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      Prologue

      A leaden sky and relentless rain; Belgium in February could not have looked more bleak. Frankie, slumped in her chilly carriage,
         stared out across the railway tracks and resolved in her heart that, if she moved on, it would be to a warmer climate. Her
         chilblains throbbed and her muscles ached; her throat felt decidedly scratchy. Normally she would have used the truck but,
         at least till they fixed the fan-belt, she was going to have to do without it on these monthly expeditions.
      

      The train was halted outside the station, awaiting a signal change. If it didn’t move soon, she might well perish with cold.
         With a grinding lurch it shuddered into life as another one, with mud-splashed sides, moved sluggishly past on the opposite
         track, the cause of the delay. Frankie mechanically zipped up her jacket and wound her scarf tightly round her throat as she
         watched the empty carriages racketing by. The sooner they got into Antwerp, the better. By now her teeth were rattling in
         her head so she thought she might treat herself to a cup of tea. She could do with a little time to herself, away from the others, for quiet reflection. She had recently heard that her mother had died and, although
         they had been estranged for years, unwelcome memories had come flooding back that she’d tried all these years to suppress.
      

      Which was when she saw it, the face in the window, moving slowly past, just feet away; an image etched into her brain for
         the past thirty years. The unmistakable face of her lover: the vivid blue eyes and black curly hair that haunted her nightmares
         as well as her waking thoughts. The face of a man she had loved and lost, which had irrevocably blighted her life.
      

      The face of a man she knew to be dead for she had killed him herself.

   
      
      
Part One
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It was one month earlier. The start of the year; early January and biting cold. Cabbages, turnips, carrots, beets: traditional
Flemish fare, with celeriac thrown in as a special treat. Frankie was in charge of the vegetable garden. She planted them,
hoed them and yanked weeds out between them, then bodily wrenched them from the soil and sluiced them down at the standpipe
in the courtyard. At this time of year it was not pleasant work; her hands were raw and chapped, with swollen knuckles. Her
chilblains ached so she couldn’t sleep and now she was fairly sure she was getting arthritis. The only thing going for this
arduous lifestyle was that, all things considered, it beat prison.


It was Magda who had coaxed her into making this decision, Magda to whom she also owed her life. When her sentence was up
and they let her go, Frankie, facing a total abyss, had seriously considered ending it all. She was tired of having to keep
battling on, had died when he did, at least in spirit. But the older woman, doing her job, had kept her under close supervision and, by not letting her out of her sight, had stopped her harming herself. Later, when they talked about it and
Frankie revealed the depths of her despair, it was Magda who’d urged her to take herself in hand and not waste the precious
gift of life on something that should, by now, be over and done with.


‘You learnt your lesson and you paid the price. Now is the time for a fresh start.’

Frankie couldn’t really argue; what Magda said was true. She was twenty-four and had nobody else, except the mother who had
betrayed her and this brusque, compassionate Polish woman on whom she had learnt to depend. So when Magda had first mooted
her plan – worn out by the prison service herself, she felt in need of a total change – Frankie had gone along with it. Together
they’d moved to Lier, outside Antwerp, where they now shared a cramped but picturesque cottage. Not just a cottage but part
of the Beguinage, an exclusive commune that was mainly a spiritual retreat.


When Frankie thought back to her privileged childhood, it still amazed her that life could have altered so much. The prosperous
Wirral, where she had been raised, had in no way prepared her for hardship like this. Her family home had a tennis court;
she had even owned her own pony. Her life had been rosy and much indulged, until she had done the Terrible Thing after which
she’d become a social leper, entirely ostracised. Why, Chad had asked her, that first time they met, had she risked so much
to make a rebellious statement? She had been through it all, many times before, and never come up with a plausible answer, but his eyes were amused
(she’d say even admiring) and the smile he flashed had entirely melted her heart. Because … she had started to say, then faltered.
It was to be several weeks till she told him the truth.


The walk from the station had soaked her right through but she was now well inured to constant discomfort. Her boots were
leaking, her woollen mitts sodden; all she wanted to do was rip off her clothes and soak herself in a steaming tub. With piping-hot
chocolate, whipped cream on the side, and someone to towel her dry. No chance of that; her smile was fixed as she raised the
latch of the barn and pushed open the door.


Of the seventeen inmates, eleven were fixtures and most of them present this wintry afternoon. The barn, still with its original
beams, was vast and draughty and smelt of lingering smoke. There were hurricane lanterns placed here and there, to cope with
the rapidly vanishing light, and a cluster of beeswax candles in the hearth, not yet lit.


‘You’re back!’ said Magda, looking up with a smile. ‘Can it be that time already?’ Her bobbins clacked as her skilful fingers
worked at the intricate lace. Sister Mary broke off her reading while Sister Agnes was working in clay. An audiotape of pan
pipes enhanced the feeling of harmony. A group of women working with their hands, united in a close sisterhood. Suddenly Frankie
felt safe.


They asked, as they always did, about the market, and this time she could report complete success. She felt like a child before
her elders as she proudly related what she had achieved. ‘The onions were a particular hit. I could have sold many times more
if I’d had them with me.’


‘So learn,’ said Magda, regrouping her pins. ‘And next time you’ll know to take more. Perhaps when the truck is back on the
road. Would anyone care for tea?’


