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In memory of my beloved sister, Tara


I am sending a dove to heaven


With a parcel on its wings.


Be careful when you open it,


It’s full of beautiful things.


Inside are a million kisses,


Wrapped up in a million hugs


To say how much I miss you,


And to send you all my love.


I hold you close within my heart


And there you will remain


To walk with me throughout my life,


Until we meet again.


ANON




Chapter 1


England, March 2010


The muffle of cloud that had settled over Badley Compton Harbour was so dense that the little fishing boats tethered to buoys in the middle of the bay had completely vanished. So too had the pretty white cottages which were stacked in rows up the hillside and the crown of green at the top where Ruby Red cows grazed on sweet grass and clover, and small birds played about the hedgerows. It was all gone now, as if it had never been.


Gracie Burton sat at the mirror of the salon, her short hair wrapped in tin foil, her diminutive body draped in a black gown, and gazed at the fog through the big glass window. She swept her eyes over the shimmering pavements and glistening stone wall to where one would normally see the sea, then turned back to the photograph in the magazine on her lap where a Tuscan castle glowed like amber beneath a bright Italian sun. She was seized by a deep and urgent craving. She had read the article several times already, but she read it again now, and it was as if she were growing a small sun inside her that was all her own.
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Set high on top of the undulating Tuscan hills, with an uninterrupted view of the breathtaking Italian countryside all the way to the sea, Castello Montefosco is a rare jewel. Built by the Montefosco family in the twelfth century it can boast a long list of prestigious guests including Leonardo da Vinci and various popes. The widowed Count Tancredi Bassanelli, whose mother was a Montefosco, has now opened the doors of his beautiful home to paying guests, who will have the privilege of learning how to cook authentic Italian food under the expert eye of his octogenarian cook, Mamma Bernadetta. Don’t expect to see much of the count, he is a private man, but you will enjoy the outrageous beauty of the gardens and terraces, the magnificence of his ancestral home full of treasures and the cookery lessons with the eccentric and talented Mamma Bernadetta.
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Gracie let her eyes linger on the photograph. The castle was everything an Italian castello should be: harmoniously proportioned with a crenulated roof, tall shuttered windows set beneath half-moon pediments, sandstone faded to a pale grey-yellow by centuries of burning summer sun and bitter winter winds. It dominated the crest of the hill like a grand old king, rising majestically out of the cluster of medieval houses that had grown up around it in a forest of stone. Gracie closed her eyes and inhaled. She could already smell the wild thyme and rosemary, the honeysuckle and jasmine, the luxurious gardenia, dewy grass and aromatic pine. She could hear the gentle chirruping of crickets and see the velvet sky twinkling with a thousand stars like a vast canopy of diamonds spread out over the Tuscan hills. Her chest flooded with longing, a longing that she hadn’t felt in years, deep in her heart. It frightened her, this feeling, because she had forgotten what to do with it. She had forgotten what it felt like to be young, to be in love, to be reckless, adventurous and brave. She had forgotten how to live. She had stuffed herself into a shell and remained there, hidden and safe, for decades. Now this photograph had forced her out like a cork from a bottle and all the fizz was coming with it and she didn’t know what to do, except to go to Tuscany, as soon as possible.


She looked at her reflection and the fizz died away a little. She was sixty-eight and although relatively well-preserved, she was still old. Where had the years gone? she asked herself. Not that she had ever been beautiful, so mourning the loss of her looks was never going to be her misfortune. However, there is a loveliness about a young woman simply because she is young, and that quality in Gracie had withered a long time ago.


She ran a rough hand down her cheek. Time had sucked the juice out of her skin but the elements had also played a part during her daily dog walks up and down the beach in all weathers. Her nose, she noticed, hadn’t changed. It still dominated her face with its aquiline curve, giving her the look of a bird, an old bird now, a strange bird then, never a beautiful bird. Her eyes had always been special, though. Everyone used to say so and she had clung to that compliment when as a girl she had yearned to be pretty. They were large and grey-green, the irises encircled by a darker shade of grey, which had given her a feral look that people had once found compelling. Her eyes were less noticeable now, she thought, on account of her wrinkled face. Time had stolen the one thing that had set her apart. She hadn’t cared how she looked since she was a young woman, but she cared now, suddenly, very much.


‘You all right, dear?’ said Judy, who cut her hair and gave it a colour rinse every now and then. Young and fashionable, Judy had a pierced nose, a tattoo and a ring on every vividly manicured finger. ‘Won’t be long,’ she added. ‘Would you like another cup of tea?’


‘Thank you,’ Gracie replied, still gazing at her reflection. She feared she’d look a hundred if she didn’t tint her hair brown. She glanced down at her hands, the rough hands of a potter and gardener; the coarse hands of a woman who had never bothered with creams or manicures. The article drew her gaze again and she stared at it and allowed it to swallow her whole.


‘Oh, that looks lovely,’ said Judy, returning a few moments later and putting the mug of tea on the little shelf in front of the mirror. ‘Where is it? Spain?’


‘Italy,’ said Gracie.


‘Lovely,’ the girl repeated.


Gracie sighed with longing. ‘Yes, it is. Would you mind if I borrowed the magazine?’ she asked.


‘You can take it. It’s out of date now anyway. I think it’s the February issue.’ Judy knew that Mrs Burton never went anywhere and she gave her a sympathetic smile. ‘Doesn’t cost anything to dream, does it, dear?’ she said.


Gracie returned home to her small whitewashed cottage that looked out over the harbour. The two rescue mongrels she had bought after her husband died eight years before greeted her enthusiastically. ‘You’ll be wanting a walk, I suspect,’ she said, putting the magazine on the hall table and bending down to give them a pat. She changed into boots and squashed her freshly coiffed hair beneath a woolly hat. A moment later she was making her way down the foggy road in the direction of the beach, the two dogs trotting excitedly beside her.


Gracie Burton had lived in Badley Compton for just over forty years. Ted, her late husband, had taken her to the Lake District for the occasional holiday, but like her he had preferred to remain at home. They hadn’t had much money, but even if they had, they wouldn’t have indulged in extravagant cruises or expensive trips abroad. Ted, who had been twenty years older than Gracie and a freelance journalist by trade, had liked his golf, his evenings in the pub and his books. Gracie liked books too. She travelled the world vicariously through the pages of the stories she read, but until now she hadn’t been inspired to go anywhere. As she strode down the pavement she smiled, a nervous and excited smile, for she had decided, quite spontaneously and extremely uncharacteristically, that she was going to go to Italy. For a woman as cautious and unadventurous as Gracie Burton, this decision was extraordinary.


