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It was such a treat to set Orange Blossom Days in the south of Spain, where I’ve had great holidays and made some dear friends over the years.


He pasado algunos de mis momentos más felices en El Capricho, Calahonda, donde he degustado comida maravillosa y he llegado a conocer al fantástico personal, los mejores de la costa. Salvador, ir a tu chiringuito es como volver a casa. Me hace muy feliz dedicaros este libro a ti, Svetlana, Maurizio, Pedro, Juan, Antonio, Alberto, Antonio, Paco y Sylvia. Gracias por los abrazos, las cálidas bienvenidas, y los muchos Baileys, en la casa.


(I’ve spent some of my happiest times in El Capricho, Calahonda, where I’ve eaten wonderful food and got to know the fantastic staff, who are the best on the Costa. Salvador, coming to your chiringuito is like coming home: I am so happy to dedicate my book to you and Svetlana, Maurizio, Pedro, Juan, Antonio, Alberto, Antonio, Paco, and Sylvia. Thanks for the hugs and warm welcomes and the many Baileys, on the house.)


To Monir Alina, John and Sylvia Roots, and Sinead, Alannah and Oliver, great neighbors.


And to Emma and Brendan of Be Clean, who looked after and maintained our apartment as if it was their own, and who have become great friends.


And huge thanks to Aurora Garcia and Carlos, who worked so hard to make Mi Capricho a little piece of paradise, and who were always extremely helpful. And of course Tommy and Fabiana also, who run a fantastic Pool Bar and always give us a great reception when we come back.


And to new friends Jason and Luis, owners of Atlantis Property Management and Real Estate SL: thanks for taking us all under your wings.


And to the staff of The Hotel Petit Palace Santa Cruz, Seville: thank you for delightful stays in your lovely hotel. Looking forward to coming back for many more.


Muchas gracias queridos amigos.




La Joya de Andalucía


The Jewel of Andalucía





Prologue


Anna


The AGM was in uproar. The clique from Madrid was protesting loudly at the attack on El Presidente.


“Standards are dropping,” roared a French owner from Block 3.


“Pets were not allowed in the original constitution. And it should be kept like that. I am not prepared to pay maintenance fees to be kept awake by yapping pom-poms and have the smell of their turds wafting across my balcony! Just because he”—a German owner whose visage was the color of a crushed plum pointed a shaking finger at El Presidente—“because he wants his dog coming on holidays with him. Probably too mean to pay kennel fees,” he added irately, wiping his dripping brow with a freshly laundered handkerchief.


“I want to know if El Presidente is prepared to pay, out of his own pocket, the money the community has been forced to pay, so he could appoint his smarmy little friend Facundo as a new concierge. How much of a backhand did he get for that?” Moira Anderson’s indignant Scottish burr rang out over the hum of the air-conditioning. The madrileños, led by El Presidente’s cousin, erupted in furious denial at this scurrilous accusation.


“Well said, madam, well said!” an Englishman from Block 1 applauded. “Answer the question, Mr. President. Or, even better, resign!”


Anna MacDonald felt the throb of a headache begin over her left eye and temple. The ruckus would put the Barbary macaques in Gibraltar to shame, she thought wearily as the noisy yakking increased in tempo.


She and her husband, Austen, had holidayed in the south of Spain since their three children were toddlers. Taking charter holidays with JWT, which they’d saved hard for in the credit union. She’d always loved when the holiday brochures came out every January, and paid particular attention to the complexes that offered children’s clubs.


As they became more affluent and their three children got older, they’d camped in France, explored Tuscany, and golfed in Portugal, but Andalucía’s charms—the Moorish cities and towns, the food, the hospitality and friendliness of the Spanish people—lured them back many times over the years, and when she and Austen had first bought their penthouse apartment in La Joya de Andalucía, they’d been over the moon with delight. They’d taken early retirement to enjoy their sixties and they’d envisaged spending the long, dark winter months in their idyllic paradise. Now, several years down the road, life had changed to one she’d never imagined. And community politics, a recession, and bad behavior had turned life in La Joya sour. “The Jewel of Andalucía” had lost its sparkle for sure.


This carry-on just affirmed that she’d made the right decision. Anna noted El Presidente’s cold, stern, and forbidding gaze. I’ve had enough of you, you little dictator, she thought as she glared back at him, knowing that despite the uproar he would most likely be reelected, because most of the owners couldn’t bear the hassle of taking on the responsibility the position entailed. And many wouldn’t travel to attend the AGM in August, due to the oppressive heat. The Spanish clique would have their way once again and El Presidente would be king of his own little fiefdom. As autocratic as a Saudi despot. Yapping dogs were a new lowering of standards, maintenance fees would rise, and El Presidente would sit on his balcony, monarch of all he surveyed, while his subjects grumbled among themselves at the poolside bar, plotting his overthrow at the next AGM.


Would she want to sit here in this hotel, in the small town of San Antonio del Mar, this time next year and listen to the same sort of carry-on? Nope, Anna decided. The Spanish dream was over. It was time to face up to reality, mend fences with her family, and go home. She’d run away for long enough.


Sally-Ann


Sally-Ann Connolly Cooper watched the shenanigans at the AGM, amused in spite of herself. This annual event was always so entertaining. At other AGMs she’d attended, she would meet up afterwards with her Spanish lover and tell him all the news. After their lusty lovemaking they would laugh and chat as they always did, sipping champagne, before he would leave her. This year, though, everything was very different. Her lover was getting married, and circumstances had changed radically in her own life. At the wrong side of thirty, it was time she settled down, Sally-Ann thought in amusement.


Who would have thought things would turn out the way they had? She would be going home to Texas with her twin daughters, to a very different setup. A better, more positive situation for all of them. And she wouldn’t be saying good-bye to La Joya. She wouldn’t have to saddle up and move on from her Andalucían paradise.


From the moment she’d stood on the wide wraparound balcony of the penthouse and looked, in awe, across the shimmering sea to the mysterious, magical High Atlas mountains on the continent of Africa, and seen the Pillars of Hercules stand guard over the narrow strait that separated the Atlantic Ocean from the Mediterranean, she’d known that Andalucía was special. It had been her first visit to Spain. A business trip with her husband, Cal, who owned a successful holiday rental company in the States. Branching out in Europe was a relatively new development for Cooper Enterprises, but it was paying dividends in more ways than one.


Sally-Ann sipped her complimentary prosecco, surprised at how relieved she was at the decision she’d made about her relationship with Cal. A relationship that had brought moments of grief and joy in equal measure, and a family unit that had survived because she hadn’t let bitterness ruin her life.


Eduardo


Eduardo De La Fuente strove to keep his composure while he listened to the many complaints being hurled in his direction. What was wrong with these imbécils? Could they not see the improvements he’d brought to La Joya de Andalucía? The changes he’d wrought under his presidency had brought order and ease to the ungrateful owners’ lives.


It was imperative that he be elected to continue his raft of improvements. But he knew too that he could not face being deposed in front of Beatriz, the woman who had reared him after his family had moved to New York. Her immense pride in his elevation to the position of president of the community had been heartwarming. At last he’d truly achieved something, in her eyes. Not even his position as a notary had given him this much satisfaction, Eduardo admitted ruefully.


And very soon he would be exchanging his third-floor apartment for the much-sought-after penthouse apartment he’d long desired, from the moment he’d set foot in the luxurious apartment complex. The closing of his property purchase was occurring in the next hour, in a notary’s office in Marbella. That acquisition would be his crowning glory. Beatriz would not be able to tell him ever again that “second best is not good enough.” For the first time in his life he’d taken a risk and it would be worth it.


He hoped his wife, Consuela, would be pleased. Since she’d started her menopausia she’d become more forceful, less pliant to his needs and wishes. Sometimes she was uncharacteristically stubborn. And as for all this New Age stuff she’d got into with her cousin, this so-called Renewal of Divine Feminine Energy she was embracing—such nonsense!


Eduardo refrained from rolling his eyes in derision. Consuela was seated in the audience, looking into the far distance, a million miles away in spirit, from the AGM and him!


