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Prologue


In a small village on the south-east Mediterranean coast of Italy, in a room with windows that opened out right on to the sea, an artist was painting a portrait of a young girl. The girl was positioned at a table by the open window with a fig in her hand. The sunlight fell on her hair, turning it from plain yellow to a sheet of glittering gold. Her face was smooth and flawless, pink-cheeked and red-lipped without any need for artifice. Her expression was as sweet and calm as an angel’s as she looked out on to the waves. Her name was Maria and she was modelling for a portrait of her namesake, the Virgin Mary herself, captured in a moment of quiet reflection before the annunciation.


        But the thoughts that were running through the mind of the lovely Maria were more than a little at odds with the subject of the painting. Maria was thinking about the man behind the canvas, Giancarlo Ricasoli, the artist who was recording this moment for posterity. They hadn’t spoken much; he had told her he preferred to work in silence. But she had heard quite a bit about him and what she knew of his reputation made her shy.


        ‘How much longer will I have to sit like this?’ she chanced to disturb him as she saw her father’s boat come into the harbour.


        ‘Are you uncomfortable?’ Ricasoli asked.


        ‘No,’ she said. ‘But I will have to go to mass. It isn’t long now.’


        ‘Ah, church,’ said the artist. ‘Of course.’


        Maria had heard that Giancarlo Ricasoli didn’t go to mass. Apparently the priest had given him a special dispensation on the grounds that he’d already spent as much time in the church as an ordinary member of the flock might spend there in a lifetime while he was painting the fresco on the ceiling. Having promised that he would provide a beautiful Madonna and Child for the priest’s private residence as soon as he had finished this annunciation for which Maria now posed, Ricasoli had been assured that no more would be said about the matter. At least not officially.


        Maria wished she had a talent that could allow her to be excused another hour in that dark old church. But dodging mass was the least of it. She’d heard other things about the artist too. She’d heard that in Florence he had been responsible for the ruination of not one but five young women. All had been models for his interpretation of the meeting of Christ and Mary Magdalene. All of them were virgins when they were first summoned to his studio and fallen women by the time they left.


        And so Maria was horrified when it was first suggested that she sit for this painting of the Virgin Mary before the Annunciation, as were her parents. They too knew of the artist’s reputation. Wasn’t it true that five angry fathers had chased Ricasoli out of Florence? But then the artist told Maria’s father how much he would be willing to pay for the privilege of painting his daughter. It was more than her father could hope to make in a year. And the priest had vouched for the artist, saying that he was a changed man since he’d come to their little village by the sea. ‘I believe he is a good and proper man at heart,’ the priest said, after beating Ricasoli at cards. So it was agreed that Maria would sit for the painting that was destined for the walls of a church near Naples. Her aunt Stefania, her father’s sister, would chaperone.


        Right then, however, Maria’s aunt was doing a pretty bad job. Ricasoli had offered the older woman a glass of wine with their simple lunch and she had taken it. And another. Now Stefania was snoring lightly on a couch at the other end of the studio, in a most undignified position, shoes off, bare legs akimbo and her skirts hiked up to her thighs.


        ‘I should make a sketch,’ Ricasoli joked. ‘I need someone posed like that for my depiction of the fallen in purgatory.’


        ‘Don’t you dare,’ said Maria. ‘She would be so upset.’


        ‘Ah, sweet Maria,’ Ricasoli sighed. ‘Always thinking of other people. I hope that I can capture your good pure heart in this painting of mine.’


        The way he said ‘good pure heart’ made Maria wonder if Ricasoli really thought such a thing was an asset.


        While he dabbed away at something on the canvas; a crooked line or a smudge of colour gone awry, Maria regarded him closely, grabbing the chance to stare as closely as he had stared at her.


        He was handsome. And he had a sophistication rarely seen in the local men folk of her little fishing town. When he wasn’t dressed in his artist’s smock, grubbily colourful where he’d wiped his brushes clean, he was adorned in the finest silks. He wore the latest fashions from Florence and Rome. Maria had often spied on him from her bedroom window, which had a good view of the road down to the harbour where he took his evening promenade. Of course, it hadn’t occurred to her that was how he had first noticed her with her shining blonde hair and chosen her for his innocent Mary.


        What was it like to be ruined? Maria wondered. How did it happen? As Ricasoli turned his back to her while he mixed some more pigment, Maria regarded the artist again. He was a surprisingly big man. He had a way of carrying himself that made him seem lithe and slim, but as he bent over the pot of ground lapis with which he was to paint her robes she could see that his shoulders were wide and strong. His buttocks, in their tight buckskin trousers, were square and powerful. Utterly masculine. Maria had a sudden flashing vision of what they might look like naked. Pumping. She had seen two people making love once, in a field behind the village. The woman’s small heels pressed into the man’s buttocks as he thrust into her. Suddenly Maria found herself imagining her own feet against the artist’s flesh.


        He had finished mixing his paints. On the couch, her aunt was still fast asleep.


        ‘Are you ready to continue?’ he asked.


        Maria nodded as she gave one last stretch to get the blood back into her limbs. Ricasoli’s eyes travelled the length of her body as she did so and Maria luxuriated in his look for as long as it took her to remember that such vanity was almost certainly a sin. She sat back down at the table and picked up the fig she had held in her hand for the last three days. The fruit was warm and sticky; its ripe skin was stretched tight and ready to burst. Maria assumed the position as closely as she remembered it.


        ‘Not quite,’ said Ricasoli. He stepped up onto the podium on which the table had been placed to make the best of the light coming through the window and the shadows and shards of brilliance it cast upon Maria’s face. ‘A little more to your left,’ he told her. Maria shifted in her seat. ‘No. Too far. Wait. You were here. More like this.’


        Very gently, he took her chin in his hand and tilted her face towards him. But when he had her where he thought she should be, he did not immediately take his hand away. Maria looked at him with huge unblinking eyes. He had never before laid a hand on her to help her into her pose. Ordinarily, her aunt Stefania would be standing right beside him, ensuring that such a thing didn’t happen. From the back of the studio, the sleeping chaperone let out an enormous snort.


        Maria and the artist jumped apart. Was that snore enough to have woken her up? It seemed not.


        ‘You moved,’ Ricasoli said to Maria. ‘Now I will have to put you into position all over again.’ Once more he took her chin in his hand and tilted her face towards the light. But this time he did not stop when she was in the perfect position for the painting. He kept on tilting her face until they were almost nose-to-nose. She let out a small gasp of surprise as he said, ‘I’m going to do it.’


        ‘Do what?’ she asked in a squeak.


        ‘This.’


        He kissed her.


        Maria had never been kissed by a man before. Not like that. She had wondered if she ever would be and, if she was, whether she would be good at it. It turned out that her older sister was right. It came to her as though she had always been kissing. Maria let herself fall into the tender trap.


        The artist’s lips were so warm and gentle. As he kissed her, his fingers explored her long, fine neck, her bare shoulders, her soft décolletage. Never touched before.


        Maria felt a blush rise on her skin. Her heart beat faster. Her head and stomach felt light. As Ricasoli continued to touch her, she realised she wanted to throw her clothes off and feel his hands on every part of her. She trembled as she felt her body begin to unfurl for love. At the same time she squeezed the fig so hard it split open in her palm.


