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One
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‘Bad luck always comes in threes.’ 


Gina tried to ignore the sound of her grandmother’s voice in her head. She’d loved her gran but the old lady had been ludicrously superstitious, always telling you that seeing a lone magpie was bad luck, or that you shouldn’t cross on the stairs, or pick red and white flowers. She’d also had a firm belief in horoscopes, predictions and even the fortune teller on the end of the pier in the seaside town where Gina had grown up. 


Besides, should you call the fact that your husband was a compulsive gambler, who had been lying to you and taking money from the antiques business you ran together, one piece of bad luck or two? 


Gina held on to a French armoire to steady herself. She mustn’t break down for her daughters’ sake.


Ever since she’d discovered his addiction to betting on horses, she’d tried to persuade him to seek help but he’d laughed in that irritatingly charming way of his, telling her she was such a killjoy. It wasn’t as if he was some sad addict stuck in his bedroom gambling away the household budget. Maybe he overdid it a bit occasionally, but he had it all under control. All the same, he kept disappearing without saying where he was going. Like today.


She told herself she wouldn’t think about Mark and what to do about him until she felt a bit stronger. Instead, she tried to focus on the holiday in Sicily she was supposed to be going on with her friend Evie. But should she even go? Gina closed her eyes, imagining the small and charming Hotel Siciliana, right on the beach, with its own vineyard in the hills behind, run by the delightful Bambieri family. 


Instead of a grey English spring there would be sea, sunshine and Prosecco! It was exactly the balm for the soul she needed. For months now she’d been feeling anxious and harassed, wondering what to do about her husband’s problem.


Gina straightened her back. It was painfully stiff from moving stock around. She really ought to do some yoga again and she’d promised herself this holiday would give her the chance. She smiled, imagining herself doing sun salutations on the Sicilian beach. Then reality bit. Of course, she couldn’t go. She’d have to persuade Evie to make it another time. 


A message pinged on her phone. It was from the Villa Siciliana: 


Cara signora Lewis, 


I regret to have to tell you that we are closing the hotel for the month due to a sudden death in the family. We are happy to accommodate you for an alternative period and hope you will understand the situation that necessitates this unfortunate step. 


Cordiali saluti


Signora F. Bambieri


‘Bad luck number three,’ her gran’s voice intoned cheerfully.


‘Well, actually, Gran,’ Gina argued, trying to smile, ‘it’s good luck really because now we won’t lose our deposit and Evie can’t blame me.’


As if she’d been listening in, Gina’s mobile rang and Evie’s name popped up. Eve Beeston, her best friend since age eleven, was a highly successful divorce lawyer who had resisted marriage on the grounds that, in her experience, so many ended up in acrimonious argument. Ironically, Gina had often tried to persuade her that most marriages were perfectly happy.


‘Gina, guess what?’ Evie asked. ‘You remember Ruth O’Halloran?’


‘Of course I remember Ruth,’ replied Gina. ‘How is she?’ Gina pictured the hearty large-framed Ruth, their third musketeer at school right up to sixth form, last seen when she’d come up to town to get a Geri Spice haircut for her wedding, which neither of them dared to tell her made her look more like Ron Weasley. ‘How lovely to hear from her.’


‘She wants you to go and stay.’


‘In Southdown?’ demanded Gina, stunned. Southdown was the sleepy seaside town where they’d all grown up together, which Gina and Evie had wanted to leave as soon as possible. Through their eighteen-year-old eyes Southdown had represented narrow values and limited aspirations. London was the place to be! To their astonishment, Ruth had married at nineteen and happily settled there. 


‘Why on earth does she want me to stay with her?’ Gina enquired. ‘I haven’t seen her for years!’


‘She’s got some job she wants you to take on,’ continued Evie. ‘It’s to do with antiques. Sounds barmy to me, but I told her I’d let you know. Typical of Ruth to have lost your phone number. Anyway, you can’t go, as I explained to her, because we’re off to Sicily! And not a moment too soon—’


‘Evie, about that—’ Gina attempted to interrupt her with the bad news. 


‘You know what it’s like with holidays . . .’ Evie bulldozed on. ‘You don’t even think about them, then you wake up feeling like you’ll die if you don’t have one. That was me this morning! This last divorce has done for me. How people who say they loved each other can behave like hyenas descending on a wildebeest is beyond me. I really need a break.’


‘Evie,’ Gina tried again to interrupt her. ‘About Sicily—’


‘Can’t talk now,’ Evie replied. ‘Due back in court. Just wanted to warn you about Ruth.’


Any hope of telling her about Mark and asking her advice was dashed as Evie rang off with a cheery, ‘Catch up soon. Byee . . .’ And she was gone, leaving Gina to wonder what on earth this job in Southdown could be.


Before she did anything else she had to talk to their accountant about how much money Mark had removed from their business and what it meant for their financial future. 


Not long after they were married they had started the company selling and valuing antiques and built themselves quite a reputation as the people to go to if you needed the contents of a stately home valued or your granny had started hiding her jewellery in the salad crisper and you needed someone canny and tactful to sort it out. Gina had thought of the name Whitehall Valuations, which gave the company the ring of governmental authority while in fact the Whitehall referred to was the road where they lived, a row of Victorian villas off one of the main arteries out of London. Now a lot of their antique trading was done online.


After the call with Evie, Gina steeled herself to get in touch with their accountant. 


‘Andrew . . .’ she greeted him hesitantly.


‘Gina!’ he replied instantly. ‘I’m so glad you’ve called. What the hell is Mark up to? Doesn’t he realize he’s put you on the verge of bankruptcy?’


Gina felt her stomach tighten and had to battle a bout of nausea. ‘How much has he taken exactly?’ 


The sum the accountant told her was devastating.


‘Oh God, Andrew, I had no idea it was that much! I’ve been trying to get it out of him, but he’s never given any sign there was any problem.’ They had two business accounts. One for everyday costs, which she managed, and another for their major outlays, which Mark took care of. ‘Is there anything I can do to save the company?’ she asked anxiously, trying to stifle the desperation she was feeling and think straight.


‘Shut down these accounts and stop Mark having access to the money! Is there any way you could find yourself a job and live off your earnings for now? And Gina . . .’ There was something in his tone of faint embarrassment that put Gina on her mettle. ‘You could sell the house and think about downsizing.’ He hesitated a moment then barrelled on. ‘I mean, you do live in a big house and the area’s become quite desirable. The estate agents call it the Whitehall Quarter.’


Gina had to admit he was right. Victorian houses with big gardens, in the catchment area for a highly rated school and handy for the tube, were what agents called ‘highly sought after’. Funnily enough, Gina had noticed how popular it had become with actors. She kept seeing faces she recognized from TV dramas in the local greengrocer. It could be quite embarrassing, because without realizing it you found yourself smiling at them as if you knew them. She’d even said hello to one woman and tried to work out how they knew each other until the woman had put her out of her misery and replied. ‘Actually, I don’t think we’ve met but I’m on TV.’


Letters and flyers from local estate agents were forever coming through the door, and even the occasional handwritten one announcing that the writer really wanted to live in the road and if they were thinking of selling we could both save on fees and do it privately.


