
  [image: cover]


   


  

  Praise for The Affair:

  ‘Bittersweet and brilliantly written’ News of the World

  ‘Accomplished and poetic’ Daily Mail

  Praise for Santa Montefiore:

  ‘Santa Montefiore is the new Rosamunde Pilcher’ Daily Mail

  ‘A superb storyteller of love and death in romantic places in fascinating times – her passionate novels are already bestsellers across Europe and I can see why. Her
  plots are sensual, sensitive and complex, her characters are unforgettable life forces, her love stories are desperate yet uplifting – and one laughs as much as one cries’ Plum Sykes,
  Vogue

  ‘A gripping romance . . . it is as believable as the writing is beautiful’ Daily Telegraph

  ‘Anyone who likes Joanne Harris or Mary Wesley will love Montefiore’ Mail on Sunday

  ‘One of our personal favourites and bestselling authors, sweeping stories of love and families spanning continents and decades’ The Times

  ‘The novel displays all Montefiore’s hallmarks: glamorous scene-setting, memorable characters, and as always deliciously large helpings of yearning love and surging
  passion’ Wendy Holden, Sunday Express

  ‘Engaging and charming’ Penny Vincenzi



Thank you for downloading this Simon & Schuster ebook.

Join our mailing list to get updates on new releases, deals, recommended reads, and more from Simon & Schuster.




CLICK HERE TO SIGN UP




Already a subscriber? Provide your email again so we can register this ebook and send you more of what you like to read. You will continue to receive exclusive offers in your inbox.






  [image: ]





  

  To the girls:

   

  Amanda, Jane, Julie, Trilbey, and Sam




  

  Prologue

  The human spirit is a kaleidoscope of millions of tiny mirrors, reflecting a whole spectrum of colours, depending on where the light falls. It is multi-faceted and limitless in
  its potential. Yet within this intricate hall of mirrors, some surfaces never get a chance to shine but lie in darkness, ignored.

  We may never completely realize our capacity to love. We may never flower to our full bloom. But sometimes, something happens in our lives to give us a glimpse of what we could become were we to
  allow that light to find those dark and secret surfaces of our soul. Then, we realize we have wings and always have done . . . 

  In Search of the Perfect Happiness




  

  PART ONE

  Desire




  

  Chapter 1

  
    
      
        ‘The happiness of your life depends on the quality of your thoughts’

        In Search of the Perfect Happiness

      

    

  

  London

  September 2008

  Angelica Lariviere pulled on a pair of Spanx and looked at herself from all angles in the luxurious bathroom designed especially for her by Smallbone of Devizes. Mirrors encased
  the bath on three sides and opposite, above the two basins where Dyptique candles burned and perfumes adorned pale marble surfaces in pretty glass bottles. Angelica loved beautiful things: sunlight
  shining through a dew-encrusted cobweb, mist over a mirrored lake, an antique glass chandelier, birds in the magnolia tree, stars, a pregnant moon, Paris, perfume, the melancholy tones of a cello,
  candlelight, the stirring bleakness of a winter heath, snow. More exquisite than reality was her imagination. As elaborate as an enchanted garden, her dreams spilled onto the pages of her fantasy
  children’s novels, where life had no limitations and beauty could be manifested at will. Most of all, Angelica loved love, for nothing was more beautiful than that.

  As she mused on the swift passing of time, her thoughts lingered on that first kiss in Paris, beneath the streetlamp on the Place de la Madeleine. Olivier would never kiss her like that again,
  and she’d never feel the intoxicating sensation of a hundred tiny bees’ wings tickling the walls of her belly. Not that he didn’t kiss her – just that a husband’s kiss
  is different from a lover’s. A first encounter can never be repeated. Marriage, children, and domesticity had deepened their affection for each other but, at the same time, stolen something
  of their magic, leaving them as familiar as siblings. She felt a wave of nostalgia for that precious moment, and a little wistful that so intense a love would never be experienced again.

  It was then that eight-year-old Joe wandered in, clean and flushed in his pyjamas, and his eyes widened in horror at the sight of her. ‘Yuck!’ he exclaimed, screwing up his face.
  ‘Not those again!’

  Angelica picked up her wineglass and scrunched her tousled blonde hair between her fingers.

  ‘Sorry, sweetie, tonight I need my big pants,’ she told him, taking a sip of chilled Sauvignon. ‘It’s Big Pants or Big Tummy, and I know which I prefer.’

  ‘Daddy doesn’t like them, either.’

  ‘That’s because Frenchmen appreciate beautiful underwear.’ She thought of the drawer of exquisite Calvin Klein lingerie she never opened, preferring to wear simple cotton
  underwear from Marks & Spencer, and felt sad that after two children and a decade of marriage she had given up trying to be sexy. She slipped on her black Prada dress. ‘Better?’ she
  asked, striking a pose and smiling at him coquettishly.

  ‘Phew!’ he sighed melodramatically. She crouched down to kiss him. ‘You smell nice,’ he added.

  ‘That’s better. Remember, if you want to be popular with the girls, only ever tell them they look beautiful. Good training to get a wife someday.’

  ‘I’m never going to marry anyone.’ He put his arms around her and rested his head on her shoulder.

  ‘Oh, you’ll change your mind when you’re bigger.’

  ‘No, I won’t. I want to be with you forever.’

  Angelica’s eyes welled with emotion. ‘Oh, darling, that’s the nicest thing you’ve ever said.’ Who needs magic when I have you! ‘Give me the Full
  Joe.’ He pressed himself against her with a giggle. ‘That’s so nice!’

  ‘Can I watch Ant Bully now?’

  ‘Go on then.’ She watched him grab the television control and climb into her bed. He shouted for his sister to join him, and Angelica heard six-year-old Isabel hurry across the
  landing.

  She turned back to the mirror and wiped away a smudge of mascara. That boy is going to break hearts one day, she thought. She stood back and appraised herself. Not bad, thanks to
  the Spanx. She actually looked quite slim. On a wave of enthusiasm, she hurried into the custom-made dressing room and reached for a vintage black belt with a pretty gold buckle in the shape
  of a butterfly she had found in the Portobello market. Back in front of the mirror she put it on, slipped into open-toed black stilettos, and admired the transformation.

  Joe and Isabel chattered on the bed, their voices erupting into the uninhibited laughter exclusive to small children. The door opened and Olivier strode in with the insouciance of a man used to
  being the dominant power in the house.

  ‘It smells like a bordello!’ He turned up the lights. ‘The children should be in bed.’

  ‘They are in bed – our bed.’ She laughed. ‘Hello, darling.’

  He scowled and blew out the candles, knowing that she would forget. ‘I see you’ve got a glass of wine. I could do with a drink myself.’

  ‘Bad day?’

  Olivier took off his tie. ‘It’s a difficult time. The mood in the City is very depressed.’ He went into the dressing room and slipped his jacket onto a hanger. ‘Did you
  pick up my dry cleaning? I want to wear my Gucci jacket tonight.’

  Angelica flushed. ‘I forgot. Sorry.’

  ‘Merde! Sometimes I wonder what goes on in that cotton wool head of yours.’

  ‘There’s a whole world in here, beyond the cotton wool, of course.’ She tapped her temple, trying to be upbeat. ‘I get paid to imagine.’

  ‘You remember the plots of those fantasy novels of yours, but you don’t remember to pick up my dry cleaning. You still haven’t collected my trousers from the tailor, and I
  asked you weeks ago. If you had my job, we’d be broke!’

  ‘Which is why I don’t have your job. Look, I’m sorry.’

  ‘Don’t apologize. I’m obviously not a priority.’

  ‘Darling, don’t be angry, please. We’re going out to dinner, it’ll be fun. You’ll forget about the City and your Gucci jacket.’ She walked up behind him and
  put her arms around his waist. ‘You know you’re my priority.’