Gracie was by nature a solitary woman. She didn’t crave company but she knew that if she allowed herself to withdraw completely from the community she might disappear altogether, and Ted had made her promise, on his deathbed, that she would make an effort to reach out to people. Consequently, she had allowed herself to be drawn into the Badley Compton Ladies’ Book Club rather like a small stone that gets carried downriver by much bigger ones. It had started as a book club, but evolved into an anything-we-can-do-to-be-busy club, and was organised by the self-proclaimed queen of Badley Compton, Flappy Scott-Booth, whose husband was very rich, and attended by a flurry of four eager women, who, like attentive ladies-in-waiting, agreed with everything their queen said. Gracie, the fifth and lowest in the pecking order, found herself doing all the menial tasks in the arrangement of charity events, bridge nights, coffee mornings, the annual town fête as well as book club lunches and other small get-togethers. She wondered, while her mind drifted, how on earth she had allowed herself to be so zealously gathered up and taken for granted. But she didn’t complain. She was patient and accepting, working quietly and diligently while the limelight shone on the other more enthusiastic ladies. Gracie relished her dog walking, because, for those precious hours alone on the beach, she was entirely in her own company.


This sudden notion of going to Italy had only just seeded itself in Gracie’s mind when she casually mentioned it to Harry Pratt, who liked to sit on the bench near the bus stop and watch the coming and going of boats in the harbour. She came across him on her way back from her walk and asked if he was all right. After all, there was nothing to see but cloud. He enjoyed the tranquillity of it, he replied, for he was reminded of his flying days when he had been in the RAF during the war. He’d often flown into thick fog over Dover, he explained. Gracie was so excited at the thought of the adventure ahead that she told him. Harry Pratt stared at her in astonishment, for not only did Gracie rarely talk about herself, but she barely ever left Badley Compton. She was as much a feature of the town as the bench he was sitting on. ‘Good Lord,’ Harry exclaimed, bright blue eyes gleaming. ‘What the devil do you want to go to Italy for?’


‘I’m going to learn to cook Italian food.’ Gracie beamed such a wide smile that Harry wondered whether she was on something. It made her look like a young girl and Harry blinked in wonder at the sudden transformation.


‘And you have to go all the way to Italy for that, do you?’ he asked.


‘That’s the fun of it,’ she replied, before walking off with an unusual bounce in her step.


Harry Pratt had to share the news and share it at once. No sooner had Gracie disappeared down the road than the old man hurried into Café Délice opposite the bus stop, which was always full of people he knew. He pushed open the door and was greeted by a noseful of warm, sugar-scented air and a number of expectant faces looking up from their coffee and croissants. Big Mary Timpson was behind the counter hovering over the feast of sticky buns, pastries and gateaux displayed enticingly behind glass. ‘Good afternoon, Harry,’ she said, and her Devon drawl curled softly around her words like icing around a cake. Fat and cheerful with plump, rosy cheeks, a ponytail of platinum-blonde hair and a perky candy-cane-striped apron stretching over her voluminous bosom, Big Mary Timpson had time to talk to everyone, and time to listen too. Since she had opened fifteen years before, Café Délice had been the hub of town gossip.


Harry Pratt took off his cap and ran a rough hand through thinning grey hair. He swept his twinkling eyes over the faces and was spoilt for choice. He knew every single one. ‘Double espresso with whipped cream for you, Harry?’ Big Mary asked, taking down a pink cup and saucer from the shelf behind her.


‘And a slice of apple tart,’ he added and pulled out a stool. He sat between two small tables, not wanting to commit to either one, and decided to share his news with the entire café. ‘Did you know that Gracie is going to Italy?’ he said. He directed his question at Big Mary, but his gaze darted from face to face, delighting in their surprise.


‘Gracie? Gracie Burton? Our Gracie? What do you mean, going to Italy?’ Big Mary gasped, forgetting about the coffee and putting her hands on her wide hips. ‘Really going to Italy?’


‘She’s going to learn to cook Italian food,’ Harry announced gleefully.


‘Why?’ Big Mary asked after a long pause.


Harry grinned raffishly. ‘For fun,’ he said and he didn’t elaborate, not only because he didn’t have many more details to share, but because the idea of Gracie Burton going to Italy for fun was so completely extraordinary, unbelievable even, that Harry wanted to savour it – as well as the effect it was having on everyone in the café.


It was exactly five minutes before the news leaked further. John Hitchens, who had been in the café having tea with his son and granddaughter, told his friend Pete Murray, who was on his way to the newsagent’s, who in turn shared the gossip with Jagadeesh behind the counter as he paid for cigarettes and a National Lottery ticket. When John arrived home he informed his wife, Mabel, who hurried to the telephone to tell Flappy, hoping that no one had got to her first. Flappy liked to be in the know about everything and Mabel liked to be in Flappy’s good books. It would be a mutually beneficial telephone call, she thought excitedly. ‘Please, please, please . . .’ she mumbled to herself as she clamped the telephone to her ear and waited for Flappy to pick up. A good seven rings later – Flappy always answered after seven to give the impression that she was busy – the queen of Badley Compton’s pompous voice resonated down the line.


‘Darnley Manor, Mrs Scott-Booth speaking.’


‘Flappy, it’s me, Mabel. I have news,’ Mabel hissed urgently.


‘Do tell,’ said Flappy in a tone that suggested she was interested but not too eager.


‘Gracie’s going to Italy,’ Mabel blurted breathlessly. Then she waited for the shriek of delight, followed by, ‘Goodness, Mabel, who told you?’ or, ‘How good of you, Mabel, to let me know.’


Instead there was a long pause. Flappy inhaled through her nostrils to control her surprise. How could Gracie be going to Italy and she not know about it? Gracie was the only ‘doer’ in the group, if she went away there’d be no one to do all the tedious organising of Flappy’s many events. Flappy was so affronted she could barely speak, but speak she did because she was a master at keeping up appearances. ‘Yes, I know, isn’t it extraordinary!’ she said at last in a tight voice.


Mabel was deflated. ‘You know already?’ she asked, put out.


‘But of course I know, my dear. I’m always the first to know everything in this town.’


Mabel rallied a little at the prospect of further details. ‘Then you’ll know more than me,’ she said. ‘When is she going?’


There was another pause, then Flappy said, ‘How about you tell me what you’ve heard and I’ll fill in any gaps.’ Mabel was too admiring of Flappy to notice the flaw in that suggestion and hastened to tell her what John had heard in the café. She waited keenly for something more from Flappy, but Flappy was not forthcoming.


‘We must hear it from the horse’s mouth,’ Flappy declared, her mind whirring with ideas. Gracie was notoriously secretive, but if she had told Harry Pratt of her plan then she wasn’t intending to keep it secret. Harry was famously loose-tongued. ‘I will give an impromptu soirée tonight,’ she announced impulsively. ‘Kenneth is away and I have the house to myself. Yes, I’ll summon the ladies and cook a splendid dinner.’


‘What will the soirée be for?’ Mabel asked eagerly, because she loved an occasion and Flappy’s soirées were always an occasion. The last one had been in celebration of the money they had managed to raise to repair the church roof and Flappy had hired a string quartet from Exeter to play especially for them. But there wasn’t enough time to put on that level of entertainment tonight. Flappy went silent for a moment as her busy mind made space for a new idea.


‘But for Gracie, of course. If she’s told Harry Pratt, she’ll know the whole town will have heard by now. We’ll have pasta and Prosecco and parlare Italiano . . .’ Flappy sighed contentedly. ‘Yes, it will be fun to parlare the bella lingua. After all, I’ve spent so many holidays in Firenze, Roma and La Costa Amalfitana, Italiano is second nature to me.’