Yes, they probably could sell the house extremely easily. But where would they find to live that was half as nice? And how would the girls feel about their family home being sold?


She realized Andrew had asked her something. ‘By the way, I assume the house is in both your names?’


With a jolt of relief Gina remembered that the house was in fact in her name. She’d thought it strange at the time when Mark had suggested it a few years ago. He’d given her some complicated explanation and it wasn’t until recently she’d realized he was scared about his gambling debts and that the bookies might come after him and take the house away. 


‘OK,’ she replied, still feeling dazed, ‘I’ll think about it.’


It was only as she was driving home that she remembered the call from Evie. Something about Ruth having a job she wanted her to do – in Southdown of all places. What on earth could it be?


Her thoughts were interrupted by the car phone ringing. It was her younger daughter, Sadie. Strange. Sadie never called, insisting that phoning was for old people. She only texted or WhatsApped. Her older daughter Lisa was the one who usually rang to chat. 


‘Mum,’ for once Sadie’s confident tones, which Gina admired and envied, sounded very wobbly. ‘What on earth’s Dad up to? I’ve been messaging and phoning with absolutely zero response. He hasn’t done a bunk with Doris, has he?’


In spite of her anxiety Gina had to laugh. Doris, who supervised the warehouse where they kept their stock, was over seventy with uncompromising short grey hair.


‘I don’t think Dad is Doris’s type.’ Gina attempted a joke which unsurprisingly fell flat. ‘Look, I’ll get him to ring you as soon as I find him. Better not chat while driving. Bye darling.’


Once she was back in her own home, Gina stared at her reflection in the hall mirror. There were shadows under her eyes and her face was pinched with anxiety. People often told her what a good-looking woman she was with her arresting eyes that curved slightly upwards and her chiselled cheekbones, accentuated by the line of her stylish haircut, still almost black with only a stray grey hair. She had the look of a Slav from the Steppes, they teased, rather than coming from generations of solid citizens in Southdown.


She was still standing there when the door opened and her husband Mark slipped into the house. He was reading an official-looking letter, which so absorbed his attention that he almost didn’t see her.


‘Gina!’ he blurted, as if his wife was the last person he’d expected to see in their own front hall. ‘I thought you were at the warehouse.’


‘I just got in,’ she replied. ‘What’s in the letter?’


‘Oh, it’s just one of those silly scam letters pretending to be important.’ He attempted one of his boyish grins and shook his thick curly hair, which he always kept slightly too long, in a gesture Gina recognized as another tool in his arsenal of charm.


She grabbed the letter out of his hands. It was from a firm of bailiffs, threatening to come round if he didn’t meet one of his gambling debts.


‘Mark, stop lying to me! I’ve just been talking to Andrew. He says I should close the business accounts down.’


‘Bloody typical!’ he accused, his eyes blazing, in a tone that combined resentment with a kind of suppressed loathing. ‘Going behind my back! Just like you always did with the girls. Always undermining my authority.’


Gina almost had to laugh. ‘What authority did you ever have? You were always off at some racecourse or other while I brought them up.’


‘What about the good times?’


‘You mean the times you won and took us all out to some expensive restaurant when the girls just wanted a takeaway and to watch some silly telly on the sofa with you?’


‘You always had to put me down, didn’t you Gina?’


Gina looked at him levelly. ‘No, Mark. I tried to cover for you and keep running the business. I even told myself you had qualities I didn’t have, and that was part of our success.’


‘Oh, yes, you’re such a saint, aren’t you?’ he flashed back. ‘Sweet, patient Saint Georgina!’


‘Well, Saint Georgina’s coming to the end of her patience,’ Gina replied caustically. ‘We’re going to pay the debts as best we can. I’m sure these companies are realistic and will recognize something’s better than nothing.’


‘No, they’re not, they’re sharks!’ Mark threw back at her. ‘And you’re going to throw me to them!’ His voice was full of hate.


‘Not if you go to Gamblers Anonymous and we tell them so!’


His answer was a laugh so scathing that it chilled her to the bone.


Gina almost went towards him to try and reason, and finally she saw the truth. There was no vestige of the man she’d once known and loved in this sad and angry figure.


‘Mark,’ she announced, a break in her voice, ‘we can’t go on like this.’


‘Too bloody right,’ he replied. ‘I’ve lived with your holier than thou sanctity for too long. I’m leaving right now. I can’t think why I stayed with you so long. Except for the girls, of course.’


He ran upstairs and she could hear him opening cupboards and drawers and throwing things into a bag. 


It was the end of her twenty-eight year marriage. Her grandmother was right. Back luck did indeed come in threes. When he came back downstairs he refused to even look at her.


‘Mark, where are you going? The girls will need to know.’


‘I’ll tell them as soon as I find somewhere. Goodbye, Gina.’ He slammed the door behind him and walked off down the street.


Gina felt as if some malevolent god had turned her to stone. She wanted to cry. To scream. Yet nothing happened. And then the phone rang and because she thought it might be one of her daughters she made herself answer it.


‘Gina, hello! I hope you don’t mind me contacting you out of the blue? Evie gave me your number.’ 


It was Ruth. 


And somehow the spell of desperate paralysis was broken and she felt as if she were herself again. Ruth suited the role of good fairy. 


‘As a matter of fact, I was going to ring you soon,’ Gina replied, relief flooding through her. ‘How’s life in sunny Southdown?’


‘Well, er . . . sunny!’ laughed Ruth. ‘It’s awful to celebrate climate change and of course we must cut back on greenhouse gases, but it’s turned Southdown into St Tropez! A hundred solid days of sunshine last summer and it’s started brilliantly this year too. You’d hardly think it was the same place we grew up in!’


Gina thought of all the damp summers of her childhood spent sheltering from the rain in bus shelters and bandstands, and the August Bank Holiday carnival procession that was regularly cancelled due to summer deluges, and laughed. ‘Too right! Doesn’t sound like the Southdown I knew at all. So, what’s this job you’ve got for me?’ 


‘Do you remember Rookery Manor?’


‘That amazing medieval place on the way to the Downs?’


‘That’s the one.’


Gina smiled at the memory. How many times had she and her friends made up stories about the owner while they were out walking? Miss Havisham from Great Expectations still wearing her wedding dress, fifty years after being jilted? An eccentric rock star seeking privacy? A witch? The place had certainly stirred the imagination.


‘A lovely old lady called Maudie lives there,’ Ruth continued. ‘I’m friends with her great-niece, Lucy. The whole house is stuffed with antiques and Lucy suspects some of them are disappearing. You know, small things no one might notice. She’s heard about your antiques business and she wants you to go and stay as a sort of companion and while you’re there do a valuation and keep an eye open about what’s going on.’


Gina’s first instinct was to refuse. It sounded like one of the Famous Five mysteries she’d adored as a child. Strange shenanigans in lonely manor houses. At least Rookery Manor wasn’t on a clifftop. ‘What does Maudie think of the idea?’ she asked.


‘Maudie adores company apparently,’ replied Ruth. ‘Lucy’s sure she’d love it.’


‘What about the rest of the family?’


‘I’m afraid I don’t know the answer to that.’


‘But surely if stuff’s disappearing it’s a matter for the police?’ suggested Gina.


