t quite got her head around it. He had left only six months ago and that was how it felt – as if her long-time boyfriend had simply been mislaid. He hadn’t, though. At the time, Faye had pushed the memory of their break-up away because she’d needed to focus on her work. She couldn’t give in to any emotional turmoil; all this meant too much to her for that. But now she was having to face the truth: Justin wasn’t coming back. She was alone.


So when Charlotte rang from Sardinia . . .


‘Faye,’ Charlotte said as soon as she picked up. ‘I saw the picture on Facebook of you at your degree show. Wow. Congratulations, my love. You did it!’


‘Yes,’ Faye breathed out. ‘Thanks.’ It was hard to believe that she could now go to bed before midnight after manic weeks completing her portfolio, her design drawings, the pieces for her exhibition. She was still on a strangely spaced-out adrenalin-filled high. It was like the end of a road with an unpredictable abyss looming in front of her. Scary. Three years it had taken and so much of it had been way outside her comfort zone. Learning to use the various computer programmes, coming up with concepts and ideas that then had to be linked to the material. Faye shuddered at the memory. But Charlotte was right. She had done it – and it felt like it had taken everything.


‘I took it all down yesterday,’ she told Charlotte. The designs and the posters, the displays of tiles and fabrics. Sustainability Within Architecture. The subject of her dissertation, she never wanted to hear that phrase again; she had explored it and analysed it to death. ‘It’s hard to believe it’s all come to an end.’


‘Ah, but this is just the beginning,’ said Charlotte. She’d always been the optimistic one, even back in sixth form where they’d both studied photography and textiles. They became close friends before going their separate ways after their A-levels. In Faye’s case that had been to London to work as a PA, in Charlotte’s – rather more exotically – it was travelling around Italy. She ended up marrying an Italian man who ran a hotel in Sardinia.


‘I hope you’re right.’ Faye noticed the thin trail of anxiety in her own voice. She went through to the communal kitchen to grab the bottle of celebratory Prosecco that she hoped was still in the fridge. It was.


‘Of course I’m right. With your talent, my love, you’ll be swatting them away at the door.’


Faye smiled. As if. She took a glass down from the cupboard. No doubt Charlotte too did her fair share of swatting – and not just because she was a stunning redhead with a figure to turn the head of every Sardinian man on the island. She worked freelance, designing and producing high-end knitwear (she had always been keener on textiles and fabrication than Faye). She and Fabio had no children – yet – but Faye knew that if Charlotte wanted, she could simply relax as the wife of a successful businessman. Instead she had chosen to preserve her own creative identity and Faye respected her for that. As a result, Charlotte understood Faye’s decision better than most.


She took a first sip of the chilled bubbles. Heaven. ‘You should have seen some of the work at the show,’ Faye replied. ‘There are a lot of talented people out there.’ And just how many design jobs were available anyway?


‘I don’t doubt it,’ said Charlotte. ‘But you’re the crème de la crème. Any job offers yet? Or interviews?’


‘Not yet.’ Faye took another sip of her wine. ‘I might have to look for something temporary to keep me going,’ she admitted. Crème de la crème, indeed.


‘But you must be exhausted,’ Charlotte said. ‘What you need first is a holiday.’


‘I wish.’ Faye let out a hollow laugh. She put down her glass and drew the wooden blind to shut out the night-lights of London. In Sardinia, presumably, Charlotte would be able to see the stars. Faye let out a small sigh. There had been some interest in her work at the exhibition. One director in particular had approached her and invited her to send over her portfolio. But he had said himself that the project they were working on was in its early stages and they didn’t know yet how many people they would need. It was promising, but it would probably be weeks before she heard back. And in the meantime she had to live.


‘So why don’t you?’


Faye looked around the tiny kitchen. ‘I can’t afford it.’ Her parents had helped her out over the past three years but she was reluctant to ask them for more. She was thirty-three years old. Independent. Or at least, she was supposed to be.


‘Can you at least lay your hands on the airfare to Sardinia?’ Charlotte’s voice grew more serious. ‘If not, it’s my treat.’


‘Oh, I couldn’t . . .’ But even as she said it, an image from many years ago flickered through her senses. Rippling blue water, white-sand coves, green-cloaked mountains. It was the image of Italy.


‘Don’t be silly.’ Charlotte’s voice was crisp. ‘And it’s not just a holiday, either. Listen, my love. I have a proposition to put to you.’




Chapter 2


Back in Dorset, Faye felt herself begin to relax. Everything was so reassuringly familiar. Her mother was baking scones in the kitchen; she had planned a Dorset cream tea following a morning rummage in the antiques market in town. Her father, rangy and fair-haired, in his mid-fifties now and still in good shape, was sitting with his feet up in the conservatory reading the paper; outside, beyond Faye’s parents’ cottage garden, sheep grazed impossibly green Dorset grass in fields separated by dry-stone walls that had stood there for centuries. Were her parents even aware of what a rural idyll they lived in? Faye smiled to herself and contemplated the place she had always called home. Her mother had grown up in West Dorset; her father had commuted to and from the city of Exeter most of his life. Faye had moved to London, but she still wasn’t sure that she belonged.


‘Timeless, isn’t it?’ she said.


Her father grinned back at her in his usual way. But there was a look in his light blue eyes that stirred some long-forgotten memory for Faye. It hovered there, tantalising; she tried to grasp it, and then it was gone. ‘Dad?’ She put a hand on his arm as if to anchor him – or her.


He shook some thought away; she saw it. ‘Never changes,’ he agreed, patting her hand.


‘Which is probably why it’s so peaceful.’ But even if interior design jobs could be found here in West Dorset, Faye wasn’t sure she’d come back. London had been a culture shock but she’d quickly become accustomed to the pace and the people; the buzz. It was only now that she was thinking maybe sometimes it was good to slow down.


Faye got up and went to find her mother who was in the kitchen. ‘Anything I can do?’


Her mother indicated the bowl on the worktop. ‘Help yourself, darling.’


Faye grabbed an apron hanging on a hook behind the door and pulled it on. She washed her hands, dried them and began to rub butter into the flour, feeling the fat slide between the pads of her fingers and thumbs, gradually combining as blissfully as always. She shook the bowl to bring the buttery lumps to the surface. She loved cooking, though she didn’t do much of it in London. There never seemed enough time; it was easier to buy salads or microwave dinners for one.


She gave desultory answers to her mother’s usual questions. Yes, I’m fine. Yes, of course I’m eating properly. Yes, I miss Justin. Her mother would want a lot more detail than that, but Faye wasn’t going to volunteer it. Only . . .


Faye glanced up, surprised. For probably the first time ever, her mother wasn’t following through. ‘Mum?’ Her mother’s brown eyes were vague, her fingers drifting through a sea of sultanas she was drying in a sieve, in readiness for the scones.


She blinked, shook back a strand of her dark hair, still thick, still glossy, cut in a crisp, no-nonsense bob. ‘Sorry, darling. What did you say?’


Faye frowned. She thought of her father in the conservatory, the easy grin slipping from his face. ‘Is everything alright?’


‘Of course. What do you mean? Why shouldn’t it be?’