        On the couch in the corner, her aunt slept on. Ricasoli held out his hand and invited Maria to step behind the screen where she changed out of her own clothes and into the Virgin’s robes each morning.


        ‘What if she wakes up?’


        ‘We’ll say you were washing your hands,’ said Ricasoli, as he sucked fig juice from her forefinger.


        ‘I’m going to be ruined,’ thought Maria.


        And it was wonderful.


 










Chapter One


It was the moment he sucked whipped cream from her fingers that Lizzy Duffy realised her relationship with her boss had changed irrevocably. Subsequently, losing her virginity to him was either the best – or the worst – career move she could possibly have made. As she lay on her back in Nat Wilde’s bed, worrying at a cuticle and examining a cobweb in the corner of his bedroom ceiling, Lizzy decided that it was probably her worst move. And staying the night had compounded it. She remembered something she’d read in some magazine: don’t act clingy after the first time you have sex. It was clingy, wasn’t it, staying the night in the hope of a reassuring cuddle? Nat had fallen asleep right after he’d come. Lizzy knew she should have got straight up and caught a taxi home right then to prove she wasn’t bothered. Beside her, Nat slumbered on, seemingly unmoved by the same dilemma.


        What on earth had possessed her? Fact was, Lizzy knew exactly what had possessed her. Nat Wilde had possessed her the moment she first laid eyes on him at her interview for a position in the Old Masters and Nineteenth-Century department at Ludbrook’s, the auction house on New Bond Street. Fresh from her master’s degree in art history at the Courtauld, Lizzy had prepared a pretty speech about her passion for nineteenth-century British watercolourists. But she didn’t have an opportunity to deliver it. Nat Wilde was running late. He breezed into the Ludbrook’s office fifteen minutes after the interview had been due to start. He was slightly inebriated, having lunched with his best friend Harry Brown, head of Ludbrook’s’ department of fine wines, at their gentleman’s club on St. James’s. Nat picked Lizzy’s CV up from the desk and seemed unable to focus on it. Then he looked at her, focused very well on the hem of her skirt, and said, ‘You’ve got the right degree, you’re passably pretty and you wear short skirts. You’re hired.’


        The right thing at that moment would have been for Lizzy to take offence but before she could open her mouth to protest at such a superficial and sexist dismissal of her proper talents, Nat Wilde smiled at her. And it was the kind of smile that made her feel he had been joking about her being ‘passably pretty’. That was an understatement, of course. He found her far more attractive than that. Lizzy couldn’t help but smile back. She was smitten.


        ‘Your first assignment,’ said Nat. ‘Tell me about this little painting right here.’


        Her heart still fluttering like a hummingbird with the hiccups, Lizzy followed Nat Wilde across the room. Balanced on a shelf was a small watercolour of a farmer bringing cows in from the field at the end of the day.


        ‘Artist?’


        ‘Easy,’ Lizzy trotted out the name.


        ‘Real?’


        Lizzy peered closely. ‘I think so. The only way to know is to see the signature. But he wouldn’t have signed a piece this small on the front. You’d need to turn it over and  . . .’


        ‘Already done that,’ said Nat. ‘Put a reserve on it of ten to twelve grand. What do you think?’


        ‘I think that’s just about right,’ said Lizzy. ‘How about you?’


        ‘I think you and I are going to work together very well.’


        And they did.


        Never before had Lizzy found getting up for work to be such a pleasure. She was thrilled to be working with the art that she loved surrounded by fellow enthusiasts. She had long been determined to have a great career in an auction house but now she had an added incentive to sparkle. Each morning she veritably sprang out of bed at the sound of her alarm. She spent at least an hour getting ready, blow-drying her fine blonde hair into something resembling a do. And oh how her efforts were rewarded. Nat Wilde could make her day with a wink and the winks were plentiful. Nat and Lizzy had flirted like crazy for the past six months. And now here she was. In his bed.


 


That afternoon’s sale at Ludbrook’s had been a barnstormer. Lot after lot bust through the ceiling prices Nat had predicted. And finally, Nat achieved a price of seven figures for an early nineteenth-century oil. It went to a Russian collector. All the good papers would cover the news.


        After such a successful day, Nat announced that the entire team deserved a treat. He utilised his direct line to the maitre d’ at The Ivy and booked a table for eight o’clock.


        ‘Sit here,’ said Nat to Lizzy, patting the seat beside him. ‘You’re my right-hand girl and I want you on my right hand.’


        Lizzy settled into the seat, catching the envious glances from the other girls in her department – Olivia and Sarah Jane – as they found themselves at the other end of the table, between the two bespectacled boys, Marcus and James.


        ‘Champagne!’ Nat announced. He ordered a bottle of Champagne Arsenault’s Clos De Larmes, which Lizzy understood was the good stuff. It certainly went down easily. They polished off six bottles between them, the restaurant’s entire stock.


        ‘It’s on old John Ludbrook’s account,’ Nat reminded them. ‘And you deserve it!’


        He toasted the team, as one and individually.


        ‘Olivia,’ he said. ‘You are the goddess of typing. Sarah Jane, without you, my mailing list would be nothing.’


        Lizzy felt herself colour crimson when Nat praised her pretty blue eyes. ‘Which are so good at spotting a masterpiece!’


        Dessert arrived. Lizzy chose sticky toffee pudding with cream, getting some on her finger as she pulled the dish towards her. Quick as a flash Nat grabbed her hand and stuck his finger in her mouth.


        ‘Don’t want to waste any,’ he said.


        Lizzy almost crawled under the table for shame. She was hugely relieved no one else seemed to have noticed.


        ‘How are you getting home?’ Nat asked Lizzy as they were collecting their coats.


        ‘I’ll get a cab,’ she said.


        ‘Where to? Hammersmith, isn’t it? My place is on the way there. We’ll share a ride.’


        They started kissing as the cab sailed past the roundabout at Hyde Park Corner. By the time they got to Nat’s flat in South Kensington, Lizzy knew she wouldn’t be taking the taxi on.


        ‘Do you have any cash?’ Nat asked. ‘I left my last tenner as a tip.’


        Lizzy duly dug out her last twenty and handed it to the driver.


        ‘Thank you. You’re a poppet. I’ll pay you back tomorrow.’


        Nat took her by the hand and led her into the shared lobby of the mansion block in which he lived. They continued to kiss in the mirrored lift. Nat’s tongue flickered inside her mouth like an eel in a bucket. Lizzy smiled at her reflection over Nat’s shoulder as he nibbled at her neck. She sighed with delight as Nat slipped his hand up her cashmere sweater and started to fumble with the clasp at the back of her bra.


        Once inside the flat they went straight to the bedroom. Lizzy’s nerves were as taut as violin strings as her clothes fell to the floor. Would Nat still want her when he saw her naked body? Nat’s growl soon told her that he did.