How he looked forward to moving into his new abode. His aerie, from which he would be able to overlook everything and everyone in the community. Knowing that the owner who was selling up was a fierce opponent of his and would never have sold to him, Eduardo had bought the penthouse through a third party. A sly move but necessary. A faint flush tinged his sallow cheeks as a memory surfaced. This was not the time or place to think of her or that!


Eduardo turned his attention back to the business at hand, noticing the Irishwoman who had been elected to the position of secretary at the first AGM was glaring at him. She was very friendly with Constanza Torres, the concierge, another thorn in his side. He stared back coldly at Anna. Soon he too would be a penthouse owner and she could keep her glares to herself, as could the rest of the plebs with whom he was not in favor. He had his loyal supporters and today they would keep him—por favor, Dios—in his post as El Presidente of La Joya de Andalucía, a position in which he rightfully belonged.



Consuela



Consuela De La Fuente prayed fervently that her husband, Eduardo, would be reelected to the position of president of the management committee so she wouldn’t have to live with his gloom and ire if he was rejected. Who would have thought Eduardo would turn this heavenly place into a . . . a . . . combat zone, she thought irritably. It was her own fault. She’d always adored the south and the sea. Coming down to the Costa reminded her of childhood days when her dear papa would drive the family from Madrid to spend a month with his brother and family in a house with blue shutters and a shaded, cobbled courtyard two minutes from the sea, in La Cala, further up the coast. Eduardo had had no such treats. A week in a village in the Pyrenees with Beatriz’s cousin had been his annual childhood holiday. The highlight of which was a trip to Girona.


When Consuela had introduced him to the delights of La Cala and Andalucía, Eduardo had taken to it immediately, and from the first year they were married, he’d always spent most of August playing golf, enjoying the reviving sea breezes and laid-back lifestyle and escaping the scorching heat of the capital. It had always been a relaxing holiday, until they’d bought their own apartment. Or rather he had bought the apartment without telling her . . . to “surprise” her!


Sometimes, especially at AGM time, Consuela wondered if it was more trouble than it was worth.


Jutta


Jutta knew her window of opportunity was limited. She had to stay calm and make the most of the AGM at La Joya that was, very fortuitously for her, taking place right now, giving her some leeway to get on with her business. She felt sick. Nerves, she supposed disconsolately. She still couldn’t believe all that had happened in the space of six weeks to turn her life upside down.


Her phone rang. It was Felipe, her husband.


“Did you get the tickets?” he asked.


“Yes,” she said coolly. “I printed them out.”


“OK, good, see you soon.” He hung up.


Jutta sighed. Felipe, the love of her life. And this was what he’d brought them to. Perhaps her father had been right about him. Her papa had always had his reservations about his son-in-law.


A tear coursed down Jutta’s cheek. Angrily she wiped it away. She didn’t have time for tears or regrets. She had work to do. She glanced at her watch. The AGM was well under way. Would Eduardo De La Fuente be reelected? He was a very complex man, very power hungry. It would be a huge disappointment for him if he wasn’t voted back in.


Jutta always enjoyed getting the gossip from Constanza. What would the concierge and Anna, Sally-Ann, and all her other clients say about her when they heard the news? To think she’d once dreamed about buying a penthouse in La Joya and becoming neighbors with the people she worked for. And it could have happened. In her mid-thirties now, she’d achieved far more than she’d ever expected out of life and been well on track to realize her dreams, she thought bitterly.


“Oh, just stop feeling sorry for yourself and get going,” Jutta muttered irritably. She had to feed her young daughter as well as everything else because her au pair had left her in the lurch. What did she care about the owners in La Joya de Andalucía and their drama-filled AGMs? She’d enough drama in her own life.





PART I
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Times of Our Lives






April 2006


OPENING WEEK


Señora Constanza Torres, the community manager for the newly completed apartment complex, La Joya de Andalucía, logged on to her computer, arranged her pen and notepad tidily on her desk, and placed the stack of acceptance forms containing the names and addresses of the new owners into a clear plastic folder that was neatly labeled. Constanza was nothing if not organized.


Today, after months of preparation, the apartments were ready for occupancy. The immaculate grounds were superbly landscaped. Lush flowering waterfalls of pink and purple bougainvillea cascaded over walls and balconies. The two swimming pools seemed in the early morning sun as though the universe had cast handfuls of glittering diamonds into their still, azure water. A hint of a breeze whispered through the drooping green fronds of the palm trees dotted around the lawns, and the scents of mimosa and lavender added to the luxurious ambiance of the gated frontline complex, which was so aptly named. The Jewel of Andalucía was her pride and joy and today, and in the weeks to come, Constanza would welcome the new owners and help them to settle into their holiday homes on Spain’s southern coast.


The setting was unrivaled anywhere else on the Costa, Constanza thought proudly. Within sight of the majestic, imposing Rock of Gibraltar to their right; mysterious Africa looming in awe-inspiring grandeur on the horizon; and, to the left of them along the curving coastline, Estepona and Puerto Banús, playgrounds of the wealthy, international jet set. Behind the impressive development, the high Reales de Sierra Bermeja with their jagged-edged peaks was Constanza’s favorite view, especially when the setting sun slipped gently down behind them, burnishing the sky with a kaleidoscope of pinks, purples, and gold banners.


She’d spoken to many of the new owners on the phone over the past months: soon, she would finally get to meet them in person. This new community would house a wide variety of residents from all over Europe and beyond. Most of them had been friendly, polite, excited, but a few had ruffled her feathers, most notably a dour Belgian lady who insisted she be allowed to bring her pet poodle, Poirot. Patiently but firmly, Constanza had explained there was a no-pet policy, enshrined in the Articles of Association, which were part of the terms and conditions of purchase. After many vexatious phone calls, Constanza was not looking forward to meeting that particular owner.


A rather serious and intense man from Madrid, Eduardo De La Fuente, was extremely insistent that all business be conducted through his secretary, and under no circumstances was any post to be sent, or phone calls made, to his private residence. Constanza wondered if he was buying his apartment as a love nest for his mistress. The secretary, a brisk, bossy, decidedly un-chatty lady, always spoke of her boss in hushed tones as though he were God and, of course, conveyed the air of superiority common to the madrileños. Constanza was extremely interested to meet him.


The complex was unnaturally still. No builders, gardeners, plumbers, or electricians. It would never be this silent again, never be totally hers again as it had been all these past months.


She sat absorbing the silence, preparing for the busy days that lay ahead. The bell on the intercom rang. Her first clients. Constanza patted her hair, sat up straight, and pressed the entry key, watching as the gate opened smoothly to permit a taxi to enter.


As graciously as though she were inviting guests into her home, Constanza stood, hand extended, and smiled a welcome as a middle-aged, smartly dressed couple came through her office door.


“Welcome to La Joya de Andalucía. I am Señora Constanza Torres, your community manager,” she introduced herself, both in Spanish and English, as she would to many new proprietors during the following days.





Chapter One


Anna / Austen


“Mr. and Mrs. MacDonald, these are your keys and gate fob. This one is for the entrance to your building, the community gates, and the garage. This one is your door key. My name is Señora Constanza Torres. I am the community manager. If you have any problems please don’t hesitate to contact me. Let me take you to your new penthouse.” The petite, middle-aged Spanish woman with flashing brown-black eyes and henna-hued, neatly bobbed hair smiled at Anna and her husband, Austen, as she handed them the keys to their new holiday home. Her English, though heavily accented, was perfect.


“Por favor,” a slim, handsome Spanish man in a navy suit who was standing in the doorway interrupted brusquely, and began speaking in rapid-fire Spanish that Anna, with her schoolgirl Spanish, could not follow.


Constanza Torres held up her hand authoritatively. “Un momento por favor, Señor—”


“¿Cuánto tiempo llevará esto?”


He was asking how long this would take, Anna translated, guessing that he was a new owner also. Imperious, arrogant, and a tad rude were her first impressions of the Spaniard, and she hoped that he wouldn’t be their immediate neighbor.