‘That’s what I thought,’ seconded Ruth, ‘but Lucy’s adamant the family would absolutely loathe that.’


Andrew the accountant’s words that she should and get a job rang in her head. The offer seemed heaven-sent. But shouldn’t she be staying and comforting the girls? How would they react when they knew their father had left?


Then again, it wasn’t as if she’d be out of reach in Southdown. It was only an hour and a quarter by train, simple for her to dash back if they needed her, and they could easily reach her by mobile. And if she wanted to save the business, following Andrew’s advice might be her only option.


‘Oh Gina,’ Ruthie’s effervescent enthusiasm bubbled over in her voice. ‘I can’t tell you how glad I’d be if you came! It’d be just like old times! Do you remember how we used to hide in the airing cupboard at Wolsey and share all our secrets?’


The memory of those innocent times suddenly overwhelmed Gina – when their deepest secrets were about boys they fancied, and how they would die of misery if the boys didn’t fancy them back.


And she knew she had to tell someone.


‘The thing is, Ruthie, I really need to come. Mark’s just left and he’s taken a lot of money out of the company. I’m about to talk to the girls, and I haven’t even dared tell Evie yet. She’s never liked Mark and I’m sure she’ll say it’s all for the best!’


‘And that isn’t what you want to hear right now.’ Ruthie’s comforting tone was a balm to Gina’s drooping spirits. ‘I can’t wait to have you here and give you the biggest hug you can imagine. And Gina . . .’


‘Yes?’ Gina replied, feeling her depression lifting with Ruthie’s reply. 


‘We’ll have a bloody good time too. I promise!’










Two
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‘What do you mean, the hotel has cancelled our holiday?’ Evie protested, waving her brimming glass of Pinot Grigio in outrage, when Gina told her next day. They were enjoying the April sunshine outside a wine bar in Lamb’s Conduit Street. ‘I’ve been fantasizing about it non-stop!’


‘There’s been a death in the family. Italians take death very seriously. And family.’


‘And I take holidays very seriously!’ fumed Evie. She took in Gina’s shocked expression and laughed. ‘It’s OK, I’m not as selfish a cow as I seem. I was decimated when my Gran died. I just needed to let off a bit of steam. We’d better get out our diaries and rearrange.’


‘Can we leave it for a little while?’ 


‘This isn’t to do with Ruth’s offer, is it?’ Evie asked suspiciously. You’re not actually considering going? I mean,’ Evie pronounced loudly, ‘moving in with an old dear in a medieval manor as a sort of lady’s companion! It’s like something out of Jane Austen!’


‘Well actually,’ grinned Gina, ‘more Miss Marple!’


‘If Miss Marple had any sense, she’d stay away from Southdown,’ replied Evie. ‘Far too dull. Don’t you remember what it was like when we were growing up? Everyone was ancient. Shops closed on Sundays, not to mention early closing on Wednesday afternoons, and the tide seemed to be permanently out! No wonder we couldn’t wait to leave!’


‘Ruth says it’s got much better,’ Gina noted that Evie was drinking impressively fast – the current divorce case must a stressful one. As usual they were attracting a lot of interest. With her shiny copper bob and flashing green eyes, Evie was always the centre of attention in legal circles. There was a kind of electric energy she gave off that always seemed to draw the eye.


Gina studied her friend over her glass. Evie was quite a conundrum. Terrifying as an opponent in court, yet generous and fun with those she loved. And steadfastly single. Gina couldn’t recall even one serious romance. Evie’s career really did seem to have put her off men and marriage. Which was a pity because she was very attractive and adored her many godchildren.


‘She would say that, wouldn’t she?’ replied Evie sarcastically. ‘She stayed there and married that Robin and had God knows how many children.’


‘That Robin, as you call him, is very nice and Ruth sounds very happy.’ Gina had to hold onto herself at the thought of Ruth’s happy marriage. She’d been building up to tell Evie about Mark and ask her advice, but now that she was sitting across a table from her she found that she didn’t want to. It would make it too real, too final. Evie had never liked Mark and would probably tell her it was a blessing in disguise, something she wasn’t ready to hear.


‘Listen to you,’ teased Evie. ‘You’d better watch it or you’ll be moving back there permanently!’


‘Of course I won’t,’ protested Gina. ‘But lots of people are. City life’s got so expensive, and now that people are working from home, places like Southdown are suddenly in vogue.’ To take her mind off Mark, Gina had spent last night doing some research into her home town. ‘Londoners are moving there in droves. Look at this.’ She held up a property supplement from The Times and read an extract, putting on her best posh estate agent voice: ‘Attracted by the nearby seaside and the charming cobbled streets and artistic atmosphere of its old town, Southdown is becoming highly sought after by families seeking a calmer and cheaper way of life.’


‘Charming old town, my arse!’ Evie refilled their glasses. ‘A few old warehouses and fishing huts turned into second-hand shops!’


‘Come on, Evie.’ Gina guessed her friend’s objection had nothing to do with the burgeoning attractions of Southdown; it was the prospect of losing her best friend and wine bar buddy, even for a few weeks, that bothered her. ‘I’d only go for a while. You could come down and rediscover the joys of Southdown at the weekend.’


Evie looked at her as if she had completely lost her mind. ‘Not going to happen. I come out in hives if I’m more than a couple of miles from Piccadilly.’


‘What about Mauritius and Jamaica and jolly old Sri Lanka?’ Gina started to giggle. Evie was famed for her luxurious and exotic winter breaks.


‘That’s different,’ pronounced Evie pompously. ‘Those places need the tourists.’


‘Well, who knows,’ Gina teased her. ‘Maybe Southdown does too.’


On the tube home she thought hard about Ruth’s offer. She’d only been back to her hometown a couple of times since her parents died twelve years ago, and one of those visits had been with her brother Neil, to clear her parents’ house. How different their attitudes had been to that task! Her brother had wanted to simply junk the lot.


‘Mum and Dad never had any taste,’ Neil had shrugged, leafing through the Yellow Pages for house clearance companies.


‘Maybe they couldn’t afford any,’ Gina had gently reminded him. ‘They saved all their money to send you and me to private school.’


‘They should have saved their money. Minor public schools are worse than state schools.’ She’d looked at her brother then, wondering when he’d become such a crashing snob. Besides, she’d liked her school. Wolsey Hall had been small and eccentric, and it was there she’d met both Evie and Ruth.


Her brother had wanted virtually nothing from the house, but Gina couldn’t resist taking a few pictures she remembered from her childhood, a pair of clocks that didn’t work because her parents couldn’t afford to have them mended, and some of the artwork from Lisa’s GCSEs which her mother had insisted on keeping. At the last minute she’d added a box of keepsakes her mother had hoarded over the years: old school reports, postcards Gina had sent from ski-trips or her brother from rugby tours, invitations to special occasions. Finally she’d slipped in a couple of photo albums with attempts at funny inscriptions like Gina does it again! beneath a picture of a fat baby version of herself in a frilly dress taking a tumble on the lawn.


She closed her eyes, overcome with emotion. Her parents’ life had been so much simpler than her own. The idea of Dad, who worked as a middle manager for the same company all his life, turning into a secret gambler who removed large sums from their joint account was unimaginable. Her father had always been the steady, reliable type. Of course, he lacked Mark’s raffish charm, but look where that had got Gina.


