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            For what is knowledge duly weighed?




            Knowledge is strong, but love is sweet;




            Yea, all the progress he had made




            Was but to learn that all is small




            Save love, for love is all in all.




            Christina Rossetti


          


        


      

    




    

      	

        

          

            

              

                But only this:




                No reason ask of Love.




                John Marston


              


            


          


        


      

    


  




  







  Prologue




  Susannah Forbes had kept up a long vigil. She’d brought reading matter, newspapers, a biography of Harper Lee written by a close friend, but had hardly turned a page.

  Most of the time her eyes had been on the still shape under the hospital sheets, the blue lips, the slack, slipped jaw. There was no visible rise and fall of the chest, no restless turning. When

  she had touched the back of Clive’s hand, the extreme chill had transmitted itself. The intensive care unit had felt cold enough to be a morgue.




  The pauses in his breathing had become longer. He’d been in a semi-coma, but even so tried at times to speak. Susannah had leaned closer, listening hard, murmuring encouragement, hollow

  words about pulling through. She’d willed him to say more than faint unintelligible mumbles, something to hold onto, some last thread of connection, if not hope.




  The mass of beeping high-tech equipment had made the cubicle look like the cockpit of a plane. But all the dials and graphs on the screens had been plain to read, with every jiggering, jittery

  line undeniably on a nosedive.




  The hospital team had explained that Mr Barfield’s severely increased respiratory congestion, the thirty-point drop from normal blood pressure and his inability to swallow were all signs,

  but they couldn’t tell exactly when death would occur. It was a time to be realistic and compassionate, they said; time to let go. Her presence at the bedside would be reaching him, helping

  and giving him peace.




  ‘Talk to me, darling,’ Susannah had whispered, bending over the bed once more, staring steadily into his ashen sagging face. ‘Hold on, find the strength. You can do

  it.’




  Clive had opened his eyes. His lips moved. ‘These last . . . months . . . such joy, more than I could . . . You must . . . be . . .’ His breathing paused again and that was it,

  nothing more. No more words.




  It was three years since Clive had died; hectic, stimulating years in a terrific new career, which at Susannah’s age was against any yardstick and the longest odds.

  She’d had the same amazing luck in her first career as a photographic model. That had soared too, with bewildering speed in the high-drama times of her twenties; instant success at both ends

  of her working life and a rainbow arc of love, emotion and disillusionment in between. Not bad going.




  She was going to a dinner party. She’d had a busy, productive day and stepping into a black silk dress, fastening a plaited gold chain around her neck, Susannah was mystified by her edgy,

  unsettled mood. She wandered into the living-room where the window of her penthouse flat spanned the longest wall.




  Susannah stood gazing out, listening to the filtered sounds: a faint murmur of traffic, the whipping and whistling of a fierce wind. The flat overlooked the playing fields and tennis courts of

  Burton Court, a great open space in front of the splendid Royal Hospital, designed by Wren and home to the Chelsea Pensioners. Darkness had fallen, but a familiar line of tall lime trees was just

  visible, their leafless branches weaving and swaying as though to music. In the street-lit distance were the elegant Georgian houses of St Leonard’s Terrace, tall and sought-after. It was

  London at its most beautiful.




  The dinner was in Chester Square, a mile away at most, and Susannah decided to walk. It felt contrary, being buffeted by a fearsome wind on the way to a formal do, but it suited her mood. Her

  black velvet evening shoes were lowish-heeled and she had a pale ivory leather coat, snugly warm and satin-soft with a delicate sheen like mother-of-pearl that shouldn’t look too out of

  place.




  She wished she hadn’t accepted the invitation, something she felt too often these days, as the evening stood little chance of being fun. The hosts, Maynard and Ginny Wilson, who

  weren’t close friends, clung to the formalities of Maynard’s past career. He was an ex-ambassador, his last posting in the Balkans. A physically insubstantial man, he looked as though a

  punch would leave a hollow, and he wouldn’t have fared well at a rugby-playing school. He was likeable enough, mild-mannered and amenable, while Ginny was ingratiating, adept at exploiting

  people’s kindnesses; any return of favours seemed an entirely alien concept to her. She had slightly protruding, staring eyes, yet had perfected the kind of helpless looks of entreaty

  guaranteed to bring out the protective instinct in any male. Ginny had money of her own and Maynard was in business now too – making a packet, it would seem.




  Susannah shrugged on her leather coat, faintly imbued with her Chanel scent and as softly supple as luxury car seating. Posh, her skinny little Siamese cat, was rubbing round her ankles.

  ‘Lucky Posh puss,’ she muttered, bending to stroke her. Leaving the flat, she tried to think more positively; the Wilsons spread their net wide – you never knew.




  The chill April wind tugged viciously at her hair and took her breath away. She skirted round the south side of Burton Court with her mind on penthouses; wistfully on her own, the cosy evening

  in she was missing, but also on Jimmy Rose’s. It had been his luxury apartment, after all, with its fabulous views up and down the Thames that had managed to turn her life on its head.

  Susannah still found it hard to believe.




  Jimmy was a delightful, sprightly man with expensive tastes in property, cigars and champagne. He was a wine dealer and Conservative Party treasurer, and a few years ago had asked her round for

  a drink, saying he wanted a quiet word, just the two of them. He’d pressed on her a glass of his best vintage champagne and joked about the latest political mess-up before bouncing her with a

  proposition. He wanted her to redecorate his pad.




  ‘And I’m talking a proper business deal here, Susannah. I love your style, a whole lot more than many a top designer I could name. I won’t take no for an answer.’




  She’d protested. Jimmy was a wonderful friend and she knew he admired her own home, but she was no decorator and couldn’t possibly take it on. ‘I’d only do it as a loss

  leader,’ she said finally, weakening, flattered and tempted, secretly longing to give it a go.