Later, once they had laid aside their work, they all moved closer to the hearth while Berthe scrabbled around in search of
matches. They took it in turns to prepare the evening meal and two of their number were already in the kitchen, chopping carrots
and jointing rabbits for the stew. Berthe found the matches and lit a taper.


‘Excuse me,’ said Frankie, suddenly chilled. ‘I must go and change my clothes or I’ll catch pneumonia.’

Despite all the therapy she had been through, the sound of a striking match still made her feel faint.
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Cristina Calväo was in a lousy mood but that was nothing unusual. Yvette, her surly recalcitrant maid, had been late coming
up with her café-au-lait and it had not been as hot as she liked, while the croissants were rubbery and stale. In addition,
Cristina had chipped a nail and her favourite manicurist was fully booked, or so the lying receptionist would have her believe.
It was all too tiresome; she slammed down the cup, spraying coffee all over the starched linen sheets. It was nearly noon.
She would soon have to dress and go to meet Claude at Le Crillon for lunch to try to talk him round about the wedding. Cristina
had lived in Paris twelve years, since she’d tired of the glitz of Brazilian nightlife and hooked up with an older man wealthy
enough to support her. One of the things she liked best about Claude was that he was Catholic and indissolubly married. She
had never intended to tie herself down and place all her eggs in the same restrictive basket – until she encountered Rocco
Pereira and flipped. Which had been, she was obliged to admit, the story of her life.


He was a racing driver of international fame, sexy, Latin and twelve years younger than herself, which made an exciting change
from Claude’s ageing flesh. They had met in Rio at Carnaval and soon were hitting the tabloid headlines as well as all the
hot celebrity nightspots. In Brazil, that was; word had not yet reached Paris which was why it was so essential she now look
her best. She slithered out of her satin pyjamas, dropping them carelessly on the floor, and scrutinised her naked body, which
only served to sour her mood even more. In recent years, since she quit the catwalk, her panther-like beauty had sagged and
blurred. She no longer enjoyed making love with the lights on, another reason she clung to Claude who was, despite his numerous
faults, a gentleman to the core.


How he would feel about this latest liaison, Cristina could not predict. Furthermore, she could not care less, had fallen
in with his wishes all these years and now felt she’d earned the right to take a stand. It suited his lifestyle to keep her
on the side, devoting his Mondays to Thursdays to her, then motoring home to his château at weekends to play the uxorious
husband. He knew she occasionally saw other men; he was not unrealistic. But to hear that she contemplated marrying again
might very well be the final straw and would require an element of finesse. Fortunately Cristina was expert at this, had spent
her adult years negotiating. What Rocco would think was another matter. She would cross that bridge when she had to. She had
not survived all these years on her beauty alone.


With a final scowl at her thickening waist, she flung open the doors of her spacious closets and tossed great armfuls of clothes
all over the bed. For today’s performance she must look just right, neither provocative nor too showy but understated and
winningly demure.


‘Yvette!’ she screeched down the stairway to the maid. ‘Come up here at once and get me dressed.’

Her outfit of choice had to be discarded; the seam beneath one arm was ripped and had gone unnoticed till now. Of course she
laid all the blame on Yvette, though she herself had thrown it aside the instant she heard the stitches snap and knew she
had put on weight.


‘I can fix it, madame,’ said Yvette but there hadn’t been time. Claude would already be at the table and he hated her to be
late. So she settled instead for an understated two-piece, cut on the bias for a slinkier movement, which stopped right on
the knee to display her legs. She twirled and frowned, then removed her briefs; visible panty line would destroy the effect.
Jewellery was the next requisite, tasteful and not overdone. She yanked out drawers and riffled through boxes, strewing their
contents all over the dresser for Yvette to tidy away when she had gone. Diamonds, Claude said, were vulgar at lunchtime and
pearls not Cristina’s thing. With her bronzed and sultry exotic looks, she needed some sparkle to set herself off. She compromised
with a Tiffany choker and the lucky earrings she’d had from Cal to celebrate their first six months together.


As she hooked the wires through her delicate lobes and watched the effect against her tawny streaked hair, she thought back
to that time long ago and tears sprang into her eyes.


‘Madame, is there something wrong?’ asked Yvette, as she skilfully teased Cristina’s mane, brushing and lacquering it into
a tousled birds’ nest. The raucous diktats had suddenly ceased; what the maid observed in the glass was wistful and sad.


‘No,’ snapped Cristina, herself again, shaking her head to improve the effect and applying another shimmering coat of lipstick.
‘Dépêche-toi and get me a cab toot-sweet.’ Mustn’t risk keeping him waiting.


They laughed at her, the household staff, sick of her posturing and fancy airs; they considered her third world trash. The
way she ordered them all around as though they were of a lesser class and had no feelings nor standards of their own. They
only stayed on because of Claude, who always treated them courteously and wasn’t averse to putting his hand in his pocket.
Not so Cristina, with her chronic meanness, who siphoned money off the elderly fool but hated to part with any of it herself.
Yvette gazed sourly at the wreckage of the bedroom – the coffee-stained sheets that would have to be changed, the couture
clothing abandoned on the floor, and she hadn’t even yet dared to check the bathroom. She vowed, as she regularly did, to
leave forthwith. This pig of a woman was not worthy of her care; she would sooner sweep the floors or empty the bins.