“Be seated, if you please. I’ll come to you when it is your time. There are others before you.” Señora Torres spoke in English, unimpressed with her fellow countryman’s officious impatience. She gave a dismissive wave towards the cane lounging chairs dotted around the tiled terrace at the entrance to the building, where another couple, a tall redhead and an equally tall dark-haired American man, waited to be given their keys. The community manager turned her attention back to the MacDonalds, a hint of exasperation flickering in her expressive brown eyes.


Anna suppressed a smile. It was clear the other man was not used to being so summarily dismissed and ignored. His mouth opened in astonishment at the manager’s impertinence. He turned on his heel and marched over to a chair, glowering at them once he was seated, his fingers drumming a tattoo on the armrest.


“Let me show you to your apartment building,” Señora Torres offered, disregarding him.


“Thank you, Señora.” Austen stood back politely to let her precede him.


Constanza bowed graciously and led the way across the terrace and down the steps to the pathway that led through the verdant gardens towards their whitewashed building with its Moorish arches and mosaic-tiled finishes, which faced the sea.


“Oh, Austen, I’m so excited.” Anna took her husband’s hand and he squeezed hers back. “Isn’t it something else that we own a place in Spain and can come out whenever we want? It will be great for the family to come over and join us now and again.”


“Now and again,” he warned. “Conor won’t be interested, Tara will come to flop, but you know what Chloe’s like . . . She’ll want to bring all her pals out to party. We’ll be lucky to get a look in!”


“She’s just very sociable,” Anna defended their youngest daughter.


“Too sociable for me,” Austen retorted. “This is our haven, Anna.”


“I know,” she agreed lightly. “I can’t quite believe it.”


“Me neither. Imagine spending our winters out here away from freezing winds and non-stop rain. Imagine playing golf every single day!” Austen grinned at her, his tanned face flushed with pride at the rewards their hard work over the years had now brought them. A penthouse apartment in a plush seafront complex on Spain’s southern coast. Who would have thought they would ever be able to afford such a luxury, he reflected, remembering that at the beginning of their marriage, all those years ago, he and Anna hadn’t had two pennies to rub together.


“We deserve this, and how!” he declared, inhaling the scents of the flowering shrubs that wafted by on the balmy, salty sea breeze. “I was dreading retirement, but not now.”


Anna laughed. “You mean you were dreading spending all that time with me. Sure, I’ll probably see even less of you now than I did before, if you’re going to be spending every day on the golf course.”


“Well, not every day and not all the time. Think of what we can do for siesta in our little love nest,” Austen murmured, winking and jangling the keys to their new abode.


Señora Torres opened the door to the first block of apartments that faced the sea and led them through a cool, marble-tiled entrance hall painted in shades of cream and duck-egg blue towards a lift. “Each floor has two apartments, but the penthouse does not share a landing; it is most private,” she explained as the doors slid open. She jabbed the button for the fifth floor and they glided smoothly upwards. Anna couldn’t contain her excitement when she stepped into the tiled hall and saw the white-painted door facing her with the number 9 in gleaming brass, just above the equally shiny brass doorknob.


The concierge smiled proudly at Austen as though she were personally gifting them their new home. “You may open.” She indicated his keys. “Enjoy your new penthouse. I’ll be in the office if you have any queries,” she said before reentering the lift, smiling at them as the door closed and the lift began its descent.


Anna’s first impressions were of bright lemony light as sunbeams spilled in through the floor-to-ceiling windows onto the honey-tinted tones of the marble floor. The smell of new wood and fresh paint was intoxicating and she stood in the center of the lounge breathing in the scents, remembering, unexpectedly, her exhilaration when she and Austen had got the keys to their three-bed semi in a newly built estate in Swords over thirty-two years ago.


Where had those years gone? How was it possible that she had two daughters, twenty-eight and twenty-three, and a son of twenty-five? How was it possible that in four years time she would be sixty? Sometimes the notion shocked her to her core!


Don’t think about it, enjoy this new chapter in your life, she told herself briskly, gazing around at her surroundings. She would paint the lounge a buttery cream, she decided, with light blue accessories: this was going to be fun with a capital F.


Standing on the terrace looking out over the sapphire Mediterranean, a molten silky sheath with hardly a ripple on its gilded waters, Anna wondered if she would wake up and discover it was a dream. Austen was going to retire from his position as senior account manager with an international advertising agency, and she was going to hand over the reins of the cleaning company she’d built up—from a two-person operation to a company employing forty—to her manager.


It was going to be a massive change, she admitted, handing over control of the company she’d birthed, grown, fretted over, and run, with time-consuming passion, for so much of her married life. Would she adjust to a life not controlled by the demands of business? Even now, on holidays in Spain, she was edgy, constantly restraining herself from checking emails on her phone, expecting calls about some crisis or other. Austen had warned her to stay off her mobile. His was turned off. He’d no problem disconnecting, or retiring.


“I want to enjoy life while I’m still able to, before sinking into decrepitude. It’s not all about work and material things, Anna, and I want to enjoy time with you. It’s our time.” Austen was surprisingly firm about it. And he was right, she admitted with some relief. She was exhausted, burnt-out, and flying on fumes. Being a full-time wife, mother, and MD was getting harder to juggle as she aged. In her thirties and forties she’d had boundless energy, but not anymore. She lived with a permanent weariness, chasing her free time like a miser chasing gold.


Her husband was right: they had worked damn hard for decades. He was sixty-two, she was fifty-six; their three children were reared and two had flown the nest. From now on it was all about reaping the rewards of their endeavors.


She couldn’t wait to start decorating and buying furniture. They were going to employ the services of a German woman—a friend of theirs had suggested employing her—who operated from Marbella and was an expert at fitting out new apartments . . . fast.


Anna and Austen wanted to be able to use the penthouse as soon as they possibly could, without the hassle of waiting for furniture and drapes and kitchenware to be delivered. This Jutta Sauer person came highly recommended. She would supervise all deliveries and have the apartment cleaned and ready for occupation the next time they came out to Spain. They were meeting her later for an initial consultation and then the following morning to start furniture shopping immediately.


They were staying at a friend’s apartment further up the coast, and though it was gorgeous, and they’d always enjoyed visiting, now that their own was handed over to them, they were longing to move in.


“Oh, Austen, look!” Anna exclaimed, noticing the bottle of champagne in an ice bucket, and two champagne flutes on the kitchen counter. “What a classy touch,” she remarked, reading the welcome card from the sales firm who had sold them the penthouse.


“Let’s crack it open! That’s the joy of taking taxis. You can imbibe at any time of the day.” Austen expertly uncorked the bottle. He poured the sparkling golden liquid into the glasses, handed her one, and raised his to hers. “I’m so glad we’ve done this, Anna. I know you weren’t too sure at first when I showed you the brochure, but right this minute I couldn’t think of anything better to do with my lump sum. It’s an investment that’s going to give us a lot of pleasure. To retirement—to us!” he toasted, his eyes glinting with anticipation.


“Yes, Austen, to us,” Anna clinked back, feeling a surge of love for her husband. “We’ve done our bit, now it’s all about us!”


*  *  *


Austen tucked into a feast of perfectly cooked mussels in his favorite chiringuito on the southern coast of Spain: El Capricho. Anna was relishing every mouthful of her crispy lemon whitebait. “I love this place, I love the staff, I love the food, and I love the views,” his wife said, taking a sip of chilled white wine and offering him one of her fish.


“Me too. There’s some fine restaurants in San Antonio del Mar, and the chiringuito on the beach is good, but El Capricho has something that brings you back time and again, doesn’t it?” Austen shucked some of his mussels onto her plate.


“I always feel completely relaxed the minute I sit down and order a G&T here. I love that Svetlana and Maurizio always know our drinks order every time we come back.” The waiting staff of the popular restaurant were consummately professional but great fun, and there was always a lot of good-humored banter between them and the diners. Eating there had become a much-enjoyed ritual of their annual holidays.