  That conversation had taken place before her marriage to Clive. Although comfortably off at the time, Susannah had never been in the penthouse league. Her parents had struggled, she’d had

  a childhood of making do. Becoming a successful photographic model had been head-spinning, yet her first husband’s debts had left their finances strained. She’d remarried, twice, and

  lost her third husband, Edward, to a brain tumour. It had been a wretched, desolate time, but life moved on and she needed a fresh challenge, like trying her hand at interior design.




  A couple of years later, at one of Jimmy’s drinks parties for his rich cosmopolitan friends, everyone had cooed and raved about the new décor. They’d been wowed by its recent

  makeover, the glass cubes and lightness, touches of vivid colour; high praise from a roomful of blasé sophisticates. Jimmy had bowed theatrically and held out a hand to Susannah. It was all

  down to her, he said, basking in the glow. The credit was entirely hers.




  By then, Susannah had done up another penthouse and a lavish apartment in Eaton Square. She’d formed her own company, Susannah Forbes Design, and had other commissions in the pipeline, new

  clients dangling plans.




  The apartment in Eaton Square had been testing. She’d felt doomed, done for, as though her parachute had stuck fast and on only her second jump. The client, a statuesque Texan heiress, had

  known exactly what she wanted, thank you very much. No fresh, innovative designs, clean lines and Italian modernity; her eye was in for rich, heavy silks and brocades. She’d dug in her

  bejewelled heels and refused to budge. Susannah had despaired. Yet realism about who was pay-mistress soon kicked in and, swallowing her pride, she had walled the Texan’s entire dining room

  in sumptuous gold-threaded brocade. With a set of fourteen high-backed chairs upholstered to match, the room had certainly made a statement.




  The Texan blonde giantess had been ecstatic. It was precisely the French-château, Marie-Antoinette feel she was after, she’d enthused, promising to spread the word from Louisiana to

  Long Island, London to the South of France.




  Magazines and newspapers had begun to do features and interviews. Susannah was a much-married top model, often in the gossip columns, and with her sudden success as a designer, the spanking

  richness of her clients, the media had gone to town.




  She was almost at the Wilsons’, walking up Chester Row, a graceful narrow slip of a street that led to the Square. Recalling Jimmy’s drinks party had made her feel

  sorrowful, even a little fearful, and she strained to think why. It was a culmination, she decided – a warning signal perhaps, that the more soaring of life’s highs were over and its

  winding down had begun. Depressing. Susannah bridled at the thought.




  She’d been seeing a bit of Clive Barfield in the months before Jimmy’s party, bald-headed Clive, a seventy-year-old businessman, a captain of industry with cheeks as saggy as a

  Beagle’s and a trad, timid taste in clothes. He’d first asked her out a year after the death of her third husband, Edward. Clive had made no demands, he’d understood and known her

  fragile state. Kind, unexciting Clive had been about the only person whose company she could have borne.




  Edward had died suddenly, struck down as though by the force of God’s mighty hand, leaving Susannah adrift, unable ever to imagine normal life again. Edward had been her foreground, her

  horizon, and now she was in a wasteland, alone. He’d come into her life when she was twice divorced and still only thirty. Her unflinching certainty about the wisdom of marrying him had

  amazed no one more than herself.




  It had been quite as brave of Edward. He’d ignored all the guarded comments, warnings from friends, and taken her on, along with her eight-year-old daughter, five-year-old dog and two cats

  of considerable age. Edward hadn’t been especially beautiful, with thinning hay-coloured hair that was soft to stroke and touch; a strong straight nose and deep, chestnut-brown eyes that

  invariably reflected his moods. They’d radiated love and responsiveness, glittered with his impossibly quick temper. Thirty feisty, passionate, sparring, loving years: more than her fair

  share.




  Edward had been an economist, moving in political and business circles. He and Susannah had often had friends to kitchen supper, and when he’d happened to meet and like Clive Barfield

  he’d suggested asking him along. He’d be good balance for some of the shouters amongst their friends. Clive had become quite a regular after that.




  Clive had never married. He was a workaholic, gripped by the need to succeed and perhaps lacking the active libido that might have seen him paired off at an early stage of life. But whatever the

  married joys and woes he’d missed out on, Clive had struck gold with his non-stick kitchenware business. He’d broken the French stranglehold on that market with solid, well-designed and

  sensibly priced goods. Pots and pans had made him a very rich man.




  He was a dry seventy-year-old and Susannah was no girl. Clive wasn’t without a humorous side, yet his expression was so naturally solemn, he was always so thoughtful and slow that any

  flashes of wit came as something of a surprise. He’d taken her to theatres and films during the year before Jimmy’s drinks party, they’d had dinner together, lunch or a drink in

  the garden of his duplex flat in Little Venice, that quietly posh corner of London. They’d nattered about plants, paintings, Susannah’s children; Clive always seemed genuinely

  interested in their doings, despite having no family of his own. He’d never put her under any pressure, a squeeze of the hand, a kissed cheek – a peck on the lips once or twice.




  She hadn’t talked to Clive at Jimmy’s party, being keen to have useful conversations and make eye-contact with potential clients; she was being feted and praised and loving it. The

  champagne was Dom Perignon, the canapés, dainty morsels: quail’s eggs, mini rolls of rare beef, blinis with a mere scraping of caviar. No more healthy, hefty scoops of the stuff. Even

  Jimmy was feeling the national pinch, it seemed.




  An American, Warren Lindsay, had discussed the décor with Susannah while showing a flattering, more personal interest as well. He then began to pour out his personal woes. Warren was

  mid-divorce and wearyingly bitter, the scars of battle uncomfortably exposed.




  ‘She’s a vulture, that woman, but she’s not going to win. I can be pushed just so far . . .’ Warren’s honey-bronze eyes had hardened under the jut of a broad

  brow.




  Was he trying to convince himself, Susannah wondered, or was he simply a man of ruthless, unflinching determination? He was her sort of age, possibly a bit younger, with a good head of dark

  hair, flecked all over with grey-white specks like rocks by the sea. He hadn’t mentioned dinner and hadn’t really been seeing her, Susannah felt, hard as he’d stared. It had been

  a slight anti-climax since people were drifting off and it was a natural time to have suggested coming out for a meal. She’d moved away, feeling a mild sense of failure and also that she

  should really catch up with good-natured Clive.