  ‘Then be an angel and get me a drink – and put the children to bed. The summer holiday is too long. When do they go back?’

  ‘Thursday.’

  He sniffed irritably. ‘Not a moment too soon.’ He stepped out of his trousers and hung them up carefully. Olivier was meticulously tidy. ‘I’m going to take a
  shower.’

  ‘So, how do I look?’

  Olivier glanced at her as he removed the gold-crested cuff links from his shirt. ‘Why the belt?’

  ‘Fashion, darling!’

  ‘Why would you want to emphasize the widest part of you?’

  Angelica stared in astonishment. ‘The widest part of me?’

  He chuckled and kissed her neck. ‘You always look beautiful, Angelica.’

  She watched him remove his shirt and toss the cuff links into the leather box on the trouser press. Though slightly built and not very tall, Olivier was an attractive man. He was athletic,
  playing regular games of tennis at Queen’s, or running off his excess energy around Hyde Park when one of his four couldn’t make it. He was typically Gallic, with thick brown hair swept
  off his face in waves and smooth olive skin that never paled, even in winter. His features were fine, his nose long and aristocratic, his eyes a startling cornflower blue against lustrous black
  lashes. It was his mouth that had first attracted her to him, the way it curled at one corner. Now it took a lot to make it curl at all. He wore his clothes with the panache of a true Parisian,
  paying special attention to his shoes, which were always polished, and his suits, which were always beautifully tailored. Appearances were important to Olivier, and he spared no expense at Turnbull
  & Asser and Gucci. He liked to look good and he liked her to look good, too.

  With the help of Sunny, the housekeeper, Angelica put the children to bed and served her husband whisky on the rocks as he came out of the shower smelling of sandalwood. He didn’t notice
  that she had removed the belt, replacing it in the drawer along with her joy. She no longer felt like going out to dinner, even though Scarlet was one of her closest friends. She felt like a sack
  of flour.

  As she reached for her handbag, her mobile telephone bleeped with a message. Please come quickly. I need you. X Kate. Angelica’s heart lurched. Kate was in
  trouble, again! She looked at her watch. Kate lived in Thurloe Square, on the way to Scarlet’s house in Chelsea. If she was quick, she could jump in a cab and meet Olivier there.

  Olivier’s reaction was predictable. He sighed grumpily and swore, clipping his words to emphasize his annoyance. ‘She is such a drama queen! And you run to her like a lady-in-waiting
  who cannot see that without her drama the queen is not a queen at all.’

  ‘She’s fragile. She’s obviously in a state.’

  ‘She spends her whole life in a state.’

  ‘It’s not her fault that Pete is having an affair.’

  ‘I sympathize. If I were married to her, I’d have an affair, too.’

  ‘I hope that’s not a threat.’

  ‘Not to you, my angel. The very fact that we are opposites is good for my soul. I am material, you are ethereal.’ He laughed, pleased with his analysis. ‘Go on then, I’ll
  meet you there. But don’t be later than eight-thirty. I’ll let them know that you are dealing with a crisis. No doubt your fellow lady-in-waiting will understand!’ he added,
  referring to Scarlet. ‘Though, I’m sure she won’t want you to be late for dinner.’ As she left the room, he noticed her handbag, thrown carelessly on the bed with her lip
  gloss and compact. ‘Angel, you cannot pay the cab without your purse!’ he called impatiently. She rushed back, gathered it all up, and hurried out again.

  Angelica wrapped her pashmina around her shoulders and hailed a cab on Kensington Church Street. It was a chilly night for September. Grey clouds filled the sky like porridge, and the evenings
  were now setting in early. Some trees were even beginning to turn orange. The streets were bustling with people having returned from their summer holidays for the start of the school term. The
  traffic was heavier, too, slowing down to near gridlock opposite Kensington Palace. She was grateful to be going in the opposite direction.

  The cabbie interrupted her thoughts with glum comments on the lack of sunshine, the misery of yet another wet summer. ‘Global warming,’ he said gloomily. ‘Still, Boris is mayor
  and Cameron will sweep Brown down the proverbial drain. It’s not all bad.’

  He dropped her off outside Kate’s white terraced house where two bay trees stood on either side of the shiny pink door like sentinels. She rang the bell. From inside came the sound track
  of Mamma Mia and voices. She tried to peep in, but the curtains were drawn. Maybe the text message was old and she was interrupting a dinner party.

  Finally, the door opened, and Kate appeared in a cashmere dressing gown, a bottle of Chardonnay in one hand, cigarette in the other. Her face was tear-stained, mascara smeared over blotchy skin,
  her spiky brown hair pulled off her face with an Hermès scarf She looked like a little girl in her wretchedness.

  ‘Oh, Angelica, thank you for coming. You’re a real friend.’

  She wasn’t the only real friend. There in the sitting room sat Letizia and Candace, apparently as bewildered as she was.

  ‘What’s going on?’ Angelica hissed as Letizia enveloped her in a cloud of Fracas.

  ‘Not sure, darling,’ she replied, her Italian accent curling seductively around her words like a soft cat’s tail. ‘Your guess is as good as mine!’

  ‘Where are the children?’

  ‘With her mother.’

  ‘And Pete?’

  ‘In Moscow.’

  ‘Lucky.’

  ‘Esatto, darling. No man likes to see a woman in tears, especially if they are shed for him.’

  ‘Let me get you a drink,’ said Kate, wandering unsteadily out of the room.

  Angelica sank into a chair. ‘If I’d known you two were here, I wouldn’t have bothered. Olivier will be furious if I’m late for dinner.’

  ‘You think that’s bad?’ said Candace, raising a perfectly shaped eyebrow. ‘I’m meant to be at the theatre.’

  ‘You’re so good to her,’ said Letizia.

  ‘No, I’m a schmuck!’ A born-and-bred New Yorker, Candace never minced her words. ‘I’ve texted Harry that I’ll meet him in the interval. He’s so mad, he
  hasn’t replied. If I continue like this, he’ll divorce me.’

  ‘She looks so thin,’ said Letizia, sliding her green eyes towards the hall. ‘Like she hasn’t eaten a carbohydrate in weeks. I’m a little jealous,
  actually.’

  ‘Misery,’ quipped Candace. ‘They should sell it by the bottle.’

  ‘Has Pete left her, do you think?’ Angelica asked.

  ‘Of course not. They’re addicted to each other. They make each other equally miserable.’ Candace glanced impatiently at her pretty pink nails.
  ‘What’s she doing in there, treading the grapes?’

  ‘This is going to be a long night; I just know it,’ sighed Letizia.

  At last Kate returned with the bottle of wine. ‘Couldn’t find the bottle opener,’ she said with a drunken giggle, dragging on her cigarette. ‘You’re probably
  wondering why you’re all here.’

  ‘It’s your birthday and we’ve all forgotten!’

  Letizia shot Candace a look. ‘What’s happened?’ she asked kindly, patting the sofa. Kate sat down with a sigh.

  Candace took the bottle from her and twisted off the cap. ‘I think I need a little fortification.’

  ‘I’m late,’ Kate stated darkly.

  ‘Honey, we’re all late,’ said Candace.

  ‘Not for the theater. Late late.’ She gave a meaningful look.

  ‘Oh, that kind of late. Well, that’s a surprise!’ Candace continued. ‘I thought you two were at each other’s throats, not in each other’s
  pants!’

  ‘Have you done a test?’ Angelica asked.

  ‘No, that’s why I invited you all around. I need the moral support to do it.’

  ‘You haven’t done a test?’ Angelica was annoyed. If it turned out to be negative, what was the point of dragging them all out tonight?

  ‘So, you have another child, what’s so bad about that?’ asked Candace, pouring herself some wine.

  ‘Yes, another child will bond you back together again. There’s nothing more romantic, darling,’ Letizia purred encouragingly.