Yvette, however, had burdens of her own: an ailing mother, a sickly child, a husband with a taste for too much Pernod. She
lacked the security to throw in the job and it did have occasional bonuses. Clothing Cristina had grown tired of or too big
for, soiled or torn but redeemable by a patient seamstress who valued the cut and the cloth. A bottle of perfume she no longer
liked or a handbag now last year’s fashion; even, once, a pair of uncomfortable shoes. Though usually shrewish, Cristina had
moments when something unexpectedly cheered her and the sulks and petulance fleetingly changed to laughter. Only then did
she show her true beauty, the mixed blood siren who had lived all her life on her wits.


And now she declared herself in love. Yvette decided to stick around, at least until she saw how the future panned out. The
Brazilian lover, Madame’s latest craze, should provide, at least, a little diversion. He was all Cristina could talk of these
days. Yvette was curious to know how Monsieur would react.


Cristina slumped limply into the cab, fighting to hold back her tears. Lunch with Claude had not been a success; things were
not going well for her today. To start with, he had been furious she was late, equated unpunctuality with bad manners. He
had a meeting at three with his bank so could only manage two courses. His admiration was losing its lustre; there had been
a time when, in his eyes, Cristina could do nothing wrong. Then they never met for lunch without his producing some elegant
love-gift: a piece of exquisite jewellery, a sumptuous chinchilla scarf. He would fuss and fawn all over her, insist on arranging the bauble round
her neck, which gave him a chance to caress her caramel skin. Those days, however, had slipped away. Now, whenever he looked
at her, his eyes lacked approbation. He was growing bored; she recognised the signs. Soon, if she wasn’t careful, he might
even dump her.


Since Claude was testy and short of time, she hadn’t dared bring up the subject of Rocco. She would simply have to wait and
play it by ear. As the house was nominally hers, not his, and he wasn’t there for three days every week, it was up to her
how she spent her time and whom she entertained. The night that Rocco had mentioned marriage she had been too giddy for rational
thought. All she’d seen were the stars and the phosphorescent waves, with a jaunty background of salsa music and Rocco toasting
her with champagne while also surreptitiously fingering her crotch.


Put like that, it did seem crude. Cristina’s misery deepened. The truth was she hadn’t felt this strongly for a man since
Cal Barnard, who had broken her heart by dropping out of her life and disappearing.


The gardener, Serge, was trimming the topiary when Cristina’s cab pulled up outside. He watched her from the top of his ladder
as she tossed a handful of euros to the driver, then stalked straight past him without so much as a nod. Not a good lunch;
he could see that from her snarl and privately smiled to know that she didn’t always win. M. Daumier was a good employer; Serge had worked for him for fifteen years which was longer than that trollop had been installed here. And he intended
to outlast her too, had seen the discontent in the master’s eyes. That luscious body might be seductive but she lacked the
grace of a true Parisian, besides being rude and coarse. It was hard to see now what had attracted Monsieur, apart from the
obvious factor of raunchy sex.


Cristina slammed the heavy front door and Serge smiled with satisfaction. From his vantage point he could see into her bedroom,
enjoyed the way that she flounced inside then threw her Hermès purse across the room. She bounced around on each four-inch
heel as she tried to unbuckle her sandals, then ripped off her little couturier outfit, angrily scrunched it into a ball and
hurled it against the wall. Serge laid down his shears and lit a cigarette while he studied her voluptuous naked body, for
she rarely wore anything underneath her clothes. Soon, he sensed, he would get what he was after; she was clearly very much
out of sorts and that, as any true Frenchman knew, was because she was not getting laid.


Though they said in the kitchen there was someone new, someone she seriously hoped to marry. Serge stubbed out his cigarette
and resumed his desultory clipping. She had pulled the shutters to, presumably for her afternoon nap, so the show was over
for another day and he could get back to his work.


No, there weren’t any messages, said Yvette when she came up later to run Cristina’s bath and lay out her clothes for the opera. Wagner tonight; she hated the music which made her positively gag with boredom but the opera house
was an absolute must for any upwardly mobile socialite whose principal purpose in life was to be seen. Claude, still grumpy
and unrelenting, had set off early for his country estate, leaving Cristina with an extra ticket for the second row of the
stalls. She had rung round her coterie of hangers-on, mainly men of the gay persuasion, who were usually all too keen to help
squander Claude’s money. She rarely had difficulty finding a date; she was still well known and scrubbed up well, but tonight,
for whatever reason, she had no takers. So she ended up doing that most mortifying thing, falling back on the company of a
female friend, the Countess de Bourgrave, a good-time girl currently in the throes of her fifth divorce.


Which certainly didn’t improve Cristina’s mood, especially since she had no idea where in the world Rocco could possibly be.
Throughout the evening she tried his number but his mobile appeared to be permanently off. She could only hope it meant he
was on his way.
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Cabbage soup was all very well but, after all these dreary months, definitely starting to pall. The Belgians cooked it with

caraway and dumplings which, combined with the coarse black bread, made Frankie feel like a peasant herself, bloggy and overstuffed.