  Susannah remembered thinking he looked even more sombre and lugubrious than usual that evening. He had inclined his head to a quiet spot where the view up and down the Thames was truly

  spectacular with the lights of London spangling the dark. ‘Can we go over there?’ he asked her. ‘I’d like to propose something, if you wouldn’t mind.’




  ‘I’ve been propositioned in this flat before,’ she laughed, walking with him.




  ‘Why? Has Jimmy . . . ?’ The air around them was suddenly electric and she saw a previously unknown side of Clive – the steely, formidable force in the boardroom side.




  ‘God no, that’s hardly Jimmy’s thing! I just meant the decorating job.’




  ‘I wanted to mention this idea in advance,’ Clive said gravely, ‘to give you plenty of room for manoeuvre. If you don’t hate the very thought of it, though, perhaps we

  could have dinner and, well, talk about it.’ He gave one of his rare grins. ‘But this little gift,’ he said, pressing a small pouch into her palm, ‘is quite unconnected.

  It’s for you to keep, whatever you decide.’ He smiled more gently, and she did too, amazed beyond belief. He took her arm and they went together to say their goodbyes.




  The gift had been a sumptuous single diamond. Converted into a ring, its scintillations were like flames of white fire. It was staggering. Susannah wore it on evenings out and, walking now to

  Chester Square, kept her hand in her coat pocket. She glanced down at it wistfully, arriving at the Wilsons’ doorstep, thinking how much she owed to Clive. Not least the six wonderfully

  contented months of marriage before he’d caught pneumonia three years ago, suffered the complications of diabetes, and died.




  She put her lips to the ring with a fond heart then banged down the doorknocker. Chester Square was Georgian splendour, magnificent houses, but – probably because of her feelings about

  Ginny – the Wilsons’ house somehow gave off a reek of superior exclusiveness that got up Susannah’s nose. The buffed-up brasswork on its sleek, black-painted front door could have

  been on military parade.




  The door was opened silently and the Filipino waiter behind it took her coat. Another waiter escorted her upstairs. Susannah could hear the clink and chatter coming from the first-floor drawing

  room. She braced herself and prepared to greet her hosts.




  







  Chapter 1




  ‘Sorry, I didn’t quite catch your name when we were being introduced upstairs.’ My neighbour at the dinner table gave a thin, bored smile.




  ‘Susannah Forbes,’ I said, slightly annoyed. Our hosts, Ginny and Maynard Wilson, had sent a guest list very properly, for the avoidance of any festering vendettas, and it seemed

  reasonable to expect him to have slotted me in. I turned my place-card his way for emphasis and leaned to peer unnecessarily at his. ‘And you’re Godfrey Croft, I see.’




  I’d absorbed from the list that Mr Croft was married – to Hilary – and a senior player in a private equity firm. He had the comfortable girth of good-restaurant living,

  close-cropped grey hair, disinterested eyes; he fitted my idea of the City stereotype. Not so surprising then that my name with the tag of ‘interior designer’ hadn’t made it onto

  his radar when international banker might have registered.




  ‘Do you have . . . is your husband here?’ He looked vaguely up and down the table.




  ‘No, the last two died on me.’




  ‘Oh.’ Godfrey sat up a bit. ‘So your name . . .’




  ‘Is my own, not my last husband’s.’




  ‘And is that Forbes, as in the Rich List?’ He smiled, showing a little more interest, sneaking a glance at my diamond ring.




  ‘Yes, and some might say I’m rich, but I’m not on the List and no relation,’ I twinkled at him with more warmth. That must have sounded very arch. An almost reverential

  gleam had come into his eye with the mention of the Forbes List, but I wasn’t on it and he wearily offered me the butter dish with a muttered whinge about olive oil being a healthier option.

  ‘Butter has lots of vitamins,’ I said cheerfully, digging into the pat. ‘A, D and E.’




  Some people could be boring in an interesting way but not, on present evidence, Mr Croft. It was too soon to write him off, though. He could be an impressive academic sort of banker, a

  recovering alcoholic, a demon in the sack; no one was irredeemably dull.




  ‘Did you think of the Forbes List as a way to log in my name like the Americans do?’ I asked. ‘Like thinking of belly to summon up Kelly, say, with someone

  overweight?’




  ‘Oh, no, not at all. I’d be very bad at anything like that.’ He gave his thin smile.




  ‘Me, too,’ I agreed sympathetically, ‘and I’d probably only remember the prompt!’




  We relapsed into silence. The wine and the first course, a salad with warm smoked duck, were being served. Godfrey was certainly making me feel my age.




  His wife, Hilary, was opposite, friendly-faced, countrified-looking; conventionally dressed in a turquoise silk dress and jacket. She was studying her plate rather forlornly, stuck between a

  Brazilian businessman and a rascally, acerbic theatre critic called Bertrand Joseph, whom I knew. Bertie looked despairing, trapped, his mouth in a downward droop. It wasn’t the wittiest of

  seating plans. Maynard and Ginny Wilson were seasoned diplomats, after all: whatever had they been thinking of?




  They were at each end of the Tonelli, black-glass table. Maynard was next to the voluble Greek wife of a government minister who was speaking fast, waving her arms about, and he had the frozen

  smile on his face of someone who’d lost the thread and was trying to avoid being found out. Ginny, on the other hand, was busily turning it on for the French Ambassador, overdoing the

  flutter-eyed charm.




  Bertie made no effort to entertain poor Hilary Croft; I watched him trying to attract the attention of Ruth Travers, a much-loved actor, quick-tongued and idiosyncratic, seated further down the

  table on my side. Ruth’s face was as wizened as a lizard’s, yet it had the sort of strong-nosed ugliness that has its own attraction. She dressed with great style and was wearing a

  ruby-red crushed velvet number tonight, with a dramatically upstanding collar.




  ‘Hey, Ruthie,’ Bertie called across. ‘I saw that talentless old ex of yours finally kicked it the other day. Did you go to the poor bugger’s funeral?’