‘Well . . . oh, nothing.’ Faye shouldn’t complain. It wasn’t as if she wanted to answer any Justin questions. Justin had left her because he said he’d had enough. He didn’t say what he’d had enough of, so Faye could only assume it was her. Their life together. And she supposed that it was her fault. What boyfriend would put up with a girl who stayed up studying half the night? What boyfriend would be willing to support a crazy decision like Faye’s, to study for an interior architecture degree when she already had a reasonable job organising a perfectly nice man’s working life as a well-paid personal assistant? Even if it meant that she could work in an industry she loved, doing something more creative and fulfilling? Clearly not Justin, was the answer to that one. Faye wasn’t bitter. She liked Justin a lot. She still missed him. She had thought that she loved him and when he left she had braced herself for the emotional fall-out.


But something rather odd had happened in these past weeks. By postponing the pain, by throwing herself into her work, by letting some time go by . . . She had got over the worst of it and was left with simply a sense of disappointment. She’d certainly had a good time with Justin. He was attractive, charming, even funny. But he wasn’t enough. She knew that now. She wanted the other, more elusive, kind of boyfriend – the kind who would support her, all the way. If he existed, that was. Apparently there was someone for everyone in this life, but Faye was beginning to wonder.


She brushed the last of the floury crumbs from her hands and set the bowl to one side. She was conscious of a trickle of unease. Everything here was familiar, yes. But things weren’t the same. Her father wasn’t quite his usual self. And her mother had just broken the pattern of a lifetime by not demanding a full explanation of her break-up with Justin. It was totally out of character. Something was going on. Faye took a deep breath. Come on, now. She was imagining things. She’d been working too hard, not getting enough sleep. If there was anything wrong, they would tell her. If there was anything wrong, she’d know.


*


Before tea, Faye and her father went for a walk along the cliff. It was Faye’s suggestion. Cliff walking – whatever the weather – was a vital element of a weekend back in Dorset. She wanted to get up high, look out over the vastness of the water, see the sun glinting on the stacked golden cliffs and pebbles of Chesil Beach as they swept in a perfect curve towards the distant hazy point of Portland. She wanted to feel the sea breeze harsh against her skin, combing roughly through her hair. She wanted to clear out the cobwebs of the past few months in hiding.


They parked in the Bay and walked side by side up the steep and raggedy cliff path without speaking – they needed all their breath for the climb. At the top, they paused to look back towards the mismatched roofs of the houses in the Bay and the harbour, its grey concrete jetty pointing out to sea. The water below was olive-glossy, the grass underfoot still sparse and muddy from rain.


‘So what’s new, Dad?’ Faye asked. She realised guiltily that this was a question she probably didn’t ask often enough. It wasn’t that she wasn’t interested; more that nothing seemed to change in her parents’ lives. Whereas in London . . . She blinked away the past months of work and Justin – at least for a while. Sometimes, it was as if her other life didn’t exist while she was here. Time out. Now that was something she definitely needed.


Her father thrust his hands in his pockets. ‘As a matter of fact, something has happened,’ he said.


Faye stopped walking. She knew it. ‘Yes?’ But from her father’s expression it didn’t look like something bad.


‘I’ve been offered early retirement.’ He stared out to sea as if there might be some answers there, his blue eyes crinkling as he squinted into the afternoon sun.


‘Ah.’ That explained a lot. Faye’s father had worked in banking all his life. She knew he’d worked his way up the ladder pretty quickly in the old days. She supposed he’d enjoyed his job as much as anyone – he certainly seemed to get on with the team he worked with. When she’d been growing up he’d often seemed tired, but that was life, wasn’t it, for a lot of people? You worked hard, you saved for holidays and you got tired, so you needed them. Faye had been on that treadmill too until she’d taken stock one day and jumped off.


‘And?’ she probed as they carried on walking. The thrift and buttercups were out on the cliff slopes; a purple and yellow blanket on the green. Early retirement was a good thing surely? Her parents weren’t short of money and this would give her father a pension and a chance to do other things. ‘You’re going to take it, aren’t you?’ Presuming he had a choice, that was.


‘Yes, love, I am.’ He threw her a glance she couldn’t quite read and increased his pace, striding along the cliff path in his muddy green wellingtons, heading towards Freshwater Beach and the caravan park.


Faye frowned. Something wasn’t quite right. She matched his pace, caught him up and linked her arm through his. ‘And what will you do with all that free time, Dad?’ She laughed. ‘Buy an allotment? Do crossword puzzles in bed?’


His smile was a bit like his earlier one – unconvincing. Didn’t he want to leave work then? She’d assumed he would. Was he being pushed out? Was that it? ‘Only teasing,’ she whispered. ‘You don’t mind, do you? Early retirement, I mean?’


‘No, love.’ He looked across to the fields on the other side of the cliffs, sloping down to the valley and then up again to the ridge. On the other side were the Nature Reserve and the village of Bothenhampton. ‘Course I don’t. I’m delighted.’


‘Truly?’


‘Truly.’ He squeezed her arm.


Which should be reassuring. But why, she wondered, didn’t he look it?


*


Later, over tea in the garden, Faye’s mother moved back into familiar territory. For Faye, it was almost a relief.


‘What about jobs, darling?’ she asked, as she spread a thin layer of cream on her scone. ‘Anything in the offing?’


Faye shrugged. Her mother was the practical one, the one who worried about paying the rent and what food everyone was eating. Faye took a bite of her scone. Delicious. It was moist and crumbled in her mouth, cream oozing around her mother’s raspberry jam. ‘I’ve contacted a few companies and sent them my portfolio,’ she said. ‘We’ll see.’


To be honest, just the idea of actually working in the design world seemed a million miles away from her studying, her degree, where she was now. Could she do it? Could she put it into practice? Was she good enough? Faye had no idea. Her university had a decent reputation within the industry but as she’d already told Charlotte, there were an awful lot of talented people out there. And most of them were younger, fresher and possibly hungrier than Faye. Maturity, she reminded herself, might not be quite the plus point that her personal tutor had imagined it to be.


‘Something will come up, love,’ her father said with confidence. He looked across at Faye’s mother and Faye watched them exchange a glance.


Only she wasn’t exactly sure what sort of a glance. ‘Actually,’ she said, ‘something has.’


‘Oh?’ She had their full attention now.


‘Remember Charlotte?’


They did.


Faye swirled a bit of cream from her plate on to her finger and licked it off. ‘She’s invited me to house-sit for her in Sardinia.’ Sardinia: warm, sunny and blessed with more than its share of fabulous beaches. Not to even mention the food, the architecture and the men.


Her mother pulled one of her faces. ‘House-sit?’ she echoed. ‘That’s hardly a design job though, is it, darling?’


Which was pretty much what Faye had thought at first. A week or two in Sardinia, she could justify – she had worked hard, she could do with a break, she could still apply for jobs and answer emails while she was away. But any longer than that seemed indulgent.


‘Still, Faye could do with a decent holiday,’ her father chipped in, bless him. ‘After all that work.’ He turned to her. ‘Plenty of time for finding a job when you’ve recharged your batteries, love.’


‘Mmm.’ Her mother looked doubtful as she wiped her mouth with her napkin. Faye knew that before her parents met, her mother had worked in an up-market department store. She stopped working when she had Faye and didn’t go back for sixteen years, when she had joined the sales team of a local craft shop. But eventually she’d left that position, too, and now she hadn’t worked for years. She kept the house clean and neat as a pin, she cooked dinner, she boiled and baked for the country market – jams, scones, cakes, quiches – and she looked after Faye’s father. He didn’t seem to have any complaints about that. No, her mother had never been a career woman. Faye wouldn’t change that. She had felt cherished as a child; she had been made to feel special. But now she wondered – had her mother ever longed for something different?