  Kate shook her head, her eyes welling with tears. ‘Not in this case.’ She bit her bottom lip. ‘If I’m pregnant, I don’t know whose it is.’

  ‘Have I missed something?’ asked Candace, stunned.

  ‘You’re not the only one,’ said Angelica. All three women looked at Kate.

  ‘I had a one-night stand. It was a mistake. Pete was with The Haggis, and I was in despair. I’m an idiot. Now look at me. I’m a wreck. To think I’m a model. No one will
  employ me now except those ugly agencies.’

  ‘In this state? I think you’d be lucky to be employed at all,’ said Candace, teasing her gently.

  ‘It was only once, and now I’m going to be punished for the rest of my life.’

  ‘So, who is he?’

  ‘I can’t tell you. I’m too ashamed.’

  Angelica narrowed her eyes, considering possible candidates. Letizia put her arm around Kate’s skinny shoulder and gave her a reassuring squeeze, enveloping her in pale cashmere and
  perfume.

  Candace looked at her watch. ‘I don’t mean to be rude here, but Jeremy Irons isn’t going to wait for me to turn up to Act Two. Can we move this along, please?’

  ‘Sorry, Candace, you’re really good to me.’ Kate sat up, bracing herself for the moment of truth.

  ‘Have you got the kit?’ Letizia asked. ‘There is no better time than the present.’

  Kate pointed to four boxes on a side table. ‘Just in case . . . you know . . . ’

  ‘Sure, they lie all the time!’ said Candace, striding over to get them for her. ‘Come on, Kate. Let’s get you upstairs.’

  Letizia fetched her a glass from the kitchen, Candace handed her the tests, Angelica helped her up the stairs and pushed her into her en suite bathroom.

  ‘Right, give it your best shot!’ said Candace, throwing herself onto Kate’s super-king-size sleigh bed. She ran her hand over the brown furry bedspread. ‘This is
  nice.’

  ‘Who do you think it is?’ Angelica hissed.

  ‘Must be Ralph Lauren,’ said Candace.

  ‘No, not the bedspread. Her lover?’

  ‘Oh, well . . . ’

  ‘Robbie?’ Letizia suggested.

  ‘Robbie who?’

  ‘Her trainer!’

  ‘Oh no! That’s such a cliché! She’d have told us if it was him.’ Candace waved her hand dismissively. ‘It’ll be someone we all know. One of
  us.’

  ‘I can’t pee! I’m too nervous!’ Kate wailed from the bathroom.

  ‘Run the tap,’ Letizia suggested.

  ‘I’ll kill her if this is all a false alarm,’ said Candace.

  Angelica glanced at her watch. ‘Not if Olivier gets here first. It’s eight-thirty!’

  ‘Is it coming?’

  There was a long pause, then finally a shriek. ‘Now I can’t stop! Help, the glass is too small!’

  They all waited without uttering another word. Kate poked her head around the door. ‘Are you still here?’

  ‘Of course we’re still here. It’s not like we’ve got anything better to do!’ said Candace.

  ‘Well? What does it say?’ Letizia asked anxiously.

  ‘I haven’t done it yet. I’m too scared.’ She emerged with the glass.

  ‘Oh really! Too much information!’ Candace cried, hiding her eyes.

  ‘You must all have a test,’ insisted Kate, handing them each a box.

  ‘This is insane!’ But Candace took one anyway and opened it.

  Letizia threw her empty box on the bed. ‘I’m confident it will be negative. What are we looking for?’

  ‘Were you born yesterday? A blue stripe,’ said Candace. ‘And you’re going to have to look at mine for me.’

  ‘This takes me back a few years!’ said Angelica, studying the device with nostalgia. ‘I should have had another one.’

  ‘You can have mine,’ groaned Kate.

  ‘Don’t say that, darling. You might not even be pregnant.’ Letizia was a natural optimist.

  ‘Let’s see,’ said Angelica. ‘All together now.’

  ‘Oh Lord, can I do this with my eyes closed?’ said Candace.

  ‘You’re making more of a fuss than me,’ said Kate.

  ‘That’s simply not possible!’ said Candace.

  The four women dipped the sticks into Kate’s urine. ‘I think I’m going to be sick,’ moaned Kate.

  ‘You’re going to be sick. At least it’s your wee!’ Candace grimaced.

  Angelica pulled hers out and watched as the little window turned blue. She felt a wave of pity for her friend. ‘But it’s your baby, Kate,’ she said quietly.

  They all stared at their tests. Then they all stared at Kate.

  ‘Any negatives?’ Letizia asked hopefully. They all shook their heads.

  Kate sank onto the bed. ‘Hell! What am I going to do?’

  ‘What do you want to do?’ asked Letizia, sitting beside her and putting her arm around her again.

  ‘You don’t know how hard I’ve worked for this stomach,’ she exclaimed, then burst into tears. ‘Now I know, I can’t even have a fucking cigarette or a glass of
  wine. I might as well enrol in a convent!’

  ‘It’s a little late for that!’ said Candace.

  Kate put her hand on her belly. ‘If I could be sure it was Pete’s, it wouldn’t be so bad, would it? But what if it’s not Pete’s. I mean, he’ll know.
  Men always know. Babies always look like their fathers, don’t they?’

  ‘Not always,’ said Letizia.

  ‘Oh, they always do. That way the fathers don’t eat them,’ Candace retorted.

  ‘You don’t have to make your mind up now, Kate,’ said Angelica, aware that she was now running very late indeed. ‘Think about it for a few days.’

  Kate ran her rheumy eyes over Angelica’s dress. ‘You need a belt,’ she said with a sniff.

  ‘I put one on and Olivier said I was emphasizing the widest part of me.’

  For a moment Kate was drawn out of herself. ‘He said what?’

  ‘I hope you cut off his balls!’ said Candace.

  ‘No, I took off the belt.’

  ‘You sop! What are you? A doormat?’ Candace laughed fondly. ‘What are we going to do with you?’

  ‘I think I need a new body.’

  Letizia sighed. ‘No, darling, you just need a new husband.’

  Kate managed to stagger over to her chest of drawers and pulled out a belt. ‘Don’t argue with me. I’m dangerous when drunk.’ She slipped it around Angelica’s waist.
  ‘This is not the widest part of you, whatever Olivier says. You look fabulous!’

  ‘You really do,’ agreed Letizia. ‘Olivier should be ashamed of himself. You should have married an Italian. They love curvaceous women.’

  ‘The widest part of you, my ass! His ego’s so wide he can barely make it out the door! Tell him that and see how he likes it.’ Candace smiled at her affectionately. ‘Go
  knock ’em dead!’

  ‘Now we’ve sorted you out, let’s talk about me,’ said Kate.

  Candace gave her a big hug. ‘Angelica’s right. Sit on it for a few days. Call me in the morning. Letizia will put you to bed.’

  ‘You’re leaving?’ said Kate in a small voice.

  ‘I’m not,’ said Letizia, stepping in dutifully.

  Candace beckoned Angelica with a brisk wave. ‘Come on, honey, we’re out of here.’

  Angelica put her arms around Kate, whose face crumpled like a child being left at boarding school. ‘I’ll call you in the morning – if I’m still alive!’

  ‘Thank you for coming, you two. I really appreciate your support.’

  ‘I know,’ cried Candace as she hurried down the stairs. ‘We expect huge rewards in heaven! Birkin bags and Louboutin shoes by the truckload – in every colour!’

  ‘What a mess!’ Angelica sighed as they stepped onto the pavement.

  ‘This time it really is a mess,’ agreed Candace. ‘Where do you have to go?’

  ‘Cadogan Square.’

  ‘I’ll take you.’ She summoned her driver with a wave. The glossy black Mercedes pulled out into the street.