  ‘No,’ she drawled, eyeing him lazily from under hooded lids. ‘In fact, I rather regret going to the wedding.’




  It had been said before, but her delivery was perfect. Half the table had smiles.




  ‘But it can’t, in fact, be very easy, can it – going to an ex’s funeral?’ Hilary Croft said, taking it seriously. ‘Embarrassing for the grieving relatives, I

  imagine, especially if they’d taken sides. Awkward for any new partner, too . . .’ She tailed off as her remarks fell leadenly and everyone nearby stayed silent. She looked

  agonised.




  ‘Susannah went to one of her exes’s funerals,’ Ginny piped up with her usual bitchiness. ‘Max’s, wasn’t it, Susannah? I remember the pictures in the

  newspapers.’




  ‘So, not one of your weddings you’d regretted then?’ Bertie threw in waspishly. ‘And did that air-head new little wife of his look daggers at you through her

  tears?’




  The Brazilian’s wife on my neighbour Godfrey’s other side peered round him with a fascinated stare, hanging on my answer, but Maynard benignly came to my aid.




  ‘I go to so many funerals and memorials these days,’ he said. ‘More of my friends seem to die than give dinner parties!’ A few awkward titters rippled round, though I

  felt the joke had a slightly callous ring. ‘And I’m surprised how often they’ve minutely planned their own,’ Maynard continued. ‘An elevated friend of mine, who shall

  be nameless, made it his express wish that a man he’d loathed all his life be asked to give the address – to savour the thought of him squirming with embarrassment, I suppose, feeling

  unable to refuse.’




  Plates were being cleared, claret poured. Godfrey was discreetly picking at a back tooth with his little finger, the chewy smoked duck giving problems. I eyed the young woman on my other side,

  Daisy Mitchell, who had an appealing profile. She wasn’t a beauty, but had a lively mobile face with a generous mouth and clear light skin. Her striking sea-green eyes would hold anyone

  captive, and she had an enjoyable way of bubbling-over; I’d seen her talking to Maynard before dinner, tossing back her light-brown hair. She was in a flame-red dress with criss-cross straps,

  short and sassy.




  Daisy was wearing a wedding ring, and the absent husband, if she wasn’t divorced, must be a diplomat or business friend of the Wilsons’, I presumed. It was a bit of a raw deal for

  her tonight, stuck between an older woman and the overweight fogey on her other side. An opera singer, a single man who would have evened up the sexes, had cried off apparently with a sore

  throat.




  Godfrey was sipping the claret with a dubious expression and I said, trying to be friendly, ‘You look like a serious connoisseur.’




  ‘I don’t know about that,’ he replied with unconscious immodesty, swilling the wine in his glass with calculated care, ‘although strictly entre nous, I do find this

  Pichon Lalande a touch insubstantial.’ He smiled. ‘But then I’m more of a burgundy man.’




  ‘Oh dear, that shows how little I know! I’d thought it rather smooth and good. Only because of having it with a friend, though, I expect, whose son’s in the wine trade. He

  loves the job, has finally found his niche, to his mother’s relief. He’d tried to get into insurance, but when asked at interview what appealed to him about the business, he said he

  felt it had a rather romantic side. They didn’t take him on! Still, top marks for originality, don’t you think?’




  ‘Not really,’ Godfrey said, speaking as patiently as he would to a child, instead of a neighbour at dinner who’d been weakly attempting a bit of levity. ‘I’d want

  people who skipped the romantic waffle and saw the appeal of the profit-making side. I mean, don’t you rather enjoy having money?’




  I smiled but didn’t reply, with no desire to start arguing about creativity, job satisfaction and community spirit. His lip would have curled.




  An elderly waiter was patiently holding out a vast oval dish of small pink lamb cutlets. His hands had a tremble and I hurriedly took a couple of cutlets and watercress. It was a natural break,

  time to swap sides, which I did with a relieved parting smile. Godfrey had smugly enjoyed having the last word, while I thought he was a chauvinist prat.




  ‘I’ve been dying to meet you,’ Daisy Mitchell said. ‘I’m such a huge fan from all the fabulous pictures I’ve seen of your interiors, the

  spreads and features. There’s so much I’d love to ask, about your past amazing career as well, but I’m sure it’s the last thing you need.’




  ‘Of course not, ask away. I’m only sorry you’re stuck with me and not next to some dishy attentive young man.’ I let my eyes roam the table. ‘Though where

  you’d go for that sort of honey tonight . . .’ Daisy gave a little giggle. She inclined her head towards the person on her other side. ‘Not there,’ she whispered.

  ‘He’s pickled in aspic. I didn’t know guys like that still existed. He thinks the glass ceiling is made of cellophane and we “gels” don’t cut it. He’s such

  a throwback.’




  ‘Not to me, I know a few.’ I knew her neighbour for a start, a pompous twerp who headed a family packaging business. ‘Tell me about yourself, Daisy. Are you working?’




  She grimaced. ‘Kind of. Not enough. I write a cookery column and occasional stories for magazines. I need to do more, but I’ve just got divorced, all very messy and tacky, and

  it’s impossibly hard to focus. I’m so in awe and envious of your fantastic new career. It’s brilliant!’




  ‘Pure luck, more like – a friend who had a few clients with bottomless bank balances giving me a break. But you could change course, too. Any interests aside from cooking?’




  ‘I love art and design, but I’m not trained and doing a course would cost money, which is a bit tight right now. My ex-husband had a good lawyer.’




  ‘Children?’




  ‘Twin boys of nineteen; they’re non-identical, different in every way.’




  ‘But you can’t be out of your thirties yet,’ I said, with genuine surprise.




  ‘Almost,’ Daisy said, looking pleased. ‘I’m nearly thirty-nine. The boys are from a very brief early marriage – this is my second divorce, I’m afraid. You

  married young too, didn’t you, the first time?’




  ‘Yes, I was eighteen. My daughter from that marriage is older than you. Things were bad, but I hung on. Divorcing in those days took serious legal perseverance.’