Not that there was much wrong in that; she certainly wouldn’t dare say so in the commune. She stood at the window, watching

the weather, an incessant downpour that streaked the panes. Soup tonight, oxtail stew tomorrow; their diet was basic as well

as relentlessly dull. She made a note to lay down more potatoes. After the harsh winter they’d had, supplies were perilously

low. At least, with all the hard work she did, there was little chance of her gaining weight. She still had the lean, rangy

figure of her youth with narrow hips, a flat stomach and enviable legs. Not that anyone noticed or even cared. Sometimes she

felt as much a prisoner here as she had in jail.





Magda, quietly stitching by the stove, was used to these flashes of malaise. She could tell from the tension in Frankie’s

shoulders that her jaw would be set and her eyes hazed over with grief. There was nothing, Magda had learnt, she could do except wait for the storm clouds to pass.

Frankie’s outlook still remained bleak, her heart and mind consumed by a hollow ache.





‘Well, you’re the boss,’ tried Magda brightly. ‘So why not go wild and come up with something new? If you plant it we’ll have

to eat it, so go ahead and surprise us. Artichokes, perhaps, or aubergines. Allow yourself some artistic licence. That, after

all, is why we’re here. To work but also to create.’





‘As long as you don’t ask for Brussels sprouts.’ Slowly Frankie turned her head, her expression softening into a foxy grin.

When she smiled, which she did all too seldom, she was still a striking woman, good for her age. ‘It’s okay, you don’t have

to humour me. I just wish this beastly rain would slack off a bit.’





Communal living was all very well, and the other women were nice enough, but there were times when Frankie felt she needed

privacy to stop her losing her mind. Magda, all too aware of this, humoured her by discreetly withdrawing whenever she thought

she should. Most meals and meetings were held in the barn; they only came back here to sleep or relax on the rare occasions

they were not actually working. Since Frankie spent most of her time outdoors, she’d developed an all-year-round weathered

look which tempered the sallowness of her skin and gave her a glow that became her. She kept her straight dark hair cut short

and never ever used makeup, yet when fleeting laughter lit her face, a hint of her vanished beauty could still be seen.





Magda, older, was solid and square-built, an inheritance from her ancestry, and her once fair hair had turned to iron grey.

They rubbed along companionably enough, careful of each other’s space and needs. After twenty-three years of sharing together,

there was little about each other they didn’t know. And before that had been the prison years. It was still a source of pride

to Magda that she’d managed to gain the tortured young woman’s trust.





‘Do you know what I’d really like?’ said Frankie, still with a hint of a smile. ‘Pheasant, casseroled in red wine with bacon,

mushrooms and shallots.’ She smacked her lips. ‘With just a soupçon of brandy in the sauce.’





‘Wow!’ said Magda, pausing mid-stitch. ‘When in the world did you ever eat like that?’ Frankie had been locked up since her

middle teens.





‘In my childhood,’ said Frankie airily. ‘There is still a lot you don’t know about my life.’



The colonel, Frankie’s stepfather, had been an excellent shot. And there had been a time, when the marriage was new, when

he treated her as he might have done the son he had never had. Which included taking her out to follow the guns.





‘Be careful,’ her mother had warned, alarmed, aware of her daughter’s capriciousness, but Humphrey had waved her protest aside

in his customary autocratic manner. Women and animals: he lumped them together, though then, in the aftermath of new lust,

he treated the little filly with more care. She was a sprightly child, good-looking too. It fed his vanity having her around. That was where the pony came in; anything Frankie

wanted she could have. Skinny and agile, a natural athlete, she had entered womanhood unenlightened. For the first two years

they were the best of pals, the gawky child and the overbearing man. But as she grew, she got prettier too and soon had more

on her hands than she’d bargained for.





‘Dirty old bastard,’ she would later say. ‘Whatever he got, believe me, he richly deserved.’



None of this had she shared with Magda; her lips concerning the original crime remained sealed. At the hearing she had been

stoically defiant, which was how she had come, at just fifteen, to find herself locked up. There was no support from the colonel

now; as far as he was concerned she could rot in hell. A damaged child, Magda’s colleagues had assessed. Even after what happened

next, they never found out quite how much.





Most evenings, after they’d had their meal, everyone reconvened in the barn and gathered around the hearth. Some of them sewed

by candlelight; the rest preferred to relax. They all worked hard at their various chores and this was the time they liked

the best, when the spirit of the community came to the fore. Frankie, who had worked eight hours straight, stretched out on

a beanbag and nodded off. Occasionally somebody told a story in the fine tradition of oral folklore or else they broke into

groups to catch up on the chat. Tonight they felt in a party mood, so Sister Breeda brought out her fiddle and soon had them dancing Irish jigs and clapping along to the tune. Even Frankie

opened her eyes and propped herself up to watch. She had laboured so long in the biting cold that her fingers were swollen

and starting to throb but the hearty soup had done its job; she felt calm and soporific.





Inspired by the dancing, they wanted to sing, so Sylvia, with the seraphic voice, took her place next to Sister Breeda to

lead them all in a folk song. Frankie watched the firelight flickering, which brought back memories she’d sooner forget. She

liked it here: it was womblike and safe, away from the terrors of everyday life. The lack of male company didn’t bother her

at all; within the closeness of the sisterhood, she had finally found a kind of peace.