It was coming to stay regularly with his golfing friends over the years that had persuaded Austen to consider buying a property on the coast. When he’d seen a glossy brochure for La Joya in the golf club in Marbella, he’d shown it to Anna and persuaded her that they should buy. She’d demurred at first, and he knew that part of her reluctance was because of their “children,” as she persisted in calling them, to his mild irritation. She spent too much time running around after them. They were adults now, he pointed out, perfectly capable of running their own lives without their parents by their sides. She was only using them as an excuse, he’d insisted. His wife had got defensive, and told him he was talking rubbish and gone into one of her snits, but he’d stuck to his guns and told her she’d need to make a decision quickly, as the apartments were getting snapped up. He’d bulldozed her, he admitted privately, but she’d come around to his way of thinking and had given the joint purchase her blessing.


Now that they owned a property abroad, and he was retiring, he intended spending long chunks of time with Anna, exploring the cities and diverse regions of Spain at their leisure.


Leisure . . . what a delightful concept, Austen thought contentedly, sitting back in his chair, replete, signaling Maurizio to refill their glasses. Anna might have difficulty letting go of work; he would have none. After years of conscientious hard graft, Austen was looking forward to a work-free, “child”-free retirement immensely.





Chapter Two


Sally-Ann / Cal


“Well, what do you think?” Callahan Cooper closed the door behind the concierge and stood with his arms folded, looking around the clinically white lounge of the penthouse with its breathtaking views of the Mediterranean, the distant coastline and mysterious mountains of Morocco, and the massive slab of limestone rock that was Gibraltar.


“Awesome, Cal, truly awesome,” his wife, Sally-Ann, enthused, gazing at the vista before stepping outside through the floor-to-ceiling sliding doors onto the large wraparound terracotta-tiled balcony. “And that breeze is to die for,” she sighed, running her fingers through her mane of auburn hair.


They explored their new business acquisition, admiring the size of the rooms, their views, and the high-end finish, which was certainly on a par with many of Cal’s other properties stateside. Buying rentals in Europe had increased his property portfolio enormously and added another dimension to his company. In spite of all that had happened between them, Sally-Ann couldn’t help but admire his business acumen.


He opened closet doors, running an expert eye over their layout. “This is just fine,” he approved. “An excellent finish.” His cell phone rang and she saw him glance at the number and slide it back into his chinos pocket.


“Take it,” she said coolly. “It must be important, this is the third time it’s rung in the last hour.”


“It’s cool. I’ll catch them later,” her husband said, shrugging, walking along the hallway towards the third bedroom. Sally-Ann’s lips tightened. This latest bimbo was persistent, for sure. There was something different about this one. She couldn’t put her finger on it. Cal was edgy, preoccupied. Perhaps this was “the One” that would finally lead to their divorce. Sally-Ann felt a knot tie up her gut. It had always been on the cards that this day would come. She wandered out to the balcony again, enjoying the way the breeze lifted her hair from her forehead, caressing her skin with its welcome, feathery touch.


After she’d found out for the first time several years ago that Cal had been unfaithful to her, and once the initial shock, anger, and grief had lessened somewhat, she’d decided for the sake of the children not to sue for divorce until they were older. Privately, she and Cal had agreed to go their separate ways. They could each see whomsoever they wanted to see, but her bottom line was no children with other partners unless they were divorced; and if either of them met someone they felt they could make a future with, then they would divorce as amicably as possible.


It had worked out reasonably well once she’d turned her back on her emotional longing for her husband and faced what had to be faced in her usual pragmatic way. But sometimes she felt she was being cowardly, using her girls as an excuse not to face the trauma and upheaval of divorce. Perhaps that dreaded time was now imminent, Sally-Ann surmised wearily.


“I’m tired. I’d like to go back to the hotel; it’s been a long day.” She walked back into the lounge, the stiletto heels of her Manolos echoing in the empty space.


“Sure thing,” Cal agreed. “I’m going to play a round in Estepona. You have a siesta and we’ll have dinner at the hotel. I’ll book a table for eight.” Sally-Ann saw the look of relief flash across her husband’s face.


Couldn’t wait to get away and ring his lady friend, she thought sourly as he closed and locked the door before following her across the entrance hall to the elevator.


They sat in silence while he drove along the winding coastal road that led from the apartments to the exclusive spa hotel in the charming town of San Antonio del Mar, west of Estepona. The whitewashed villas with their riotous abundance of colorful hanging baskets and the busy restaurants and tapas bars with their jaunty bright awnings soothed her irritation a little as she stared out through the car window and thought how gloriously vibrant Andalucía was.


One of the perks of being married to the owner and CEO of a holiday let firm was the opportunity to travel. Cal had branched out into European properties in the last few years and Sally-Ann had very much enjoyed her trips abroad. European culture and the fascinating histories and traditions of the countries she visited were such a contrast to her native Texas, and she soaked it all up eagerly and felt, sometimes, that she’d been born on the wrong continent.


“Go have a massage or a manicure and pedicure or whatever,” Cal suggested, pulling up to the pillared portico of their hotel, where a doorman stood ready to open the car door for her.


“Perhaps I will. Enjoy your golf, and ring your lady friend and put her out of her misery.” Sally-Ann slanted a cool glance at him.


Cal couldn’t meet her eye. “You’ve had your flings,” he muttered sullenly.


“Only after you had yours first. See y’all.” She nodded at the doorman and he opened the passenger door with a polite smile. Sally-Ann swung her long, tanned legs out of the car and made a graceful exit. Head up, her face a mask of bland disinterest, she didn’t look back.


*  *  *


Cal sighed a force ten sigh as he watched his wife stride purposefully into the hotel. Women were the bane of his life, he scowled, revving the car engine and pulling away from the curb. Maybe he wouldn’t go and play golf; maybe he’d just go and tie one on and give himself some Dutch courage for what was to come.


His cell rang again and connected to the Bluetooth. Four phone calls in less than two hours. Lenora could take lessons from his wife in how to behave in a cool manner.


“Yup?” he growled, taking the call.


“Have you said anything yet?” His mistress’s voice was as clear as a bell. Hard to believe she was in a suite in the Ritz in Paris, nearly two thousand kilometers away.


“Nope!”


“Cal!” she exclaimed exasperatedly.


“Tonight, babe, tonight, I told ya that. Now, quit buggin’ me or I won’t say anything.”


“Aw, hon,” she sighed.


“It’s OK, calm down, sugar doll. Why don’t you go and de-stress with a massage or a manicure and pedicure,” Cal suggested to a woman for the second time that day. “Put it on the tab.”


“OK. I miss you, sweetie,” Lenora said dolefully.


“I miss you too, darlin’. I’ll see you when I see you. Bye, now.” He didn’t give her time to respond but clicked off the phone vowing to take no more calls this day.


He headed towards Estepona, enjoying the fast drive on the coastal autoroute. Spanish drivers were less civilized than their French counterparts, he acknowledged, listening to a cacophony of horns beeping at an unfortunate tourist who’d got his lanes confused. European driving didn’t faze him, he was used to driving on the left. If he had the choice, he’d drive straight to Málaga Airport, fly to Paris, collect Lenora, and take the first flight out of Charles de Gaulle to Houston, but he couldn’t leave Sally-Ann high and dry. He had to tell her that everything was going to change. She was his wife. She played her role with grace and panache and always had. That had to count for something, he thought grimly.


*  *  *


Sally-Ann sat in her beautifully appointed air-conditioned suite and wondered why she had bothered to come with Cal on this business trip to Europe and, even more to the point, why he had asked her, this time. Things were not good between them. He was spending increasing lengths of time traveling, and he was short-tempered and stressed.


She was a thirty-nine-year-old woman with twin daughters on the cusp of their teens and a twenty-year-old marriage that had hit the skids. She needed to cut loose and start living, she thought gloomily, sprawling on the bed to flick through the TV channels. She should get up and go and lie by the pool, or have a massage as her husband had suggested, but she felt weary and lonely. She could ring her best friend, Grace, she supposed, but rejected the idea. Talking on the phone wasn’t the same as lounging around the pool at home with her, necking a Bud and venting. Grace, pragmatic as always, would only tell her to stay put.


“Ya got a rich husband, a house to die for, home help for the kids, opportunities to travel . . . Sweetie, go find your kicks if ya need to but don’t throw that lifestyle away.” Grace was married to a successful orthodontist and she was still crazy about him, as he was about her. She and Sally-Ann had been friends since high school.