  ‘But you’re late for the theatre.’

  ‘I’ll say I crept in at the back – what’s the difference? He’s mad already. Anyway, you know what? I’ve seen enough theatre for one night.’

  ‘You think she’s acting?’

  ‘Her whole life is theater, God love her. And we do love her, don’t we!’

  As they climbed into the car, Kate’s front door flew open and Letizia hurried down the steps waving Angelica’s bag.

  ‘Oh Lord!’ Angelica sighed. ‘Not again!’

  ‘If your brain wasn’t in your head, you’d be leaving it all over the city,’ said Candace.

  ‘You sound like Olivier.’

  ‘No, honey. Olivier doesn’t think you have a brain!’




  

  Chapter 2

  
    
      
        ‘Buddha says that pain or suffering arises through desire or craving and that to be free of pain we need to cut the bonds of desire’

        In Search of the Perfect Happiness

      

    

  

  Angelica arrived to find the dinner had already begun. She was led by a young man in a black Nehru jacket through the candlelit hall to the dining room, where the sound of
  chatter and clinking glasses rose into the lily-scented air. When she entered, those she knew called out and waved, teasing her for being late. She dared not catch Olivier’s eye; it was
  enough that she could sense his staring at her furiously from the far end of the table. The hostess in tight leather trousers and shiny black boots was more forgiving. She leapt up and strode
  around the table to embrace Angelica affectionately, wrists jingling with bracelets and bangles.

  ‘Hi, doll. I got a text from Kate but couldn’t leave the house.’ Scarlet lowered her voice. ‘Is she okay?’

  ‘I’ll fill you in later. Long story. But she’s alive!’

  ‘Well, that’s something. You look like you could do with a drink?’

  ‘I’ve already had one.’

  ‘Then have another. You’re as pale as a pancake. I’ll get Olivier suitably wasted. He’ll be love’s young dream by dessert!’

  ‘Thanks, Scarlet. Right now he’s a grumpy old nightmare!’ Olivier was now in conversation with the ravishing Caterina Tintello. There was nothing that lifted his mood as surely
  as a beautiful woman.

  ‘Now, you’ve got the delicious Jack Meyer from South Africa on your right – give that husband of yours something important to worry about – and my slightly less delicious
  husband on your left.’

  ‘Oh, Scarlet, William is very delicious!’

  ‘Well, he is to me, I suppose, but Jack’s delicious to everyone. Now, let me introduce you.’

  Scarlet tapped Jack on the shoulder. He said something to Stash Helm, the vivacious woman on his right, then stood up politely, towering over them like a bear. Angelica felt her spirits jolt
  back to life, recharged by his big shaggy head and wide, infectious smile as he grinned down at her appreciatively. She smiled back, the tension melting away in the warmth of his handshake.

  ‘Jack, meet Angelica Lariviere. Jack’s a notorious flirt,’ Scarlet teased. ‘Don’t say I didn’t warn you.’

  ‘While the cat’s away . . . ’ he replied, without taking his eyes off her. Angelica was enchanted by the humorous twinkle behind his glasses.

  ‘There’s no keeping this dog on the porch,’ Scarlet added with a chuckle.

  ‘Some dogs aren’t made for porches,’ said Angelica.

  ‘You seem to know a lot about dogs.’

  ‘She knows a lot about everything. Angelica’s an author, a very successful one, too! Jack loves books. That’s why I put you next to each other.’

  Scarlet returned to her place, and Jack pulled out Angelica’s chair.

  ‘You smell of oranges,’ he said.

  ‘Is it overpowering?’

  ‘No. It’s delightful.’

  She basked in his accent. It wasn’t strong, but she could feel the sun and smell the rich red soil in those gently clipped vowels.

  He sat down and scrutinized her. ‘You seem familiar,’ he murmured.

  She shook her head and looked away, disarmed by the intimacy of his gaze. ‘I don’t think so.’

  ‘We haven’t met before?’

  ‘Definitely not.’

  He laughed it off and spread his napkin on his knee. ‘Funny, I feel I know you. A past life, perhaps.’

  Before Angelica could respond, William turned to greet her on her left. Reluctantly, she swung around to kiss him, hearing Jack resume his conversation with Stash. ‘You look well,’
  William commented, running his eyes over the glow Jack had just ignited. ‘Where have you spent the summer?’ William was reserved in that cool, phlegmatic way for which upper-class
  Englishmen are notorious. Angelica had known him and Scarlet for years: they were part of the London social scene, and Scarlet had become one of her inner circle of friends. However, as fond of him
  as she was, right now Angelica wished she could turn away and talk to Jack.

  She was aware of every movement he made and most of William’s conversation went unheard. The first course was eaten, the plates taken away, and, although Jack passed her only a few
  comments about the food or the wine, she felt they were isolated from the rest of the guests on a little island of their own, acutely conscious of each other. She could feel his arm against hers,
  and it was warm and strangely familiar. Neither moved away, and she wondered whether he, too, was aware of it. She could hear his voice, the foreign way he articulated his words, but having to
  respond convincingly to William made it impossible to tune in to what he said. His laugh was infectious, and she laughed herself, deliberately feigning amusement at something William had said. Her
  host felt witty, growing uncharacteristically animated as a result of her encouragement.

  Finally, with reluctance, William turned to Hester Berridge, a buxom, rosy-cheeked Englishwoman who bred horses in Suffolk while her husband worked at the Tate. Angelica was cast adrift for a
  moment while Jack continued to talk to Stash. She sat back and sipped her wine, the sense of anticipation causing her stomach to fizz. She glanced at her husband, who was still deep in conversation
  with Caterina. Their heads were almost touching, and he was grinning roguishly. He had once looked at her like that, before they had married and their conversations had been dragged into a more
  domestic domain. He threw his head back and they laughed together. Angelica didn’t mind – Olivier was always better company after a good flirt.

  ‘So, now I get to talk to the authoress,’ said Jack, turning his heavy gaze on her as if she was the only woman in the room he wanted to talk to. She noticed the deep lines around
  his mouth and across his temples, slicing through his rough and weathered skin as he smiled, and felt something she hadn’t felt in a very long time: the stirring of tiny bees’ wings in
  her stomach. ‘What sort of books do you write?’

  ‘Fantasy novels for children. Probably not your thing, unless you’re into sorcery and time travel.’

  ‘I’m definitely into those. I love Tolkien, and I’ve read all the Harry Potters. I suppose I’m just a big kid.’

  ‘Most men are. The only thing that changes as they grow up is the cost of their toys.’ He laughed and the crow’s feet deepened across his temples. ‘They’re a bit of
  fun, that’s all,’ she added modestly.

  ‘Children’s books are far harder to write than adult fiction.’

  ‘I think I’m just too fanciful to stick to reality.’

  ‘Which writer is your role model?’

  ‘I’d hate to sound like I’m comparing myself to the greats. But I suppose I aspire to be Philip Pullman in the same way a painter aspires to be Michelangelo!’

  ‘It’s good to aim high. If you focus hard enough on your goal, I’m sure you’ll get there. Philip Pullman’s a genius. Your imagination must be exceedingly
  fertile.’

  ‘You have no idea.’ She laughed. ‘I get lost in there sometimes.’

  ‘I’d like to get lost in there, too. Real life is way too real most of the time.’

  ‘Oh, I don’t think it’s a place for a man like you.’

  ‘Why not?’

  ‘Far too fluffy. You have to swim through an awful lot of cotton wool to get to it.’

  ‘I’m a good swimmer.’ He smiled, running his eyes over her features appreciatively. ‘What name do you write under?’

  ‘Angelica Garner. My maiden name.’

  ‘I’ll look out for your books. I need a good book for the journey home.’

  She blushed with pleasure. ‘So, what do you read?’

  ‘While I’m on the porch?’