But then Sylvia swung into ‘Blow the Wind Southerly’ and, all of a sudden, it became too much. The melancholy sadness of the

beautiful song struck a chord in Frankie’s heart and she stumbled to her feet and out of the barn. She ran the few yards through

the driving rain then up the stairs of the cottage she shared and threw herself down on her narrow bed in anguish. Whenever

she thought she was coming to terms with the past, the whole thing persisted in flooding back. After all this time, she could

still not erase the memories of that terrible day when her life had effectively ended.
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The woman alone in the Danieli bar was stylishly dressed but looked lonely and sad. She was fiddling with the stem of her glass;

the waiter crossed and politely inquired if she’d like another bellini. She looked up, startled and ill at ease, checked the

time – it was 7.15 – then shyly told him she would. English; he had guessed that from the quality of her clothes but the fluency

of her Italian surprised him.





‘You are staying here, signora?’ he asked, picking up her glass.



‘I am,’ she said. ‘I arrived today.’ Then, giving him a tentative smile, she ducked quickly back into her book.



Fine eyes, he thought as he walked away. A woman like that should not have to drink alone.



Cassandra Buchanan, here on impulse, could still not quite believe what she had done. The first time she’d been here was on

her first honeymoon, an unbelievable thirty-eight years ago. She wondered now where the time had gone and wished she could

relive those happier days. As a bride of eighteen she had loved the Danieli, awed by the dignified splendour of its rooms. She smiled to remember how gauche she had been, but Edwin

could not have been a better guide for a wide-eyed teenager, just out of school, who had never before left Cornwall. They

had walked every inch of the magical city and he’d introduced her to its finer sights, telling her just enough not to lose

her interest. It was he who had sown the seeds in her of a lifelong passion for things Venetian. She had studied its art and

absorbed its culture; strange, therefore, that she hadn’t been back for so long.





The fleeting smile faded, replaced by a frown. She was here to escape the shocking events that had blown apart the calm of

her family life. When Charles had lobbed his grenade at her, she had not remotely seen it coming. She had truly believed that

her second marriage was even more successful than the first. Her feelings for Edwin had been dutiful and fond and had not

prepared her for the turbulent ride of twenty-two years with the highly unorthodox Charles. True, some of the passion had

lately faded, for no one could maintain such a high-octane love. But to have it suddenly fall to ashes was still almost more

than she could believe. For the advent of Charles in her life had been a genuine coup de foudre.





She was up from the country, a recent widow, overwhelmed by the bustle of the London streets to which she was so unaccustomed.

Cornwall had always been her home; she had never felt any particular urge to stray. She had been content, as a dutiful wife,

to remain at home and raise her girls with her husband always at her side, running his sprawling estate. Darby and Joan, he had fondly

described them, reflecting the humdrum nature of their lives. All Cassie did was run the house, walk the dogs and weed the

garden and, twice a week, take coffee with her mother. Old before her time, she had realised, when the heart attack had suddenly

carried him off. She had studied her face and regretted the crows’ feet, stroked the skin of her crêping neck and wondered

if she would ever know happiness again. Thirty-three and already bereft, with two adolescent daughters just reaching the difficult

stage. Cassie had been desolate, resigned to the fact that her life was over before it had properly begun.





How wrong she had been; again, that smile as her mind went back to the giddy events that morning at the Basil Street Hotel.

If it happened once, why not again? She did not believe in conceding defeat. She drained her glass and caught the waiter’s

eye, which had never really left her. Three bellinis might be one too many but she was no longer a country mouse nor answerable

to anyone any more.





What with their uneventful life and Edwin’s slowly declining health, Cassie had rather neglected her household chores. With

two lively children, two cats and three dogs, and Edwin clumping around in his boots, she had started just to sluice down

floors and turn a blind eye to the animals’ ruining the furniture. It had never been smart but was certainly comfortable;

most nights, year round, they lit a big fire, a focal point around which the family clustered. Instead of watching television, they talked and read books or did a huge jigsaw

together. Country living might be remote, but it provided a solid base from which they taught the children the true fundamentals

of life.





The day that followed Edwin’s funeral was bleak and Cassie, for the first time ever, found herself with very little to do.

The mourners had left, the girls were back at school; everyone had agreed that was for the best. Cassie, alone in the great

rambling house with only cats and dogs to talk to, found that time weighed heavily on her hands. The estate, overseen by a

competent manager, more or less ran itself these days and, now that she had no meals to prepare, she didn’t know what to do.

So she looked around, took stock of the place and saw how rundown it had become. For fifteen years it had been her home, since

she first moved in as an ingénue bride, and now she was a widow.





The curtains needed cleaning, if not replacing, and the rugs and armchairs were strewn with hairs and mysterious stains that

did not bear too close inspection. Fuelled by manic energy, brought on by grief, she made lists of everything that needed

to be done; then she and the cleaner did what they could, which wasn’t nearly enough. So Cassie did something she had never

done before: went up to London on her own.





The Hawksmoor family, for generations, had always stayed at the Basil Street Hotel, which was close to Harrods where Edwin

had an account. The fabrics department was warm and soporific and did wonders for Cassie’s shattered nerves. She reminded herself that she wasn’t short of cash and the poor old house was long overdue

for a facelift. With the help of a sympathetic sales assistant, she chose heavy brocade for the downstairs rooms and flowery

prints for both the girls’ bedrooms to replace the nursery fabrics. Then she threw in a whole pile of cushions as well until

she was laden down.