Mabel wasn’t in the least surprised that Flappy was fluent in Italian. She always said a very hearty ‘bonjour’ to the French teacher who taught at the primary school and liked Big Mary’s cakes, and just from the way Flappy said ‘bonjour’ Mabel could tell that she was fluent in French too. There is no end to Flappy’s talents, Mabel thought admiringly.


‘Be a dear and summon the ladies, Mabel,’ Flappy commanded. ‘I will call Gracie myself.’ She hung up and hastened across the hall to the library to find the Italian dictionary so that she could flash a few well-chosen phrases at the dinner table.
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Gracie was sitting in an armchair beside the fire, drinking a cup of tea and gazing longingly at the photograph of the castle, when the telephone rang. She wrenched her thoughts away from the Tuscan countryside and lifted the receiver. ‘Hello?’ she said.


‘Good, you’re home,’ said Flappy officiously.


‘Flappy!’ Gracie exclaimed and put down her mug.


‘Now, I know it’s short notice, but your presence is required at Darnley this evening.’


‘This evening?’ Gracie repeated. She’d rather been hoping to stay in and warm herself with the thought of that hot Italian sun in the blissful silence of her pottery room.


‘This evening, at seven-thirty to be precise. I’m having a small, informal get-together and it’s imperative that you’re here.’ There was a determined tone to Flappy’s voice which Gracie immediately recognised. A tone that suggested she would not accept any excuse Gracie might give in order to avoid going out on this damp and foggy evening. Besides, Flappy knew very well that Gracie had no reason to decline; it wasn’t as if she had anything else to do.


‘How lovely,’ Gracie replied weakly, feeling decidedly unlovely about it. Italy beckoned. She was already there. But tonight she would be firmly embedded in Devon – her pottery and her planning would have to wait until the morrow.


‘Good,’ said Flappy, then she added cheerfully, ‘Ciao.’


Gracie frowned. She had never heard Flappy say ‘Ciao’ before.
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Flappy’s husband Kenneth had made his money in a chain of fast food restaurants that became popular in the 1970s. He sold it for millions in 1983 and promptly retired, buying the big house in Badley Compton and building a golf course for which the people of Badley Compton were enormously grateful. It had been Flappy’s idea to join their names together when they married, but no one in Badley Compton knew that. For all they were aware the Scott-Booths were an old English family with a house in the Algarve and plenty of money to spend on holidays in the Caribbean where they invited their four children and ten grandchildren for Christmas every year.


Darnley was a pretty white house with a grey slate roof that boasted fourteen bedrooms, an indoor swimming pool and an outdoor tennis court. The gardens were open to the public for three weeks in June (when Flappy could be spotted floating around the borders in a big straw hat and summer dress wielding a pair of secateurs with which she lopped off the occasional dead rose). Tonight Karen, the girl who came to cook, managed to disappear in time for Flappy to put on an apron and start stirring the Napoli sauce before any of her guests arrived for dinner. The first to appear was Mabel Hitchens, who made it her business to arrive before anyone else. She had brought Sally Hancock with her in her small green Golf and the two of them were more excited than ever, ringing the doorbell three times with impatience.


Flappy let them in, wooden spoon in one hand, glass of prosecco in the other, looking elegant and serene in an ivory silk blouse, floaty black trousers and pearls, her shoulder-length blonde hair immaculately coloured and blow-dried. At sixty-six she was still strikingly beautiful and aware of it. ‘Buona sera,’ she said, closing the door behind them. ‘What a bella evening this is going to be. Come, you must have some prosecco. I’ve been slaving in the kitchen all afternoon so I took the liberty of helping myself to a teeny tiny glass before you arrived.’


The two women followed Flappy’s willowy figure across the black-and-white chequerboard floor to the spacious kitchen, which was warmed by a large Aga and scented with the savoury smells of fried onions and garlic. Both Mabel and Sally had dressed up for the occasion because Flappy’s interpretation of the word ‘informal’ was notoriously understated. Always chic with a Continental air and a permanent suntan, Flappy wore silk and cashmere and lots of gold jewellery even when she had no plans to see anyone. She detested denim and never wore boots. She abhorred trainers even on the young, and her shoes were dainty with a low, discreet heel. She professed that it was vulgar to show off one’s wealth (and came down very heavily on the modern celebrity who flaunted theirs) but managed to let the other women know by allowing the odd detail to slip out in conversation that her clothes were expensive designer items bought on Net-a-Porter and delivered to her door, then waving her manicured fingers in the air and adding breezily, ‘I don’t care for that sort of thing but Kenneth expects it, you know.’


As the two women stepped into the kitchen Flappy caught sight of Sally’s sparkly gold stilettos and gave a little sniff. Anything sparkly besides diamonds was enormously vulgar to Flappy. But this small act of rebellion was as far as Sally would dare go. Being on the wrong side of Flappy Scott-Booth was an experience none of the women wanted to risk. Eileen Bagshott had been foolish enough to call a meeting at her house and worse, to chair it, an act of outright rebellion which had resulted in the end of her membership of the Badley Compton Ladies’ Book Club as well as invitations to Darnley. Eileen was now a sorry figure sitting in the shadows in the back row at church on Sundays, and had to practically beg for tickets to concerts in the town hall. So, besides her stilettos, Sally, who had written unashamedly trashy romantic novels for thirty years under the pseudonym Charity Chance, wore burgundy trousers (a touch on the tight side), a pink blouse and her red hair swept into what she believed to be a modern take on the 1960s beehive. Her leather trousers and glittery tops were reserved for dinners at home with her family.


Unlike Sally, Mabel would have rather died than induce Flappy to think ill of her. She was a nervous, conventional creature and eager to please. Mabel wore a busy floral blouse fixed at the throat with a pastiche diamond brooch, navy-blue slacks and gold buckled pumps on her small feet – a high street version of Flappy, worn with less flair. Her hair was shoulder-length, grey-brown and too thin to copy Flappy’s billowing bob. If it hadn’t been for the glasses that exaggerated the size of Mabel’s watery grey eyes, which had an unsettling habit of staring, she would have looked decidedly unremarkable. Now they stared at Flappy who had gone to such trouble to lay the table beautifully. Really, Mabel thought it remarkable how Flappy had thrown together a soirée at the very last minute, and for a moment she forgot about Gracie going to Italy and gazed in wonder at the clusters of candles, flower displays and starched blue-and-white Provençal tablecloth with matching napkins. ‘I don’t know how you do it,’ she murmured, propelling Flappy, already on a pedestal, to even greater heights.


‘Fa niente,’ said Flappy, taking credit for Karen’s good taste and hard work and feeling very pleased with her Italian, which sounded flawless to her ignorant ear. She handed them crystal flutes of prosecco and then swept into the hall to answer the door. A few moments later Esther Hancock and Madge Armitage, who had spent the previous couple of hours reading the book club choice in case Flappy asked them about it, hurried into the kitchen, bursting in their enthusiasm to talk about Gracie.