Charlotte had explained that her hotelier husband Fabio would be travelling around the chain of hotels owned by his company in northern Italy. ‘To work out why their profit performances are low,’ she had elaborated. ‘To come up with a super-Fabio plan to get them back on track. You know the sort of thing.’


Faye knew. She had met Fabio when he and Charlotte had got married at the old church in Bothenhampton. He was good-looking and supremely confident. Super-Fabio indeed. Faye could see how Charlotte had fallen so utterly in love during two weeks in Sardinia. Charlotte – and the British boys she knew – hadn’t stood a chance.


‘So where do I come in?’ asked Faye. ‘Don’t tell me Fabio needs a PA to keep him organised, because I won’t believe you.’


Charlotte laughed. ‘You’re right, he doesn’t. But I’m going with him.’


‘For moral support?’


‘You’re joking. He doesn’t need that, either. No, to give me a chance to see some of Italy. We hardly ever get away. That hotel is Fabio’s baby.’


‘Oh, I see.’ Now things were becoming clearer. Faye wondered if Charlotte wanted a different kind of baby for herself and Fabio. ‘A sort of holiday, do you mean?’


‘Holiday? That’s even funnier. Fabio’s a complete workaholic and you know me, I can work wherever I lay my hat. And my knitting needles, naturally.’


‘Naturally.’ Faye chuckled. ‘But why do you need me?’


‘To house-sit. To feed Fabio’s precious tropical fish.’


‘Ah, yes, the fish.’ Charlotte had told her about the aquarium which apparently now took up half the width of their living room.


‘And to be on hand in case of burglary,’ Charlotte added.


‘Nice.’


‘You know what I mean. Fabio’s paranoid.’


So he wasn’t perfect, thought Faye.


‘And before you ask, there’s no reason why we should be burgled. We’ve never been burgled and there’s practically no crime here in Deriu.’ Her voice changed. ‘Apart from when Giorgia Volti disappeared – but that was years ago, and before my time. But like I said—’


‘Fabio’s paranoid.’


‘Exactly.’


‘And is there anything else I have to do?’ Faye asked.


‘Simply enjoy yourself for a few weeks or so in Sardinia.’ Charlotte’s voice was persuasive now. ‘After all that studying into the small hours, Faye, you need it.’


But Faye knew her rather well. ‘And?’ she said . . .


*


‘And Charlotte has two friends who own a theatre,’ Faye told her parents now.


‘A theatre?’ Her father shot her a quizzical look.


‘A theatre,’ she confirmed. Theatre was everywhere when you came to think about it. The whole of life was a drama.


Her mother’s brow wrinkled. ‘What are the names of these friends?’


‘Alessandro and Marisa Rinaldi,’ Faye told her.


‘Rinaldi . . .’ Her mother had been looking at her very intently. But now she looked away, into the garden, her eyes unfocused, as if she were lost in thought.


‘We met Bruno Rinaldi,’ Faye’s father said. ‘He stayed with us when Charlotte and Fabio got married.’


‘Of course, yes.’ Faye remembered him – dignified, well mannered and rather charming.


‘He mentioned having two grown-up children, didn’t he, Molly?’


Faye’s mother seemed to bring herself back into the room with some difficulty. ‘Yes,’ she said. ‘He did.’


‘He wasn’t much older than us,’ Faye’s father said. ‘What’s happened to him? He’s still around, isn’t he?’


Faye wondered if she was imagining the tension in the room. ‘No,’ she said. ‘Charlotte told me he died some months ago.’


Her mother let out a gasp.


‘We didn’t know him well,’ her father said. ‘But I’m sorry.’


‘What is it that Charlotte’s asking you to do?’ There was an odd expression on her mother’s face.


‘Take a look at the theatre – initially. After that . . .’


‘And will you go?’


*


‘It needs renovating,’ Charlotte had told her, barely able to keep the excitement out of her voice. ‘It’s been left to rot for years. It needs restoration and a total redesign.’


Faye tried to think how much she knew about theatre design. Very little. ‘I don’t—’


‘And you –’ Charlotte cut her off – ‘could very well be just the woman for the job.’


*


‘Yes,’ Faye told her mother. ‘I certainly will.’ Turn down a holiday in Sardinia and the chance to see one of her closest friends – not to mention a rather intriguing project in the offing? Truth was, she couldn’t wait.




Chapter 3


Faye had managed to book a last-minute budget flight to Olbia. It was a stunning place to fly into. As they approached the coastline of Sardinia, Faye peered out of the plane’s porthole window, taking in the sight of little islands, rocky bays, boats moored in an almost circular harbour and turquoise water that looked more like the Caribbean than the Med. In the distance, behind the busy port, the mountains were cloaked in green trees and scrub, a few wisps of cloud gathered around their summits.


Faye felt a jump of anticipation. She’d had a few wobbles this week thinking about the project that she’d already half-committed to by coming here. Charlotte hadn’t gone into too many details. ‘We can discuss it properly when you arrive,’ she’d said in answer to Faye’s questions. During her time in Sardinia, Faye reflected now, Charlotte had adopted a certain Italian breeziness that seemed a characteristic of the Mediterranean temperament. At any rate, she had seemed determined to get Faye to Sardinia at all costs.


Faye wasn’t sure why. She had no practical experience in the workplace and redesigning an entire theatre – even a little theatre – sounded more than a tad ambitious for someone who’d only just finished her degree. ‘Nonsense,’ Charlotte had declared, when Faye said as much to her. ‘You can at least give them some ideas.’


‘Okay,’ she’d agreed. She was getting a free holiday, after all. ‘I’ll try my best.’


*


Charlotte met her at the airport, where they hugged, told each other how good the other one was looking and got into the car to head for Deriu. Charlotte drove west into the interior through forests of cork oaks, the trees bent and shadowy with lavender-grey lichen, many of them stripped to the waist of their rugged bark. There was a sense of stillness in the landscape here that drew Faye, but much of the effect was lost; during the journey, Charlotte chatted non-stop – about her work, about Fabio’s work, about their forthcoming Italian trip. And when those subjects were exhausted she moved on to questions – about Faye’s degree (I don’t know how you did it), about her break-up with Justin (definitely not the right man for my girl) and then reminiscing about the good old days at college.


Faye wasn’t complaining. She was enjoying simply sitting back in the passenger seat feeling the warmth of the late spring sun through the car windows and soaking up the scenery. They passed through the woodland of cork trees and olive groves, the maquis of shrubby vegetation randomly identified by Charlotte – in the middle of unconnected sentences – as myrtle, blackthorn and arbutus. ‘Even in the winter the island looks green,’ she threw in. ‘Beautiful, isn’t it?’


‘It is, yes.’ Faye could see that her friend was proud of the island that she had made her home. Charlotte was thriving here. She ran a small, successful business and she seemed happy. It was true that she was looking better than ever, dressed this afternoon in an elegant loose silk shirt in dove grey over close-fitting black trousers that flattered her petite frame, her auburn hair cut pixie-short these days in an immaculate style that accentuated the shape of her scalp, her high cheekbones and slanted green eyes.


‘So what did people do in Sardinia before tourism?’ Faye asked her.


‘Agriculture, shepherding, mining, cork.’ Charlotte rattled them off. ‘Lots of crafts – especially basket-making and rugs. And then there’s coral – wait till you see the coral, Faye.’