  ‘You were a top model so it must have been extra hard, being in the public eye. You worked in New York as well, didn’t you? Did you take your daughter with you?’




  ‘Sure, she was only a year old. I’d had a nanny in London and took her, too. She was a cantankerous old bird, never out of her brown Norland Nanny uniform and neurotic about her age;

  she refused ever to let me see her passport. Manhattan wasn’t her natural habitat; she wheeled a stately second-hand Silver Cross pram around town, looking suspicious and disapproving like a

  grumpy old Mary Poppins, yet I grew very fond of her over time. But how do you know so much about my past? It’s prehistoric!’




  ‘There’s been a lot written. And my mother kind of followed you and kept articles from magazines.’ Daisy blushed sweetly, reddening the more as she dug in deeper, trying to

  flatter me. ‘She was a bit older than you, of course. She’d have been seventy this year.’




  ‘Your mother died young?’




  ‘Twenty years ago, of breast cancer. My father’s remarried and I’m good with my stepmother. I like her – she’s French and grew up in a château. My dad runs a

  health farm in Sussex.’




  The dessert was served, a medley of mini-puds: a pink mush in a thimble-thin glass, a split strawberry, a blob of green ice cream and a teeny chocolate tart.




  ‘Too catered-looking,’ Daisy murmured. ‘I think the food for dinners at home should look as if there’s a nice comfortable cook downstairs, a Mrs Patmore of Downton

  Abbey.’




  Daisy was fun with her green-eyed sparkiness. She went into raptures about the dining-room décor; she must have known I’d had a hand in it. Ginny had wanted help with a wall-colour,

  but soon had me doing the whole room – for love, which I didn’t feel. The walls were now deep crimson; shiny black bowls of white tulips stretched all down the table, and two life-sized

  statues, elegant armless ladies, stood at the window end of the room. They’d been unseen, gathering moss in the unused, paved back garden and I’d persuaded Ginny to bring them indoors.

  Along with Maynard’s abstract paintings, his Wendy Lehmans, they added a touch of class.




  Ginny rose to her feet and tinkled a glass. ‘Coffee upstairs,’ she said bossily, smiling then, as if to convey it was all about consideration for the staff. ‘Let’s go on

  up.’




  With much scraping of chairs – Godfrey radiating pique – we did as we were told. In the sitting room, where trays of coffee and herbal tea were circulating, Hilary Croft sought me

  out, to my surprise. She seemed nervous and took sips of black coffee before speaking, as though internally phrasing her words.




  ‘I, um, wanted to apologise for that silly, unfortunate remark about funerals,’ she said. ‘I’d been feeling so out of my depth and was trying to appear a little less than

  inadequate, I suppose, though it had the opposite effect. Do forgive me.’




  It was warm and generous and I assured her that nothing could matter less.




  ‘I had a very enjoyable time with Godfrey,’ I said, being shamelessly disingenuous, ‘though I suspect he was humouring me a little when we talked about money.’




  ‘He thinks of nothing else. I despair.’ Hilary sighed bitterly, revealing the stresses of her marriage. She gave a wan smile. ‘Better go. We’re driving back to Hampshire

  and I can see Godfrey’s impatient to be off. Bye, then – and thanks for being so understanding.’




  ‘Time I was off too,’ I said, grabbing my chance. ‘I’ll leave with you.’




  We started a stampede. Everyone took their cue, milling round to say goodbye, and I had to wait to thank Ginny, mentally drumming my fingertips as the French Ambassador bade her a flowery

  farewell. The Crofts were already out of the door.




  Daisy came alongside. ‘I’ve so loved meeting you, had such a cool time,’ she said. Then, hesitating: ‘I don’t suppose – I mean, could you ever bear to come

  and have lunch one day? I’m just over the bridge in Battersea, not very far.’




  ‘Love to,’ I said, fishing in my bag for a card. ‘Thanks, that sounds great.’




  She gave me a quick hug like one of my children, and darted off, bouncy and breezy as ever. ‘Bye, Ginny,’ she called out blithely, over the smooth dark head of the diminutive French

  Ambassador. ‘Lovely party!’




  There were a couple of messages on my voicemail. I played the first while kicking off my shoes. It was from Charles Palmer, one of my oldest and dearest friends, a biographer

  who lived in rural North Norfolk and was writing a book on the zoo owner, John Aspinall. Charles hadn’t been to London in weeks. It was partly the cause of my edginess. What was the point of

  having a friend and long-time occasional lover if he never showed? He could get in his car . . .




  I listened to his message resentfully. Charles sounded miffed, too. ‘Where are you? Why don’t you ever pick up? Call me, late as you like. I’ll have to open another bottle of

  whisky.’




  I loaded up my face with another useless miracle cream. In the past Charles had asked me to live with him, to move into his subzero, rambling Queen Anne home that was a rat-run for every gusting

  gale. Climbing into bed, I visualised the house with its symmetry and distant view of the sea, the wind howling like a demon possessed, windows rattling in their sashes, draughts extinguishing the

  flame on the ancient boiler, hardly in functioning order on a good day. As regularly as Charles had asked, I’d refused.




  I shifted up in bed to lean against the headboard and dialled his number, stretching pleasurably in anticipation, always ready to hear his resonant voice. ‘Hi,’ I said. ‘I was

  only at a Wilsons’ dinner party – for want of anything better to do. How’s the writing going?’




  ‘Don’t ask. I’ve had a stream of callers, no chance of an uninterrupted flow. The postman’s dusting off his caravan, but his wife thinks the weather has to turn. Mrs

  Selling came about a good cause and talked about her tits – the garden variety; I kept remembering a line in a play, about a woman getting her tits stuck in the letter box. Then my neighbour

  Mr Hetherington turned up, very full of a clue in yesterday’s crossword.’




  ‘Which was?’




  ‘“Primate”. He’d thought of “chimpanzee” which fitted and been chuffed with himself, but discovered today the correct answer was “archbishop”! So

  how was it at the Wilsons’, as balls-aching as can be expected? I’d go a long way not to have dinner with Ginny.’