Damn you, Mark! Where the hell are you? she wondered. He’d ignored all her messages and calls. Maybe it was time to accept that their marriage really was over. Trust had to be at the root of a relationship, and she certainly couldn’t trust Mark. She would help him all she could for her daughters’ sake, but that would be it.


It was only a five-minute walk from the tube to her home. It came as a shock to find her husband was standing outside the door about to put his key in the lock. With his curly brown hair and hazel eyes, he looked so like her elder daughter, Sadie, that she had to take a deep breath to keep herself under control.


Gina stopped dead, paralysed by conflicting emotions. What if he had changed his mind? Would she take him back?’


‘Gina, hi.’ Was that a rare note of apology in Mark’s voice? ‘I thought you’d like to know. I’ve decided to get help.’


‘Mark,’ there was no doubt now in her response. ‘That’s absolutely wonderful.’


‘The thing is,’ he continued, avoiding her eyes. ‘I haven’t been entirely honest with you. Three months ago I met someone else. At the races, for God’s sake. She used to be a bit of a gambler herself and she’s making it a condition of us staying together that I get treatment, and I’ve agreed. I’m sorry, Gina, but I want a divorce.’


Gina stood frozen, the front door half open. You bastard! she wanted to scream at her husband, remembering the numerous times she’d tried to persuade him to go for treatment herself. And yet for this new woman he was prepared to do it with virtually no argument! The pain was almost too much to bear.


For the sake of her dignity, she kept her emotions in check. ‘You’d better leave then,’ she replied coolly. ‘You can expect to hear from my lawyer. And good luck to your new partner – I suspect she’s going to need it.’


She stepped inside the front door and slammed it before he could follow her.


There was no longer any question about whether to take the job in Southdown. She was desperate to leave right away. If Mark could start a whole new life, then so could she.


The moment she heard him drive away she got out her phone and rang Ruth.


‘Ruthie, hello. It’s Gina. About the job. How soon can I start?’


‘I’ll call Lucy, but I don’t see why you shouldn’t come as soon as you like.’ Ruthie replied with her usual gutsy enthusiasm. ‘I’ll book you somewhere and you can come down and get reacquainted with Southdown for a day or two first.’


‘That sounds great, thank you.’


She really ought to ring Evie and ask her advice about Mark, but she still didn’t feel ready to face it. Maybe she’d do it tomorrow after she’d told the girls. For now she had to face the moment every woman dreaded – breaking the news to her beloved daughters that their parents’ marriage was over.


She wandered restlessly round the house where they had lived for most of their married life. Everything was so familiar. The comfortable sofa where they’d all squeezed in to watch silly films together; the photos of the girls through all their stages of growing up; the huge kitchen table where so many friends had shared meals with them. It had seemed a happy house until she’d begun to suspect her husband’s behaviour was becoming secretive. The irony was, she’d suspected an affair, not a growing obsession with betting.


‘This is nice, us having a proper family supper,’ Sadie commented when she and Lisa came round the next day in answer to Gina’s summons. She was helping her mother lay the table in the kitchen. The French windows to the garden were open to let in the cool evening air. ‘Pity it takes Dad buggering off to get us together,’ she added sarcastically.


‘Sadie, don’t . . .’ Lisa was much softer than her sister and knew that Sadie only sounded so harsh because she was hurt. But so was her mother. They all were. ‘Is there any news?’ she asked gently.


‘I’m afraid there is.’ Gina steeled herself for Sadie’s reaction. ‘He’s asked for a divorce. He’s met someone else. I’m so sorry.’


‘Why are you sorry?’ demanded Sadie angrily.


‘I don’t want you being hurt by it.’


‘Oh I’m quite tough,’ Sadie asserted, while Lisa slipped her arm round her mother. ‘It’s not someone my age, is it?’ Sadie demanded. ‘We’re not going to hear the patter of tiny half-siblings?’


‘I’m afraid I don’t know the details.’ She knew Sadie’s harshness came partly from self-protection.


‘Are you OK, Mum?’ Lisa asked.


‘I’ve been better,’ Gina admitted before mentally pulling herself up. She needed to be strong for their sake, not have them feel the need to look after her when they had their own pain to deal with.


‘Would you like me or Sadie to come and stay for a while?’


‘It wouldn’t be a problem,’ Sadie endorsed. ‘I know I’m a trial, but I do love you.’


‘Oh girls,’ Gina put her arms round them both, feeling unbearably touched. ‘I’ll be fine, but the offer means the world to me.’


‘That was a result,’ grinned Sadie. ‘All the credit and none of the faff of moving back home at our age!’


‘Are you sure, Mum?’ Lisa insisted.


‘I know this’ll surprise you, but I’ve had a job offer.’


‘What kind of job?’ Sadie asked, stunned that anyone would think of employing her ageing technical innocent of a mother.


‘To live with an old lady in a medieval manor and value all her antiques.’


‘Sounds like something out of Dickens,’ laughed Lisa.


‘Or Roald Dahl,’ said Sadie. ‘In which case the old lady is going to turn out to be like Miss Trunchbull and be absolutely terrifying.’


Gina laughed at how different this was to her own idea of Maudie. ‘And the funny thing is, it’s in Southdown where I grew up.’


‘I used to love staying with Gran,’ Lisa reminisced. ‘She used to let us get away with murder, didn’t she, Sadie? Coca-Cola and chocolate cake for breakfast, remember?’


Sadie laughed. ‘It was a great house for kids. Do you remember that trampoline in the garden? No net or anything boring about it. I nearly broke my ankle.’


‘That’s brilliant about the job, Mum,’ said Lisa. ‘Except that I thought you hated Southdown? All those stories about the tide always being out and the shops closed!’


‘Apparently it’s changed a lot. It’s very hip now, though they can’t have done much about the tide,’ Gina conceded.


‘God knows what it’s like if you think it’s hip,’ snorted Sadie. ‘When are you going?’


‘Tomorrow. That is, as long as you’re all right.’


‘We’re fine,’ reassured Lisa. ‘I’m glad you’ve got something to look forward to.’


‘Absolutely,’ agreed Sadie. ‘Though personally I couldn’t think of anything worse than having to go to some old-fashioned seaside town full of wrinklies on walking frames. Now where’s that bottle of wine I bought?’


The drive to Southdown, into her past, seemed almost overwhelming. She had left her childhood home so full of dreams that she would come to the city and discover a new way of living, and of course find love and then everything would be happy ever after.


How naive had she been?


A sign above her reminded that TIREDNESS COSTS LIVES. Did sadness as well, she wondered, pulling in at a Costa Drive-Thru and ordering a triple espresso. It wouldn’t do much for the heartache but would make sure she stayed awake and give her the chance to open any messages. The first was from her daughter Lisa.


Darling Mum


Dad phoned and told us. We’re all right so don’t worry. And remember we’re here for you.


That somehow was too much. Her espresso was suddenly flavoured with salt from non-stop tears.


‘I’m not going to let this ruin my life,’ she announced out loud, taking the man in a Porsche parked next to her by surprise. She couldn’t resist making a rude gesture at him, adding, ‘Sorry, mate. That’s for all men, not just you.’