Sally-Ann’s eyelids drooped and she drifted off to sleep, the rhythmic whoosh, whoosh of the sea and the breeze whispering through the white muslin curtains soothing her frazzled spirit.





Chapter Three


Eduardo / Consuela


Eduardo De La Fuente seethed with anger as he watched the community manager speaking animatedly on the phone to someone, with much gesticulation and eye rolling. If his secretary conducted herself like that he would sack her, Eduardo reflected, thinking of how demure and calm Luciana was, always knowing what he needed almost before he knew himself.


Finally the irritating woman put the phone down and looked across the desk at him. “My name is Señora Constanza Torres. I am the community manager, and you are . . . ?” She arched an eyebrow at him. She wore too much eyeliner for her age, he noted dourly. No class. His wife, Consuela, wore the minimum amount of makeup and certainly not eyeliner.


“I am Señor Eduardo De La Fuente, the owner of apartment number twenty-eight. I would like my keys immediately, please. It’s ridiculous how long I’ve had to wait.”


“It has been a busy day. Many new owners,” the community manager said coldly. “Sign here, please, to say you have received your keys.” She slid the keys and a sheet of paper across her desk towards him.


Eduardo signed with a flourish and added “Notary” beside his name. Señora Torres should know with whom she was dealing, he thought pompously. He was a person of some standing, not some mere tourist who was buying a pad in Spain to bring his golfing buddies to for debauched weekends. Eduardo’s nostrils on his fine aquiline nose flared slightly as he took his keys from the vaca mandona in front of him. He was almost tempted to privately call her una perra, but he normally recoiled from using bad language; it was very uncouth, as his Tía Beatriz had drummed into him growing up. But if he couldn’t think of Señora Torres as a bitch, he could most certainly think of her as a bossy cow!


“If you have any problems, please don’t hesitate to contact me. Follow me to your building please,” Señora Torres said briskly, as though he were some schoolboy and not a highly respected notary with his own successful firm in Madrid. She took off at a smart clip and he followed her, disgruntled that his day of pride was being marred by yet another domineering female. No wonder he disliked the species. She and Beatriz would get on like a house on fire, or perhaps they would boss each other around. It would be interesting to see what his aunt made of this community manager. Consuela, his wife, was such a gentle soul, she would get on with the devil himself, Eduardo thought fondly, his stern features softening when he thought of his beloved.


How he wanted to surprise Consuela. She had not even seen the plans. She’d never been to San Antonio del Mar. This would be his anniversary gift to her. And how he wanted his aunt to be delighted with his purchase, and proud of him Tía Beatriz was not easily impressed, but surely this achievement would evoke some words of praise and pleasure. A beautiful apartment in a frontline complex, with the sea practically at their door. A haven to retreat to during the scorching summer months, like many of his business acquaintances who owned properties on the coast. Ah, yes, he’d dragged himself up the ladder of success and now he was reaping the rewards.


He looked up to his left and noticed the Irish couple—he’d heard the woman say Irlandesa before he’d interrupted their conversation with the community manager—walking around their wraparound balcony and felt a stab of envy. Eduardo would have liked very much to purchase a penthouse, but he was not willing to risk getting into debt. He was a conservative man; he prided himself on his financial rectitude. He had not gone over the top when affluence came, like some of his colleagues, who were taking out mortgages for villas with their own pools that would take years to pay off. And something else, Eduardo thought smugly. The property market in Spain was unsustainable. The bubble would burst eventually, but nobody wanted to admit it. And when it did, then he would buy his penthouse, he daydreamed as the community manager led him into the third block of apartments in the complex. They rode the lift to the third floor in frosty silence.


“Aquí,” Señora Torres indicated the door to her right. Eduardo knew that his cousin would be his neighbor across the hall. He was glad it was someone he knew. When he’d mentioned, in confidence, to Gabriel that he was thinking of purchasing an apartment on the Costa, his cousin had asked to see the plans. Gabriel, an architect, had been impressed. They had often discussed buying a holiday home, and now that Eduardo was taking the plunge, Gabriel decided he too would buy. They had taken the early morning AVE from Puerta de Atocha to Málaga, where they were met by a member of the sales team and driven to the prospective site, admired the view and the picturesque town, and then gone to look at the plans in the sales office in Marbella.


The sales rep, a sharp-suited Frenchwoman, had done her best to sell them each a penthouse, of which only three remained; but Eduardo had kept true to his borrowing principles, although he would very much have liked to purchase one. The south-facing beachfront apartments had all been snapped up, the Frenchwoman said proudly, and the upper-story west-facing apartments were sold too. So, because they didn’t wish to be on the ground floor or the first floor, they had taken two adjoining third-floor apartments facing south—a bonus, but nevertheless with some of their sea view obstructed by the frontline blocks. Certainly not the best apartments in the complex. Nevertheless, there was a smaller pool than the main one facing the beach, and another beautiful garden. Eduardo reasoned it would be quieter and more private in the high season. They had put a deposit on their respective apartments and taken the fast train back to Madrid that evening.


He’d not said a word about his purchase to his wife.


Soon Consuela would know that she now had a summer home by the sea and could leave Madrid during the intense heat of high summer. His aunt would stay no longer than a week, ten days at the most—Eduardo knew that for sure. Beatriz was too rigid, too bound up in her routine to abandon it for the more relaxed lifestyle on the coast. He would not try and persuade her to stay longer than she wished. Of that his aunt need have no fear.


He opened the door to the apartment. “I have no further need of you. Gracias,” he said dismissively to the community manager.


Constanza Torres gave him a haughty stare. “Nada,” she replied, turning on her heel before he closed the door behind her.


Hopefully he wouldn’t have to deal with the woman again. She was employed by the builders. Once the complex was handed over to the residents, they would employ their own concierge.


Eduardo dismissed her from his thoughts as he walked out to the balcony and was soothed by the rhythmic lilt of the sea. How refreshing! How soothing to the soul. This would truly be a place of rest and relaxation, he promised himself, taking deep breaths of sea air.


Eduardo felt a frisson of uncharacteristic excitement exploring his new abode, walking around the big, bright empty rooms, admiring the excellent finishes in the bathrooms and bedrooms. Seeing the glasses and champagne in the kitchen, he smiled. His aunt and wife could drink that; he would treat himself to a small snifter of brandy, his only indulgence, apart from the odd glass of dry sherry.


Today was a good day, Eduardo decided. They were few and far between.


He locked up, took the lift to the ground floor, and made sure to close the door of the building firmly behind him. Driving towards the impressive, high wrought-iron gates, he saw the community manager gesticulating to one of the gardeners who was working on the planters at the entrance. Bossing him around, no doubt. Her reign would be short-lived, Eduardo thought grimly, pressing his newly acquired fob to open the gates, which slid smoothly open at his touch.





Chapter Four


Jutta / Felipe


Jutta Sauer Perez studied her reflection critically in the gilt-edged cheval mirror she’d rescued from a skip some years ago. It was one of her most cherished possessions. In that mirror Jutta could see, every morning, how far she’d come in life. Her ruler-straight, expertly highlighted blond hair was shining. Her makeup, subtle but skillfully applied, accentuated her high cheekbones and green, gold-flecked eyes. The discreet pearl earrings and single strand around her slender neck were perfect for the look she wanted to present to her clients.


Today she wanted to be particularly soignée. The apartments at La Joya de Andalucía were being presented to their new owners and she’d three commissions for fit-outs already. Invariably, Jutta found that more would come her way from word-of-mouth endorsements. She’d never been so busy. It was just how she liked it to be.


Her husband, Felipe, had left at six a.m. to drive to Murcia to view some land his development company was interested in purchasing. Felipe and his partners were buying swaths of land on the Costas, several of which were already in development. He also had a portfolio of rental properties between Fuengirola and Marbella, which she managed.


“You should consider opening an office in Murcia or Alicante; you’d be swamped with work, Jutta. People are buying two and three apartments at a time; the Irish and British are mad for buy-to-let. The market is crazy up there. You should take advantage of it” was his constant refrain. “And they’re generally not as expensive and deluxe as down here; you wouldn’t have to be looking for all that designer stuff,” he’d said to her this morning, before leaning down to kiss her good-bye.