It wasn’t until they crossed a bridge over a wide river lined with bamboo and date palms that she stopped talking. Faye realised this was relevant. She waited.


‘This is it,’ Charlotte said.


‘Deriu?’


She nodded.


Her friend had described it, but words hadn’t done the little town justice. The jumble of buildings lay mainly between the far riverbank and the hill beyond; both the town and the river were backed by mountains which stood, tranquil, seemingly untouched for centuries. Faye could see what looked like a castle on the top of the hill, the other old buildings sheltered beneath. The cluttered houses were painted various shades of pastel, the river snaking from the cradle of the lush mountain valleys in the east through to the sea beyond. A line of ribs, inflatables and other small boats were moored along one side of the tree-lined river.


‘That’s the centro storico, the old mediaeval town.’ Charlotte pointed towards the castle on the hill. The lower reaches of the old town were in shadow. ‘It was originally founded by the Phoenicians – because of the fertility of the soil and the river, I should think. The sea and the marina are over there.’ She gestured ahead. ‘And we live on the riverbank.’ She laughed. ‘Like Ratty and Mole from Wind in the Willows.’


‘It’s glorious.’ And this was to be Faye’s home for the next month or two. How fabulous was that?


Charlotte smiled, drove on and pulled up outside a converted riverside building.


Faye looked up. It was big, more like a factory, though it had clearly been made into several houses.


‘These places were tanneries in the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries,’ Charlotte said. ‘Reminders of the days when Deriu exported fine leather all over Europe.’


‘Not anymore though?’ Faye asked. A few of the buildings had been converted into large and elegant houses while others still seemed derelict.


‘Sadly, no. That was back in Deriu’s glory days under Spanish rule,’ Charlotte told her. ‘The old tannery next door’s been made into a museum if you’re interested in the history.’


‘Oh, I am.’ Faye shot her a warm smile. ‘I can’t wait to explore. And see the theatre, of course,’ she added.


Charlotte blinked. For a moment she seemed to lose a trace of her self-possession. ‘Thanks for coming, Faye.’ There was something in her expression as she turned towards her that made Faye wary.


‘What is it?’ Faye kept her voice low though they were still in the car and there was no one anywhere near to hear her. It struck her that Charlotte had been talking so much to stop herself from saying something else, something she didn’t want to think about, perhaps. ‘Are you okay? Is it Fabio?’


Charlotte shook her head. ‘No, it’s not Fabio. We’re fine. I’m fine.’


Thank goodness. ‘What then?’ Faye sighed. ‘Is it the theatre?’


Charlotte bit her lip. ‘There are some things I didn’t tell you about the theatre, my love,’ she admitted.


Faye should have known. It had all sounded far too good to be true – a dream job in a dream location. Why should she be so lucky? ‘Go on.’


‘It’s the townspeople.’ Charlotte glared out of the car window at an unfortunate couple who were simply strolling along the banks of the river. ‘They don’t like change.’


‘Who does?’ Faye shrugged.


‘Yes, that’s true. But some of them can be rather confrontational. Rather vocal.’


‘Vocal?’ Faye felt a growing sense of unease.


‘And they’ve started this campaign.’


‘What sort of campaign?’ Faye had visions of a march along the riverside under the palm trees. Of placards, banners, hate mail even. Her sense of foreboding increased still further.


‘Oh, just a petition,’ said Charlotte. ‘It’s nothing, really. Small town politics.’


But important enough to upset Charlotte. ‘A petition asking for what exactly?’ she pressed.


‘For the little theatre to be restored to its former glory,’ Charlotte said. ‘For everything to be made exactly as it was before. People in this town are very . . .’ she raised an eyebrow, ‘traditional in their beliefs. You’ll see.’


Faye wasn’t sure she wanted to. If Charlotte had mentioned the words confrontational, campaign and petition to her before, she probably wouldn’t have come. She was here to relax, not get involved in a war with the townspeople of Deriu. She had done some research about theatre architecture before she came – she didn’t want to appear a complete novice and it was obvious to her that the architecture of a theatre was integral to its use within the community. However, she had intended to wait until she saw the actual building before she delved too deep. ‘But your friends own the theatre, don’t they?’ she asked. ‘Surely it’s their decision how to redesign it?’


‘Exactly.’ Charlotte nodded. ‘But . . .’ She hesitated. ‘Let’s just say there’s been a bit of a dispute.’


‘A dispute?’ Faye mentally added this to the list of words that wouldn’t have persuaded her to come here. ‘About what?’


‘About the ownership.’


Faye stared at her. ‘So your friends might not own it at all?’


‘It’s complicated, Faye.’ Charlotte put a slim hand on her arm. ‘This isn’t England. Some things – like property deeds, for example – aren’t as black and white here in Sardinia. They’re more a murky grey.’ She opened the car door. ‘Come on. Let’s go inside. I can’t wait to show you the house. We had it converted five years ago.’ She smiled back at her. ‘If only you’d been a bit quicker getting that degree of yours, you could have come over to do it for us.’


‘But . . .’ Murky grey? There must be deeds, surely? And if Charlotte’s friends didn’t actually own the theatre, then how could they employ her to work on its design? ‘You should have told me,’ she said crossly, following Charlotte out of the car. ‘About the theatre, I mean.’ Charlotte had dragged her here on false pretences, luring her with promises of sun in Sardinia and an exciting project to work on to boot, and here she was being dumped in the middle of a war zone.


‘Faye.’ Charlotte put down the suitcase she’d got out of the back of the car and pulled her into a hug. She held her by the shoulders and looked her straight in the eye. ‘I’m sorry, my love,’ she said. ‘But if I’d told you everything, you might not have come.’


‘Exactly,’ muttered Faye, though it was hard to be angry with Charlotte when she was looking so contrite.


‘But here you are, in the most beautiful part of the island,’ Charlotte said, ‘and all I’m asking is that you go and see the theatre and talk to the Rinaldis. If you don’t want to get involved in the project, then don’t. You can stay in our house as long as you want, feed the fish for Fabio, and then go home when you’re ready. You’ll still have the promised holiday. Okay?’


Faye could hardly argue when it was put like that. ‘Okay,’ she agreed.


‘Great!’ Charlotte swung away and picked up the suitcase. ‘We can always find someone else to feed the fish if you want to leave early, though I hope you won’t,’ she said. ‘And as for the theatre . . .’ She led the way up the steps to the front door. ‘Marisa and Alessandro will explain everything.’


Faye had mixed feelings about this. What other important nuggets of information might Charlotte have left out? She thought of her mother’s reaction to the name Rinaldi – it had been odd, to say the least. In fact, both her parents had been acting out of character; it was unsettling. Faye wanted to know what – if anything – was going on. ‘Why didn’t Bruno Rinaldi’s wife come to your wedding?’ she asked Charlotte.


‘She died before we got married,’ Charlotte told her. ‘She was an actress. I never knew her, but it was a huge tragedy in the village. Marisa says that everyone in Deriu loved her.’


‘I see.’


‘Then Bruno died a few months ago,’ Charlotte explained. ‘It’s hit them both hard. Marisa, especially.’


Which added even more complexity to the project, Faye found herself thinking. Not to mention emotional turmoil. ‘When are we going to see the Rinaldis?’ she asked. Hopefully there’d be a bit of a chance to relax and take in her surroundings first. She wanted to explore Deriu Marina and the tannery museum by the river, not to mention that intriguing centro storico.