Flappy had taken care to invite Gracie half an hour later than the other women so that they’d have time to discuss her decision to go to Italy before she arrived. Once Flappy was satisfied that the women had witnessed her cooking apron and the few professional-looking sweeps of the wooden spoon around the tomato sauce, she hung the apron on the back of the door and led her guests into the drawing room where Karen had lit the fire and scented candles. The four women had spent many evenings in Flappy’s cream-and-taupe-coloured drawing room and yet they hovered about the chairs until she invited them to sit down.


‘We need to talk about Gracie,’ said Flappy in her slow, well-articulated voice, and the other women listened respectfully. ‘I’ve been thinking about her ever since I heard the news. I believe I was the first. I’ve decided that the worry is not about Gracie going to a foreign country on her own, even though she hasn’t gone anywhere on her own for as long as I’ve known her, and really, as her friends, we must discourage her, it’s about her running away. What is she running from? What has happened to induce her to take such drastic measures?’ Flappy looked at each lady individually, fixing them with her topaz-blue eyes and silently asking them to think carefully and not all reply at once.


‘How clever you are, Flappy. Running away had never crossed my mind,’ gushed Mabel, enjoying the taste of prosecco but trying not to gulp it. ‘I just assumed she wanted a holiday.’


‘No, she’s never wanted a holiday. She’s running from something,’ Flappy persisted. ‘And we must find out what it is.’


‘She must want to run away very much to venture so far from home,’ said Esther, who had the deep, gravelly voice of a man and the ruddy, weathered skin of someone who has spent most of her life on horseback. ‘She could run to Land’s End, but to run to Italy . . . That’s very far.’


‘Boredom?’ Sally suggested with a grin that might have won support had the others not been so nervous of Flappy.


Flappy put her head on one side and gave Sally a look as if she were a teacher ticking off a student who had said something unkind. ‘Just because you might think her routine a little dull does not mean to say that it is dull, Sally,’ she said. ‘Gracie is comfortable in that routine and she’s very happy to be given things to do for the book club. There’s nothing boring about being busy, I know that better than anyone! Gracie is not a woman who wants to be adventurous and social like us.’ Sally took a swig of prosecco and noticed that none of the others were willing to catch her eye.


‘I wonder what her daughter thinks,’ said Mabel, knowing that the mention of Gracie’s daughter would please Flappy, who enjoyed criticising the girl for not taking trouble with her mother when Flappy’s four children and ten grandchildren made such a fuss of her.


True to form Flappy inhaled through dilated nostrils and shook her head gravely. ‘That girl should be ashamed of herself. She hasn’t been down to see her mother for over six months. If my memory serves me right, which it usually does, I believe her last visit was in August. However busy her life is in London, she should spare a thought for her poor mama who is alone in that house with only her dogs for company. I know what comfort children can be. I can’t imagine being ignored like poor Gracie is ignored. Without us she’d have no one.’


‘Perhaps she just wants to see Italy,’ said Madge with a shrug. ‘After all, there’s nothing wrong with wanting to go to Italy, is there?’


Once again Flappy put her head on one side and smiled patiently at Madge, whose bohemian clothes and unkempt grey hair more typically drew her sympathy. ‘My dear, if it were anyone else we wouldn’t be having this conversation, now would we? Of course, there’s nothing wrong with wanting to go to Italy, or with simply going to Italy, I’ve been many times and it’s a paese incantevole, but this is Gracie we’re talking about. Gracie can’t possibly go on her own. She can’t possibly go. She’s not up to it. It’ll be a disaster. Gracie—’ And at that point the doorbell went.


‘Gracie!’ Madge gasped, and as Flappy got up to open the front door four pairs of eyes followed her eagerly.




Chapter 2


Gracie was stunned and a little embarrassed to find herself the centre of attention. She usually arrived at these get-togethers unnoticed, but now every eye in the room was upon her and every ear cocked to hear what she had to say. ‘My dear Gracie,’ said Flappy, towering over her (for Flappy was very tall and Gracie quite small) as she thrust a glass of prosecco into her hand. ‘We’re having an Italian evening in your onore.’ Gracie frowned. ‘Don’t look so sorpresa. You’re the talk of the town. Do tell us all about it. We’re longing to hear. When are you going? Where are you staying? Is it true you’re going alone? Who will look after the dogs? Is your daughter stepping in at last?’ Flappy ushered Gracie into a chair and no one said anything. They all waited.


Gracie would normally have shrunk beneath the weight of such scrutiny. But she didn’t. Not this time. Italy was already coursing through her veins like sun-warmed olive oil, giving her a heady sense of escape and adventure and courage. Yes, courage. She lifted her chin and replied, ‘I’m going to Tuscany, in April, for seven days. I’m going to learn how to cook Italian food.’


The four pairs of eyes which had been fixed upon Gracie now fixed themselves upon Flappy. What would Flappy say to that? Flappy was almost too aghast to say anything, for April was one of the busiest months in Badley Compton and she needed all five women to be on hand, but she knew the ladies would depend on her to get to the bottom of it and she wasn’t going to let them down. ‘To cook?’ she exclaimed with a chuckle that implied she thought the idea preposterous and a little quaint. ‘Do you really have to go all the way to Tuscany to learn how to cook? I have some very good cookery books on Tuscan food I can lend you, I’m sure.’


‘Thank you, Flappy,’ said Gracie, knitting her fingers on her lap. ‘But I’m going.’ The determined way she said ‘I’m going’ was surprising in itself. Gracie had never sounded so determined in all the years they had known her. This determination further aroused their curiosity, and a touch of resentment, for no one likes it when people are not themselves.


‘But surely, you’re not going alone?’ Flappy continued.


‘I am,’ Gracie replied.


‘What would Ted say?’


‘I think he’d be very happy.’


‘And surprised,’ Flappy added wryly. ‘Where are you going to stay?’


‘In a lovely old castle on a hill.’


‘Is it an hotel?’


‘Sort of . . .’ Gracie didn’t seem very certain about this.


‘But you’re paying, obviously?’


‘Yes, it’s quite dear.’


Flappy looked at each of the four other women and took a sharp breath. Then she looked back at Gracie. ‘I don’t want to sound vulgar, as you know I never discuss money, but I find myself having to bring up the dreaded subject, just this once. Where is the money coming from, Gracie?’


‘My savings,’ said Gracie.


‘What, all of them?’ Flappy gasped.


‘Much of them,’ Gracie corrected. Flappy was now more than astonished, she was irritated. There was an air of recklessness about Gracie that she had never seen in her before. It was as if someone else had taken over her body and was being very unlike Gracie in it. Flappy took this as a personal affront and felt compelled to get the old Gracie back, the one they knew and could depend upon.


‘Well, I think that’s very rash. I’m sure we all agree.’ Flappy looked at the other women again, this time quite sternly. They all nodded, except Madge, who was staring at Gracie with admiration.


‘Oh, yes, we do,’ said Mabel, who was always quick to agree with Flappy.


‘Quite rash,’ Sally agreed.


‘I don’t think Ted would be very happy about that,’ added Esther in her gravelly man’s voice.


Then Madge surprised them. ‘You only live once,’ she said, and Flappy resolved not to refill her wine glass.


Gracie smiled at Madge who was looking a little cross-eyed. ‘I read about the place in a magazine while Judy was colouring my hair and I thought just that. Just what Madge said: that you only live once.’