“I like finding designer stuff, as you call it,” Jutta insisted, wishing he would stop putting her under pressure. She was building up her own company at a slow and steady pace and that was how she liked it. She’d made excellent contacts in several furniture shops along the Costa del Sol, and she got first-rate commissions.


“But it’s too time-consuming,” Felipe argued. “You could fit out all your kitchens in Carrefour and—”


“Felipe, you concentrate on your business and I’ll concentrate on mine,” she’d interrupted calmly, and he’d shrugged and laughed and called her his little German tortoise.


“You have to think big like me, querida,” he’d said this morning when she’d asked him if he did not think he was taking on too much. “See you tonight for dinner with the Americans.”


“You’ll be tired after all that driving.” She leaned up on her elbow and yawned.


“You know me: I like driving, letting my baby purr along the motorway. I’ll be there in four and a half hours, view the land, and have lunch with my partners, and back by six at the latest.” He blew her a kiss and strode down the marble hall whistling.


Jutta shook her head. Her husband’s stamina left her exhausted sometimes. It was madness doing that round trip and scheduling in a dinner with his American business partner. Callahan Cooper was from somewhere in Texas: Jutta wondered if he would wear a Stetson.


When she was barely a teenager and living in a quiet rural village near Dornburg in central Germany, she’d begun to watch reruns of Dallas with her mother, who had been a fan of the TV series since its inception. How she’d adored the fashion and the big shoulder pads and especially the notion that these glamorous women were successful in business—even if they were a disaster in the bedroom. How she longed to escape from the stultifying boredom of life in rural Germany. Jutta most emphatically did not wish to end up like her mother, a dutiful hausfrau helping her husband work the farm, addicted to American soaps, and whose highlight of the month was her visit to her sister in the city of Limburg to the south of them.


Strange, Jutta mused, that the university city of Koblenz where she’d studied computer sciences was twinned with Austin, Texas. She must mention that in conversation tonight. Jutta liked to map out topics of mutual interest before meeting clients.


How her life had changed when she’d left home to study in Koblenz. Her father had been so proud of her going to the brand-new university. When he’d seen the enormous library with the floor-to-ceiling windows and serried rows of book stacks that overlooked the campus, he’d said earnestly, “Study hard, daughter. You’ve been given a great opportunity: Grasp it with both hands.”


Studying had been the last thing on Jutta’s mind. She wanted to party and throw off the shackles of her old, constrained existence. Until university her social life had consisted of cycling to the neighboring village of Thalheim to see her best friends Agathe and Lise, or walking her dog, Spock, along the banks of the Grundbach, hoping against hope that she might meet Gunter Neumann, who had snogged her once, in the forest near her home one Saturday afternoon when she’d taken Spock for his walk. She would never forget that deep-mouthed kiss and his hands on her small budding breasts or the wild strange longing that had flooded her as he gave a breathless groan and buried his face in her hair before jumping to his feet and looking down at her, saying, “Don’t tell anyone I kissed you, you’re only a kid and my friends would make fun of me.”


“I’m nearly fourteen,” she protested.


“Still a kid, and a swotty one who wears glasses and has spots. Not cool. I like your hair, though,” he’d said patronizingly, loping off between the slender saplings crowned by sun-dappled foliage.


She’d gone home, looked at herself in the mirror, seen what seemed to her to be pus-filled volcanic craters on her cheeks and chin, and thrown herself on her bed and sobbed her heart out. When Gunther had pointedly ignored her the following Monday at school, her heart had shattered into a million pieces and she’d thought herself the ugliest girl in the world.


Jutta grimaced, remembering the heartaches her teenage self had endured. How she would love to meet Gunther Neumann now and let him see her blemish-free skin and glossy straight hair. Lise had told her that Gunther, having failed his accountancy exams, was working in a pub in Berlin and had turned into a bit of a pothead.


She, on the other hand, ran her own company, Jutta thought smugly, stretching languorously in the big queen-sized bed she shared with her husband. And she could expand it if she so wished. In theory her husband’s suggestion was good. Felipe was right, the Costa Blanca could be an ideal area to open a branch of Jutta Sauer Apartment Fit-Out and Letting Specialists, if she wanted to go down that route. But furnishing and servicing buy-to-let egg boxes was not what her company, in its present incarnation, was about.


Perhaps she would consider it in the future. Nerja and Almeria, east of Málaga, were more upmarket than the east coast and would suit her better. Quality was Jutta’s mind-set; quantity, her husband’s—and that was the difference in their business plans. Nevertheless her German common sense and his Spanish exuberance had got them this far. Two thriving businesses. An elegant apartment with sea views, in Elviria, close to Marbella. Two Mercs—granted, hers was ten years old, but image was everything—and a lifestyle that was utterly different from the one she’d lived growing up in Germany all those years ago.


Her father, Oskar, had come to spend a holiday with them the previous year and had been astonished at her and Felipe’s apparent affluence. “And you own all this?” He’d waved his hand at the spacious third-floor apartment as they sat on the balcony sipping his gift of schnapps after their meal in the Don Carlos hotel, which was in walking distance of their home.


“No, Papa, we rent it.” Jutta wondered wearily why she’d invited him. He kept asking about the price of this and that and questioning where they got their money. She’d forgotten how nosey he was.


“And why would you not buy a property, since you are both in the business?” Oskar queried, his gnarled, liver-spotted hands shaking slightly as he raised his glass to his mouth. For the first time, Jutta conceded that her father was becoming somewhat frail. She didn’t want to think about it, nor the consequences if he became unable to look after himself.


“It works out cheaper to rent, Oskar,” Felipe interjected smoothly. “We pay our rent and our utilities, but we don’t pay property taxes, maintenance fees, and so on. Those are our landlord’s responsibility, and although they’re reflected in the rent, it’s still cheaper for us.”


“I see.” His father-in-law nodded. “I suppose that makes sense. But there is security in having a roof over your head that belongs to you.”


“If you lived in a city at home you would have to rent, the property prices are so high,” Jutta pointed out.


“Well, I don’t. My house is my own. God rest your mother, I remember the day we got the deeds as though it were yesterday.” He launched into the same story he’d told on numerous occasions, and Jutta yet again privately gave thanks that she’d left home a long time ago and did not have frequent contact with her widowed father, who held set, conservative views and who had never approved of Felipe.


“Ein Schelm,”—a rogue—Jutta had overheard him say to her mother after she’d finally introduced her family to the man she’d left them, her college, and her home for.


There had been ructions when she’d come home from a working holiday in Ibiza to tell her parents that she was leaving college to go to southern Spain with her new boyfriend. She couldn’t quite believe it herself and had wondered once or twice if she was living in a fantasy.


Oskar had been most put out in her second year of university when she’d spent a mere two weeks of her long summer break in Dornburg. “I’m going to Spain with Lise for the rest of the summer. We’re getting work there and I’m going to practice my Spanish and—”


“But what about us? I have work for you to do here,” Oskar demanded angrily.


“I’m sorry, Papa. I spent all last summer at home. I need a holiday and to spread my wings a little—”


“Nonsense. This is not what I’m paying for you to go to university for, to fritter your time away in Spain. Speak to her, Klara,” he instructed his wife.


“I think Jutta is right,” declared Klara, much to her husband’s dismay. “If I had the chances young women have today, I would take them,” she continued, brushing paste onto the roll of new paper for the walls of the dining room, which Jutta was helping her to decorate.


Jutta couldn’t hide her pleasure in her mother’s words, remembering how pleased Klara had been for her when she’d got her place at university—the first member of her family to do so. Her mother had told Jutta to use the opportunity to see the world and have a life before settling down and getting married. Marriage, she informed her daughter, should not be the holy grail in her life, because sometimes it was simply another form of servitude.


With her mother’s words ringing in her ears, and her father’s disapproval preventing him from wishing her well, Jutta had taken the train to Frankfurt am Main, where she had met up with Lise, and escaped to Ibiza.