  ‘While you’re on the porch.’

  ‘Lots, simultaneously. I have books in every room of the house. I like mystery, adventure, love.’

  She raised her eyebrows. ‘Love?’

  ‘I have a strong feminine side.’ He pulled a soppy face.

  ‘Now that surprises me.’

  ‘Why? A book without love is like a desert without flowers.’ His gaze grew intense. ‘What is more important in life than love? It’s what it’s all about. Why
  we’re all here, and, when we go, it’s all we take with us.’

  ‘Well, I agree with you, of course.’ She was stunned by the emotion in his words.

  ‘I’m a frustrated writer,’ he confessed sheepishly, playing with his spoon. ‘Never had anything published, though. Not for want of trying.’

  ‘What have you written?’

  ‘Rubbish, clearly.’

  ‘I don’t believe that.’

  ‘I’m Jack of all trades, master of none.’

  ‘What are the other trades, besides writing?’

  ‘There was a time in my youth when I wanted to be a pop star.’ He pulled a face, anticipating her amusement. ‘I had long shaggy hair and leather trousers and smoked joints
  while I strummed my guitar. Now I make wine.’

  ‘Not a poet then.’ He gave her a quizzical look. ‘ “A book without love is like a desert without flowers.” ’

  He laughed and shook his head. ‘Just a hopeless old romantic.’

  She watched him help himself to food, admiring the leonine strength in his profile, the big, pawlike quality to his hands, the very male ruggedness of his skin – so unlike Olivier’s
  polished European glamour – and wished the night could go on forever.

  ‘Do you have a vineyard in South Africa?’

  ‘How well do you know South Africa?’

  ‘I’ve never been.’

  He looked surprised. ‘Then you must come. I own a beautiful vineyard called Rosenbosch in Franschhoek. You would love it. You can set your next novel there.’

  ‘I need something to inspire me. I’m growing tired of what I do. Right now I’m considering doing something a little different.’

  ‘Which is?’

  She hesitated. Olivier teased her about her fascination with the esoteric; she didn’t want to look foolish in front of Jack. ‘I’m not sure I’m ready to discuss it,’
  she replied, embarrassed.

  ‘A love story?’

  ‘No.’

  ‘Murder mystery?’

  ‘No.’

  ‘Erotica?’

  She laughed throatily. ‘Not yet.’

  ‘I’m determined to find out. I’m a Scorpio: once I set my heart on something, there’s no stopping me.’ His gaze was too intense: she had to look away.

  ‘I’m not even sure how I’m going to do it, if at all. Olivier thinks it’s too ambitious.’

  ‘That’s not very supportive.’

  ‘But it’s honest. Olivier is very honest.’ She looked down at her belt and sucked in her stomach.

  ‘He must be proud of your writing, though.’

  ‘Of course he is,’ she replied, but even she could detect the lie in her voice. Olivier didn’t think there was much of a challenge in writing for children; she rather hoped
  she’d prove him wrong with her new idea.

  ‘Is he the good-looking Frenchman over there?’ He nodded in Olivier’s direction.

  ‘That’s the one.’

  ‘Does that dog stay on the porch?’

  ‘I think so. He does a lot of barking, though.’

  ‘Dogs need to bark, makes us feel butch.’

  ‘Give them long leads and they generally don’t stray farther than the edge of the porch. If it’s a big porch, which Olivier’s is.’

  ‘Lucky Olivier.’

  ‘I know. It’s the biggest porch in London.’

  He frowned. ‘No, he’s lucky to be married to the most beautiful girl in London.’

  Angelica laughed and looked down at her plate. ‘Scarlet’s right – you’re an incorrigible flirt.’

  ‘Not at all, my bark is bigger than my bite. But you are very beautiful.’ She dismissed his comment with a toss of her hair, but he continued without taking his eyes off
  her. ‘I like sensual women. Women with big hearts. Passionate women.’

  ‘Like your wife,’ she teased.

  ‘Exactly, like my wife.’ But his eyes twinkled again with mischief, and Angelica smiled into her glass.

  ‘So, what’s the new subject?’

  ‘I can’t discuss it with you.’

  ‘That’s where you’re wrong. I’m the perfect person to discuss it with, because you don’t know me. I won’t judge you, because I don’t know you, either.
  In fact, I am the only person here you can discuss it with.’ He replenished her wineglass and sat back in his chair expectantly.

  ‘You’re very persistent.’

  ‘When I know what I want.’

  ‘All right.’ The wine had made her reckless. ‘I’m not sure I want to continue writing children’s books that are simply good adventure stories. I want to explore the
  deeper meaning of life. Perhaps add another layer, like a parable, for me as much as for my reader. I want to find the elusive happiness we’re all searching for.’ She stopped his
  interrupting by raising her hand and continuing at great speed, wishing she’d never begun. ‘Before you laugh at me, I want to add that I’ve read all those self-help and esoteric
  books. I know all the clichés. We all know those. The secret is putting them into practice in a practical way. We can’t all become hermits and meditate in distant caves. There
  must be a way of finding heavenly peace while living in the material world. I just feel there’s more to life than living it mechanically. There, I’ve said it. Now it’s your cue to
  laugh.’

  He let her finish, then nodded gravely. ‘I’m not laughing. It’s probably the best idea you’ve ever had.’

  Her face lit up at his unexpected approval. ‘You really think so?’

  ‘Absolutely. Everyone is driven by a desire to be happy.’

  ‘Yet so many people are miserable.’

  ‘The secret you’re looking for is love.’

  ‘Well, I know that much.’

  ‘Then you don’t need to write the book.’

  ‘It’s not that simple. Pure, unconditional love is near impossible.’

  ‘No, it isn’t. You feel it for your children, don’t you?’

  ‘Well, do I? Of course I’d kill for them and die for them. But I’m not sure it’s completely unselfish. I need them. That’s ego driven, isn’t it? I mean, it
  might be better for them to go to boarding school, but I can’t bear to be parted from them, so they’ll go to London schools. That’s conditional love, isn’t it? True
  happiness comes from loving unconditionally – and I don’t just mean our own children, I mean everyone.’

  ‘Well, I do see there’s a problem there. I find most people intolerable.’

  ‘You see? Jesus loved everyone unconditionally. All the great teachers and avatars preached unselfish, absolute, unreserved love. The kind of love that loves no matter what. Impossible for
  we less spiritual creatures.’ She grinned at him playfully. ‘I certainly don’t love Olivier unconditionally.’

  He laughed and glanced across the table at Olivier, now in animated conversation with Scarlet. ‘So what are the conditions?’

  ‘They’re too many to list. We don’t have all night.’

  ‘Which is a great pity.’ He turned his eyes on her again and lowered his voice. ‘Loving your husband is dependent on how he makes you feel. So you love him on
  condition that he makes you feel alive, beautiful, and valued.’ She was surprised by the wisdom in this analysis – Olivier wouldn’t even discuss such a subject. ‘If he
  ceases to make you feel good about yourself, you will cease to love him. You might not leave him, but the essence of your love will change.’

  ‘You’re so right. Olivier has the power to make me feel good about myself or bad about myself. His love can wound me or uplift me. Unconditional love would love him no matter what,
  even if he didn’t love me at all.’

  ‘Pure love loves even the hand that strikes it.’

  ‘I couldn’t love like that.’

  He leaned towards her conspiratorially, and she felt the flame of his charisma as if his body were made of fire. ‘I think it’s a great idea.’

  ‘You’re very sweet to say so.’

  ‘You should have been called Sage, not Angelica.’

  She laughed in astonishment. ‘Most people don’t know that Angelica is a herb.’

  ‘I’m a countryman. I know my herbs, flowers, shrubs, and trees. I know my birds, too. I love nature with a passion. I can’t be in a city for too long, the concrete depresses
  me.’