        ‘Oh. Yes,’ Lizzy sighed as Nat cupped his hands around her bare breasts and fiddled with her nipples. As he sucked each one of them in turn, he somehow managed to slide her little white cotton knickers down as far as her knees. While Nat turned his attention to Lizzy’s buttocks, the knickers dropped to her ankles and Lizzy kicked them off. Now she was completely in the raw but Nat was still fully clothed. He soon remedied that.


        While Lizzy arranged herself on the sheets in what she hoped was an alluring manner, Nat divested himself of his tie, his shirt, his trousers and underpants as though the clothes were on fire. There was a brief and awful moment when Lizzy thought Nat might actually be intending to ravage her with his socks still on, but he remembered just in time and pulled them off as well. They went flying across the room. One ended up dangling from the standard lamp.


        Nat dived onto the bed, narrowly avoiding head-butting Lizzy in the nose as he did so. Lizzy hadn’t really thought about what would happen next. More kissing, she hoped. She wanted to be covered in kisses from head to toe. Top to bottom. Indeed, it seemed that Nat was already very fond of her bottom. It wasn’t long before he flipped her over onto her tummy and was bestowing naughty little love-bites to her shapely pink buttocks. So far, so silly. Lizzy giggled as Nat jiggled the spare flesh on her bum. But then things turned rather more serious. He stuck his hand between her legs. She felt his fingers groping for a way inside. And then, suddenly, he lay fully on top of her, squashing her face into the mattress. She felt his erection – which she hadn’t really seen yet or got to know – pressing hard against the place where his fingers had been moments before.


        ‘Nat, I  . . .’


        She meant to tell him but before she knew it, the inevitable was already happening. Lizzy drew breath sharply at the first thrust. Fortunately, there were only five more of those before Nat came with a terrifying bellow that made Lizzy respond with a cry of her own.


        ‘Good for you?’ he asked as he pulled out.


 


Good? Well, it hadn’t hurt as much as she expected. And there was no blood. If she was honest, most of Lizzy’s enjoyment of the moment had been stymied at the thought that she might leave a dirty red stain on Nat’s pure white sheets. But she didn’t. She checked. There was no evidence whatsoever that anything monumental had taken place.


        Fact was, Nat didn’t even know she was a virgin. Lizzy thought he might have guessed, but, if he had, he didn’t say anything. He just rolled off her and fell asleep. His face as he lay dreaming was youthful and perfectly untroubled. Unlike Lizzy’s.


        She lay awake all night, staring at the bare, plain walls of Nat’s bedroom (utterly typical for the home of a forty-something divorced guy), replaying the event over and over, wondering and worrying if she had done what was expected. And then, of course, there was the question of contraception. They hadn’t used any. Would her local chemist stock the morning-after pill? What were the rules about taking it? How had she got to twenty-six without actually knowing this stuff? How had she got to twenty-six without losing her virginity anyway? She shook her head in disbelief as the disapproving face of her only serious boyfriend came to mind. He had been president of the Christian Union at university and had flat out refused to have sex outside marriage. They broke up when Lizzie was twenty-five. There had been opportunities since but by then Lizzie had decided that getting to your mid-twenties without having done it was just plain weird and she didn’t want to have to explain so she avoided the issue. And after all that she lost it to her boss. In just eleven minutes from taxi to finish. Was that it?


        Finally, at seven in the morning, Lizzy decided it was time to go.


        ‘See you in the office at nine,’ she said brightly. Nat nodded groggily. Lizzy bounced out of bed and headed for the tube and a change of clothes in her grotty flat in Hammersmith. She was borne all the way there on a tide of regret. And so preoccupied was she with her big faux pas that it wasn’t until she got to the office that she remembered it was a Saturday.


 










Chapter Two


‘Up.’


        Carrie Klein issued her first order of the day.


        ‘Wha  . . . ?’


        The young man in her bed sat up against the pillows and rubbed his eyes.


        ‘What time is it?’ he asked.


        ‘Seven thirty,’ she said.


        ‘Seven thirty? But it’s a Sunday.’


        ‘Makes no difference to me. I have things to do today and I need you out of the apartment while I’m doing them.’


        ‘Carrie,’ Jed opened his arms. ‘There is nothing that really needs to be done at seven thirty on a Sunday morning. You need to chill out more, babe. Let me help you. Come back to bed.’


        Carrie eyed Jed’s firm chest dispassionately. He was a male model. There was no doubt that he was beautiful but lately Carrie had been wondering if this relationship was working for her. It was a funny thing. A female model was the Holy Grail as a partner for a high-flying guy but what high-flying woman should be with a man who pouted for a living?


        ‘Jed, I have a position of responsibility,’ she reminded him as he tried to slip a hand inside the folds of her dressing gown.


        ‘I can think of several irresponsible positions I’d like to see you in  . . .’


        ‘Not now,’ she insisted. Jed never seemed to understand when she was being serious.


        Carrie Klein was second in command in the Old Masters department at Ehrenpreis. Of all the auction houses in New York, Ehrenpreis was the newest. Founded in the 1960s, it didn’t have centuries of history like Christie’s, Sotheby’s or Ludbrook’s but it had already had a reputation for excellence. Recently, the house had held some very high-profile sales that had set tongues wagging. The older houses at last admitted they had something to worry about.


        Carrie had begun her career in Christie’s. When she moved to Ehrenpreis aged thirty-one, leap-frogging many of her peers, some of her former colleagues had tried to belittle the appointment, saying that there was no way Carrie would have got such a senior position in any ‘proper house’. She was determined to prove them wrong. And that meant working hard. Working on the weekends if she had to. And she did have to.


        ‘Jed, please don’t make this difficult for me,’ she said. ‘I have a big auction coming up next week. There are people I need to talk to. People in different time zones. You do realise that they’re already halfway through Monday in Asia?’


        ‘Then call them on their Tuesday. They can wait.’


        ‘They won’t wait.’ Her mobile phone vibrated to let her know she had voicemail. ‘See?’ she said. ‘I’ve got to get going.’ She tugged on a turtleneck sweater.


        Carrie sat down on the edge of the bed and began to roll her stockings up over her long slim legs. Jed moved so that he was right behind her. He started to knead her shoulders and much as she didn’t want to, Carrie found herself responding to his expert touch. To supplement his income as a model-cum-actor, Jed had learned the art of Swedish massage. He made home visits to society ladies all over Manhattan and was very much in demand. He had a real talent for touch.


        ‘Jed  . . .’ Carrie began to protest but now he had moved on from massaging her shoulders to kissing what small part of her neck he could reach. Before she knew what was happening, Carrie lifted her arms and let Jed pull her turtleneck sweater off over her head.


        ‘Oh. All right  . . . I guess it is the weekend. But just thirty minutes, OK?’


        ‘I can do a lot in thirty minutes,’ Jed grinned at her. She knew it.


        Carrie let Jed unpin her long blonde hair. She shivered as the silky soft tresses settled on the bare skin of her back above her dove-grey slip.


        ‘Arms up again,’ Jed instructed.


        Soon her slip was on the floor, too.


        ‘Lie down,’ he said.


        Carrie lay back on the pillows and tried to look a little more relaxed even if she wasn’t exactly feeling it. Jed, who had often told her that he worshipped every inch of her, seemed determined to prove it that morning. He started at her feet.