  ‘All the way to Norfolk?’




  ‘Don’t be sarky.’




  ‘It could have been worse. I had an invitation to lunch.’




  ‘Oh. Don’t tell me you’ve found another Clive.’




  ‘Why always assume it’s a man? It was from a girl, almost half my age. She must want something, which isn’t rocket science since she’s broke, done over in a recent

  divorce. I think I’ll go, though; she was refreshing and fun, plenty of chutzpah. She writes a cookery column too, so the food shouldn’t be bad.’




  ‘Don’t be in a grump,’ Charles said. ‘I miss you all the same, though.’




  Why didn’t he do something about it then?




  I said a chilly goodbye while feeling a warm burn of contact. Charles was like a sip of the finest brandy, in many ways.




  I played the second message.




  ‘It’s Warren Lindsay. You may not remember, but we met at Jimmy Rose’s, quite a while ago now. I loved what you’d done to his penthouse and took your card. I’m just

  passing through, on an early plane tomorrow, but I’m anxious to talk to you about doing up my house on Long Island. I’d be grateful if you could call; any time up until about one

  tonight is fine. I’m on a different time clock.’




  It was twelve-thirty. I debated it for a moment, but decided to call.




  Warren described the house in detail: eight bedrooms, large reception rooms, pool, sundeck and more. Some house . . . Warren explained that he was finally divorced and wanted a clean break.

  ‘No reminders, no stick of furniture, no hammock on the deck, you’d have a complete free hand.’




  That was rare.




  ‘It’s a big job,’ I told him. ‘It would take months. And I’d need an assistant, probably. You’d be into substantial costs.’




  ‘That’s not a problem. I had in mind your coming for part of the summer and staying in the house as my guest, to make it easier. I’d be in Manhattan during the week. I have a

  cook and maid to see to all your needs and I hope you’d allow me to entertain you at weekends.’




  Did I need that in my life? At my age, being chased round the ex-wife’s furniture, even before the new was installed?




  ‘I’ll need to sleep on it,’ I said, wishing I’d chosen another expression. ‘Send me an email and I’ll get back to you in a couple of days.’




  Lying in bed, I considered it long and hard. Only the pinpoint reading light was on and the bedroom looked soft and shadowy, ivory and apricot, with the scent of some lily-of-the-valley in a

  vase, deliciously intense. A huge pine armoire and hand-painted French dressing screen gave the room height and form. My bed was sumptuously comfortable, but it was the size of a playground, built

  for a ménage à trois or even à cinq.




  I stretched out a toe and felt the cool barren expanse. I had a clear recollection of Warren Lindsay, the grey-speckled hair, his crinkly, earnest gaze and the meaner frown when speaking of his

  wife. He’d made quite an impression. I could even remember the sense of anti-climax I’d felt when he hadn’t suggested dinner as expected.




  Did I want to be away most of the summer, missing the best of my South of France garden? It would mean giving up a few summery weekends in Norfolk, too. I made the journey for those. It was

  boring and selfish of Charles, fossilizing up there for the rest of the year with his deadline and love of his crumbling creeper-clad home.




  Would Stephanie move in, man the office and cat-mind? She was elderly, my PA, and lived alone; she’d probably quite enjoy it. I’d done up a house in Connecticut, an apartment in New

  York, I knew the American scene. And I should be able to find an assistant, someone to do the legwork, the inevitable running around.




  Everything seemed to be pointing to heading out west this summer, but I’d known that right away really, talking to Warren Lindsay on the phone.




  







  Chapter 2




  Daisy stared at the text. She’d been drifting off, but heard it come through and knew it would be Simon. Fuck, what did she do now? Call Susannah Forbes first thing in

  the morning and say she was ill? That was bound to ring false. It would need to be some pretty high drama; a headache was hardly going to do. Daisy bit on her lip, wide awake now, her heart

  thumping with indecision. She could always tell the truth, of course – that her married lover was suddenly free and she was incapable of turning him away.




  A familiar ache of longing rose like quicksilver and snaked through her body, taking instant hold. She imagined Simon rushing her upstairs as he always did, the fierce silent lovemaking, the

  heaven of it when he stayed on afterwards, sitting about in the kitchen as though he belonged. Daisy gave a deep sigh. She knew he’d never leave his wife, however much he bitched about her.

  She was the moneybags. He talked big about doing deals, but was employed by her, in fact, helping with the accessories shops she owned; his children were still very young as well. Daisy was

  everything to him, he said, but they were empty words.




  So what, if she had to ditch Susannah Forbes? It had been a mad impulse, asking her, a vague cockeyed hope of something flowing from it, some miraculous lead into who knew what? Would Susannah

  agree to postpone lunch? But it wouldn’t happen, not if she cancelled this time, Daisy thought miserably; stuff always got in the way. And now she was going to worry all night and look a

  shagged-out, bag-eyed wreck for Simon into the bargain.




  She texted him back. Can u make it 3? Old bird to lunch, bit diff to chuck. Need to c u, burning up. xx. Worth a try, after all. His timing could be elastic – he didn’t live

  by lunch-hours, and sex came before food in Simon’s book; her cooking was never a priority. Daisy grimaced. He could have the remains of Susannah’s lunch for his tea.




  He rang early in the morning while she was still running a gamut of excuses in her head. ‘Three o’clock’s better, in fact,’ he said. ‘I was thinking I

  mightn’t be able to make it – someone I need to see. Anyone I know, this bint who’s coming to lunch who’s so important to you?’




  ‘She’s not! You are. I’ll tell you about her over tea.’ Daisy felt quite light-headed.




  It made precautionary sense, she felt, to call Susannah and suggest she came at twelve-thirty. Frustratingly, her phone was on voicemail; Daisy left a message.