‘Very soon,’ sang out Charlotte as she slotted her key in the lock and opened the door. ‘As a matter of fact, I’ve invited them to dinner tonight.’




Chapter 4


Less than two hours later, Faye was sitting on the sleek, cream leather couch in Charlotte and Fabio’s open plan sitting room, doors open wide on to the terrace overlooking the river, a glass of chilled Prosecco in hand. They were waiting for the Rinaldis to arrive.


‘They’re both lovely,’ Charlotte had assured her. ‘Marisa in particular has become such a dear friend of mine, so I know you two will get on.’


Faye hoped so. Although the better they got on, the harder it might be to say ‘no’ to her theatre project.


Charlotte had proudly shown her around their home, which they’d bought and had restored a few years ago. Faye scrutinised it carefully with her new designer’s eye. Like the old tannery it had been in a previous life, the house was arranged on two levels, the lower one comprising an open plan kitchen along with the dining and sitting area. The kitchen combined minimalism with warmth. A glossy black granite worktop flanked a black-and-white range cooker, and a massive top-of-the-range fridge conveniently dispensed soda water and ice at the touch of a button. The kitchen gadgets – and there were quite a few – were all tucked away in softly gliding cupboards, and the washing machine and dishwasher were in a utility room behind. The kitchen floor had been constructed from a natural porous limestone that felt surprisingly warm and comfortable underfoot, and a matt black slate lined the area behind the cooker. It was immaculate – and tidy. Faye smiled to herself. It was the kitchen of a successful professional couple with no children.


‘Do you like it?’ Charlotte spun around. ‘Do you think you could be comfortable here?’


Was she serious? ‘Oh, I could probably manage.’ Faye ran her fingertips over the gleaming granite. Though she might be reluctant to do any cooking. This kitchen seemed far too pristine for anything so everyday.


In the sitting-room area, a contemporary, free-standing black and steel wood-burning stove was surrounded by classy leather furniture that echoed the building’s beginnings. It was a clever touch, Faye thought. The sweet scent of leather mingled with the flowers artfully arranged in a vase on the wood and glass coffee table. The floor in here was a wooden parquet with unusual tinges of red and green – olive and cherry wood, Charlotte told her. One of the walls was wood-panelled and the others were painted a clean white. Deeply piled rugs of richly patterned burgundy and moss green added vibrancy and texture to the room. Hanging from the ceiling was a classic art nouveau chandelier and on the far wall was the pièce de résistance – Fabio’s tropical aquarium. Faye gazed in. The floor of the aquarium had been laid with grey pebbles and white gravel; aquatic plants and purple coral created hiding places for the yellow, orange and iridescent blue fish swimming languidly around their home. Faye liked the fluidity; the movement of the fish in the water was restful. She could see why Fabio was so proud of it.


‘What do you think?’ Charlotte took Faye’s hands and cocked her head to one side. ‘Is our home to your taste?’


‘It’s really stylish. You’ve done it beautifully.’ And Faye meant it. Decor was subjective, but Charlotte had a good eye and had clearly brought her skills to the project. She had retained the sense of space and height in the old tannery, which had a high, beamed ceiling, but also injected some necessary warmth into the living space to make it a home. Faye cast another look around. ‘Did you and Fabio agree on everything or did you have carte blanche?’


‘We argued. We fought. And then – of course – I let her have her own way.’ Fabio had come in without them hearing. ‘Faye.’ He stretched out his arms. ‘It is wonderful to see you.’


‘And you, Fabio.’ Faye noticed immediately how well her friend’s husband spoke English these days. ‘How are you?’


‘Very well.’ Fabio strode over, grabbed her shoulders and kissed her enthusiastically on both cheeks. ‘Bella,’ he murmured, leaning back to take in the sight of her. ‘You are looking beautiful.’


‘Thank you.’ Faye smiled at the extravagant compliment. Italian men were such charmers – who wouldn’t want to believe them? And she wanted to say the same to Fabio. He was certainly looking very dapper. Clean-shaven with his hair trimmed close to the scalp, his dark eyes twinkled. He was dressed in a well-cut and stylish navy suit with a pale lilac shirt, Italian leather brogues on his feet.


‘Ciao, my love.’ Fabio greeted his wife with an affectionate embrace.


Charlotte smiled up at him. ‘I’m just going to show Faye her room and then I’ll be back down,’ she promised. She turned to Faye. ‘Dinner is a joint effort tonight,’ she explained. ‘I’m in charge of seafood but Fabio’s pasta is to die for.’


Faye could hardly wait. She’d eaten nothing since the dry cheese and pickle sandwiches on the plane and she’d been up since 6 a.m. She followed Charlotte up the wooden staircase. It led to two bedrooms, each with its own lavish bathroom. Her bedroom was painted white throughout and had wooden beams and a vaulted ceiling with a cherry wood parquet floor. The bed was big and made up with plump white pillows and crisp, luxurious bed linen. On the bedside table was a glossy magazine: Ciao! – presumably the Italian equivalent of Hello magazine. Faye looked out of the window. There was a wonderful view of the river below, the old town of Deriu and the mountains, the scrub glinting golden-yellow in the early evening light.


It was a paradise, thought Faye. Even if she only stayed here a week, she was going to enjoy every minute.


*


The front door was wide open and a light knock followed by the sound of footsteps announced the arrival of the Rinaldis. There was much excited chatter in a fast and furious Italian, which Faye struggled to follow. And then she was being introduced to a small dark-haired woman of about her own age with huge velvet-brown eyes and a wide smile. ‘This is Marisa,’ said Charlotte. ‘And this is Faye Forrester.’


Marisa clasped Faye’s hand warmly. ‘I am so happy to meet you,’ she said in perfect English. ‘Thank you for coming. You are a godsend.’


‘Your English is excellent.’ Faye was surprised. She’d assumed she’d have to brush up on her Italian for this job. Though Sardinian was a different language, of course – many words were similar to Italian, but there was more of a Spanish influence, as Charlotte had already told her.


‘Thank you.’ Marisa smiled wistfully. ‘Our mother taught us. It was very important to her.’


‘I met your father,’ Faye said softly. ‘He came to Charlotte and Fabio’s wedding.’


Marisa’s face lit up. ‘Of course,’ she said. ‘I thought your name was familiar. He stayed with your parents, yes?’


‘Yes.’


‘They were very kind to him. He told us. Are they well?’


‘Yes, they are. Thank you. But I am very sorry for your loss.’


Marisa bowed her head, but not before Faye saw her dark eyes fill with unshed tears. ‘I wish I too had visited England for Charlotte and Fabio’s wedding.’ She reached out and squeezed Charlotte’s hand. ‘But I did not know you, and we were not close with Fabio back then.’ She leaned forwards conspiratorially. ‘My brother, he was, I think, a little jealous that our father was so fond of Fabio.’


‘Ah, I see.’ Faye had been uncertain about meeting these two after what Charlotte had told her this afternoon, but she was drawn immediately to this attractive girl with the heart-shaped face and big smile. As far as ownership of the theatre and potential disputes were concerned, Faye thought, she might not be the godsend Marisa hoped for, but she would definitely be giving them the benefit of the doubt.


‘Marisa is a primary school teacher here in Deriu,’ said Charlotte.