        ‘You have the most beautiful feet,’ he told her as he kissed the arch of each perfectly pedicured foot in turn. Then he placed another kiss on each ankle. He laid a little path of kisses up her shins to her knees.


        ‘Great knees,’ he said with a smile.


        ‘Behave,’ Carrie warned him. ‘You know I’m self-conscious about my knees.’


        ‘They are my favourite part of you,’ Jed responded.


        ‘Just keep kissing me.’


        Jed moved on to her thighs. He traced a line from her left knee to her hip with his tongue, and then repeated the move on the other side. With gentle hands he parted her legs. He dipped his head and nuzzled the soft triangle of her pubic hair.


        ‘Feeling better yet?’ he asked.


        ‘Much,’ she said, as she felt his warm breath on her clitoris. ‘I might have to let you have forty-five minutes instead.’


        ‘I’ll make the most of it,’ Jed promised.


        But then the telephone in the hall started ringing. Carrie immediately tensed up.


        ‘Ignore it,’ said Jed. ‘Just ignore it.’


        Carrie tried. She lay back in the pillows again and closed her eyes and tried to concentrate on nothing else but the feeling of Jed’s tongue on her clitoris, but it was no good. It wasn’t working. Soon she was biting her lip with anxiety. She had turned the ringer on the phone beside the bed to silent, but the set in the hall rang out loud enough to keep her from all thoughts of the erotic. And then her cell phone joined in, vibrating urgently on the nightstand.


        ‘Stop!’ she pushed Jed away.


        ‘For fuck’s sake.’


        ‘I’m sorry,’ she said. ‘But whoever it is has been trying every way they can to get hold of me. It must be important.’


        ‘What?’ Jed snapped. ‘What on earth can be more important than letting me pleasure you?’


        ‘Jed, I will make it up to you,’ she said as she simultaneously pulled on her dressing gown and checked the messages on her cell phone.


        ‘I don’t know if you’ll have the chance,’ said Jed, hopping out of bed and searching the floor around it for his own clothes.


        Carrie nodded vaguely. Already absorbed in her voicemail messages, she didn’t hear Jed’s threat. She waved him in the direction of the kitchen.


        ‘There’s juice in the refrigerator,’ she said.


        ‘I’ll get some on my way home.’


        He left, slamming the door as he went.


        Carrie hardly noticed. She was already calling her boss.


 


‘I’m sorry. I would have picked up but I was on a call to Asia,’ she lied.


        ‘Don’t worry about that,’ said her boss Andrew Carter. ‘But I need you in the office right away. There’s an emergency. You know that small Constable in next week’s sale?’


        ‘The one with the sheep in the stream?’


        ‘Exactly. I just got a call from a guy in England, tells me he’s looking at the exact same painting hanging on the wall in the study of a stately home where he’s on a shooting weekend.’


        ‘F—.’ Carrie swallowed a swear word. ‘And he thinks it’s real?’


        ‘He does. And as long as I’ve known him, he’s never been wrong. Where did ours come from?’


        Carrie sat down heavily on her sofa as though she were receiving bad news about her health while Andrew ran through the nightmarish details. His informant was one of the UK’s most respected experts on the artist in question. If anyone knew the real thing, it was he.


        ‘Shit.’ This time Carrie couldn’t keep the expletive in.


        ‘Exactly,’ said her boss.


        Jed’s attempt to get Carrie’s morning off to a good start was all but forgotten now. She closed her eyes and let the horror wash over her. She had consigned a fake.


 










Chapter Three


Serena Macdonald could only dream about waking up next to some hot young guy who wanted to give her a shoulder massage. That morning, as had been the case most mornings for the past few months, she awoke to the sound of a small pink puppet making farting noises. She opened one eye to see her five-year-old daughter Katie sitting on the end of the bed, absorbed in CeeBeebies on the television Serena had inherited from her kindly brother.


        ‘Morning, Mummy,’ said Katie, without turning round.


        ‘Morning, sweetheart.’


        ‘Breakfast?’ Katie suggested.


        Serena glanced at the clock. It was half past six in the morning. ‘Jeez,’ she sighed. As an artist, Serena had always considered people who got up before ten deliberately to have lost the plot. But it was Monday. And a school day. And now she was one of those people.


        Serena snaked one bare arm out from beneath the duvet and felt around on the floor for the jeans and jumper she had been wearing for the past four days. There was no way she was getting out of bed without dressing first. It was icy cold in that farmhouse. Cornwall? It may as well have been Siberia.


 


Serena had grown up in Cornwall. She’d had what anyone would describe as an idyllic childhood but, all the same, she’d been only too eager to leave the county and head for London at the first possible opportunity. She went to the Chelsea College of Art and Design and after that worked in the art departments of a few private schools. And London was where she met Tom, her soon-to-be-ex-husband. Serena often thought about that moment when Tom walked into her life. The second she laid eyes on him, she had a feeling that he was going to play a big part in proceedings from that day forward. How had she failed to foresee that ten years after Tom asked her to marry him (on their first passionate date), he would be shacked up with someone else?


        The day on which Tom asked for a divorce was as clear in her mind as the day they met. She’d sensed that something was wrong as he walked into the kitchen. His tie was askew. He looked as though he had been wrestling a tiger rather than pushing paper at his banking job in the City.


        ‘I’ve fallen in love,’ he said. ‘With someone else  . . .’


        It was the last thing any wife wants to hear.


        It got worse. It transpired that the woman Tom had fallen in love with was his boss’s wife. Serena was stunned when she discovered her rival’s identity. They’d met a few times, at corporate functions and Tom had always been quite scathing about the woman: a social X-ray transplanted from New York who spent her days shopping and meeting her superannuated ‘girlfriends’ for lunch. Donna Harvey was always immaculately groomed. Hair, nails, whiter than white teeth  . . . She dressed in that way only American women of a certain social status do. It seemed she had exchanged her jeans for a Chanel suit and pearls the moment she left grad school and would not change out of them again until they were fitting her up for her shroud.


        ‘She makes me feel so unkempt!’ said Serena, after one particularly torturous dinner party. ‘You must be so ashamed of me.’


        ‘Nonsense,’ Tom had said that night. ‘You are a thousand times sexier than she will ever be. I bet she’s the kind of woman who takes a shower before and after she shags.’


        Well, now he would know for sure, thought Serena bitterly.


        Naturally, Tom’s boss didn’t take the news all that well either. Though technically he couldn’t sack Tom for shagging his wife, he made it practically impossible for Tom to stay. Tom leapt at the chance to take redundancy. But there was no fabulous redundancy package. Tom’s boss moved back to New York as soon as he could, leaving Donna in the house in South Kensington. Tom moved in.


        ‘We can’t afford to keep the house in Fulham, Serena. I’m sorry. I’ve got no money coming in. We’ve got to put it on the market. Start looking for something else for you and Katie. You should be able to get two bedrooms in Stockwell.’


        Serena quailed at the thought of such a rough neighbourhood. ‘You want me to live in Stockwell while you’re living it up in your love pad in South Ken? For fuck’s sake, Tom, ask her for the mortgage money.’


        ‘I can’t. I’m sorry. It could prejudice her settlement. I’m doing my best.’