Madge chuckled and drained her glass. ‘I would say you haven’t even lived once, Gracie. Now is the time. Seize the day. Before that daughter of yours stuffs you in an old people’s home and you can’t ever go anywhere again.’ That was a rather depressing thought, but it made space in Flappy’s mind for an idea to present itself. It was high time that daughter of Gracie’s stepped up to the mark. She’d dissuade her mother if Flappy presented a persuasive argument.
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After the women had left and Flappy had stood on the doorstep and shouted ‘Ciao’ into the wind in her most authentic Italian accent, she hurried back into the house to make a telephone call. It wasn’t yet ten – she thought it incredibly rude to telephone after ten – and she had Carina’s number from the time she had thrown Ted a surprise birthday party (he and Kenneth had played golf together, Kenneth rather better than Ted). She hoped the girl hadn’t moved or changed her telephone number. To her immense relief, she hadn’t.


‘Hello?’ said Carina in the refined voice she had cultivated since leaving Devon and settling in London twenty years before.


‘Darling Carina, it’s Flappy Scott-Booth.’


There was a moment’s hesitation before the name registered. ‘Ah, hello, Flappy.’ Carina glanced at her watch, it was a quarter to ten, very late to be telephoning. It must be important. ‘Is Mum all right?’


‘That’s why I’m calling. She’s decided to go to Italy.’


‘Italy?’


‘Yes, Tuscany. In April, for seven days.’ Flappy liked to be in possession of the facts.


‘She’s said nothing to me,’ said Carina.


‘When was the last time you spoke to her?’ There was a disapproving tone in Flappy’s voice.


‘About a month ago, I think.’ Flappy tutted but it wasn’t her place to berate Carina for neglecting her mother. ‘I’ve been so busy, you know, at work. I’ll call her tomorrow. Thank you for letting me know, Flappy.’ Carina hoped that her decisive manner would end the conversation, but Flappy was used to calling the shots and continued stridently.


‘Well, she came up with the idea only recently, but I thought I should tell you so you can talk some sense into her. Your father would be very unhappy to think of her going all the way to Tuscany unaccompanied, and using all her savings.’


‘She said that?’ Carina asked. ‘All her savings?’ That has done it, Flappy thought triumphantly. If Gracie were to return to an empty pot, Carina would have to support her.


‘I’m afraid she did. Now you see why we’re so worried about her.’


‘I’ll call her tomorrow and see what’s going on.’


‘I don’t like to get involved in other people’s business, but we’re very fond of Gracie down here. My daughters would never allow me to spend seven days in a foreign country on my own even though I’ve travelled the world extensively and speak four languages with the fluency of a native. If she does go to Italy, and she’s most determined to go, I would hate anything to happen to her. I’m sure you agree.’


‘Absolutely,’ Carina replied, somewhat tensely. ‘As I said, I’ll call her tomorrow.’


‘Do. That would put my mind at rest. Really, when something dramatic happens the family must rally round, and you, Carina, are the only family she’s got. I’m sure your father, wherever he is, would be very pleased you’re taking control. And you know, April in Badley Compton is a very busy month. We have the Easter fête for a start and I really can’t do without your mother. She’s wonderfully competent at doing the behind-the-scenes administration I don’t have the patience for. I really don’t know what’s got into her. It’s so unlike her, which is why we’re all terribly worried. I’m sure you will change her mind. You’re our only hope.’


When Flappy put the telephone down she gave a contented sigh. Carina would no doubt put a stop to her mother’s ludicrous plan and talk some sense into her. With any luck, the old Gracie, the Gracie they knew and loved, would return – and be around in April to help with the many events Flappy was planning for Badley Compton.


Happily, Flappy settled into bed and reached beneath the pile of glossy historical biographies and literary fiction there for show to find the one she really wanted to read, in private, without anyone knowing: The Heat of Passion by Charity Chance.
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Carina hung up and gave a sigh of irritation. She did not need this right now.


‘Who was that, darling?’ her husband called from the dressing room next door.


‘Flappy Scott-Booth, aka pain in the neck,’ she replied, marching in to share her annoyance. ‘She’s one of my mother’s ghastly friends and a meddler. She called to tell me that Mum has decided to go to Italy.’ Carina laughed joylessly and rolled her eyes. ‘Mum must be mad! Perhaps she’s lost her mind. God! Now is not a good time. I’m frantically busy at work. I don’t have time to deal with her losing her marbles.’


Rufus, who was undressing, stood in his stripy boxer shorts and shirt and stared at his wife. ‘Did you just say that Gracie is going to Italy?’


‘Yes, but she’s not going,’ Carina replied firmly. ‘Not if I have anything to do with it. One, she doesn’t have the money to go hopping all over the world, and two, she’s totally incapable of going anywhere on her own. She never went anywhere when Dad was alive, why she has to go now is beyond me. It’s just silly. I’ll call her tomorrow and talk her out of it. But that Flappy woman is a right pain. I thought she’d called me to tell me something terrible had happened!’


Rufus ran a hand through rust-coloured hair and grinned. ‘It does sound very out of character. Do you think she’s joined a cult?’ His grey eyes twinkled, but Carina did not find him funny. It was late and she was tired and her guilt at not having spoken to her mother in so long made her tetchy.


‘Not in Italy,’ she retorted. ‘God! As if I haven’t got enough on my plate at the moment.’ She lifted her long brown hair off her neck and turned round so that Rufus could unzip her black dress which had received many admiring comments at the cocktail party that evening.


‘Before you go in there like a bulldozer, you might want to find out why she’s going away. There’s probably a perfectly logical explanation.’


‘No, there isn’t. You know Mother. She’s shy and timid and likes her routine.’


‘A late-life crisis?’ said Rufus, then he added mischievously, ‘Perhaps she’s got a lover!’


Carina was unamused. ‘That’s not funny.’


‘Just a joke,’ he chuckled.


‘Still not funny.’ The truth was that while Gracie was tucked away quietly in Badley Compton, going about her usual routine and not causing Carina any worry, Carina could focus on the really important things, like increasing the success of her business and expanding her net of contacts and suitable friends.


She stepped out of her dress and wandered back into the bedroom in her underwear. As she put her jewellery away in the chest of drawers, she caught sight of herself in the long mirror that was leaning up against the wall. She knew she shouldn’t have eaten the canapés. It was rare that a carbohydrate passed her lips, but she had weakened at the tray of duck pancakes. She stood straight and pulled in her stomach, regretting the pancake (only one) very much. At forty-one she was in pretty good shape. Who would know just by looking at her body that she was a mother? She worked out with a personal trainer three times a week and avoided a long list of unhealthy foods most of the time. Wine was a nightly necessity in order to unwind from a stressful day at the office. If dieting didn’t keep her thin, being frantically busy did. Running her own public relations company was enormously demanding, especially as she found it very hard to delegate. She hadn’t worked like a dog for the last fifteen years to loosen the reins now. Each of her clients had to believe they were the only ones who mattered. That kind of attentiveness required her to be in a dozen different places all at the same time – looking sharp, glamorous and in control. She turned away from her reflection, slipped out of her underwear and into silk pyjamas.