‘More wine, I think,’ Fabio announced, heading to the kitchen.


Charlotte grasped the arm of the man who had his back to them as he talked to Fabio. ‘And this,’ she said, ‘is Alessandro.’


He turned around to face Faye. ‘Buona sera, Signorina.’ His voice was deep, though not unfriendly. Faye was surprised by the dark blue eyes that confronted her.


She blinked. ‘Buona sera,’ she repeated back to him.


‘So you are the designer.’ He too spoke in English. His gaze raked over her.


Faye was slightly taken aback by his direct approach. She straightened her shoulders. He had none of the easy warmth of his sister but he certainly looked dramatic enough to own a theatre. His black hair curled around the collar of his white linen shirt, and his eyes were nothing short of compelling. He was slim-hipped and tall for a Sardinian man, she guessed, topping her by around two inches. Apart from the blue eyes, he reminded Faye of his father. ‘I’ve only just qualified.’ She gave him an equally direct look back. If he could get straight to the point, so could she. ‘I don’t know yet if I can even be of any help to you and your sister.’


He nodded, as if he’d already worked this out for himself. An attractive man, Faye had to admit, but unlike his sister and his father, definitely lacking in people skills.


Fabio reappeared with a bottle of wine and Charlotte ushered them out towards the terrace where she had laid the table. ‘Plenty of time to discuss all that later,’ she said. ‘Let’s eat.’


It was still light and Faye was warm enough in her sleeveless maxi dress although she had brought a wrap downstairs just in case. The sun was dipping down in the west behind the house and the lights were coming on by the river, sending yellow beams on to the softly rippling water. The cutlery and crystal glasses Charlotte had set on the crisp white tablecloth gleamed. They sat down. Faye was between Marisa and Fabio, with Alessandro sitting opposite.


Charlotte brought the first course – a delicious chickpea and wild fennel soup – to the table and the conversation flowed pleasantly enough, touching on local issues (but not on any disputes, Faye noted). The soup was light and left an aniseed taste on the tongue. She helped Charlotte clear the bowls.


‘So what do you think?’ Charlotte whispered as they stacked them into the dishwasher. ‘Aren’t they lovely?’


‘Marisa seems very sweet,’ Faye agreed cautiously.


Charlotte laughed. ‘Alessandro will grow on you,’ she said. ‘He can be a bit prickly, but he’s a good man. You’ll see.’


The next course was Fabio’s infamous pasta. ‘La Pasta Sarda,’ he told her, which turned out to be fregola – small, round and a little like couscous – which positively melted in the mouth. Fabio served this with mussels, prawns, squid and clams in a rich and garlicky tomato sauce, with what Charlotte told her was pane carasau, a crisp Sardinian bread, on the side. Over this course, they talked about Charlotte and Fabio’s upcoming Italian trip.


‘What are you hoping to find?’ Alessandro asked Fabio. He scooped up some pasta and one of the tiny succulent vongole, clams.


Fabio shrugged. ‘Who can know? I must see how each hotel operates. How they market themselves, how they manage their staff and their accounting. Everything.’


‘And then?’ asked Faye. She looked up from peeling one of her prawns. This was the kind of food she loved – messy but delicious.


Fabio picked up his glass and took a sip of wine. ‘And then I deal with it,’ he said. ‘My company, they want to . . .’ He hesitated. ‘How do you say? Make things more the same?’


‘Standardise?’ It was a shame, thought Faye. She popped the prawn into her mouth. Independence was a concept fast disappearing in world commerce, it seemed. The hotels were part of a chain, yes, and she could see that profit was the driving force, but she didn’t like it. She preferred to stay in independent hotels, eat in independent restaurants and shop in eclectic, one-off boutiques rather than department stores. It might take more time and the quality wasn’t always consistent, but surely it made life that bit more interesting. She scooped up some more fregola and tomato sauce and decided not to make her views known at this point in time. She had only just arrived, after all.


Rather to her surprise, Alessandro took up a similar position. ‘So that every hotel is the same as the next?’ he growled. ‘I hope you will not introduce a fast-food outlet too?’


Fabio laughed. ‘I agree with you, my friend,’ he said. ‘But do not fear. There will be no fast food. The accounting method may be the same but our hotels have a reputation for being exclusive.’ He eyed Faye over the rim of his glass. ‘And different.’


She smiled. ‘I’m grateful to you all for speaking in English for my benefit,’ she said.


‘It is good for the practice,’ Fabio replied. ‘Charlotte and I speak it together sometimes. And I need it for work, of course.’


‘Exactly,’ Alessandro put in. ‘We cannot expect tourists to speak Italian, let alone Sardinian.’ And although he smiled as he said this, Faye couldn’t help but feel that it was a dig.


‘You’re right,’ she said. ‘The British are very lazy about learning languages.’


‘Not only the British.’ Fabio began to collect the plates. Charlotte got up too and Faye realised that there was going to be another course. She hoped that her stomach could take it.


Alessandro raised an eyebrow. ‘The Italians too perhaps,’ he said. ‘How many of you speak our language when you come to live over here?’


‘Practically none,’ Fabio agreed, apparently not worried in the least by what was obviously a bone of contention for original Sardinian islanders like the Rinaldis. He turned to Faye. ‘Apart from within their close family circle, most Sards speak Italian as much as their traditional dialect,’ he said. ‘It is easier that way.’


‘For you especially, my friend,’ Alessandro chipped in.


‘Dialects can be different in just a few miles,’ Marisa added. She was a born peacemaker, Faye could tell.


Fabio rolled his eyes. ‘And so their colloquialisms can be a complete mystery.’


Faye laughed. ‘When did you first come over here, Fabio?’ she asked.


‘In my early twenties, when I started working in the hotel industry.’ He clapped Alessandro on the back. ‘That was when I first met Marisa and Alessandro’s father Bruno. He owned the hotel I still work in.’ Fabio shook his head sadly. ‘He took me under his wing.’


Faye recalled what Marisa had told her about Alessandro’s jealousy. Clearly, he had got over it. The two men were obviously good enough friends for a bit of banter not to affect their relationship.


Fabio took the plates out to the kitchen and returned a minute later with another bottle of wine. They were drinking a Gallura, a straw yellow Sardinian white that was almost too easy to drink, Faye thought ruefully.


‘Your island is very beautiful but also very small, my friend.’ Fabio laughed as he began to refill their glasses. ‘Whereas Italy . . . What can I say? Her language is the most historic and the most revered in the whole world.’ He puffed out his chest and they all laughed.


‘Though, to be fair on tourists, you speak Italian, Faye.’ Charlotte came back to the table with a tray of silver foil parcels. She unwrapped one and a gush of lemon-fragranced steam whooshed out. ‘Or you used to.’ She looked around the table. ‘Fresh sea bream,’ she said. ‘Orata.’ She began to serve the fish.


‘With baked melanzane.’ Fabio brought another bowl to the table.


Goodness, thought Faye.


‘We both did A level Italian at college,’ Charlotte told the others. ‘And Faye and I spent a summer in Italy.’


‘You did?’ Alessandro seemed surprised and Faye was glad to prick the bubble of one of his preconceptions, at least. He was, she decided, rather tricky.


Even so, they were all looking at her as if they expected her to suddenly switch to fluent Italian. She felt herself blush. ‘It was just a few weeks,’ she protested. ‘I don’t speak it fluently. Certainly not anymore.’ But what a summer. She exchanged a glance with Charlotte. They had both stayed in Naples, with different families, but they had been able to spend a lot of time together.