  She would wear the shell-pink cashmere top that Simon liked, a grey flared skirt and ankle boots, but jeans while she cooked. Wild mushroom risotto, she’d thought. The final stage could be

  done with Susannah there. They’d be eating at the kitchen table, after all – she could sit with a drink. Daisy prepared a tomato and basil salad, washed a garden lettuce and mixed up a

  lemony dressing. Its piquant scent tingled her nose and cut into the smell of the onions sautéing in the heavy cast-iron pan. Homemade lemon and lime ice cream, thinly sliced oranges; there

  was a delicious gorgonzola stinking out the fridge, the reduced-price grapes . . . Daisy cooked a batch of gooey brownies while she was at it. Simon could have some later.




  She checked round. The sitting room was looking fresh and summery, despite it being a cold windy April. It almost resembled a room set for a Noël Coward play with the baby grand piano that

  had been her mother’s – which took up half the room – and Daisy’s extravagance of armfuls of fragrant, creamy-pink Angélique tulips. She felt wired up with tension,

  fiddling, rearranging the flowers. How would it be with Susannah? Two weeks had passed since the Wilsons’ dinner . . .




  The house, two tiny Battersea cottages knocked through, was still small and a squash when her six-foot sons were home. Daisy had designed a glass extension to the kitchen that showcased her

  exuberant little back yard. She loved the house, but it had to go; it would be hard on the boys when they weren’t yet earning and couldn’t have flat-shares, but they’d just have

  to cut their cloth and bring friends to a grottier home.




  It was her own house, bought with money left to her by her mother and a small mortgage. Peter, her ex-husband, had taken over the repayments and his lawyer had made much of that, pleading his

  client’s current straitened circumstances, which was a sick joke. What Peter contributed now barely covered the boys’ upkeep. They weren’t his children, he said. No matter that

  he’d lived with them for twelve years, that their father had disappeared untraceably to New Zealand immediately after the divorce.




  Daisy seethed. No greater shit than Peter existed. All the women, all he’d done to her . . . She was glad now that he’d set his face against more children, hard as she’d

  pleaded early on and however much she’d longed for them.




  She was still brooding when the doorbell rang. Zipping her boots, she raced downstairs and was breathless, opening the door. Susannah had come by taxi; it was turning round in the small

  cul-de-sac. ‘There’s a delicious fight going on over the road,’ she said, looking round over her shoulder. ‘Those two women have been turning the air blue; they reversed

  into the same meter space and now they’re trying to shunt each other out.’




  ‘And swearing like navvies,’ Daisy said. ‘Just hark at ’em! There’s a warden coming – bet he finds a way to give them both a ticket. Come on in. It’s

  fabulous of you to come slumming it over here. I felt guilty even asking.’




  Susannah took off a cuddly-looking grey wool jacket and flung it onto the hall chair. She wandered ahead, peering into the sitting room and down to the large square kitchen and its extension

  into the garden. ‘Is this décor all you?’ she asked, turning back to Daisy. ‘Those raspberry-painted bookshelves and the steel sculpture and the mirrors? I love the cyan

  blue wallpaper, too.’




  ‘Thanks, but you’re being far too kind.’ Daisy was chuffed, terrifically proud of what she’d achieved on a shoestring. ‘It is all me, though. What’s

  this!’ she exclaimed, as Susannah held out a flocked carrier bag. ‘You’ve brought a whole shop!’




  ‘Just a couple of bottles of wine; there’s a jar of preserved black truffles for the store cupboard, since it’s too late for fresh, and that funny-shaped bottle is

  black-truffle vodka, something a bit different, I thought.’




  ‘Gosh, how wild! Let’s try the vodka right now with the cheese straws.’ She fetched glasses.




  Susannah took a cautious sip. ‘What do we think? Pretty weird? It’s sure to go to our heads.’




  She kept looking round, taking everything in, and Daisy eyed her curiously. She had lines, dry-looking lips, but her hazel eyes had gold flecks and a glint, a knowingness – the equivalent,

  in eye terms, of a suppressed smile. Her hair was fair, just below chin length and in great glossy nick. Was that HRT? Did people stay on it that long? Susannah had the sort of high and lowlights

  that blended away the grey; her hair was shorter than in old photographs, and she was always flicking it away from an eye. People of her age didn’t go in for tossing their hair back, but

  Susannah didn’t act old. That was her thing really, Daisy thought.




  Susannah asked after Daisy’s twins and questions about the house. Stirring the risotto, Daisy explained about her days here being numbered, resisting whining about the wrench, the

  late-night crying into her pillow; she mentioned the inevitability, though, with so many bills outstanding. She said the boys, Will and Sam, were reading Classics and Business Studies

  respectively.




  They had lunch at the farmhouse kitchen table that she’d painted mustard yellow and it was a satisfying moment when the risotto was a big hit, the lemony dressing as well. Susannah drank

  tapwater, she wasn’t faddy, and hardly any wine. Still, they’d had the vodka, and as Daisy cleared the plates Susannah sat back, looking as relaxed as if she was in her own home,

  lifting her legs onto an opposite chair, idly arranging the folds of her burnt-orange wool dress.




  She was very slim. Daisy wondered if she’d ever had to diet, how thin models had had to be in her day, and voiced the thought. Susannah laughed. ‘We all dieted madly, though there

  were no size noughts back then, and we always tried to turn sideways to camera. Protein diets were the thing, I remember a six-foot-tall Australian model once taking a whole cooked chicken out of

  her tote bag and eating the lot in the studio!’




  Daisy was beginning to worry about time and she wasn’t especially interested in other people’s children, but having talked about her own, felt it only polite to mention

  Susannah’s. ‘Does your daughter have university-age children as well?’ she asked.




  ‘No, Bella’s are younger, girls of twelve and fifteen. She was in her thirties when she married – wiser than you and me! She’s a barrister and her husband, Rory,

  who’s a great tall guy, rangy and athletic, has a company selling bagels. It’s a fast-growing market, they say.’




  ‘And your other children?’




  ‘Both boys. Josh is forty, Al’s thirty-seven. Al called this morning, sounding nervous as a bird – he’s just sent off a first novel to a publisher. He designs theatre

  sets by day, has a three-year-old son and a smiley, curly-top wife who’s a GP. There’s another baby on the way. It makes me feel limp with exhaustion!