The tears turned to laughter as she made a vow that she was going to get through this. She kept laughing as Porsche Man drove away from this dangerous lunatic. Or possibly feminist, which was probably much the same in his book.


‘Come on, kids, into the car or you’ll be late for school!’ Ruth chivvied her grandchildren who were currently living with them, along with their parents, Ruth’s daughter Leigh and her husband Wilf, until the leak in their roof was fixed.


For the sake of her long-suffering husband, Ruth had pretended to moan when they all moved back in but secretly she loved it. Robin had been looking forward to having some Me Time; planning holidays in the motor home, spending more hours in the garden. But nothing made Ruth happier than having her family round her. She couldn’t begin to imagine living alone like Evie. It would be complete torture for her. Ruth was a person who thrived on company.


It was certainly a bit crowded in their small terraced house near the seafront, with seven people shoe-horned into three bedrooms. Especially with only one bathroom. Robin had got so irritated he’d drawn up a timetable, and if you missed your slot, too bad. Thank heavens there was at least a downstairs loo!


Ruth, on the other hand, was in her element. At almost six feet, with broad shoulders, and long awkward limbs, she’d been nicknamed Big Ruth at school. Her mother had called her a hobbledehoy, the Celtic name for a great clumsy oaf. Ruth had accepted it all calmly. Calm was what Ruth did best. The idea of being pretty or popular was so off her radar that she’d learned to take pleasure in helping other people and the habit had stuck. And the people she most enjoyed helping were her family, or anyone she felt she could be really useful to.


That was why she’d wanted to help out her friend Lucy with her great-aunt Maud at Rookery Manor.


‘Shall we order pizza tonight?’ she suggested to Robin. ‘I mean, with Gina coming, it’s an awful lot of people to cook for!’


‘Your friend’s not staying here, is she?’ Robin wouldn’t put it past his wife to invite her friend to sleep on the sofa with a rug even though they had more people in the house than the old woman who lived in the shoe.


‘Where would she sleep?’ Ruth laughed. ‘Under the stairs like Harry Potter? I booked her into that posh pub on the seafront.’


‘The one with the stall outside selling crab claws?’ Robin enquired.


‘It’s gone upmarket,’ Ruth pointed out. ‘They’re lobster claws these days. In rolls with mayonnaise.’


‘Now that is posh,’ Robin replied. ‘I remember when it used to be cod and chips.’


‘Southdown’s getting trendy.’ Ruth prodded his generous tummy. ‘Full of what they call DFLs – Down From Londons. Hadn’t you noticed?’


‘They haven’t penetrated the hallowed ground of the Baker’s Arms.’ Robin smiled at the thought of his favourite pub.


‘Hardly surprising. Spit and sawdust on the floor and old Alf monopolizing the dartboard isn’t exactly fodder for Instagram.’


‘And thank God for it.’


‘You wait,’ threatened Ruth, laughing, ‘another year and it’ll be all Farrow & Ball and quails’ egg omelettes.’


Robin shuddered, then put his arms round his wife and squeezed her affectionately. ‘I hope it doesn’t get too trendy for the likes of us.’


‘Speak for yourself, fatty.’ She twirled so that her long skirt billowed around her, and the bright colours of her paisley top, purchased in Oxfam to disguise her spreading midriff, lit up in the sunlight. ‘I’m bang on trend. I’m not second-hand, I’m upcycled!’


Even with her stop for coffee, Gina found she was making such good progress she was going to be early, so five miles from Southdown she decided to take the scenic route instead. She turned down a small country lane. It was a glorious morning with only a few fluffy clouds high in the clear blue sky and the sun so bright she had to shade her eyes. The kind of day England did best.


A moment later the car was out of the bright sunshine and into a deep tunnel of shade created by the trees lining the hedgerows. It was almost as if they were throwing their arms round her in welcome. Gina smiled at her own extravagance.


The thought of Mark’s announcement invaded the peace of the morning, making her feel sick and shaky. Why did she mind so much? Her husband had never protected her. He was a gambler. He had taken their money and left them. But it was still the death of a dream of happy families shared by almost every woman.


She tried to push the thought out of her mind and look around her. The sight of a giant chalk figure carved into the side of the downs was so vast and unexpected that she just had to pull in and study it. A memory faintly stirred in her. The Long Man, a vast nude figure holding two staves, thought to date from the Iron Age. Gina giggled, remembering when she was about ten some naughty students from the local tech had added a giant willy using football-pitch marker during Freshers’ Week.


To her right the landscape opened up almost as far as the blunt snout of a distant hill which she faintly recalled as Beale Beacon. Further down the quiet valley she passed through a pretty village and onwards towards the sea. The road turned left here, climbing upwards. To the right she caught sight of the dramatic snake-like meanders of the river valley. Surely they’d come here with Miss Smith, the geography teacher, to study oxbow lakes for GCSE?


A sign to the right read the Seven Sisters and Beachy Head. Looking at her watch, Gina decided she had time to take this detour down memory lane. Ten minutes later she pulled into a National Trust car park and found herself staring at one of the most famous of all English national landmarks – the white cliffs that had formed the backdrop to countless paintings, calendars, fashion shoots and ad campaigns, the image that stood almost as shorthand for the nation itself.


Staring out to sea, Gina thought how strange that children don’t see beauty as adults do. She had grown up near sights like this and they’d struck her simply as days out or school trips. Standing here today she felt unbearably moved by it.


The sound of an ice-cream van, a much more real reminder of her childhood, made her remember why she was here and she turned back to the car, fighting the temptation to buy a 99. Did they even still make them, she wondered. As she started to reverse, a father with two small children approached the van and turned back moments later clutching a cone filled with ice cream and topped with a chocolate flake. Clearly, 99s had held their own. Gina found herself laughing out loud. Some things never changed – except the price.


‘You’re a lovely girl, Lucy,’ the Honourable Maud Tyler reassured her great-niece, ‘but the last thing I want is to be bothered with an old lady’s companion. Mrs B and I are perfectly fine here on our own!’


Maudie smiled with calm and self-assured certainty. She was a beautiful woman, even in her eighties, in her well-cut black dress with her long ice-white hair swept up into a sophisticated chignon, recreated every Friday by a visiting hairdresser from Southdown and protected at night by sleeping in a hairnet.


‘Gina isn’t a lady’s companion,’ announced Lucy firmly. ‘She’s an expert in antiques. She runs her own successful business in London, and she’s also a good friend of Ruth – you remember Ruth, the tall one with lots of children who lives on the seafront.’


‘And why would I want an expert in antiques to stay? Apart from to work out how much all my precious possessions are worth when I die? Really, Lucy, you sound as bad as Rosa and Awful Ambrose, forever trying to get me to insure every last thing in the house. Possessions are to be enjoyed not valued.’


Lucy smiled at the reference to her bossy older sister and her pompous husband. She decided to try another tack.


‘Ruth says you’d be doing Gina a favour,’ she added, hoping Ruth wouldn’t kill her for disclosing private information, but she understood the way her great-aunt’s mind worked. ‘Her husband’s a gambler and he’s just buggered off with most of their money.’