‘Ah, Naples,’ Charlotte sighed dreamily, ignoring her husband who had responded with something rather rude in Italian. She sat back at the table and there was a pause while they all sampled the fish. It was good. Faye was glad that Deriu was by the sea; this was her kind of food. Although she didn’t think she’d eaten so much in one sitting in her entire life.


Faye had adored Naples, although she knew that Fabio, coming from Milan as he did, took the view of many northern Italians that anywhere south of Rome was full of peasants and to be visited at your own risk. Naples had been hot and busy that summer when she and Charlotte were seventeen; the scents of Italy were stamped into every side street, seeping from every brick and stone; operatic arias drifting from open windows, the sweet, pungent smell of roasted peppers, tomato and garlic exiting every doorway. The life was on the streets. And Naples was about as real as it got. Faye had loved the noise and the bustle, the pizza and the ice cream, the glorious views of the Bay of Naples from her bedroom in the house up on the hill.


They had both enjoyed short, uncomplicated romances with Neapolitan men: Faye with the son of the family with whom she was staying, Charlotte with his best friend. Those boys had flattered them, looked after them, shown them the sights of Pompeii and Herculaneum, the Catacombs, the Royal Palace and the Castel Nuovo. They wooed the girls in the back streets of Naples and even took them to Capri on a friend’s small boat.


They had left the Amalfi coast at the beginning of September, vowing to return, and Charlotte had done just that at the first opportunity, travelling by train to Genoa and then going by ferry to Sardinia. She met Fabio and made her life here. Faye, on the other hand, apart from a few days in Rome with a girlfriend eight years ago and a weekend in Venice with Justin, had never been back.


But she would make up for it now. ‘Why did your parents feel it was so important for you to learn English?’ Faye directed the question at both Marisa and Alessandro. ‘Charlotte tells me your mother was an actress?’ She was impressed by the Rinaldis’ fluency, and it furthered her determination to brush up on her Italian this trip and use it whenever she got the chance. She was not going to be one of the lazy tourists so derided by Alessandro.


‘Yes, she was.’ Marisa spoke quietly. ‘And she often performed in English language plays.’


‘I see.’ So she had experienced the benefit of being bilingual and wanted her children to have it, too.


‘But it was not only the English language that she thought important.’ Marisa spoke quickly, and Faye imagined that she could detect a hint of resentment behind her words.


‘Oh?’


‘It was our entire education,’ Alessandro said smoothly. He lifted his glass as if to make a toast. ‘And naturally, we thank her for it. Marisa, at least, has used her education skills wisely in becoming a teacher herself.’


Faye glanced across at Marisa but she had her head down, focusing on the neat forkful of fish she was about to eat. ‘Was your mother born in Sardinia too?’ Faye asked. And what about Alessandro, she was thinking. Had he also used his education wisely? What did he do for a living?


‘Ah, no,’ Alessandro replied to her question. ‘She was Italian like Fabio here, from northern Italy.’


So these two were half-Italian, half-Sardinian. Faye guessed that many islanders had gone to mainland Italy where there were more opportunities. But Sardinia was beautiful enough to have drawn plenty in return. What did it feel like to have grown up here, she wondered, to have lived here forever?


‘Our mother also lived in your country for some years,’ Alessandro told Faye. He had finished his bream and melanzane and now he placed his knife and fork together and wiped his lips with the crisp white napkin beside his plate.


‘Really?’ Faye was surprised.


‘She joined a company of actors, travelling the UK.’


‘On tour,’ supplied Charlotte.


‘Yes. And then she came to Sardinia, to the little theatre at Deriu, restored and ready for her to perform in.’


Ah yes, thought Faye. The theatre. She mustn’t forget the theatre, the main reason for her being here.


At last they were all finished. Charlotte got to her feet to clear the plates and Faye rose again to give her hand. ‘Is that where she met your father?’ she asked Marisa and Alessandro when she returned. ‘At the theatre here in Deriu?’


‘Yes, it is.’ Marisa’s expression grew more animated. ‘His parents owned il Piccolo Teatro. It was love at first sight, you know. They were a golden couple. Sofia and Bruno Rinaldi.’


Faye did not miss the quick glance sent Marisa’s way by Charlotte as she brought in the dessert. ‘Seadas,’ she announced.


‘Traditional Sardinian fritters with honey and pecorino,’ supplied Fabio.


‘Wow.’ Faye eyed the fritters warily.


‘It was our mother’s destiny to join the new company,’ Marisa said. ‘And of course, to fall in love.’


There was another silence around the table as everyone took in the sight of the impressive dessert. Charlotte had certainly pulled out all the stops. Faye wondered when anyone was going to tell her about the petition, the ownership dispute, the confrontational townspeople. At the moment the story was simply of a charming romance.


‘You must miss them both very much,’ she said. Sofia in particular must have been quite young when she died. Faye wondered how it had happened. She’d ask Charlotte later; she didn’t want to dwell on such a sensitive subject here at the dinner table.


Once again, Alessandro’s eyes were on her. He reached out for his sister’s hand and squeezed it. ‘We do,’ he said.


Faye tasted her dessert. The fritter had an intense flavour – both sweet from the drizzled honey, but also salty from the pecorino, with a hint of lemon.


‘It is corbezzolo honey from the strawberry tree,’ Fabio told her.


‘Bittersweet,’ added Alessandro, casting what seemed like a knowing look around the table.


Bittersweet indeed, thought Faye. ‘So the theatre must have an interesting history,’ she said, determined to keep the conversation on track.


‘Oh, yes.’ Marisa nodded. ‘It is part of the identity of our town.’ She glanced at Alessandro but didn’t elaborate any further.


Fabio sat back and looked around the table. ‘Coffee, anyone?’ he asked.


They all said that coffee would be perfect and Charlotte suggested that they take it in the sitting room. They drifted inside, Faye casting a final reluctant glance towards the still and moonlit night, the gleaming darkness of the river, the crescent moon and the stars in the satiny sky.


‘I’d love to see it as soon as possible – the theatre, I mean,’ Faye said. And she wanted to know its story. She sat down on the couch next to Marisa. Although they were very different, she felt that this girl could be a friend and ally. Not that Faye needed a friend and ally for a week’s holiday in Sardinia. But still . . .


Alessandro came and stood beside his sister. ‘There is no time . . .’ He looked at his watch.


‘Oh, I didn’t mean—’ Now, she was going to say. She wanted to see the theatre tomorrow when she got a chance to explore the centro storico.


‘—like the present,’ he finished.


‘Sorry?’ Faye blinked at him.


‘Why not?’ He strode back to the open door and looked out at the terrace they had just come from. ‘A theatre is made for the night-time, non evero – is this not so? It is at night-time that a theatre will come alive.’


‘Well . . .’ Faye could think of a few reasons why not. One, it would be rude to leave Fabio and Charlotte’s dinner party so abruptly. Two, it was late; she’d got up early to travel here from the UK and she was ready for her bed. She’d eaten so much at dinner she wanted to sleep it off, not start walking the streets. She waited for one of the others to voice an objection but they didn’t.


‘It is a good idea, I think,’ Marisa said at last.


Faye glanced at Charlotte, who shrugged. ‘It’s up to you,’ she said. ‘If you’re not too tired . . .’