She’d been waitressing in a restaurant on the seafront when Felipe and some friends had taken a table on the terrace. She stood patiently waiting for them to choose their food, wishing her shift were over so she could go for a swim. A while later, as she reached over to give Felipe his beer, one of his friends placed his hands on her bottom and groped her. “Nice ass, Blondie,” he leered.


Jutta straightened up, looked down at him, picked the jug of water from the table, and poured it over him. “Arschloch!” she said coldly, and walked away.


The Spaniard had jumped to his feet yelling, but Felipe had pushed him back in his chair and in rapid Spanish said something that shut him up.


Jutta had told her boss that she was not serving the Spanish pigs at table seven and he knew there was no point in arguing with her. She was a great worker—one of his best—but when she got stubborn, there was no changing her mind. He sent Domingo to serve them instead.


When the group was leaving, Felipe had come over to her, introduced himself, and apologized in English before handing her a large tip.


“No, thank you,” she said coolly, refusing it. “But thank you for apologizing for your lowlife friend, seeing as he has not got the decency to do it himself.”


The next morning, Felipe came to the restaurant, alone. “Coffee, por favor,” he said, the expression in his brown eyes unashamedly sensual as he studied her languidly. How it happened, Jutta would never know, but a long-forgotten memory of her sexual awakening at Gunther’s kiss enveloped her and a surge of desire throbbed between her legs, and she stared at the dark-haired, handsome man in front of her and almost gasped.


Felipe never took his eyes off her as she brought him his coffee, and she had to struggle hard not to let him see how thrown she was by his attention. When she handed him his bill on the little silver salver, his fingers lightly touched hers. “Gracias,” he said in his sexy voice.


He came every morning for a week and every morning she wore an air of studied detachment as she served him his coffee as though he were a mere tourist unworthy of her attention.


“What time do you finish work at?” he asked later that week in his broken English when she’d brought his bill as usual.


“Different times,” she said offhandedly, wishing she felt as cool as she sounded.


“Let me bring you for a drink tonight. It’s my last night on the island,” he invited, his brown eyes—as dark as the coffee she’d served him—softly seductive.


How she longed to say yes. How she longed to say, in a wildly spontaneous moment of madness, “Forget the drink, just bring me to bed.” For a moment she hesitated, but her pride came to her rescue. She wasn’t that easy. Last night on the island, a drink and a shag—even though it would probably be the shag of her life—and then good-bye. No, thank you. “Gracias. I’m busy after work,” she said coolly, and walked away without looking back.


The sun lost some of its sparkle in the following weeks, and Jutta veered between cursing herself and congratulating herself over her rejection of the sexy Spaniard. She partied with Lise after work and lay on a towel in a secluded cove she’d discovered after one of her cycling explorations of the island—toasting herself in the sun, her body turning golden, her hair becoming more blond from the sun’s rays. She’d even slept with a younger, amusing Italian waiter she’d met at a club, but all the while her thoughts were on a dark-haired man with brown eyes who’d created a hotbed of desire in her with just one look.


Ten days before she left the island, as she was finishing her shift, he came back. Her heart thumped in her chest when she saw him sit at his favorite table. “A San Miguel, por favor,” he said lazily, his eyes twinkling. She couldn’t help the broad grin that crossed her face as they stared at each other.


“I came back for you,” he said. “You haunt me.”


Jutta laughed. “I think you are a practiced seducer. I’ll not be a notch on your bedpost,” she said lightly.


“I don’t possess a bedpost, Fraulein.” He studied her intently. “What time do you finish work?”


“Now,” she said removing her white apron.


“Come with me.”


“Tomorrow, meet me at Mateo’s tapas bar at ten a.m. for coffee,” Jutta threw over her shoulder, and walked back into the bar to get her bag and slip out through the kitchen entrance.


She would end up in his arms—she knew it—but she wasn’t going to sleep with him tonight, reeking of food and alcohol and perspiration. She needed to wash her hair, shave her legs, manicure her nails, and moisturize her skin until it gleamed. She needed to know that she looked her absolute best. She needed to be in control.


She walked along the side of the building towards the archway that led to the cobbled side street where she lived.


“Jutta!” She heard her name and turned to see him striding towards her. Before she could stop him, he’d placed a hand on either side of her, trapping her against the wall. “I can’t wait until ten a.m. tomorrow!” He stared into her eyes and she could hardly breathe.


“Jutta, Jutta, Jutta,” he said huskily, lowering his mouth to hers, kissing her hungrily, then tenderly, pausing to look at her for a moment before kissing her again, his tongue igniting her to respond with equal passion.


“So?” he said, drawing away and smiling at her in the dark, with just the orange glow of a streetlamp pooling around them. “I can woo you and be a gentleman if that’s what you want, or we can forget the wooing and go and make love right now, because I know you want to as much as I do.”


That he’d come back from the mainland for her was wooing enough, Jutta decided there and then. “My apartment is down that street over there,” she murmured. “But I want to shower; it’s been a long day.”


“That’s allowed only if I’m permitted to assist.” He took her hand and walked in the direction she’d indicated. Jutta swallowed hard. The idea of Felipe in the shower with her was so erotic, she was almost ready to come right there on the spot.


With shaking hands she opened the heavy wooden door to the compact apartment she shared with Lise, who, fortunately, had taken a trip to Majorca for the weekend. Felipe slipped his hands around her waist and up under her blouse, cupping her breasts as he kicked the door shut behind them. They never made it up the stairs. Pulling the clothes off each other, they sank into one another’s embrace, leaning up against the door and moaning their pleasure as they came in hot, wet, shuddering spasms. They rested against each other silently, spent. Then he took her to the shower and they ravished each other all over again.


Jutta sighed remembering the passion of those early days. It had been nirvana. Taking the biggest leap of faith of her life, she’d abandoned her university degree in Germany to go and live with Felipe on the Costa del Sol, and never regretted it for a moment.


“Have you lost your mind as well as your morals?” Oskar had yelled, incandescent that the daughter he’d had the highest hopes for had betrayed him for a Spanish lothario. It didn’t matter to him that Felipe was a college graduate with a business degree and had his own property development company.


“Stop that, Oskar,” Klara ordered with a look that silenced her husband. “If you must go and live with this man, make sure you are protected and make sure you always have a bank account of your own” was all she said, but it was enough for Jutta. She’d left Dornburg with her mother’s advice ringing in her ears and her father’s back turned firmly against her.


But she’d flourished in her new homeland. The constant sunshine and heat, the relaxed ambiance of her environs, the cosmopolitan set that Felipe ran with, all eager to grab life by the throat and get rich with this venture or that, eased what little guilt she felt about leaving Germany, and within a year she’d earned enough to pay back her father for the college fees he’d spent on her now-defunct education. It had given her some amount of satisfaction to lodge that money in his bank account secure in the knowledge that she was, for the first time ever, independent, financially and in every other way.


When her mother had died suddenly during Jutta’s second year in Spain, she’d been devastated, but relieved that she was no longer living at home. She’d gone back to Germany for the funeral and to stay awhile with her father, who in his grief had thawed towards her. She’d struggled against Oskar’s desire for her to stay and become the woman of the house. He expected her to cook his meals as her mother had done, and even do his laundry and shopping. Her older sisters, Anka and Inga, with children of their own, would have been very happy for her to step into a housekeeping role had they been able to guilt-trip her into doing so. It was Felipe who had come to her rescue. He’d flown to Germany and booked return tickets for them both to Málaga, telling Oskar and the family that he and Jutta would eventually marry and that her place was at his side as they built up their business ventures together.


The two men had stared at each other, and it was Oskar who had dropped his gaze first, his shoulders drooping in disappointment. When, a year later, she’d asked him if he wished to walk her up the aisle in a traditional church wedding, he’d told her it would be an act of hypocrisy to get married in a church when she’d been living with Felipe for years. That had suited Jutta fine; she hadn’t wanted a church wedding and had only considered it for her father’s sake. They had held a civil wedding in Marbella, with Lise and Agathe as her bridesmaids, and her sisters, her brother, and their families reluctant guests.


It had taken a long time for her father to become reconciled with what he saw as her “rejection and betrayal” of her family. Even now, she thought, looking at him sitting on her balcony, sipping his drink in the flamingo-hued sunset, he never lost a chance to make some pointed remark about how good her sisters were to him, how dedicated they were to his well-being. Unlike you, the words not spoken but very much implied.