‘Is he indeed?’ Maudie seemed to grow almost misty-eyed. ‘When I was young I had a lover who almost broke the bank at the Casino in Menton. He was addicted to gambling and I was addicted to him. Franck, his name was if I remember it right. Perhaps I will let your friend stay after all. It might be amusing to swap stories.’


Lucy didn’t think Gina would be at all amused by gambling reminiscences, but at least her aunt seemed to be coming round to the idea of letting her come. Lucy wondered for a moment how her older sister Rosa would take Gina’s arrival. Badly, no doubt. Maudie was right about Rosa and Ambrose. They were always putting their oar in where it wasn’t welcome. Rosa was a naturally autocratic personality and she’d married a man who was even worse than she was. Both of them felt the manor ought to go to them when Maudie died. And Susan, her middle sister, was the kind who wouldn’t say boo to a goose and had sensibly moved to the Lake District.


Lucy decided to leave now while she still had the advantage.


‘Bye for now, Maudie. Shall I get Mrs B to bring some tea in for you?’


Maudie consulted an elegant gold watch and sighed. ‘I suppose it’s a little early for my Gin & It. Tell her just to wave the teabag at the water. You have to watch her or she brings the kind of tea even a builder wouldn’t drink.’


‘I will.’ Lucy bent down to kiss her, breathing in the pungent waves of Estée Lauder’s Youth Dew which hadn’t changed since she was a child. ‘I always associate that perfume with you, Maudie.’


‘You know it puts off mosquitoes?’ Maudie smiled. ‘And we need that here in summer. It comes of being in a valley. Funny how the Italians build on hilltops and we go for valleys.’ Maudie put her feet up on a stool and settled down to watch Countryfile on iPlayer. Even though she lived bang in the middle of the countryside she preferred to watch it on the TV, preferably with a large aperitif, rather than go out and about. That way you didn’t get your feet muddy.


Gina, meanwhile, was arriving at the Jolly Sailor on Southdown seafront.


The room she’d been allocated was obviously one of the best, with a bay window and balcony looking out towards the sea. It was cheerful and clean with en suite facilities just big enough to contain a bath rather than the usual shower, which Gina had requested with the idea of relaxing in it with a nice chilled glass of something white.


She put her bag down on the bed and decided to go out for a walk. Plenty of time before she was due to head for Ruth’s house where she would be meeting Lucy, the old lady’s niece.


It was glorious out. The sun was still shining in a cloudless blue sky. One of those spring days that felt hot enough for midsummer. The beach was scattered with young mothers and small children, come for a paddle or to build sandcastles on the patches of sand left by the receding tide. For a brief moment Gina thought about putting on her swimsuit, before reminding herself she was here to work. And anyway, the water would be freezing.


She turned down a narrow street into the heart of the old town and found it had changed beyond recognition since she’d last been here. Small hip cafes offering freshly ground coffee and avocado on sourdough toast were dotted between smart boutiques and interior design emporia. Gina smiled to herself. In the Southdown where she’d grown up, no one would have even known what an avocado was. She stopped outside an inviting window, enticingly decorated with Indian scarves, Moroccan beads and silk shirts in jewel-like patterns and felt tempted to go in and try one on, before reminding herself that no matter how much she needed cheering up, she was broke, and the money she was spending on the room at the pub was already pushing her budget to its limits.


She stopped at the end of the street and found herself even more astonished at how much the place had altered. In her childhood there had been only the usual bakers, greengrocers and sweet shops, plus a few of the well-known chain stores. She could still remember her excitement when City Girl boutique opened, bringing hip and desirable clothes. Finally, the exciting world of Swinging London had penetrated dull and suburban Southdown!


Walking around the Southdown of today Gina could see why Londoners might be attracted by this new slightly raffish atmosphere. Moving here must feel like coming on holiday all year round.


She thought of Evie, hard at work on steering yet another divorce case through the courts. Evie would be shocked that Gina could be even a little seduced by Southdown. She turned back towards the beach and found herself a picturesque spot with the sea sparkling behind her and held up her phone to take a selfie.


‘Can I be of any assistance?’ enquired a total stranger. He was standing in the shade and she could hardly make out his features, except that he was tall with broad shoulders and had a deep voice that seemed to have a laugh in it. ‘At our age I find photographs are more flattering taken at a distance.’


Gina’s first reaction was indignation. How did this man think he knew how old she was anyway?


‘I’m fine, thank you,’ she replied curtly.


His reply was a shrug and a laugh. ‘Enjoy your stay,’ he grinned before turning and walking away.


Gina stared at his receding back. There was something faintly familiar about the man that almost prompted her to call out after him, but if she’d got it wrong it would look as if she were trying to pick him up, and she assumed, from very little evidence, that the stranger’s ego didn’t need any stoking.


Irritated, she added the message: Greetings from Sunny Southdown and sent it to Evie.


It did nothing to improve her mood when she got an almost instant reply reminding her that some people were working.


Didn’t Evie remember that this was work too?


On that note she quickly bought a bottle of wine to take with her and headed for Ruth’s.


Knowing that most people didn’t live in the habitual chaos natural to the O’Halloran family, Ruth had made a big effort to tidy up.


Of her five children, only one still lived at home, but with the temporary addition of Leigh, Wilf and their little ones plus their dog, wittily named Fido, it was hard to keep any order at all.


At least she’d got the dishwasher stacked and the floor space more or less cleared.


Gina found the house with no difficulty, but it was a different matter with the doorbell. It didn’t seem to work no matter how hard she pressed it and she ended up knocking loudly.


‘Gina, so glad you’re here, darling girl!’ Ruth folded her into a tight bear hug, while tactfully making no mention of the situation with Mark. ‘It’s going to be so great to have you back in Southdown! Luckily for you the brood are out at the moment. They’re back for supper though, so you won’t mind having Domino’s? Clever Robin found they have a three-for-two offer!’


Gina followed her hostess into the living room. Sometimes Gina and Evie, sitting over a glass of chilled Sauvignon, would pride themselves on having worn well for their age, but Ruth, staggeringly, had hardly changed at all. You could put her in the largest possible school pinafore dress, add a shirt and tie, pull her unruly auburn hair into a plait and she would look exactly the same as she had done at Wolsey Hall all those years ago. 


In fact, Gina noted, Ruth’s dress sense hadn’t evolved much from those days either. She had graduated from a school pinafore to a tubular dress in stretchy jersey which, Gina would learn, she possessed in six different colours and wore in rotation. Comfort definitely won over style in Ruth’s universe.


‘I really am glad you’ve come!’ Gina could tell from the large dose of understanding in Ruth’s tone that she was happy to lend a sympathetic ear.


Gina’s first instinct was to play it down. She didn’t want people feeling sorry for her, even Ruthie. Besides, she had to admit there was so much warmth emanating from Ruth that you almost felt you could wrap yourself in it, like an old fur coat, and forget about everything bad.


‘Fido!’ Ruth bellowed. A large furry dog jumped off the sofa and abased itself at their feet. ‘Sorry. He’s not allowed on the furniture.’


Fido looked up at them appealingly as if to say, Not while you’re looking, anyway.


‘Let’s sit down while the coast’s clear and I’ll fill you in about the job. Robin!!!’ she bellowed at maximum volume. ‘Can you get us a drink, love?’