‘Would Madam like it delivered?’ asked the salesman, checking delivery days for Tintagel.



‘No, no,’ said Cassie, suddenly inspired and eager to get down to work. ‘I am staying nearby, just round the corner, and should

be able to carry it there myself.’





A dark-haired young man in a well-cut suit had been listening quietly and looking on. He now stepped forward and offered her

his help. Taking him for another sales assistant, Cassie admitted she might, after all, need a hand. ‘Just as far as the door,’

she said. ‘After that, I am sure I can manage.’





‘I can do better than that,’ he said, grabbing her parcels and leading the way. ‘I am, as it happens, just cooling my heels

till it’s time for lunch at my club.’





Overriding Cassie’s protests, he insisted on walking her to the hotel and explained on the way that he had just returned from

abroad. He was, he told her when she asked, in pictures.





‘Pictures?’ said Cassie, for a moment confused. He certainly had the looks and charm.



‘Works of art,’ said Charles Buchanan. ‘I dabble a bit on the side.’



* * *



After the third bellini, she strolled past the Doge’s Palace and on into St Mark’s Square. The night was balmy; the square

was packed so she settled down with a glass of wine to listen to the music outside Florian’s. Later she’d look for a quiet

trattoria. She was not yet ready to face the fancy hotel dining room. Venice, for all its crowds, was benign. Even without

a male protector, she felt quite safe in the streets. She needed to spend some time on her own, which was partly why she had

come here. So much had happened in the past few months, she had to be able to think things through without interference or

comment from her children.





From this point on, she was on her own; they no longer really needed her and the last thing they would want was a clinging

mother. Rose and Daisy had lives of their own and Aidan would soon be gone too. It was time to start thinking for herself,

to do, for a change, what she wanted to instead of always putting the family first.





She found a restaurant on the corner of a square that was just what she’d had in mind, neither too lively nor too smart, with

muted lights and tables outside, round the corner from the Accademia Bridge. Over a plate of excellent pasta, Cassie found

herself starting to relax. It was spring, it was Venice; she had plenty of money and no one waiting up for her at home. The

night was young, she would enjoy herself. Then figure out what to do with the rest of her life.
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Meeting Chad was like a ray of sunshine penetrating the murk of Frankie’s existence. For months she had been in such a state

of disgrace that no one, not even her docile mother, had anything to say to her. First the police, then the social workers,

had turned it into a major event, yet no one appeared to have even considered what might make a normally biddable child act

the way she had. These days, it could no longer happen. The system had gradually grown in compassion and insight.





For months she had lingered in a halfway house while they debated what to do with her and, when she eventually ended up in

Middlesbrough, the very first of the inmates she met was Chad. It was in the refectory the day she arrived, to which she was

brusquely led by a member of staff.





‘Help yourself,’ the warder said, handing her a tray. ‘You may sit wherever you like.’



With her meagre supper – there was very little left – and a glass of milk to wash it down, Frankie chose a corner table where

she could mope in peace. At the far end of the almost empty room – her arrival had been delayed by traffic – a group of boisterous lads were crowded around

their obvious leader. Frankie clammed up in her usual way. Though tall for her age and not easily scared, she was not yet

prepared for a head-on confrontation. She was quite confused enough as it was, not to mention mentally bruised.





It took him all of fifteen minutes and then she shrank from the sound of approaching feet.



‘Hi,’ he said, looming over her. ‘I’m Chad. Who are you? Come and join us.’



Mumbling something he couldn’t quite catch, Frankie shook her head. Then, when he didn’t go away, she raised it defiantly

to meet his gaze full on. He was not the thug she had taken him for, though she wouldn’t have wanted to meet the others late

at night. He was even taller than she was herself, with cropped black curls, an inviting smile and eyes of a startling blue.





‘Come along,’ he said, reaching for her hand. ‘You’ll have to learn to put up with us. Nowhere else you can go to. We don’t

bite.’ Then he swooped and carried her tray away so that Frankie, unwilling to be seen to lose face, had no alternative but

to follow him. This wasn’t the moment to make a stand; she had never felt more alone. They listened wordlessly to his introductions,

then slid apart to allow her space to sit. That, she was later to realise, was a piece of incredible luck. For Chad, indisputably,

was leader of the pack and where he went, the others compliantly followed. By offering Frankie his hand in friendship, he had also established his rights.





It was true that, when she gradually got to know them, they were not as bad as she had thought, mainly underprivileged kids

who had ended up in remand for petty crimes. Chad and Frankie stood out because of their height, their striking looks and

the fact that they both had educated accents. The other girls there were a paltry crew, habitual shoplifters, a baby-snatcher,

teenagers caught on the game. They resented Frankie but dared not show it. A single glance from her scornful eyes was enough

to make them cringe and slink away. Likewise the boys who were nowhere near her equal, though some made lewd remarks until

Chad intervened. The two of them were an impressive pair, matched in almost every way although Chad, at seventeen, was two

years older.