The en suite bathroom was designed especially so that she and Rufus had their own space. They each had a sink and capacious cupboards. Carina filled hers with beauty products from the companies she represented, but she didn’t have much time to enjoy them. If she wasn’t racing to a drinks party she was hurrying to a dinner party, and the odd night they stayed in she was so tired she lay in bed watching television like a zombie. Once, before they had made money, she and Rufus had shared the tiniest bathroom in a flat in Wandsworth – that was when their daughter Anastasia was a baby. Carina couldn’t imagine living like that now. She’d got used to finer things. She certainly couldn’t imagine living in her parents’ cottage in Badley Compton where she’d grown up. She’d left that dull and uneventful life long ago and closed the door resolutely behind her.


As she removed her make-up and washed her face she didn’t dwell on her childhood by the sea or the early days of her marriage, she was busy thinking about the breakfast meeting she was due to have at eight-thirty the following morning with a prospective client, a cosmetics company, which was going to have to be persuaded to change not only its packaging but its advertising as well if it wanted to compete with the bigger and more successful brands. However, her mother kept drifting into her mind like an annoying grey cloud.


When she climbed into bed Rufus was reading The Economist with his glasses on. He looked old slumped against the pillows with his chin on his chest. Rufus didn’t work out very often. He had a slight paunch which irritated Carina because, unlike her, he had the time to look after himself. He was a successful property developer, although the market was pretty slow at the moment, but even when business wasn’t thin on the ground he seemed to have all the time in the world to do exactly as he pleased. He knew how to delegate and did, very efficiently. Like many public-school boys Rufus was laid-back and optimistic, the sort of man who made time to have a drink with a friend and didn’t complain if he was having a bad week. He saw the funny side of every drama, mostly hers, and tried to encourage her to be as philosophical as he was, but Carina was much too busy being busy to have time to let her guard down. She wasn’t from his world and had to work hard to convince everyone that she was. Having left Devon and married well, she had taken great trouble to reinvent herself. The thought of her mother pulled her straight back to a place she didn’t want to be.


Carina would have liked to read in bed but her eyes were stinging. Her bedside table was piled high with award-winning books, which she intended to read just so that she could keep up with her erudite friends, but she hadn’t read a single page of any of them. Her head sank into the pillow. She’d start on one tomorrow.


‘Night, darling,’ she said, pulling a silk mask over her eyes.


‘Night,’ said Rufus, without looking up from his magazine. They both knew the routine. It hadn’t changed in years.


Carina dreamed that her mother was lost in Florence; a lonely, bewildered figure, shuffling down shady alleyways.


The following morning, after the breakfast meeting, during which the client had agreed to all her suggestions, Carina telephoned Gracie. She had closed her office door so that no one could listen in, having asked her assistant to go out and get her an almond milk decaffeinated latte from the coffee shop around the corner. She felt a moment’s guilt when she heard her mother’s voice, because it had been a long while since she’d heard it, but that was swiftly gone, along with the pleasantries, as she went straight to the point.


‘Your friend Flappy called me last night, very late, I might add, to tell me that you’ve decided to go to Italy.’ Carina was sitting perched on the end of her desk, throwing her gaze over the framed photographs on the wall of herself with a glittering array of celebrities. ‘Is this true?’


‘Yes,’ Gracie replied. Her daughter’s educated vowels still sounded strange to Gracie. She hadn’t been brought up that way. ‘I’ve only just decided, but it seems the whole of Badley Compton is talking about it.’


‘Why do you need to go?’ Carina asked, trying to mask her irritation with curiosity.


‘I’m going to learn to cook Italian food.’ There was a brightness in her voice that Carina didn’t recognise. Wasn’t she a bit old for a mid-life crisis?


‘But, Mum, isn’t this a bit rash? I mean, how are you going to afford it?’


‘I have some savings.’


‘But they’re for your old age.’


Gracie chuckled. ‘I’m already in my old age, dear.’


‘Only just. You may have another thirty years ahead of you.’


‘I’m not the Queen Mother.’


‘And you’re planning on going alone?’


‘Yes,’ said Gracie. ‘But you mustn’t worry about me. I’m very capable of—’


Carina cut her off briskly. ‘Mum, you can’t go alone. What are you thinking?’


‘Of going alone,’ Gracie replied simply and firmly.


It was clear to Carina that she wasn’t going to talk her mother out of it, at least not today, not on the telephone. She sighed heavily. She didn’t have time for this nonsense and yet she couldn’t allow her mother to travel abroad on her own. It didn’t feel right. She knew her father wouldn’t have allowed it. He’d expect her to step into his shoes and go with her.


There came a knock on the door. ‘Hold on, Mum,’ she said. ‘Come in, Jenny.’ Her assistant put the coffee carton on the desk, beside a photograph of Carina shaking hands with the Countess of Wessex. Carina put her hand over the receiver. ‘Jenny, call Theo Fennell and book in a lunch at the earliest. I have an idea that might interest him. And tell Jonathan I need that report on my desk before I lunch with Bruce.’ She glanced at her watch. ‘Which means now,’ she added. Then, speaking back into the telephone, she continued. ‘Look, Mum, what’s the rush? Why don’t you wait a year?’


‘A year? Who knows where I’ll be in a year?’ It was clear from Gracie’s tone that she really didn’t care one way or the other, what mattered was now. ‘You really don’t need to concern yourself over this, Carina. It’s my decision and my treat. I’m very excited about it.’ There was that buoyant, cheerful voice again that Carina didn’t recognise.


‘If I hadn’t so much on I’d come with you,’ Carina said weakly, but she knew that was a lie. She bit her lip and dropped her gaze to her feet. If she hardly ever visited her mother in Badley Compton, she was hardly going to go all the way to Italy.


‘You’re busy with your life, dear. But thank you for the kind thought.’


‘Why don’t you go with a friend?’


‘Because I don’t want to,’ said Gracie. ‘I’m going alone and my friend Esther has offered to look after the dogs.’


‘I thought I’d talk you out of it, Mum, but it seems you have everything worked out.’


‘Oh, I do.’


‘So, you’re going in April?’


‘For seven days.’


‘Can I get Jenny to book your flights, at least . . .?’


‘I can manage myself, thank you.’


‘Well, if you’re sure you’re okay, I’d better run. Full-on day. You know.’


‘Oh, yes. Off you go. You’re such a busy girl.’


Gracie listened to her daughter hang up and then, regretfully, did the same. She remained in the kitchen, looking out over the harbour, and the sense of loss which ran like a hidden stream beneath the veneer of contentment rose suddenly to flood her heart. She put a hand on the side of the sink and took a deep breath. Carina was a successful businesswoman, she told herself. Of course, it was hard for her to come all the way down to Devon to visit. The last thing Gracie wanted was to be a burden. And yet, in spite of the well-worn arguments, she felt an emptiness inside where Carina had once been.