        ‘Well, if this is your best  . . . I hope you can hold your head up when you explain to your daughter that she had to move into some flea-infested pit because you couldn’t keep your dick in your pants.’


 


There was no way that Serena was going to move into some two-bedroom flat on an estate she was afraid to walk through in the daylight but she couldn’t afford anything big enough somewhere nice. After viewing a couple of shoeboxes in SW6, Serena bowed to the inevitable. The only option was to move out of London altogether. She started looking around Guildford, thinking she should try to stay within an hour’s distance of Tom so that he could see Katie whenever he wanted. But the sad truth was that, even though he lived just a couple of tube stops away and, in theory, had nothing to do all day in his state of unemployment, Tom wasn’t making much effort to see Katie at all.


        The final straw came when Serena needed Tom to look after Katie one Wednesday evening while she attended a meeting at the local college where she was hoping to teach a figure-drawing course to help cover the rising cost of groceries.


        ‘I can’t baby-sit,’ he said. ‘Donna’s giving a dinner.’


        ‘I’m not asking you to baby-sit, Tom. I’m asking you to look after your own daughter. To be a dad, for once.’


        ‘I’m sorry,’ he said hopelessly. ‘She’s invited someone who might be a good contact for me. I can’t take Katie. It’s just not going to work.’


        ‘Too right,’ said Serena. This arrangement wasn’t working out at all. There and then Serena decided she would no longer run her life for Tom’s convenience. The following day she started browsing the Internet for property in Cornwall.


        And then – finally – she had a stroke of luck. Her brother Joe called. His high-flying wife Helena’s company were sending her to Hong Kong for a couple of years and he was going too, meaning they would have no time at all to use their house in the country.


        ‘It’s all yours, sis,’ he said.


 


Serena and Katie moved to Cornwall just before Christmas. Sure, Tom protested at the thought that his daughter would be so far away but he didn’t come up with an alternative. And when the day came for Serena and Katie to hand over the Fulham house to the nice young couple who had bought it, Tom was nowhere to be seen. Donna’s concierge service arranged for a removal van to pick up what remained of Tom’s chattels and take them to her sterile South Kensington mansion, where even the books on the shelves had been chosen by an interior designer for their covers rather than their content. Tom had told Serena she could keep all the furniture. He even left behind his favourite leather chair. The one he’d bought with his first pay packet. She knew it had nothing to do with being fair however. As she thanked him, Serena could hear Donna’s voice in her head.


        ‘You think I’m going to have that filthy chair in my salon?’


        That Christmas was not the usual festive occasion. Serena forced herself to go out and buy a tree for Katie’s sake. She bought a little chicken rather than a turkey for lunch. Serena had worried that Katie would be miserable spending Christmas day without her father but the ridiculously extravagant gifts he sent seemed to make up for his absence. Katie spent New Year in London with Tom and Donna. Having spent the evening absolutely alone, Serena toasted herself with a cup of tea as the old year turned into the new. Alcohol seemed too risky while she was feeling so very down.


        It seemed too much to hope that the New Year would be better but she prayed for it all the same.


 


About a week into January, one of Serena’s new neighbours dropped by to introduce herself. Serena liked Louisa Trebarwen at once. Not least because she brought with her home-made chocolate cookies.


        ‘I’m from next door,’ said Louisa.


        She didn’t have to introduce herself. Serena knew of her already. The house next door was called Trebarwen and Serena had heard plenty about its chatelaine. Louisa lived in the enormous house on her own. She was in her late seventies but still slim, sprightly and very elegant indeed. That afternoon she wore a neat skirt and a Hermès scarf around her neck. Serena glanced down at her own jeans and felt ashamed.


        ‘Is this a good time?’ Louisa asked.


        ‘I  . . . er  . . . Of course.’ Might as well let the woman in now, Serena thought. The house was a tip but it was unlikely to get better. At least she could realistically claim unfinished unpacking as an excuse for the disarray.


        But Louisa Trebarwen seemed oblivious to the mess around her. She perched on one of the high stools next to the breakfast bar and chatted about the weather while Serena made tea in the pot she never used.


        ‘What a lovely painting of your daughter!’ Louisa admired the little picture on the sitting-room wall. ‘Where did you find the artist? I’ve been looking for someone to paint my two for the past five years. This is the first portrait I’ve seen that doesn’t look as though you had it done by one of those caricature chaps in Leicester Square.’


        ‘Thank you.’


        ‘So, are you going to tell me who painted it?’


        ‘Actually,’ Serena looked down at her shoes a little shyly. ‘It was me.’


        ‘You painted that picture?’


        ‘I did.’


        ‘Wow. I mean, Helena told me that you had been to art school but  . . . gosh. It’s like an old master.’


        ‘That was the idea,’ said Serena. ‘I spent a bit of time in Florence after I graduated, getting to learn the traditional techniques.’


        ‘Well, it was certainly time well spent,’ said Louisa with real admiration. ‘I’m in awe.’


        ‘Oh, please  . . . It’s not so good. I knocked it out in a couple of hours.’


        ‘No, Serena. You must not belittle your talent. You really have something. Will you paint my babies for me?’


        Serena started to shake her head. It was one thing painting her own daughter for herself but she couldn’t imagine painting Louisa’s children. She hadn’t painted properly in a long while. When she left work to go on maternity leave, Serena told herself that she would soon pick up her paintbrushes again, but the reality was that she simply didn’t have time. Before the baby was born, she spent all her time getting ready for the new arrival. And after the baby was born  . . . well, finding a moment to sleep became a far greater priority.


        Later, Serena had wanted to go back to work but Tom insisted there was no need. He’d had a promotion. He was earning enough to support them both. Besides, if Serena went back to work they would have to get proper childcare, which would all but wipe out the money she earned anyway.


        ‘And I don’t like the idea of my daughter being looked after by strangers,’ he added. ‘That’s not going to happen to you.’ He kissed Katie on the head.


        He seemed to have forgotten about that little promise. How could Serena be expected to support herself without going back to work and leaving Katie in the care of a stranger now?


        ‘I would pay you,’ Louisa interrupted Serena’s thoughts.


        ‘I really couldn’t accept any money,’ Serena said, fearing that she would only have to give it back when Louisa saw the result.


        ‘But you must. Serena, I hate to be presumptuous but Helena has told me all about your situation. That terrible feckless husband of yours going off with another woman.’


        Serena blushed.


        ‘I know it hurts, my dear.’ Louisa placed a hand on Serena’s arm. ‘It happened to me. And because it happened to me, I know there is no place for moping around. You have to pick yourself up as quickly as you can. And that means earning some money of your own. I am willing to pay you a thousand pounds for your trouble. Please don’t turn me down.’


        Serena opened her mouth to protest.


        Louisa misread her hesitation. ‘Was that insultingly low? How about one thousand five hundred? Two?’


        ‘Mrs Trebarwen  . . .’


        ‘Call me Louisa.’