‘Beer or wine?’


Gina judged this was probably a beer household. She’d leave the good wine she’d brought for them to enjoy alone. ‘Beer would be lovely, as long as it’s lager.’


‘I’ll have a glass of that Macon Villages Gina brought,’ Ruth announced knowledgeably. ‘Louis Jadot’s always worth drinking.’


So much for jumping to conclusions, thought Gina, enviously eyeing Ruth’s large glass of white wine.


‘So,’ Gina sipped her not-quite-cold lager, trying not to make a face, ‘tell me about the set-up at the manor.’


‘My friend Lucy is the youngest of three sisters,’ Ruth explained. ‘Rosa’s the eldest, bossy as they come, the type who runs the Neighbourhood Watch and acts as if she’s chair of ICI. Susan in the middle’s a mouse, and Lucy’s lovely. I suppose I would say that, since she’s my friend. Anyway, their great-aunt Maud lives in Rookery Manor with a cleaner and gardener in the cottage nearby. Of course, they’re all wondering what’s going to happen when the old lady goes, who’ll get the house and all the stuff in it – some of it very valuable apparently.’ Ruth sipped her wine. ‘The thing is, the cleaner told Lucy she thinks some things are going missing. Small stuff you wouldn’t notice mainly. But she’s worried about it. Hence the invitation to you. So, what do you think?’


Gina twirled the beer in her glass thoughtfully. ‘I’m not sure, Ruthie. I’ve never done anything that involved things disappearing. It sounds more like a matter for the authorities.’ On the other hand, she thought but didn’t add, I really need the money.


‘Lucy suggested to Rosa that they call in the cops and guess what? One hundred per cent denial. She thinks the cleaner’s imagining it and her aunt will get upset. Besides,’ she grinned at Gina, ‘bad publicity like that wouldn’t go down with her country friends.’ 


A loud knock on the door told them that Lucy had arrived on the doorstep. Gina suppressed a grin. She’d also found the bell wasn’t working.


‘Lucy, come in!’ Ruth administered another bear hug, giving Gina the chance to look at the new arrival before being introduced. She was a tall, elegant woman, probably in her forties but with the kind of polish that made her seem younger. In marked contrast to their hostess, she looked like a woman who took care of herself – probably with regular gym and spa visits plus an expensive hairdresser. Despite their different images, the warmth between them seemed real.


‘This is my very old and dear friend Gina. Gina, meet Lucy. I’ve been filling Gina in a little about the background to the manor.’


‘Thank you,’ Lucy acknowledged with a smile. She had a wide, generous mouth, noted Gina. ‘Quite a tricky situation, isn’t it?’


‘Yes. It must be very difficult for you to know what to do.’


‘That’s why I was so relieved when Ruth suggested you. The fact you have your own valuation business makes absolute sense of why you should be there for a while, besides, Maudie will love the company. She always says she’s quite happy in that great place with Mrs B and her husband, but she must get lonely sometimes. She loves TV, mind you, and has totally embraced the internet. Susan thinks she may even be trying internet dating! At eighty-one!’


Maudie certainly sounded an engaging character, decided Gina.


‘How about the rest of your family?’ she asked Lucy. ‘Have you told them that you’ve asked me to come?’


Lucy shrugged, looking embarrassed, then added, with a streak of irritation hardening her attractive face, ‘No I haven’t, because my older sister Rosa would veto it. She acts like she owns the place already and is always working on Maudie to leave it to her. “I’m the only one who appreciates its place in history,” is the line she peddles. Bollocks! She’s the only one who’s enough of a social climber to want the cachet of being lady of the manor. Maudie always refuses to even hold the church fete there. God has plenty of alternatives, she says, and she doesn’t want his followers trampling her tulips. She held it there once and caught some old dear pinching a cutting from her darling Savoy Hotel roses. The old dear had brought a pair of tiny scissors and a little plastic bag which she kept under her hat. I was quite impressed but Maudie said that was it, no more “fete worse than death” on her watch!’


The evening passed pleasantly. Gina, who hadn’t eaten takeaway pizza for years, laughed as she realized what she’d been missing and the warmth of the O’Halloran household made her feel a little sad. This was what family life ought to be like.


Lucy offered her a lift back to the pub around ten, insisting that she’d been careful with what she’d drunk. ‘I do hope you’ll get on with Maudie. She’s my favourite relative and she’s led a very exciting life. She’s lived all over the world. Cyprus, Egypt and Syria too, before the war obviously, and has fascinating stories about it.’


‘Was there ever a Mr Maudie?’


‘He died ages ago. Yet she never seems lonely. Anyway, do let me know how you get on. She’s expecting you at eleven. Mrs B will have your room all ready.’


‘Thank you, I will,’ Gina smiled. They had arrived at the Jolly Sailor, which seemed to be the centre of Southdown social life. In fact, was that the man who had offered to take her photograph standing at the bar?


She surprised herself by feeling a momentary flash of attraction. But what kind of man propped up the bar in his local on a Tuesday night? Great choice, Gina: swap a gambler for a drinker. She firmly resisted making his further acquaintance in favour of an early night.


Next morning Gina set off deliberately early to meet Maudie so that she could take stock of her surroundings. The road to Rookery Manor snaked through the back of the old town, past a maze of suburban streets, then upwards in a sweeping curve and onto the main road across the downs. Gina glanced back and was impressed at how beautiful the view was down to the sea.


The road kept going for another couple of miles till she encountered a church next to a lily pond. She found a car park hidden away for use of the parishioners and decided to leave her car here and walk for a while before heading for the manor.


It was a perfect morning with the sky burnished almost to cobalt blue. Gina headed up across the scrubby downlands, home to thousands of Southdown sheep and their lambs who were frolicking together in the sunshine.


From here she could smell rather than see the sea. Yet there was also that little jolt of excitement you always felt when you knew that over the next hump the blue expanses of the English Channel would be spread beneath you. The few small trees up here were bent over sideways from the wind, like old men who could only walk by leaning on sticks.


She stood still for a moment, entranced. There it was. The sound she could remember so well from childhood walks. A skylark. Invisible and high in the sky, its unique melody still audible as it swooped and turned high above its nest in the rough grass. As a child, Gina used to lie here for hours in the turf and listen. It had been her guilty secret. Pupils at school would laugh at her if they knew and call her a weirdo.


Glancing around first to make sure no walkers were approaching, she lay down and closed her eyes. For a moment she was a child again, not old enough to make choices of her own. Like falling for Mark, knowing there was an element of danger in him she couldn’t identify or explain but was drawn to. Why couldn’t she have fallen for some nice safe boy instead? How different her life would be now. Then she remembered her lovely daughters Sadie and Lisa, who wouldn’t have existed, and made herself get to her feet. Thoughts like that were stupid and useless.


She crossed over the last few tussocks and there it was: the vast expanse of turquoise sea, lighter towards the shore with darker patches where hidden rockpools lay beneath. The extraordinary thing was how empty the entire landscape was. There was virtually no one on the horizon but a man and his dog in the far distance. In a busy overcrowded island like this it seemed a small miracle.