  ‘I love nature, too. I just don’t spend enough time in it.’

  ‘I suppose the park doesn’t quite satisfy.’

  ‘No, it doesn’t. But I grew up in Norfolk. My parents still live there. It’s beautiful, by an estuary. There are all sorts of birds on the beach.’

  ‘Ah, Norfolk, the bird-watching capital of Britain.’

  ‘How do you know that?’

  ‘Because I love birds and I’ve been to Norfolk. I remember thousands of geese in winter, marsh harriers, bearded tits, avocets, terns, and the odd bittern.’

  ‘You’re joking!’

  He grinned, pleased that he was able to impress her. ‘Don’t they have the most wonderful names!’

  ‘You recognize all of those?’

  ‘Of course. As I said, I know my birds.’

  ‘You really do.’

  ‘Come to South Africa. We have all sorts of exotic breeds there: the little malachite kingfisher with her electric-blue plumage and the cheeky hoopoe who calls “poop poop poop”
  across the garden.’

  ‘Wow, you’re a fount of information. How come you’re so wise about life and nature?’

  ‘If you love nature, you automatically ask yourself the big questions. You’re constantly faced with the death and rebirth of trees and flowers. And when you gaze over vast distances,
  that prompts you to think of your own mortality and makes you feel very insignificant.’

  ‘I’m going to wipe the dust off my binoculars!’

  ‘I’m glad I’ve inspired you.’

  She sipped her wine thoughtfully. ‘You’ve really inspired me, Jack, and not just in the feathered department. I’m going to try to add a deeper layer to my books.
  I’m going to search for the perfect happiness.’

  ‘You should. I’m not just saying so because I find you attractive. Most people go through life as if they were blind, mechanically, as you say, without ever questioning what it all
  means. Trust me, I ask myself that question every day.’ His face darkened as if a sad thought had passed through his mind. ‘We’re all going to die. I’d like to find out what
  I’m doing here before I go. I’d certainly like my last years to be happy ones.’ He drained his glass, which was promptly filled by a hovering waiter.

  ‘Let’s talk about something happy. Tell me about your children?’

  So Jack told her about Lucy, Elizabeth, and Sophie: the three jewels in his crown.

  ‘I bet they’ve got you well wrapped round their little fingers.’

  He laughed as he thought about their wheedling and manipulating. ‘They’re young women now. Even Lucy, who’s just fifteen, is going on twenty-one. It’s hard for a father
  like me. I want to wrap them in pink candyfloss and hold on to their innocence. I’m a terrible old rogue, so I suspect all the young men in their lives of the worst intentions.’

  ‘Judging them by your own standards.’

  ‘Exactly. I keep a shotgun under my pillow, and woe betide anyone who lays a dirty hand on one of my girls.’

  ‘It’s going to happen, you know.’

  ‘Oh, it already has. Elizabeth is eighteen and has a boyfriend at Stellenbosch University. Sophie is sixteen, and who knows what mischief she’s already got up to. Lucy’s a
  knockout, and I can see a knowing shadow in her eyes. She’s tasted the fruit of good and evil, I’d bet my life on it. There’s nothing I can do.’

  ‘Children come through us, but they don’t belong to us.’

  ‘That is a hard lesson for me to learn.’

  ‘For all of us. Mine are still little, but Olivier will find it hard, especially with our daughter.’

  ‘You never forget what they were like as little girls. In spite of their makeup and grown-up clothes, they’re still the same underneath. And they don’t know how naïve they
  are. They think they know everything. I want to stand at the helm of their lives and steer them through the mines.’ Angelica felt a wave of tenderness. She, too, wanted to steer Isabel and
  Joe through the mines. ‘When you find the secret of happiness, let me know.’

  ‘You, Jack, shall be the very first person I tell.’

  •   •   •

  After dinner Olivier remained at the table with Caterina and a few others while the rest of the guests adjourned to the sitting room, where a fire burned in the grate.

  ‘Isn’t it a little early for fires?’ asked Hester, flopping onto the sofa.

  ‘It’s been the most miserable summer on record,’ Scarlet replied, lighting a cigarette. ‘I’ve spent the last month in Italy, and I’m really feeling the cold.
  You horsey people never feel the cold.’

  ‘It’s all that rolling around in the hay,’ said Hester, laughing huskily.

  ‘Do you really get up to all that?’

  ‘As much as one can without frightening the horses,’ Hester replied, glancing at her husband, who was standing by the window talking to Stash.

  ‘I’d expect you to be burning up in those leather trousers,’ said Angelica, joining Hester on the sofa.

  Scarlet gave her a hand. ‘See, I’m as cold as a fish! I have terrible circulation.’

  ‘You could eat more. You’re so skinny, you have no insulation,’ said Angelica.

  ‘Thank you for the compliment!’ Scarlet puffed out a ring of smoke.

  ‘I’d happily give you some of mine!’

  ‘At our age, women have to choose between their faces and their figures,’ said Hester, who had clearly chosen her face.

  ‘So they say, but if my arse expands, my misery pulls my face down, so I choose my figure, every time. A little nip here or tuck there will take care of the face. As it is, I’m so
  riddled with Botox I can only just pull a smile.’

  ‘I’ve sacrificed my figure by default, and it’s done nothing for my face,’ said Angelica, noticing Jack talking to William in the library.

  ‘Oh, I’d love your face, Angelica,’ said Scarlet, warming her bottom at the fire. ‘We’d all love to look as wholesome as you. Trouble is, no amount of makeup can
  disguise my unscrupulous past.’

  ‘Oh, I don’t think I look wholesome!’

  ‘You do, like a field of golden wheat. You look like a fresh bun just out of the oven. In fact, I’m surprised you haven’t been discovered to star in a Hovis advert.’

  They all laughed, and Angelica caught Jack’s eye as he turned to see what was amusing them. His attention was like sunshine, and she basked in the delicious warmth of it.

  Coffee and tea were brought in on a tray, and William and Jack joined the group in front of the fire. Angelica tried to behave naturally, but her whole body tingled with a pleasure as unfamiliar
  as the taste of a long-forgotten fruit. Jack’s smile was contagious. His hair, the colour of wet hay, fell over his forehead until he pushed it back into shaggy waves like a lion’s
  mane. She admired the generous width of his face, his dark eyebrows that knitted together when he frowned, and his almond-shaped eyes that seemed to see the humour in every thing. He dominated the
  party, his comments wittier than every one else’s, his charisma brighter, and everyone laughed at everything he said.

  ‘Jack, why don’t you play something?’ Scarlet asked, lighting another cigarette. Scarlet was classically trained and never missed an opportunity to show off her talent.
  ‘Because if you don’t, I will.’

  Jack needed no encouragement. ‘Bring me a glass of red wine, and I’ll play anything you want.’ He went into the library and sat on the piano stool. The baby grand, a wedding
  present to Scarlet from William, was covered in silver photo frames and a large vase of tuberose. If Jack had impressed Angelica during dinner, it was as nothing compared to the sight of him at the
  piano. He began with jazz, his fingers dancing deftly over the keys, his powerful body moving in time with such grace and confidence it was as if the piano were an extension of him. Then he played
  their requests, and they all sang the songs of the Beatles, Abba, and Billy Joel. Angelica joined in, blushing each time he caught her eye, hoping he couldn’t hear her pitiful effort. Whether
  he did or not, he seemed to smile for her alone.

  When Olivier sauntered in with Caterina and declared that it was time to go home, she was disappointed. There was no point trying to persuade him to stay. Once Olivier had made up his mind to go
  there was no changing it. He looked pointedly at his watch, indicating his impatience with a brisk toss of his head.

  Angelica said her goodbyes. When she got to Jack, he took her hand and kissed her on both cheeks. ‘Come to South Africa. You might discover the secret you’re looking for riding
  across the veld.’