        ‘Louisa, I can’t take your money. Heaven knows I would love to. I can’t deny I need it. But this little painting of my daughter. It was a fluke. I don’t know how I managed to get such a good likeness. I’m out of practice. This was my first attempt having not picked up a paintbrush for years. It was lucky. I suppose it helped that I know the subject’s face better than I know my own. I promise you would be disappointed if I tried to do portraits of your sons.’


        ‘My sons?’ Louisa Trebarwen gave a little giggle. ‘Who said anything about my sons? Darling, I don’t want portraits of those great ugly lummoxes. They both grew out of their looks a very long time ago. Serena, you’ll have to get used to me. When I refer to my “babies”, I am talking about my dogs.’


 


Dogs were an altogether different matter. Serena could easily paint dogs. Later that same afternoon, when she had picked up Katie from school, Serena dropped by Trebarwen House to meet her new subjects. Louisa was delighted to meet Katie, and Katie was instantly smitten with Louisa’s beloved pets. They were two rather regal-looking greyhounds, called Berkeley and Blackwater Bess.


        ‘I got them from a greyhound rescue charity,’ Louisa explained. ‘They both raced when they were young but now they’ve retired they’re actually the ideal companions for older people like me. They don’t need half so much exercise as you would imagine.’


        As if on cue, Berkeley opened his mouth and curled his tongue in an extravagant yawn.


        ‘How would you like to paint them?’ Louisa asked. ‘You’re the artist so I’m giving you free rein.’


        Serena thought for a moment. ‘How about I paint them together, standing at the top of the steps leading down to the garden with a stormy sky in the background. A cloudy sky would be the perfect way to highlight the sheeny grey of their coats.’


        ‘That sounds wonderful,’ said Louisa.


        Serena set to work that very day. While Louisa took Katie all over the house and even let her ride the delicate old rocking horse that had carried Trebarwen children since the nineteenth century, Serena got out her somewhat out-dated digital camera and took a few snaps of the dogs. Then she headed outside and took some more snaps of the garden to help her make a start on the portrait’s composition. There was little hope that the dogs would stand still on the step for real. It was hard enough to get them to stand at all. They really were the most amazingly lazy creatures.


        A week later, Serena had completed a number of preliminary sketches and let Louisa choose the composition she liked best. Then it was time to transfer the sketches on to canvas. Serena asked Louisa how big the painting should be. She would order the canvas online.


        ‘Hmmm. Actually I was wondering if you could paint over this?’ Louisa asked as she produced a Victorian portrait of a rather dour-looking man.


        ‘But that  . . . I can’t  . . .’


        ‘It’s not a family portrait,’ Louisa explained. ‘I think I found him at a fete in 1973.’


 


Louisa quickly became a friend. Serena set up her easel in the drawing room of the big house so that she could look out on the garden as she filled in the background. Louisa was always happy to have Katie around. Katie was delighted to have so many dusty old rooms to roam in.


        ‘I rarely see my grandchildren,’ she sighed. ‘My eldest son’s wife doesn’t like me. God knows if the youngest will ever breed. He doesn’t seem to be able to commit to any one woman for more than a month. He takes after his father. Couldn’t keep his pecker in his pants for a minute, that one  . . .’


        It was odd but listening to Louisa’s stories about her feckless ex-husband was strangely comforting. Serena liked Louisa very much and the knowledge that she too had been a victim of infidelity reassured Serena that it happened to the best of people. It didn’t mean that she was a loser.


        And so Serena began to feel better. For the first time since Tom walked into the kitchen and announced that he wanted out of their marriage, Serena felt as though she had reason to smile. Katie was happy. Serena had a great new friend in Louisa. And then there was her work. She had forgotten the most important reward of painting: a sense of flow that pushed all other concerns to the back of her mind if only for a little while.


        The portrait of the dogs turned out very well. Though she was usually her own harshest critic, Serena allowed herself to be pleased with the result of her hard work. She had been right with her initial thoughts for the piece. The stormy sky was a perfect backdrop for the regally silky grey of the dogs’ glossy coats. Serena thought perhaps that even the dogs’ faces had turned out better than she hoped. There was individuality to them. Louisa could tell at once which was which.


        ‘I love it,’ said Louisa. ‘You are an absolute marvel.’


        She enveloped Serena in an extravagantly perfumed hug. ‘I will hang it above the fireplace right here in the drawing room.’


        ‘Really?’ Serena was stunned. That would mean moving a painting of Louisa’s two sons as small children. ‘But that’s such a wonderful picture. Are you sure?’


        ‘Absolutely. I’m bored to death of that old thing. And my beautiful babies need a truly regal setting.’


        ‘Well, OK,’ said Serena.


        ‘Help me hang it now,’ Louisa asked.


 


The following weekend, Louisa’s elder son Mark dropped by.


        ‘What happened to the painting of me and Julian?’ he asked the moment he stepped into the drawing room. ‘Where did you get that bloody awful dog picture? How much did it cost you? Tell me it isn’t  . . .’


        ‘It’s Berkeley and Blackwater Bess,’ Louisa told him proudly. ‘Since my real children only visit when they want something, I decided to have my new babies on the wall instead.’


        ‘Mother. For heaven’s sake.’


        ‘It’s rather wonderful, don’t you think? The girl who moved into the cottage painted it. She trained in London and Florence.’


        ‘I don’t care where she trained. I can’t believe you would take down a portrait of your own children and put a picture of your bloody rescue greyhounds in its place!’


        ‘Well, you will be able to put yourself and your brother back up there when I’m gone,’ said Louisa. ‘And don’t worry,’ she added. ‘The dogs may have replaced you above the fireplace but they haven’t replaced you in my last will and testament. Yet. You’ll have to keep visiting for a few more months, at least.’


        ‘Years, more like,’ said Mark, barely disguising his annoyance. ‘I have no doubt that you will outlive us all.’


 










Chapter Four


It turned out that Mark Trebarwen was wrong. Just over a month after that exchange, Louisa passed away in her sleep. It was Serena who found the body. She and Louisa had been planning to drive down to St Ives together, to see a new exhibition at the Cornish outpost of the Tate. Thank goodness Katie was safely in a holiday let in Newquay with her father, who had actually bothered to turn up to do his share of the half-term ‘baby-sitting’.


        Serena was devastated. Like Louisa’s sons, she had assumed that she had years yet in which to get to know her lovely neighbour. It was just too sad to lose her so soon.


        The doctor called Louisa’s sons and told them the bad news. They arrived the following day and arranged the funeral with great alacrity. It was well attended. Louisa had been well loved. She would be much missed.


 


Serena met Julian Trebarwen, Louisa’s youngest son, for the first time at his mother’s wake. She had noticed him as soon as he walked into the church, but it seemed the wrong moment to make his acquaintance. Though Louisa had often said that Julian took after his father, there was plenty of his mother in his face. His eyes were the same, grey-blue and intelligent. Despite what she had heard of his fecklessness, Serena couldn’t help but feel instantly warm towards this man whose smile reminded her so much of her friend. When she happened upon him alone in the kitchen, she introduced herself and offered her condolences.


        ‘Drink?’ he asked, topping up her glass without waiting for her answer.


        ‘I don’t know if I ought to. I mean  . . .’ she was thinking: this is a wake. I shouldn’t get tipsy.