All around the cottage were photographs of Carina, as a little girl in school uniform, grinning at the camera, as a rebellious teenager with spiky hair and black eyeliner, as a young woman already morphing into the sophisticated woman she would later become. Her wedding day, she and Rufus one Christmas, with Anastasia as a small baby, and then the gaps grew wider. Those windows into her daughter’s life became less frequent until there were no more windows. Carina had made it clear by her absence that she didn’t want her mother to be a part of her life. Gracie had lost her daughter and she had never really got to know her granddaughter. The truth was too painful to acknowledge, that for some reason she was unwanted, so she put Carina’s distance down to a very hectic and successful life and told herself to be proud of her daughter’s achievements, to be unselfish and undemanding; to let her go.


Gracie returned to her chair by the fire and to the magazine which lay open on the table beside it. Her battered heart recovered a little at the sight of that magnificent castle as if the amber glow surrounding it were honey being poured straight into her chest. What did it matter to anyone if she went to Italy? Who would miss her? Why should anyone care? She felt a surge of defiance, a stirring of an old and forgotten courage, an almost imperceptible reawakening of a part of her that had been in deep hibernation for many, many years. She smiled then as she remembered the girl she had once been and, in that moment, she felt young again.
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Carina hurried off to her lunch meeting and then on to the various evening events that her position as a top London PR director required her to attend. Yet, as the week advanced, the irritating grey cloud that was her mother refused to drift away. In fact, it only grew heavier. It brought guilt and annoyance. By Thursday night she was in an extremely bad mood. What made matters worse was the text she received from Anastasia. Her seventeen-year-old daughter was in the school sanatorium, with the flu, demanding to be taken home.


Carina gave a loud sigh. ‘Why does she always get sick at the worst possible time?’ she asked Rufus, who was in his usual place on the bed, reading the Spectator. ‘I mean, I haven’t got time to drive all the way to her boarding school to pick her up. She’ll just have to sweat it out in the san. Isn’t that what we pay the school for anyway?’


Rufus smiled in that lackadaisical manner of his which Carina now found exasperating, because everything always seemed so easy for him. ‘I’ll bring her home,’ he volunteered.


‘But I don’t want her at home. We’ve got people for Sunday lunch and I don’t want her moaning and groaning around the house, giving everyone the flu.’


‘Darling, she’ll stay in bed watching TV. She won’t be a problem.’


‘Then I’ll have to drive her back—’


‘I’ll drive her back,’ Rufus interjected, taking off his glasses and looking at his wife in bewilderment. ‘What kind of mother refuses to have her daughter home when she’s sick?’


Carina sat up. ‘Are you accusing me of being a bad mother?’


‘Since you ask, right now that’s what you look like.’


‘How dare you, Rufus!’


‘Look, Carina, I’m accepting of you not making time for me, I’m used to that and I’m fine with it, but I won’t allow your job to monopolise you to the extent that you find no time for your own child.’


Carina folded her arms defensively. ‘So, you’re now saying I’m a bad wife and mother? That’s just great.’


‘I’m saying that you’re married to your job, which is fine, but Anastasia is your child, not your business.’


‘That’s just perfect! I’m a success and you chastise me for it. If I was a lowly secretary I’d have all the time in the world to bring your slippers and cook your dinners and pick up Anastasia from school when she’s sick, but this isn’t the 1950s! I have a career, like you, and yet, as a woman, I’m expected to do all the domestic stuff as well. Those feminists have a lot to answer for as there’s a fault in their argument. I’m a bad wife because I go out and earn a living. Perhaps you should have married one of your Sloaney friends whose only goal is to raise kids and spend their husband’s money. I’m not going to let you make me feel bad about my career. I’m a success, a huge success, and I’ve done it all on my own. I’ve come from nowhere. I didn’t have the contacts and privileges that you had. My parents were provincial, unambitious people and if I hadn’t left Badley Compton I’d still be there working in the gift shop!’


Rufus frowned. It was the amusement in it that infuriated Carina. He never took anything she said seriously. ‘How did we get from Anastasia’s flu to the Badley Compton gift shop?’


She glowered at him. ‘You’re the most annoying man!’ she snapped.


‘But you married me.’ He grinned, but Carina looked away. ‘I’ll fetch Anastasia tomorrow. You don’t have to cancel any of your meetings. God forbid your daughter infringes upon your business life.’


‘That’s unfair. It’s a rat race out there.’


‘And you’re queen rat, I know.’


She sighed dramatically, turned her back on him and pulled her mask over her eyes. ‘I’ve had enough of this. I’m going to sleep. Some of us have to get up at dawn to go to work.’


‘While you’re lying there lamenting your lot, chew on this: I think you should accompany your mother to Italy.’


‘You’re so predictable, Rufus. I knew you were going to say this. It was only a matter of time . . .’


‘You need a break. It will do you good to go away for a week. Gracie won’t be around for ever and she’s your mother. She’s a widow. She lives on her own and you barely see her.’


‘Devon is a five-hour drive from London,’ Carina mumbled.


‘The telephone is in your hand, all the time.’ Carina had nothing to say to that. ‘One could even go as far as saying you’ve disowned her in favour of my mother,’ Rufus continued.


‘Diana lives around the corner,’ she retorted wearily.


‘But you still feel the need to telephone her most days.’


‘You don’t understand,’ she said.


Rufus picked up his magazine and began to read again. ‘The trouble is,’ he said. ‘I understand too well.’ Glamorous society queen Diana Cavendish was just the sort of mother Carina wished hers could be. ‘By the way, did you really work in the gift shop?’




Chapter 3


Anastasia lay in bed, shivering, and waited for the school nurse to inform her that her father had arrived to take her home. The rain was tapping cheerlessly on the window pane and it was already getting dark, even though it wasn’t yet four. The room in the health centre was just as desolate: thin, nondescript curtains which served no purpose, stark white walls, practical linoleum floor and iron beds with lumpy mattresses. Suffering from a temperature and a sore throat Anastasia was feeling sufficiently sorry for herself to have persuaded the school nurse that she was sick enough to be sent home. In any case, they needed the beds as there was a bug going round and the ill overseas girls had no option but to remain at school. The nurse was really quite pleased to be getting rid of Anastasia.


In the next-door bed was a girl in the year below Anastasia whose mother was on her way from Suffolk to pick her up. Anastasia had listened to their telephone conversation with mounting irritation. The mother was obviously a neurotic fusspot, she decided, asking ridiculous questions: Was she drinking enough liquids? Was she warm enough? Was she comfortable and had she been able to sleep? Then she had asked to speak to the nurse and had gone over every detail again. By the end of the call Anastasia knew the minutiae of the girl’s condition and longed for the silly woman to arrive and take her daughter away.


Anastasia hadn’t even spoken to her mother. She had texted but it had been her father who had telephoned the school and arranged to fetch her, but only after the doctor had come to see her at 2 p.m. and signed her out. Her mother clearly wasn’t worrying about her warmth and comfort. She’d texted this morning to tell her that Daddy was coming and that there was an M&S cottage pie in the fridge in case she wasn’t back in time to cook supper. Anastasia knew she wouldn’t be back in time. She never was. She picked up her smartphone and began to play a mindless game to pass the time.