Faye was tired, but maybe a walk might do her good after all this sitting, eating and drinking. She was longing to see the theatre – more than that, she was intrigued. And the soft night air was irresistible. ‘How far is it?’


‘Not far.’ Alessandro leaned over and picked up her wrap from where she’d left it hanging over a chair. He handed it to her. Faye couldn’t work out if the expression in his eyes was a plea or a challenge.


Whatever it was, Faye rose to it. ‘Okay,’ she said. She turned to Marisa. ‘Let’s go.’




Chapter 5


Ade stared out into the night-time garden. He couldn’t see much; it was too cloudy, and there were no lights on out the back – just fields and sheep and hills. He should go up. He’d made up his mind, so now he should go and tell her; it was only fair. He turned around and made his way upstairs.


It was Sunday – a day usually dedicated to the garden, he thought, not without a slight trace of bitterness. It was the sameness that got him, the regularity; it made him want to chuck his gardening trowel in a ditch and take off somewhere. This morning he had suggested as much to Molly.


‘Such as?’ she asked mildly.


‘A day out in the New Forest?’ he said. ‘Lunch on the beach at Weymouth?’


Molly had that sad look on her face. ‘I promised I’d call in and see Mum,’ she said. ‘And then I thought I’d bring her back to have dinner with us. If I’d known . . .’


‘Never mind.’ Ade knew that he sounded irritable. He rubbed the back of his neck. He was irritable. And he knew that he should give Molly some notice – if he gave her some notice, she might even come. But wasn’t that the point about spontaneity? It had to be, well, spontaneous.


So he had gone for a long walk on his own, starting off from home, heading up through the Nature Reserve and then down to the Bay. Ever since Ade had told Molly about his early retirement, the atmosphere had been strained between them. Though maybe it had been tense before that too and he just hadn’t noticed.


Ade stomped through the wood, waiting for the exercise, the fresh spring air, the musty woodland smells to clear his head the way they always did. The atmosphere hadn’t always been strained between them, of course. He had loved her once. Ade stopped for a moment as he realised the magnitude of this thought; the past tense of it. He continued to walk on, more slowly now. Did he love her still? Did it matter that when he went for a hike he always went alone, or with Faye? Did it matter that every evening they sank into separate armchairs to watch TV or read the paper or a book? Exchanging the odd word, yes. But alone, he thought. That was the truth. Living separate lives.


Ade paused by the Nature Reserve gate as he always did. It was a steep hill and he had to pace himself. June, he decided, was his favourite month. Around him, trees, bushes, plants, wild flowers were growing in earnest; they meant it now. Days were long, sweet and mild; even people looked brighter and more hopeful. Ade was hopeful too. He walked on. It wasn’t as if he was lonely. He played golf with colleagues, tennis at the club in town. Friends – couples – came round for dinner or drinks from time to time; there was the occasional trip to the theatre or cinema, the usual sort of stuff. Middle-class stuff. His lip curled. And he had no one to blame but himself. He had allowed his life to slip out of his control; he had become what he had once vowed never to be. How had that happened? And more to the point, was it too late to change?


The path emerged on top of the ridge. Ade loved the ridge: the short sparse grass, the distant hills and fields with grazing sheep; the view from here down to the Bay. He climbed up to the worn wooden bench to sit down and take in his surroundings for a moment. The sun was glimmering through a faint mist, sending a sheen of light, like liquid honey, on to the surface of the ocean. Ade was happiest walking the Dorset cliffs, the combination of vast sky, endless ocean, and high ground always made him feel good. Maybe over the years the sense of infinity he found here had made him feel that he wasn’t trapped, that he hadn’t made the wrong choice all those years ago, for the right – or even the wrong – reasons. Maybe, Ade admitted to himself, it made him feel free.


But that was an illusion. He took the path down to the Bay now, first along the ridge and then down to the road. This led to the disused railway track that passed through the Bay, where a café had been set up in the old station. He liked that. Lots of people complained that there was no longer a railway station here or in Bridport, but Ade rather liked the sense of isolation it lent this part of West Dorset. The café at the station was a nostalgic nod to the past. The past . . . Ade sighed. He couldn’t blame Molly for any of it.


He thought back to the first time he’d seen her in the Electric Palace. Pretty Molly Thomas with her neat, dark, shining hair, pink lipstick, dark doe-brown eyes catching him short and pulling him in. Ade was living in Exeter – he was in Bridport for the weekend for a mate’s wedding. He was already working in banking. It was a five-year plan. He could still hear his father’s voice – get a good education, a career. You can travel the world later. Get yourself going first . . .


Ade smiled and nodded to a couple sitting outside the café with coffee and a bun. There were people inside, too, and the car park was half full already. The Bay had always been quiet until they filmed a TV series here a few years ago. Since then everything had changed. People came to stare as if transfixed by the golden cliffs, to identify the local newsagent’s that had featured in the series and the restaurant that had been used as the police station. Ade still loved the place, though; the quirky mix of old and new, the tang of fish coming from the boats in the working harbour, the fresh air tainted with salt, the screech of seagulls in the wind. Even the blowsy kiosks by the harbour had a place in it all. It was real life here; it was never meant to be manicured.


He had fallen for West Dorset and Molly Thomas that weekend and pretty soon Ade was back here most weekends that followed. His dad was wrong though – Ade couldn’t travel the world later. Because later, he would still be working in banking and if he left – even for a year – he’d go down a few rungs of the ladder and all that work would have been in vain. He wouldn’t have let that stop him, mind. But when Ade met Molly, everything changed. She fell in love with the man his father had wanted him to be and he fell in love with what he imagined she could be. It hadn’t seemed so complicated at the time – but that was because of the chemistry.


He walked alongside the harbour, past the moored boats and the eager-faced kids with their fishing nets looking for crabs, the kiosks selling fish and chips and candy floss, the white fishermen’s cottages. He walked along the ginger-pebbled beach – there was a high mound of pebbles acting as a sea defence and the Bay needed it; in winter the harbour had been known to flood and West Cliff could be cut off for days.


Ade struck out up the pathway of West Cliff. This slope was more gradual and he walked slowly, taking time to admire the beaches below, their sand exposed because the tide was out, and the view of the Bay and the treacly cliffs stretching out towards Burton and beyond. The problem was that good chemistry didn’t last forever. There was a time, early on, when Ade realised that he and Molly were not on the same trajectory in life. They had that spark and similar backgrounds – which took them a long way – but Molly wanted what her sister had: the stability of a hardworking husband, the joys of a young family, the sure knowledge that support from a relative was never far away. He couldn’t blame her, losing her father the way she did when she was just seventeen. But Ade wanted something else.


He’d told Nina that. Never anyone else. He’d told Nina because she understood. He’d told Nina because she recognised the other Ade – the one he was meant to be and had always intended to be. Ade passed the alleyways that led to the Cliff Walks. He’d always fancied living here – having this view every day, at all hours, but the blustery Bay wasn’t Molly’s thing. Too many motorbikes, she said. Too many tourists in summer and too much wind and rain in winter. Too extreme in every sense of the word. Too much drama.


‘What kind of something else?’ Nina had asked him.


‘Something risky,’ he said without really thinking. ‘Something unsafe.’


‘You want to test yourself?’


‘Maybe.’ Ade thought about this. ‘I want to see things,’ he said. ‘I want some different experiences.’


‘Something to tell your grandchildren?’ She was laughing at him now.
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