        Julian drained his own glass and poured himself another. Serena put it down to grief.


        ‘Mark told me it was you who found her,’ said Julian. ‘What a terrible thing for a neighbour to have to go through. I’m sorry.’


        ‘It’s OK,’ said Serena. ‘She wasn’t just a neighbour. She was a friend. I feel honoured to have known her.’


        Julian Trebarwen gave Serena an appraising sort of look. ‘I’m sure she was very glad to know you too.’


        Inappropriate as it seemed to be thinking such a thing at a funeral, Serena wondered if he hadn’t just given her the glad eye.


 


Alongside her sadness at losing a friend, Serena felt a great deal of curiosity about the future of Trebarwen House.


        Everyone in the village wanted to know what was going to happen to the place. It was the only topic of conversation in the grocery store, the post office and at the school gates. There were so many beautiful things at Trebarwen. Louisa had spent a lifetime building up a collection of wonderful art and ornaments. Serena wondered if Louisa’s sons understood the significance of some of those pieces. Would they appreciate their worth?


        She needn’t have worried. Mark Trebarwen had every intention of knowing the value of every last stick in that house.


        ‘Do you want any of it?’ Mark asked his younger brother as they sat together in the grand drawing room after the wake.


        ‘I’d love some of it, but I don’t have room for knick-knacks in my two-bedroom house.’ Julian laid great emphasis on ‘two bedroom’, to remind his older brother of the difference in their circumstances. ‘I don’t need more stuff. I need the money.’


        ‘Me too,’ Mark admitted. ‘Eldest looks like he’s going to fail his A levels which means I’ll have to pay for a crammer. In any case, the inheritance tax is going to be crippling. I don’t see how we’ll be able to meet it without selling something. I’ll call Nat Wilde at Ludbrook’s. Get him to come down and take a look over the house. But I’ve got to go back to Singapore this weekend. Can you be here to let him in so he can tell us what’s worth putting up for sale? Sooner the better.’


        Julian nodded. Though he had the feeling that Mark’s reasons for wanting cash had very little to do with inheritance tax or his son’s education. More likely, he wanted to fund a divorce from his hideous horse-faced wife. In any case, it wouldn’t be such a hardship for Julian to stay down in Cornwall for a few more days. It would mean at least that he wouldn’t have to deal with Mia, his most recent ex. She was taking the end of their relationship very badly, turning up in the middle of the night to try to persuade him to take her back. He had to admit he had been tempted. Mia may have been high maintenance but she was very good in the sack and Julian missed that. It was very hard to maintain a sensible distance when Mia turned up in some low-cut top, specifically designed to showcase her fabulous tits. But she was mad as a box of frogs and there was a very real danger that if he took her to bed again she would stab him to death as he slept. Julian needed to find a replacement shag as soon as possible to prevent him from slipping back into that crazy situation. As that thought crossed his mind, so too did a picture of the girl from the house down the lane. Serena. She wasn’t at all bad-looking and there had been no bloke in tow. Was she single? Divorced? Perhaps he should give her a call. Take her to the pub on the pretext of recompensing her for having had to deal with the corpse of his mother. See what happened next.


 










Chapter Five


Nat Wilde was delighted to hear from his old prep-school chum Mark Trebarwen.


        ‘Chubby!’ he exclaimed, using a nickname that had been hard lost. ‘How the devil are you? How’s your dear old mother?’


        ‘She’s dead,’ said Mark shortly.


        ‘Whoops. Sorry about that, old chap. Can’t believe I missed the announcement in the Telegraph.’


        Nat had his staff scan the death notices and obits every day. He had a file full of extremely tasteful condolence cards ready to be sent out to newly bereaved relatives at the drop of a hat.


        ‘We didn’t put an announcement in,’ said Mark, aware it was bad form to have forgotten. Still, his mother wasn’t such a stickler for form in her latter years, as that bloody painting of the dogs had proved.


        ‘Oh, well. In that case I don’t feel quite such a chump,’ said Nat. ‘So, to what do I owe the pleasure? Want to arrange some work experience for one of your children?’ he suggested disingenuously. They both knew why Mark was calling.


        ‘No. Not yet. I was wondering if you wouldn’t mind coming down to Cornwall and having a look over the house. There are a few things that might be worth something. I really don’t know. I haven’t been able to look that closely. Mother’s death is still too, too fresh.’


        ‘I understand,’ said Nat, voice dripping with concern. ‘Well, don’t trouble yourself about it. You’ve come to exactly the right man. I’ll take care of everything. When would you like me to come?’


        Nat was unusually accommodating. He and Chubby Trebarwen hadn’t been the best of chums at school, but Nat had sensed from very early on that the Trebarwen family had a bob or two. Mark Trebarwen senior sent his driver and a Bentley to pick his two sons up at the end of each term. And when Louisa Trebarwen graced her boys with her presence on speech and sports days, she was usually wearing fur and dripping in diamonds. Nat was almost salivating at the thought of what her house might contain.


        ‘I can come down tomorrow,’ he said. ‘I’ve always been of the opinion that when you suffer the loss of a beloved parent, you should deal with the grief by keeping on the move. It’s once you stop that the unhappiness hits you. But if they get straight on with sorting out their affairs, people usually find that by the time they’ve stopped moving the pain has lessened a good deal.’


        Nat didn’t mention that he’d also found that the more quickly you pushed bereaved families into putting up their loved one’s estates for auction the more likely they were to agree with whatever you told them. Grief. Befuddlement. Despair. They all worked in Nat’s favour. Of the three ‘Ds’ that kept the auction business going – divorce, debt and death – death was definitely Nat’s favourite. And by far the easiest since the deceased couldn’t quibble about the sale of their treasured possessions. The pressure of inheritance tax was also a great joy to the auctioneer.


        ‘I will drive straight there. I know it’s a terrible thing that has brought us back into contact, Mark, but I’m very much looking forward to seeing you and catching up.’


        ‘I won’t be there,’ said Mark. ‘I’ve got to go back to Singapore. You’ll be dealing with my little brother.’


        ‘Wonderful,’ he said through gritted teeth. Mark Trebarwen was a known quantity but Julian Trebarwen Nat didn’t know, except by reputation. Hadn’t he been expelled from Radley for knocking another boy’s teeth out? ‘I’ll look forward to meeting him,’ Nat lied.


 


Nat Wilde needn’t have worried about Julian Trebarwen foiling his plans to get Louisa Trebarwen’s estate in the saleroom at Ludbrook’s. When he talked to him on the phone, Julian Trebarwen was much friendlier than his brother had been. And he was obviously skint, Nat surmised, as when the very next day he pulled his Range Rover into the grand drive of Trebarwen House and he clocked the ancient BMW estate that was parked there.


        This was to be a perfunctory visit. As well as making sure that he was in the running to sell the contents of the house, Nat wanted to be equally sure it was worth bothering with. As he followed Julian from room to room, ostensibly making small talk about their memories of prep school and friends in common, Nat was ruthlessly totting up the potential worth of the house’s contents. He may have appeared blasé but in his head he was making a detailed valuation worthy of an insurance broker. There was much to salivate over but like an estate agent, Nat knew that it was important not to raise his potential client’s hopes too high. That way you could more easily exceed them. That was how reputations were built.