  ‘You don’t give up, do you?’

  ‘Life is short.’ He pleaded with his eyes.

  She laughed and removed her hand. ‘It’s been fun meeting you and I loved your piano playing. You’re not Jack of all trades, you’re Jack, master of music. You have a
  wonderful gift.’

  She could tell he was disappointed at her departure, and she was flattered. She hadn’t received such attention in years. She couldn’t wait to tell Candace.

  •   •   •

  Olivier was in a good mood. He didn’t mention her tardiness nor ask about Kate, and she didn’t volunteer any information.

  ‘What a great evening,’ he said, opening the car door and climbing in. ‘Scarlet always gives good parties.’

  ‘She’s a pro at throwing people together and leaving them to get on with it. There are always new people, which is fun.’

  ‘What was that South African like?’ he asked. ‘He looked a bit pleased with himself, if you ask me.’

  ‘Charming, actually.’

  ‘I bet. He’s the sort of man who’s strong on charm and weak on brains. I suppose girls like that rugged Clint Eastwood appeal.’

  ‘He was amazing on the piano. You should have joined us.’

  ‘I didn’t think you liked singing.’

  ‘I do. I just have a terrible voice. How was Caterina?’

  He grinned. ‘Caterina is a naughty monkey.’

  Angelica was relieved to change the subject. She didn’t want to discuss Jack with her husband. ‘You’ve met your match with her.’

  ‘She’s an atrocious flirt. Her husband should keep an eye on her.’

  ‘Nothing wrong with a flirt.’

  ‘It’s different for a man.’

  ‘In what way?’ Angelica bristled.

  ‘I’m afraid there are double standards. A woman flirting in front of her husband is humiliating.’

  ‘Oh, and it’s not humiliating for a man to flirt in front of his wife?’

  ‘It’s different.’

  ‘Says who?’

  He turned into Gloucester Road. ‘Boys will be boys. It means nothing. I flirted with Caterina, but she knows I am devoted to you. Whereas if you flirt with a man, he assumes you’re
  not happy with your husband and that you are looking for an affair.’

  ‘You’re so wrong!’

  ‘Did you mind my flirting with Caterina?’

  ‘Not at all, but that’s because I’m not possessive. I trust you.’

  ‘And you are right to.’

  ‘Are you saying that you wouldn’t trust me?’

  ‘Yes.’ He put his hand on her knee. ‘If you flirted with another man like I flirted with Caterina, I’d be crushed like a grape under your foot.’

  ‘You’re ridiculous.’

  ‘No, just a hypocrite. Unlike you, I am very possessive, and my heart is very tender.’ She laughed. ‘The South African flirted with you, naturally. I would be surprised if he
  didn’t. You are a good-looking woman, Angelica. But did you assume he is unhappy with his wife?’

  ‘Of course not.’

  ‘But if you had flirted with him, he would have assumed you were unhappy with me.’

  ‘I didn’t flirt with him,’ she said quickly.

  He stopped at the traffic lights at the bottom of Kensington Church Street. ‘I would never accuse you of that, mon ange. But don’t think I wasn’t watching
  you.’

  She wanted to say that he was too busy watching Caterina, but she bit her tongue. Caterina had done her a service.

  •   •   •

  As luck would have it, Olivier found a parking place a few yards from their house in Brunswick Gardens, beneath a leafy cherry tree that had not yet begun to turn. Angelica
  hurried up to the front door and waited for Olivier to join her with the key. She smiled as she thought of Jack and how close she had come to getting into trouble with her husband. There was
  nothing wrong with a flirt, she thought blithely. She felt more alive than she had in years. Perhaps the secret of happiness was in living dangerously. But how to make that feeling last?




  

  Chapter 3

  
    
      
        ‘Thinking positively will attract positive things into your life’

        In Search of the Perfect Happiness

      

    

  

  The following morning Angelica was awoken by the children climbing into her bed. Olivier had risen early to go to work, turning on the light and waking her up, but once he had
  gone she had drifted back to sleep and into Jack’s big embrace. She had felt a warm sense of belonging there, like a ship docking after a long time at sea. The children’s voices seemed
  distant, like gulls in a faraway sky, and she yearned to remain in those strong, protective arms. But the cries had grown into loud squawks, forcing her back into the present, where Joe and Isabel
  were fighting over the television control.

  Sleepily, she took over and chose Tom and Jerry for them, then lay back on the pillow to savour the remaining traces of her dream. It was a new feeling to fancy someone. Since meeting
  Olivier in Paris in her mid-twenties she had had eyes only for him. Sure, he could be difficult and demanding, like a petulant child who expects his every whim to be indulged and sulks when he
  feels unappreciated, but she had always been dazzled by him. He had the power to send her spirits soaring and, as so often happens with mercurial men, the same power to pull her down. Her
  attraction to him had never waned, and she had always relished his touch, even though it was rare these days.

  Jack had made her feel attractive in a way Olivier no longer could. There was nothing like the first spark of desire. She had forgotten the magnetic pull of another human being, the invisible
  force that held her attention wherever he was in the room, the sense of loss when he was out of sight. Those bees in the pit of her belly that made it impossible to eat or sleep. It had been a
  decade since Olivier had made her tremble with nerves. Her meeting with Jack was like an invigorating wind sweeping through her sails, shaking them out, reminding her that she was still
  attractive.

  •   •   •

  She breakfasted with the children, a dance in her step, an Abba tune on her lips. Then they skipped off to play in the garden, leaving her alone with her thoughts. She sat in
  front of the newspaper, a cup of tea in her hands, lost in the sunlight flooding the kitchen. It didn’t matter if she never saw him again: he had caused something to shift inside her and now
  everything looked more radiant.

  She jumped when the telephone rang at nine. It was Candace. ‘Hey, Angelica, you’re still alive!’

  ‘Oh God, I’m more alive than ever.’

  ‘So you had a fight, then made up in the most degenerate way possible.’

  ‘No.’ She sighed dreamily. ‘I fell in love last night.’

  ‘I get a feeling this isn’t about Olivier.’

  ‘You’re right. It was nothing more than an innocent flirt, but God, I feel fantastic this morning.’

  ‘Who was he?’

  ‘Some friend of Scarlet and William’s from South Africa.’

  ‘Sounds interesting.’

  ‘It’s just that I haven’t fancied anyone in years, and I’d forgotten how good it feels.’

  ‘Did Olivier suspect?’

  ‘No, he was too busy flirting with Caterina Tintello.’

  ‘Oh, that old reptile. She’s anyone’s!’

  ‘Well, he was welcome to her. She diverted his attention, so I had Jack all to myself. God, he’s attractive. Scarlet warned me, and she’s absolutely right, he’s bad news,
  but . . . ’

  ‘But?’

  ‘There’s nothing wrong with a harmless flirt.’

  ‘After that belt comment I’d say it’s what Olivier deserves!’

  ‘He doesn’t think before he speaks. He’s so French.’

  ‘Well, honey, I’m glad you’ve realized you’ve still got it. It won’t do Olivier any harm. He takes you for granted. I’m not saying you need to do anything
  drastic, but a little flirt every now and then will remind him that if he doesn’t play his cards right, you might find someone else who does.’

  ‘What about you? Has Harry forgiven you?’

  ‘I told him I’d been at the back for the whole second half. Fortunately, I heard a couple of old biddies discussing it in the ladies’ room afterwards and just repeated their
  opinions.’

  ‘Have you heard from Kate?’

  ‘Yes, she rang at dawn, God love her. I was fast asleep!’ She growled a laugh. ‘Pete gets back tonight, so she’s got to pull herself together. I suggested we all meet up
  for lunch at Cipriani tomorrow to console ourselves after the kids have gone back to school. I know most mothers long for the end of the summer vacation, but I’m going to be bereft. I’m
  dreading it.’