When his holiday was over, she’d been glad to put Oskar on a plane to Frankfurt and return him to the bosom of her ever-disapproving family. She was no longer the daughter he remembered: she would never be that girl again.


Now, looking at the sophisticated image reflected back at her from her mirror, dressed in a superbly cut gray designer suit—one of three she called her “working” wardrobe—Jutta took a deep breath and lifted her chin. One day she and Felipe would indeed buy their luxury villa with their own pool and meticulously manicured grounds, or a penthouse in the likes of La Joya, and she would invite her father and brother and sisters and aunts to a housewarming party to show them what a successful man she’d married and how far she’d come from the reserved, gangly country girl they had known.


Today she would concentrate on her new clients, an Irish couple who had bought a penthouse in La Joya. She should call into the office, she supposed, but Christine and Olga, her assistants, would have a dozen queries for her, and long stories about clients who needed their community taxes paid or their air conditioners serviced, or would whinge about damage done by careless tenants or some such. Jutta hated that side of the job, and escaped from the office as much as she could. Perhaps today she would give it a miss. Once the new clients in La Joya were sorted, she would turn her attention to her office and spend an entire week there, she told herself, picking up her Chanel briefcase and setting off for work.





Chapter Five


Anna / Austen


Anna had watched the tall, blond, immaculately dressed woman stride across the foyer area of their new apartment complex the previous afternoon and known immediately that she was Jutta Sauer, who would be assisting her and Austen in the decorating of the penthouse. She’d found herself automatically tucking in her stomach and sitting straighter in her chair, relieved she’d only had the one glass of bubbly. She and Austen had agreed that he would come and look at the furniture with them the following day but that she would choose the kitchenware and other household necessities while he went to play golf.


The blond woman gazed around the seating area and Anna had stood up and given a wave. “Ms. Sauer?” she’d asked.


“Mrs. MacDonald?” the woman answered, walking over to her. Anna held out her hand. “Yes, I’m Anna and this is my husband, Austen.”


“How do you do, please call me Jutta.” She shook hands briskly and motioned for them to sit down.


Bossy, thought Anna, not sure if she quite liked her. No small talk.


Jutta had immediately got down to business. “Now, you have many choices where to shop to furnish your penthouse. I have the plans and have already seen one similar to yours with the same vista. You have been to Spain before?” She’d arched an eyebrow at them, her cool, green-eyed stare raking them up and down, studying them both.


“Yes, often,” Anna affirmed.


“You know then, El Corte Inglés, La Cañada, Leroy Merlin? And of course in La Cañada we have Marks & Spencer and Habitat and, further up the coast, Dunnes”—she’d pronounced it “Dunnez”—“in Fuengirola, if you want an Irish homeware store. I also have a list of furniture shops with whom I do business. If you want an excellent choice of furniture, I’d recommend Mobile & Diseño, which is on the Autovía A-7, less than twenty minutes drive from here. It all really depends on what you are looking for, and how long you have to spend shopping. As you know, my fee is ten percent of whatever you purchase with me, and a hundred euros per day for my time. I would suggest drapes and furniture shopping first. Accessories and kitchenware after that.”


“Sounds good to me,” Austen remarked, stifling a yawn. “When do we start?”


“Tomorrow! I shall collect you at nine a.m. sharp in the foyer of the Don Carlos. I have many clients. My time is precious. I don’t like to be kept waiting.” Jutta picked up her briefcase, stood up, and held out her hand to Austen and then Anna. “It’s very nice to meet you. Until tomorrow. Enjoy the rest of your day.” She marched off towards her Merc without a backward glance.


“That’s us told, then,” Anna said drily, taken aback by Jutta’s imperious manner. “I don’t think I like her.”


“She’s businesslike. She knows her stuff. She doesn’t hang around. That’s fine with me.” Austen wasn’t perturbed. “Let’s go and do as she suggests and enjoy our day.” Lunch in El Capricho helped Anna put the bossy German to the back of her mind, but she made sure to set her alarm that night to be up and ready on time.


They’d taken a taxi to the plush hotel where Jutta wanted to meet and had enough time to sit and have coffee in the foyer before her arrival.


Anna glanced at her watch as she drained her cup. A minute to nine. She hoped that bossy-boots would be five minutes late. Childish, she knew, but it would take the wind out of Jutta’s superior sails. On the stroke of the hour, the blonde strode into the foyer, immaculate, with not a hair out of place, looking like she’d stepped from the pages of Vogue.


“Good morning, Anna, Austen. Let’s go and view some furniture and make a start. I’m parked in the car park; stay at the entrance and I’ll pick you up,” she commanded.


“I feel like a child of ten being bossed around by her,” Anna grumbled, watching the younger woman walk purposefully out the door, a fuchsia pink Longchamps tote swinging from her shoulder.


“Look, if you really don’t like her after today, we can go to someone else, but the Dalys said she’s terrific at her job,” Austen soothed. “Give her a chance.”


“OK, OK,” Anna said, scowling, and walked through the swing doors. Moments later Jutta’s silver Merc cruised to a stop beside them. “You get in the front if you want; I’m sitting in the back,” Anna muttered. The woman’s attitude rankled. Her time was “precious” indeed. So was theirs, she thought indignantly.


“So,” said Jutta crisply as Austen got in beside her, “I’ll bring you to Mobile & Diseño first? It’s very close by; that’s why I suggested we meet here. It’s what I generally do.”


“Fine,” Austen said authoritatively. “We’re anxious to make a start. We want to have this all wrapped up ASAP.”


“How long are you staying?” Jutta inquired, leaving the grounds and driving onto the slip road to join the A-7.


“Another four days, and then we’ll be back in June for a month,” Austen said chattily.


“Very nice to get that amount of time off.” Jutta sat ramrod straight behind the wheel, unfazed by the impatience of the Spanish drivers who hooted and honked incessantly.


“Indeed,” agreed Austen.


“What do you do?” Jutta asked.


“I’m just about to retire.” Austen glanced back at his wife, who was uncharacteristically quiet.


“You look too young!” she remarked. With anyone else Anna would have suspected flattery. But Jutta was not the flattering type, she figured.


“Thank you.” Austen smiled.


“And you? Do you work?” Jutta inquired, glancing at Anna in the rearview mirror.


“Yes.” Anna decided she wasn’t giving away any information about herself to the self-assured young woman.


“A lot of Irish women that I’ve met are just housewives,” Jutta remarked derisively. “That would drive me mad. I have to work. My husband loves that I work.” Jutta sped along the motorway towards another slip road.


“Whatever a woman’s choice is, and they can afford it, is up to them,” Anna retorted.


“Not my choice, for sure. Even if I ever have children.” Jutta drove off the A-7 and minutes later swung into the car park of an elegant furniture showroom.


Poor kids; she’d be better off staying childless, thought Anna nastily, following Jutta and Austen up the gleaming marble steps to the upmarket furniture store.


“Look around, get an idea, see if there’s anything you like. I’m going to look for the person I do business with. I’ve already let her know that we were on the way,” Jutta ordered, giving an expansive wave around the store as though she owned it.


“Do we really need her?” Anna exclaimed in exasperation as Jutta’s sharp footsteps clacked across the floor.


“She’s brought us here. Without her we wouldn’t have known about this place. She knows where everything is. And there’s some classy-looking stuff on show. Didn’t you say creamy lemon was a color you liked?” Austen said to distract her, pointing to a very attractive coffee table with a large terra-cotta and lemon lamp resting on it. Beside it, a long aubergine-colored sofa looked extremely comfortable.


“As long as she remembers we’re employing her, not the other way around,” Anna snapped. “And that sofa’s the wrong color.”


“Yes, but they do it in different colors; there’s the selection.” He pointed out the swatches that lay on the armrest.


“Oh!” said Anna, somewhat mollified, beginning to feel excited. “That lamp is rather fabulous.”


“So is the price, but let’s put good stuff in, because it will last,” Austen counseled, walking over to look at some dining tables.
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