‘I’m so excited I’m going home,’ said the girl in the next-door bed. Anastasia didn’t respond. It was an unwritten school rule that younger girls did not speak to older girls and Anastasia was not only in the year above, but considered by most to be quite intimidating. But the girl went on regardless. Perhaps she believed sick bay to be a kind of neutral territory, Anastasia thought grudgingly. ‘Once when I was sick Mummy came to get me and I lay on the sofa with the dogs for a week watching telly while she brought me hot chocolate and biscuits. It was heaven!’


Anastasia didn’t look up from her phone. ‘Well, when I was suspended for smoking, my mother was on a business trip abroad so I didn’t even see her.’


‘Who looked after you?’ the girl asked, and Anastasia was cheered a little by the amazement in the girl’s voice.


‘No one. I looked after myself.’ Which wasn’t entirely true because her father had stayed home, but if she revealed that detail the story would lose its clout. ‘I’m an only child of working parents. I’ve had to learn to be independent.’


‘I suppose you were lucky not to have been expelled.’


‘I don’t know,’ Anastasia said with a shrug. ‘Wouldn’t have been too bad. I’d rather fancy going to a sixth form college in London, but Mum doesn’t want me at home.’


Anastasia grinned into her smartphone as the girl seemed to dry up and the conversation came to an abrupt end. They spent the following hour in silence, Anastasia on social media, the girl reading a book, which annoyed Anastasia too because not only did she have a mother who made her hot chocolate, but she was reading a highbrow novel, and seemingly engrossed in it. She was much too wholesome for Anastasia’s comfort. Then the girl’s mother appeared and swept into the room like a tornado of goose down. ‘Darling, are you all right? I’ve been so worried about you.’ She embraced her child, holding her close and stroking her hair. Anastasia glanced up from her phone to see the girl’s arms around her mother’s big coat. She swallowed the rising jealousy and went back to her phone, telling herself that she’d hate it if her mother smothered her like that. ‘Come on, let’s get you home where I can look after you and make you well again,’ the mother said in the same voice she had probably used when her daughter was little. Then, as the girl was dressing, the woman turned to Anastasia. ‘You’re not going to languish here, are you?’


‘Nope, my dad’s coming to pick me up,’ Anastasia replied politely. She hadn’t expected to be spoken to.


‘That’s good. Not very nice being sick at school. Home is the best place for a speedy recovery.’ She turned back to her daughter. ‘Well done, darling. Now, got everything?’


‘Yes,’ the girl replied, picking up a floral overnight bag. She smiled at Anastasia. ‘I hope you get better soon.’


‘Thanks,’ Anastasia replied. She couldn’t very well be mean-spirited in front of the mother. ‘You too.’


For a while the room was empty and quiet. The rain had stopped but the wind continued to moan through the bare branches of the plane trees that shivered in the cold. Anastasia felt empty too, and forlorn. That mother had brought something warm and tender into the room, but now it had gone. She imagined the girl lying on the sofa with her dogs, watching television in front of a boisterous fire, eating biscuits and drinking hot chocolate. She imagined the mother would sit with her and check her forehead every now and then with the back of her hand. Every time she was ill, which wasn’t often, Carina made her feel like an inconvenience. She’d once heard her parents arguing in their bedroom on the floor below hers. Carina had been complaining that this was the worst time for Anastasia to be sick, as if Anastasia had chosen it on purpose, because she had important meetings she couldn’t miss. Her voice had risen with anxiety as she went through all the things she had to do and the people she had to see. Rufus had offered to remain at home and look after the patient, as he had affectionately called her, and her mother had ended the conversation by grumbling that once again she was cast as a bad mother because she had a job that demanded one hundred per cent of her time, whereas he could pick his up and put it down as he wanted. Anastasia imagined that argument had been replayed last night when they’d received her text. Well, she thought defiantly, I might be an inconvenience, but I’m a sick inconvenience so I’m not going to waste away at school just to make Mum’s life easier.


A beam of bright light shone through the curtains as a car turned into the forecourt. She sensed that was her father and her annoyance dissolved at the thought of going home. When the nurse came in to tell her that it was indeed her father who had come to collect her, she had already dressed and was sitting on her bed with her overnight bag packed.


Rufus gave Anastasia a big hug before throwing the bag over his shoulder and setting off down the corridor. Once in the car he patted her knee with his big hand. ‘Poor old you,’ he said in his usual jovial voice. Rufus was positive about everything, always. ‘We’ll get you well again.’


‘I feel rotten,’ Anastasia complained.


‘Of course you do. That sanatorium is enough to make a healthy person sick. You’ll feel better at home.’


‘Don’t suppose Mum’s there,’ she said, hating herself for caring.


‘I’m afraid she’s—’


‘Got a meeting,’ Anastasia interrupted. ‘What’s new?’


‘Well, I’m home and we’re going to have cottage pie together.’


‘Good. My throat feels like it’s made of sandpaper.’


‘Do you want me to stop at a garage and get you a hot drink?’


Anastasia looked at her father steadily. She felt a wave of gratitude and relief. ‘Yes please,’ she replied. ‘And a biscuit?’
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It was late when Carina put her key in the lock. She’d been to two parties and a charity dinner all the way out in the East End of London, and was now not only a little tipsy but exhausted. She stood at the door of her house but didn’t open it. She knew Rufus was inside with Anastasia. The lights were on in the upstairs bedrooms. They would have had supper together and both would have silently cursed her for being absent.


Since Carina had learned that her mother was taking herself off to Italy she had felt a growing sense of disquiet. An uncomfortable weight, like a stone in her conscience, reminded her of her refusal to do what was right. And it seemed she couldn’t do right by anyone at the moment. Her mother made her feel like a bad daughter, her daughter made her feel like a bad mother and Rufus made her feel like a bad wife, all because she had a very demanding career. How did other women manage it? How did they succeed in making the people around them feel valued? How did they find time to share? She didn’t have time even for herself.


Carina reflected that it wasn’t so long ago that Anastasia had been caught smoking and suspended. The girl didn’t do a scrap of work at the massively expensive school they sent her to, and was going through that grunting, negative stage that so many of her friends with teenage daughters complained of. Was it so very surprising that she didn’t jump into the car the minute Anastasia got flu and demanded to be taken home? As for Gracie, she was a grown-up. If she wanted company in Italy she could invite Flappy to go with her, or one of her other friends. She did have friends, Carina reflected, or Flappy would not have telephoned in a panic. Carina wouldn’t allow herself to feel guilty about her mother. And Rufus? He claimed to understand her, so understand her he would just have to do, and be a little more tolerant while he was at it!


Yet, as she pushed open the front door and walked into the hall, she still felt that uncomfortable feeling in her conscience, despite the arguments in her favour.


The mirrors on the walls and the polished oak floor gleamed in the golden light of the chandeliers, which raised her spirits a little. She cast her mind back to the cottage where she had grown up and considered how far she had come. She was proud of her ascent from small-town girl to big-city success, although it hadn’t come without a great deal of effort. She had worked hard to build her business and transform herself into a better version of the person she had been. Not a day went by when she didn’t appreciate her beautiful home and the glamorous social life she had acquired. The trouble was, having spoken to her mother, she was reminded of her humble roots and that made her uncomfortable. She felt guilty for having turned her back on them and resentful for feeling guilty. She did not want to remember that she had humble roots. She wanted to be who she was now.
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