  ‘She might listen to some advice.’

  ‘Not old Groundhog! Oh, she’ll listen as if her life depends on it, but the minute you walk out that door she’s forgotten all the wise words you’ve given her and is off
  to make the same mistakes all over again. I have more success reasoning with my dog.’

  ‘What’s she going to do?’

  ‘I know what she should do.’

  ‘Which is?’

  ‘Get rid of it.’

  ‘She’ll never do that.’

  ‘God will understand.’

  ‘Hers won’t.’

  ‘It’s better than the alternative. If Pete finds out it’s not his, he’ll leave her. Period. I’d hate to have to support her through a divorce. Besides, I
  don’t think she’d survive it. She’s very fragile.’

  ‘But what if the baby comes out looking like someone else?’

  ‘Depends who that someone else is.’

  ‘Any ideas?’

  ‘No, but I’m working on it. Whose shoulder does she cry on?’

  ‘Not my husband’s, at least. Olivier finds her intolerable.’

  ‘But it could be anyone else’s!’

  ‘I’d better call her.’

  ‘Then bring the kids over for lunch.’

  •   •   •

  Angelica went upstairs to dress. She put on a CD, and the throaty voice of Amy Winehouse filled the house. Sunshine flooded her bathroom, bouncing playfully off the marble and
  mirrors, a rare sunny day in what had been the very greyest of summers. She knew she should start on a new book, but continuing in the same mould didn’t inspire her at all, and today, she
  felt wildly free from care. Perhaps she didn’t have it in her to write any more novels. Five was a decent number, after all, and they had done pretty well. She hadn’t hit the big time,
  but they sold all over the world, and she had broken into America with the last one, which was based in Arizona. Her latest, The Silk Serpent, was due out in March, and her publicist was
  trying to get her to go and promote it in Australia. She was big in Oz, apparently. Perhaps she should quit while ahead and float about having lunches with her girlfriends and pondering the meaning
  of life. Olivier didn’t like her working anyway. He made no secret of the fact that she was a wife and mother first and that her writing was merely a hobby. But what would she do if she
  didn’t write? Candace was busy with her charities; Letizia was a contributing editor for Vogue; Scarlet ran her own PR company, Bright Scarlet Communications; and Kate modelled, for
  catalogues mostly. Writing was the only thing Angelica was good at. She brushed her doubts away. Today, she was free of care. Jack’s memory hadn’t faded, and when she looked in the
  mirror she saw an attractive, sensual woman, Spanx or no Spanx!

  She slipped out of her nightie and opened her underwear drawer, where the neat rows of matching Calvin Klein lace panties and bras lay unused. With a shiver of guilty pleasure she chose a set in
  ivory. So, she didn’t have the lean, slender figure of her youth, but she was undeniably All Woman. Riding on the crest of this most enthusiastic of waves, she decided to join Candace’s
  Pilates class in Notting Hill. It was about time she took a grip, and David Higgins’s classes promised quick results. Candace was blessed with height and the long legs of a racehorse, but she
  insisted her flat stomach and sculpted waist were down to David’s rigorous regime. Angelica would never be tall like Candace and no miracle could lengthen her legs, but she could tone up and
  lose weight. Not for Olivier, not even for Jack, but for herself. The handsome South African had inspired her to get in shape.

  She pulled on a pair of jeans, pink trainers, and a floral blouse from Paul & Joe, leaving her unruly hair to fall over her shoulders in shiny curls. She felt the underwear clinging to her
  skin and smiled at her own daring, as if she were wearing it especially for Jack to take off.

  Before leaving the house she telephoned Kate, who sounded a lot better in spite of her hangover. ‘Candace asked me for lunch today as well,’ Kate said, ‘but Mum is bringing the
  children back and having lunch with me here. I have an idea, which I’ll share with you tomorrow at Cipriani.’ Angelica wished she’d share the identity of the Other Man.
  ‘Thank you for coming over yesterday. You didn’t get into too much trouble with Olivier, I hope?’

  ‘No, he was fine,’ she lied.

  ‘He knows how much I need you. I don’t know what I’d do without all my friends.’

  Without an audience there’d be no play, thought Angelica cynically. ‘That’s what friends are for,’ she said. ‘To pick you up when you fall.’

  ‘I’ve fallen very hard this time.’

  ‘Nothing you can’t cope with.’

  ‘I’m not sure, this time. I think I’ve really gone and blown it!’

  ‘No, you haven’t. These things are sent to make us stronger.’

  ‘Would it make me stronger to lose Pete . . . and the children?’

  ‘You’re not going to lose anyone. Look, you said you had a plan.’

  ‘Yes, I do.’ The strength returned to Kate’s voice.

  ‘Hold that thought until tomorrow, then we can all discuss it over a glass of wine and a delicious meal.’ She forgot that Kate didn’t eat.

  ‘Okay, thank you again, Angelica. I owe you one.’

  Angelica put down the telephone and wondered what it was that compelled them all to buzz around Kate like worker bees around the queen. Was it her vulnerability that inspired them all to look
  after her? Or her charm, of which she had an inordinate amount? How could someone like Kate be taught the art of happiness – or even the art of serenity?

  •   •   •

  Angelica spent the morning in Harrods buying shoes for the children and picking up the uniforms she had ordered in July but forgotten all about. Efficient mothers, like Candace
  and Letizia, had complete winter sets in the right sizes by June, all name-taped and folded in the children’s cupboards for the beginning of the autumn term. They returned to London from the
  South of France or the Hamptons with nothing more than the odd haircut to organize. Angelica, on the other hand, squeezed all the back-to-school tasks into the week before term started, dragging
  the children around town in a fever to buy the long list of things they required. They’d return from each shopping trip armed with toys that Angelica had been too weak to deny them. Every
  year she cursed her lack of organization, but every year it was the same last-minute rush.

  She arrived late for lunch at Candace’s, the boot of the car filled with shiny green Harrods bags. Candace lived in leafy Notting Hill, where the pavements were wide and tree lined, and
  shiny Mercedes and BMW four-by-fours were parked among Porsches and the odd Aston Martin. Her silver Great Dane greeted them at the door, alongside the Filipina maid in a pink-and-white uniform.
  Candace’s children scampered upstairs excitedly to hide, followed by Joe and Isabel, who hurried past their mother to chase after them. Candace was on the telephone in the immaculately weeded
  garden, lying on a sun lounger, a glass of fruit juice on the table with the October issue of American Vogue. When she saw her friend, she waved. ‘Isn’t this glorious!’
  She pushed her Dior sunglasses to the top of her head, sweeping her thick hair off her face.

  ‘I see you’re making the most of it,’ said Angelica, descending the steps to join her.

  ‘It’ll rain tomorrow.’ Candace had the sleek brown skin of her Latina mother and the pale green eyes of her father, a stunning combination that enhanced her fine features.
  ‘Come and join me. How hungry are the kids?’

  ‘They’ve all disappeared upstairs.’

  ‘Great, let’s lie out a little longer. They’ll come down when they want to eat.’

  ‘Mine had doughnuts in Harrods.’

  ‘Did you get everything done?’

  ‘Just about.’ Angelica dropped her handbag to the grass, ignoring the lip gloss that rolled out, and flopped onto the lounger beside Candace. ‘I spoke to Kate. She says she has
  a plan.’

  ‘I wonder what that could be?’ Candace laughed dismissively. ‘I’m not holding my breath. You do realize we’ve got nine months of this soap opera?’ Candace
  sipped her juice. ‘Ringside seats.’

  ‘Why do we all flock around her? What is it that makes her so compelling?’

  ‘Because our lives would be dreadfully dull without her little dramas to entertain us.’ Candace grinned mischievously. ‘Why don’t you have a little drama for a
  change?’

  ‘My life is very drama free, thank God.’
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