        ‘I think we’ll be able to do something for you,’ said Nat. He handed Julian a glossy brochure detailing Ludbrook’s’ terms and conditions. ‘If you and your brother think that Ludbrook’s is the house for you, I’ll send somebody down to make a proper inventory at your earliest convenience.’


        ‘Thank you,’ said Julian. They shook hands cordially on the steps to the house but Julian had felt an instant distrust of Nat Wilde upon meeting him and the feeling was absolutely mutual.


 


The next afternoon – Sunday – as he lay in bed in the green room, as the main guest suite at Trebarwen was called, Julian guiltily recalled the last time he had seen his mother and how, having failed to extract any cash from the old girl that time, he had wished that the day when she finally shuffled off the mortal coil might come quickly.


        Julian knew he had been his mother’s favourite, but for the past couple of years even she had refused to fund any more of his get-rich-quick schemes. General opinion was that everything Julian touched went belly up. That wasn’t entirely fair. He had made a paper fortune before the dot.com crash. Likewise, his decision to open an estate agency just before the credit crunch took hold had been based on very sound accounting. And if his mother had shown more faith in him, perhaps Julian wouldn’t have felt compelled to commit the insurance fraud that landed him in prison for three months.


        No, Julian would not stand in the way of any sale of his mother’s stuff. He needed the money.


 


A twenty-minute nap turned into a three-hour snooze. It was hunger that eventually forced Julian to get up. He wandered down to the vast kitchen where once upon a time three cooks had turned out dinners for a hundred but there was absolutely nothing in the fridge and nothing in his mother’s cocktail cabinet either. It was a Sunday, it was Cornwall and it was after four o’clock. There was scant chance he would find anywhere open and serving lunch. Perhaps it was time to pay his mother’s neighbour a visit.


 


‘Oh, hello,’ said Serena when she opened the door to Julian Trebarwen. ‘I wasn’t expecting anyone,’ she added by way of excusing the shabbiness of her dress. Not that she would have looked much smarter had she been expecting visitors. Serena’s wardrobe contained clothes she could no longer fit into and jeans. She’d not had the money or time to shop for anything since Tom walked out.


        ‘Oh, don’t worry about that,’ said Julian. ‘We’re in the country. Here, I brought you these.’ He thrust a fistful of flowers, pulled together from the floral tributes that had been left for his mother, towards her.


        ‘Oh, thank you. That’s very kind.’ Still Serena remained on the doorstep, blocking Julian’s entrance. ‘What can I do for you?’ she asked eventually. ‘Oh, God. I can’t believe I said that. I mean, I’m sure you just popped round to be neighbourly.’


        ‘Actually,’ said Julian, ‘I did have an ulterior motive. I’m afraid you’ll think me a rather hopeless bachelor, but I find myself without a thing in the house. I drove down to the village but  . . .’


        ‘Everything is shut. I know. You can’t get anything after midday unless you want to drive to Truro. Takes some getting used to after London.’


        ‘I wonder if I could possibly borrow a little milk and a few slices of bread to tide me over?’


        Serena smiled.


        ‘I think we can do a little better than that. Katie and I were just about to have a little supper. Why don’t you join us?’


        Bingo.


        ‘Really,’ said Julian. ‘I don’t want to disturb you.’


        ‘Oh no,’ said Serena. ‘Please do. I haven’t had an adult conversation since your mother died.’


 


Serena Macdonald was not quite who Julian expected her to be. He had thought she would be like all the other women in the village, dull and slightly desperate. But she was much more interesting than that.


        Julian guessed that the shabby clothes concealed a not too shabby figure. Her hair was untidy but it was a nice colour and she had a pretty face. Even prettier when she smiled, which was often.


        The supper she’d prepared was delicious. Possibly all the more so because Julian had fully expected to spend the next twenty-four hours subsisting on toast and Marmite. Serena had cooked lamb with rosemary. Her roast potatoes rivalled those Julian’s nanny used to make.


        ‘This is really wonderful,’ he said, meaning every word.


        ‘I prefer chicken,’ said Katie.


        Over supper, Julian did a bit of digging about Serena’s marital status.


        ‘A husband!’ she laughed. ‘Barely. He’s on his way out. What about you?’


        ‘Confirmed bachelor,’ he said, puffing out his chest in comedy pride. ‘Much to my mother’s annoyance.’


        ‘I know,’ Serena smiled.


        ‘Ah well,’ said Julian. ‘Just haven’t found the right girl.’


        Serena nodded. ‘Your mother said that too.’


 


It was one of those lovely Sunday suppers that just doesn’t seem to want to end. Katie, of course, got down from the table as soon as Serena said she could and went to play with the Trebarwen dolls’ house that Louisa had given her for her sixth birthday. Serena and Julian remained at the table – Serena only getting up to put a tired Katie to bed – until they’d finished almost two bottles of red wine between them. They were starting to feel as though they had known each other for years.


        Still, Serena was a little surprised when Julian made his move, slipping his arm around her waist while she was running water over the roasting tin in the kitchen sink. He lifted her ponytail out of the way and she knew at once he was about to kiss the back of her neck.


        ‘I can’t,’ said Serena, gently pushing him off. ‘It’s been, you know. It’s been a long time.’


        Julian dutifully stepped back.


        ‘I understand,’ he said.


        ‘But thank you. I suppose  . . .’


        ‘I’d better go?’


        ‘It is almost one in the morning.’


        ‘And I only dropped by to cadge a few slices of toast. Thank you. You’ve looked after me very well.’


        ‘It’s what your mum would have wanted, I’m sure.’


        ‘Well, I’ll be able to return the favour,’ said Julian. ‘I’m going to be around for a bit longer. Getting the estate sorted out. It would be nice to see you again.’


        Serena nodded. ‘I’d like that too.’


        Serena closed the door behind him and leaned heavily against it, her heart beating fast. A silly grin spread across her face. Julian Trebarwen had made a pass at her. It was the first time anyone had made a pass at her since the day she got pregnant with Katie (and that included her own husband). The knowledge that someone had found her worthy of a quick feel, even if it was largely driven by alcohol, had a better effect on Serena’s face than a shot of botox. She sneaked a look at herself as she passed the mirror in the hallway and, for once, was quite pleased with what she saw.


        ‘You’ve still got it, Serena Macdonald,’ she winked at her reflection.


 










Chapter Six


Carrie Klein was fighting hard to hang on to her assets. She was just thirty-nine years old. There was no danger that her chin was going to slide into her neck like melting ice cream the moment she hit forty, but Carrie was still putting in the work. Prevention being better than any cure and all that. She had been having botox for years. Just a little to ward off the frown lines she’d seen appearing on the faces of most of her peers. It had the added bonus of seeming to stop the migraines that had bugged her since graduate school.


        But it wasn’t just the face that needed maintenance. Every morning Carrie could be found running around Central Park. Not just jogging but running, like her life depended on it. Forty-five minutes every day without fail, before she got into the office and put in a ten-hour day (if her work load wasn’t too heavy – more usually she pulled twelve or thirteen).
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