Glancing down at her watch, Gina realized it was time she got a move on to Rookery Manor. She was surprised how well she remembered the path. Straight ahead to the triangulation point right at the edge of the cliff, marked by a structure in stone and steel next to the dizzying drop down to the sea, turn left along the clifftop, then as the path dipped down a small flint bridleway became visible to the right between high hedgerows which she knew led back to the car park.


Just before eleven she found herself in the tiny hamlet of Rookery: a small scattering of cottages dominated by the impressive Elizabethan manor house, built of rust-coloured brick in a herringbone pattern, with stone mullions and high barley twist chimneys. It was a startlingly impressive building to find in this tiny fold of the downs, only moments from the sea yet hidden away rather than proudly proclaiming its existence. Perhaps its first owners had not wanted to draw attention to themselves.


As Gina raised her arm to tug the enormous bell pull that hung from the impressive front porch she felt an unfamiliar shiver of doubt. Was this a place she wanted to spend weeks or even months trying to find the answer to the mystery of the disappearing objects?


Before she’d had a chance to pull the rope, the huge front door opened and a smiling Lucy ushered her in. ‘Hello, Gina. Perfect timing. Maudie and I were just about to have a coffee. Come and meet her then I’ll show you round.’ She stood back to let Gina pass into a large hall panelled with intricate linen-fold carving and wide, almost black ceiling beams.


‘Quite something, aren’t they?’ Lucy followed her gaze. ‘They’re made from the hulls of those little ships they sailed round the world in.’ Gina looked up, trying to picture fragile craft like Drake’s Golden Hind voyaging across wild tumultuous oceans, imagining at any moment they might fall off the edge of the earth.


Lucy led Gina through an arched door into a dark passage that opened into a sunny drawing room. It was so full of exquisite objects that Gina almost let out a gasp. From the slender-legged Regency cabinets to the polished mahogany console tables, every possible surface was covered with gorgeous decorative artefacts: rare Chinese vases; gilt candelabra featuring nymphs in diaphanous robes; delicately painted porcelain birds, which Gina knew at a glance would have the raised anchor of the Chelsea pottery on their base; a tiny silver object, which she recognized as a highly collectable Georgian cinnamon grater; and beneath them all the seductive pale green of an Aubusson carpet. But the star of the show was undoubtedly the striped Empire daybed with its gilded lion’s paw feet. Gina smiled, remembering the quote from the racy Mrs Patrick Campbell about the deep peace of the marriage bed after the hurly-burly of the chaise longue and wondered if Maudie had entertained any lovers on it.


‘Maudie loves collecting,’ Lucy interrupted her thoughts. ‘And now she’s got the whole of the internet to choose from, things can get a bit out of hand.’


‘Are you trying to imply I have a problem, Lucy dear?’ asked a voice which appeared to be coming down from the heavens.


Lucy’s reply was to giggle. ‘What are you doing up in the gallery, Maudie?’


Gina had been so dazzled by the variety of antiques that she hadn’t noticed the minstrel’s gallery that hung dramatically over the far end of the large room. Even more dramatic was the gallery’s sole occupant. The Hon. Maudie Tyler was dressed in black as usual with her white hair swept up into its immaculate French pleat. To Gina she seemed so elegant and stylish that to speculate about her age seemed somehow irrelevant.


‘I thought I’d get a good look at you before we were introduced. Appallingly rude, I know. But one of the few benefits of age is pleasing yourself.’ With a decidedly royal air, she began to descend the carved oak staircase. Gina tried not to stare but found herself fascinated all the same. Beneath the sophisticated hairstyle, Maudie had soft skin and blue eyes with an engaging expression which, despite their twinkle, also possessed a remarkable shrewdness. Maudie might be old, but Gina suspected not much got past her.


‘Maudie,’ Lucy embraced her great-aunt affectionately. ‘May I present Gina Greenhills, Ruthie’s friend from London.’


‘Hello Gina, if I may call you that,’ replied Maudie. ‘And how was London when you left it? Any nightingales singing in Berkeley Square? No, of course not. Not that I expect they ever did. I do miss the Savoy though. My husband and I used to stay there, and they’d always put a vase of Savoy Hotel roses in the room, specially for me. That’s why I grow them in the garden. Lucy dear, go and see if any of them are out yet – the pale pink scented ones – and put some in Gina’s room.’


Lucy dutifully went to look for secateurs. Clearly, when Maudie asked you to do something, you did it.


‘Now, Gina dear, sorry about my little ruse to get Lucy into the garden,’ Maudie continued as she led her to the grand-looking daybed and elegantly sat down. ‘There was something I wanted to say to you. I know why she’s invited you and it’s all complete nonsense. Mrs B probably broke the ornaments and didn’t want to admit it. She’s a great one for doing that. I’m happy for you to come because I’d enjoy the company and for you to do the valuation. But I’d like you to remember one thing: if you stay with me it will be to enjoy yourself. It’s famously beautiful round here, and when it heats up you’re only ten minutes from the beach. Lucy tells me you were supposed to be going on holiday to Sicily?’


Gina nodded.


‘Taormina! Siracusa! Palermo!’ Maudie declaimed theatrically, closing her eyes as if lost in memory. ‘I love them all. Well, Signora Greenhills, if you stay with me it will be to enjoy an English holiday. Is that clear?’


When Lucy returned with a small bunch of fragrant roses, she found Gina and Maudie in gales of giggles. It was clear, if nothing else, they were going to enjoy each other’s company.


‘So,’ Maudie announced in a tone few would have argued with, ‘bring in your things and unpack, Gina dear. I want you to feel at home. The weatherman says we’re in for a heatwave, and there’s nowhere on earth more pleasant when the sun shines than this corner of England. People go on about Cornwall, but it’s so bloody far! Southdown is an easy drive from town and there are plenty of beaches with hardly anyone on them. I’ll grant you it’s pebbles rather than sand, but that means the water is extra clear. When I was younger I can remember no greater pleasure than swimming at high tide and I’ll expect you to do the same!’ Her smile softened the command. ‘I’d like to know if it still feels as divine as it did back then.’


‘I’d be more than happy to report back,’ replied Gina, stifling a giggle at the unusual request from her new employer. ‘I love swimming. My friends think I’m crazy because I sometimes swim in the Serpentine in the middle of winter!’


‘You’re definitely my kind of girl,’ pronounced Maudie. ‘One last thing, dearest Lucy, and then you can scoot off home. Have you told Rosa and Ambrose about this little scheme of yours?’


‘Not really, no,’ replied Lucy, trying not to look furtive and failing. ‘I don’t see why Rosa should be a self-appointed guardian of you and the manor.’


‘I couldn’t agree more, dear, but Rosa may think otherwise.’ Her smile held a hint of engaging malice. ‘And Ambrose will no doubt scent a conspiracy to deprive them of some unspecified rights.’


‘Then they’re going to have to jolly well lump it!’ insisted Lucy.


As she went out to the car to get her suitcase, Gina couldn’t help wondering what she was in for. Was she making the mistake of jumping into the middle of a family feud as well?


Well, too bad, Maudie’s depiction of an English holiday was too tempting to resist. If she couldn’t have Sicily she could at least have the sunny South coast of England instead.


And the best thing was that the sunshine and the task ahead would not only keep her busy but also take her mind off her own painful situation.
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