They both had a sense of humour, too. The first time he managed to make her laugh lifted a weight from Frankie’s soul. Their

shared perception of the other inmates and anarchic attitudes to the screws turned them into the Bonnie and Clyde of their

set. Why was she in there, he wanted to know, and when, at last, she reluctantly told him, he roared with approving laughter.

To set fire to anything took guts and daring; to have burnt down her family home earned his full respect.





‘Are you a pyromaniac?’ he inquired. ‘Or was it simply a chilly night?’ And grinned when he saw her finally starting to thaw.



An arsonist, they had called her in court. There was nothing sick about her act; she had done it quite deliberately, in cold

blood. For which she was going to have to pay: no wriggling out on the grounds of juvenile psychosis. She should have known

better, had had all the benefits; it was up to the court to decide. Her mother couldn’t face attending the session but the

colonel was there, at his most self-righteous. The sole consolation Frankie had was that he had lost, along with everything

else, his prized collection of guns.





The spark between them was instantaneous; it seemed to Chad that the natural next step should be sex. Frankie, however, seemed

oddly unsure, which puzzled him. It made no sense that a girl with her sort of fire should be such a prude.





‘What is it?’ he asked as he felt her recoil. ‘You know you are safe with me.’ But she still continued to hold him at arm’s

length. Even the thought of physical contact made her feel positively sick, which wasn’t something she cared to explain.





Chad, however, was not easily deterred; at seventeen, he was almost a man, with more than his share of sexual conquests behind

him. With patient handling and much finesse, he slowly won her over and gained her trust. And when they lay in each other’s

arms and Frankie asked if he loved her, he said he did.
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Bath, all year round, was a tourist trap. By the early spring, it was heaving. An excellent thing for the catering trade if

only it weren’t such back-breaking work. But Jenny had nobody else she could blame, had signed the lease with wide-open eyes.

As she told her friends, the realisation of a long-time dream. Already into her thirties with a baby on the way, if she didn’t

do it now, she never would.





‘But you’ve no experience of running a pub.’ Or any business, come to that; since leaving school she had earned her living

exclusively with her pen.





‘I can learn.’ It surely couldn’t be that hard. Over the years she had done much research by writing reviews of new restaurants,

hence the dream.





‘Propping up bars is hardly the same as working long shifts in a seven-day week while remaining polite and amenable to the

punters.’ Plus heaving crates and changing barrels and throwing out drunks at closing time, the strenuous stuff that really

required a man. Which, at that time, was not something she had. In her working life she had always done well; she was just not so hot on relationships.





All her friends were suddenly experts though she sensed a hint of envy there too, that she had the courage to risk such a

gamble while they remained stuck in their soulless jobs. With pension plans and equity, though mortgaged up to the hilt. What

few realised was that she had had no choice. When she told Douglas she was pregnant, things had fallen apart so fast she could

scarcely believe what had happened. Six years it had been and he’d sworn that one day he would leave; his wife was going through

the menopause and he dared not walk out on her now. Jenny, aware that she really shouldn’t, put up with it and accepted his

evasions. It suited her lifestyle, she kidded herself, not to have to cook and clean or tie herself down to just one man while

she was still young and sexy. That, at least, was the line she took; the truth, late at night, was quite different. The clock

was ticking, she wanted a child. With every year that Douglas stalled, that dream grew steadily fainter.





‘Leave him,’ her closest friends all urged, but Jenny always came up with excuses. They were genuine soul-mates and she had

no doubt that he really loved her, but a man with so many pressures upon him could not simply follow his heart and get out.

One of the things she admired him for was his loyalty to his wife. Her friends despaired; she was feisty and bright and hugely

attractive to men. She had played the field for years, could do so again if only she would wake up and see what a cul-de-sac

she was in. She had come-hither eyes and a cheeky grin and was still an enviable size eight. They made introductions, found her blind dates, yet

Jenny continued impervious. Until her pregnancy was confirmed and she joyfully broke the news to her lover. And he sacked

her.





The brewery weren’t too keen at first on a single woman as licensee, but Jenny exerted her charm to win them over. These days,

she reasonably pointed out, it was no longer p.c. to exclude anyone at all because of their race or sex or marital status.

She was fit and strong and self-supporting, owned her own home and had always been in paid work. And that income, she hoped,

would continue to flow since she’d had her own column in a glossy magazine as well as being a restaurant assessor for Zagat.

She suspected that last bit had proved the clincher, that or her irresistible charm or the fear of trouble from the powers

that be if she played the political card. Whatever it was, they reluctantly gave way so she set about finding more freelance

work and daringly put her South London house on the market. From Brixton to Bath, she’d be daft not to do it. A change of

scene as well as a change of profession.





‘You are totally crazy,’ said her friends. ‘What if it doesn’t work? Talk about throwing the baby out with the bathwater.’



But for Jenny there could be no going back. The man she had loved so deeply for so long had now become public enemy number

one.





* * *



That wasn’t precisely how he’d put it, of course.





‘Me or the baby,’ were his actual words but his eyes had turned red with hostility and she sensed from the way he was clenching

his fists that he felt a strong urge to hit her. Despite the years she had dragged her feet, Jenny could make fast decisions.

Without a word, she spun on her heel, went back to her office to clear her desk and was out of there that same afternoon,

without even pausing to hand in her resignation.





‘What,’ they all asked, ‘are you going to do?’ Jobs like hers were not easy to find and her lifestyle would be hard to recreate.

But that was no longer a priority with Jenny; the house provided some sort of security, plus she had many contacts. Until

she worked something out, she would just go freelance. She had lived on her wits since she left South Wales and achieved a

lot in a tough profession. Whatever happened, it wasn’t likely she would starve. The object of prime importance now was to

save this precious embryo from extinction.





So since she urgently needed to leave town, she got in her car and went to ground in her friend Vanessa’s beautiful house

outside Bath.





She had never wholly understood how Vanessa could leave a well-paid job and withdraw to the country in order to do up a ruin.

They had worked together for many years, side by side on the same magazine, and become the closest of friends. Vanessa, who

was arty and an expert on design, had worked her way through a series of men, collecting children and pets along the way. None of them ever meant much to her – the men, that was, not the children or the pets – but when she first saw the house

she had fallen in love.





‘It’s the real thing. I have to have it,’ she said when she brought in the agent’s brochure for Jenny to check out. She’d

been down in the West Country visiting friends, taken an accidental wrong turning and come upon it by chance. It stood alone

on the top of a hill, and despite its obvious decrepitude something about it spoke to her and that was all it took. For too

many years she’d been something of a gypsy, moving camp when her love-life dictated, never putting down permanent roots. The

kids were okay but needed a base. She was weary of constantly living in temporary digs.





The brochure was certainly optimistic; in truth, the house was virtually a ruin. When Jenny drove down there to take a look

and saw it first in a thunderstorm, it didn’t even have a roof but was sealed by a flapping tarpaulin. They sat, huddled together

in her car, while lightning dramatically split the sky and the house just stood there and glowered at them in contempt. It

had lasted for three hundred years, it proclaimed, and was not going to crumble now.





Jenny could see that Vanessa was right. With her specialist knowledge and artistic flair, the house cried out for the kind

of love she could give it. They ran through the rain and stood shivering in the porch. The studded front door was heavily

padlocked; all the windows were firmly closed though some of the panes had been smashed.





‘Vandals,’ said Vanessa. ‘It’s been empty too long. I must raise the cash before more damage is done.’





The property developer was reluctant to sell and kept her hanging around for months. It had taken all the money she could

raise – her post office savings that were meant for her children, her life insurance and her jade collection, plus loans from

a few trusted friends. As well as her car. Jenny helped out with a piece about the house which landed Vanessa a real stroke

of luck: a publisher offered her a fat commission for a detailed history of the place, which had both literary and artistic

connections.





‘You are going to have to work hard,’ said Jenny, not envying her friend a bit except that her heart was set upon it and dreams

were meant to be fulfilled. After three failed marriages and as many children, the house represented a stability Vanessa had

never known. No man she’d ever met in her roller-coaster love-life – and, unlike Jenny, she married them all – had provided

the visceral tug she got just from looking at its solid walls and sensing the cosmic vibrations of earlier owners.





‘Don’t you find it thrilling,’ she said, when the property man ceased prevaricating and the deal was allowed to go through,

‘that in this room Dr Johnson held court? I wonder if his spirit is still around.’





‘It’s a friendly feeling,’ said Jenny, and it was. Nothing spooky in this generous house; it was simply waiting to be brought

back to life by someone able to give it the love it deserved.





For the months it took to repair the roof, Vanessa’s ménage moved into the gatehouse which later, when the work was done, she hoped to be able to let. Jenny, who popped down several

times, began to see the house’s potential. As the reconstruction got under way, its original splendour was gradually revealed.





‘I may even come to live here myself,’ she said, only half joking.



Now that things had radically changed, she had nowhere else to go and Vanessa’s current partner was working abroad and would

be gone for several weeks. It worked out well; Jenny had her laptop and several commissioned articles to write and, from her

room in the tiny gatehouse, could oversee the builders at work, while supplying them with occasional cups of tea. As spring

arrived and foliage burgeoned, the countryside slowly revealed itself and Jenny, whose life had been totally urban, began

to understand Vanessa’s compulsion. And then she found the Coot and Hern, and everything slotted into place.





‘The coot and what?’





‘Tennyson,’ said Jenny. God, what a load of philistines they were. It was by a brook. With a waterwheel. Grey stone walls

with weeping willows, steep stairways and rooms to let. It would need a bit of work but so what? If Vanessa could make a go

of it, so could she. She was five months pregnant and needed a job. The pub might prove the answer to her prayers.
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Unlike Frankie, whose family had proved her ultimate undoing, Chad had nothing at all to say about his. He had been a foundling,
the first she had known, left in the porch of a Yorkshire church without so much as a note pinned to his shawl. He only knew
it had been midsummer and that his crying had alerted the gardener’s boy.


‘The church was St Chad’s and the boy’s name Barnaby. Voilà! A ready-made identity. The vicar announced my existence from
the pulpit, and went on doing so for several weeks, but no one ever came forward to claim me. Why doesn’t that surprise me?’


His eyes, of that startling electric blue, crinkled at the corners when he smiled. His teeth were good and his hair was coal-black.
Frankie wondered how any mother could have turned her back on such a ravishing baby. She guessed he might be of Irish stock;
‘black’ Irish was what they called them. He certainly possessed the necessary blarney.
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