  ‘I worry most about Josh,’ Susannah went on, and smiled. ‘You did ask! It’s very old-fashioned of me, but I’d love to see him married. He’s forty, after all.

  He’s a photographer – tall, fair, passionate about his work – out in East Africa on a fashion shoot right now, hoping for leopards as a backdrop. He’s attractive to women,

  so Bella’s friends say, and has girls in his life. I just wish he was in a long-term relationship.’




  ‘Perhaps he’s being constantly chased and very wary,’ Daisy said, thinking who’d want a guy working with models? ‘Single men of forty are rare gems.’




  ‘That’s all very well . . .’ Susannah broke off with another smile. ‘I was about to say he could at least give it a go, but with my record I’m hardly one to give

  advice.’




  ‘Your early mistakes were understandable and you got it right, you found love.’ Daisy worried that sounded sycophantic and had a moment of bleakness, wondering if she ever would

  herself.




  ‘You’ve obviously had a bad time with the divorce, but that’s done now,’ Susannah said. ‘What happened, what went wrong?’ Her eyes above those famous

  cheekbones weren’t letting go and Daisy felt cross-examined, sensitive about her mistakes. She was getting in a panic about Simon, too; the clock was ticking fast.




  She rose to bring over the bowl of sliced oranges. ‘I’ll just decant the ice cream,’ she said. ‘It’s lemon and lime – blends well with the oranges, I think.

  And you must have one of these brownies.’ She busied about, but sitting down again it was hard not to unburden, a release to let it flood out.




  ‘I should have known better, I’ve only myself to blame. Peter was flash, though, and he did mad extravagant things, like hiring a helicopter to go to country operas, whisking me off

  to Nice, buying crazily-priced wine in restaurants to impress his friends – well, anyone useful to him. It was glamorous fun, but I began to see through the façade soon enough and to

  realize how much and how often he lied. People would call and want to be paid. I found a receipt for a £12,000 necklace – not one he ever gave me. And he was tight about the

  housekeeping! The affairs, the barely covered-up tracks, his manhandling if I ever dared to accuse him. He could win me round, as there was a physical bond, but it only lasted for so long. All the

  pressures and menace piled up and I couldn’t go on.’




  ‘I’ve been there,’ Susannah admitted, ‘in very similar circumstances. But you have someone new now? You have that look. Don’t make another mistake,’ she said,

  quite fondly. ‘Two’s enough. Is it serious – do you love this man? I’m actually asking for a reason.’




  Daisy’s cheeks felt as hot as hellfire. Simon wasn’t the way forward, as Susannah would certainly tell her. He was in another-mistake territory – even if he were on offer.




  ‘I am keen,’ she mumbled, ‘but it’s complicated.’




  ‘He’s married?’




  Daisy nodded dejectedly. ‘Yes. Coffee?’ she asked, trying not to look at her watch.




  ‘That would be nice, just a quick cup before I go. Don’t worry, I’ve got the message. I wondered why you advanced the time this morning.’




  ‘Oh dear, am I that transparent? Please don’t feel I’m rushing you. This is awful.’




  ‘It is a bit! If it’s serious, though, I’m sure he’ll find a way, but . . . is he a Good Man? It’s a vulnerable time for you – and look, I’m the last

  person to talk, but try not to be too accommodating. Sometimes, with your own deep feelings, it’s hard to see that his might be a little less sincere.’




  Daisy didn’t want to hear that. It didn’t help. Simon wasn’t a Good Man. He was a friend of Peter’s, for a bad start: it was through Peter they’d met. She lived for

  Simon all the same; she marked time, sometimes for more than a week, even two or three, living for those crumbs of contact that kept her going. She knew she was an utter fool.




  Susannah was looking at her watch ostentatiously and Daisy pulled herself together. ‘Um, you said just now you were asking about a man in my life for a reason?’




  ‘Yes. I had an idea, you see. I’ve just taken on a very big new decorating job and I’m going to need an assistant. I wondered if you’d like to learn the ropes. It would

  be a proper paid job, but hard work as well as interesting, and it involves a trip to America.’




  Daisy blushed all over again. ‘I can’t believe this. There’s nothing I’d love to do more! I’d try hard to learn fast. I’d still have my column to do, but

  could handle that, I’m sure.’




  ‘There is a complication.’ Susannah had an uncomfortably firm look in her eye. ‘The time factor. I’m not talking a quick flit out to the States and back. This job could

  take up to three months. I plan to go out end of May, early June, when I’m sure your twins will have summer-vac plans lined up. My client has suggested staying in the house, working from

  within, which would be good. He’s my sort of age, recently divorced and immensely bitter about it. This is all about expunging any last trace of his ex-wife, even down to the furniture.

  It’s rare to have such a free hand, a luxury in itself. He’s a beer magnate called Warren Lindsay.’




  Daisy’s heart was pounding like thundering hooves. Three months . . . She’d lose Simon. He’d forget about her, look elsewhere . . . ‘Could I perhaps come back once or

  twice, just to break it up a bit?’




  Susannah had an impatient look on her face. Without knowing how selfish and domineering Simon could be, she seemed to feel Daisy was over-reacting. ‘Possibly,’ she said coolly.

  ‘Obviously you could if there was a crisis with your sons, but probably not otherwise. It’ll be serious work with a lot of running around. I need someone I can rely on. Think it

  over,’ she said. ‘Let me know in a day or two. If your guy really cares, he’ll find a way to come out, make the trip to New York, or at least he’ll understand. And it never

  hurts to be a little less available. Not exactly as a test of his feelings, but you do have your future to think about, your own life to lead. It sounds to me as if you don’t think it likely

  he’ll leave his wife.’




  Daisy was silent. Susannah rose. ‘Will I find a cab easily? My car’s being serviced today, always such a bore. I don’t mind walking a bit.’




  ‘Best to call one,’ Daisy said. ‘You’d be lucky to find one, even on the main road.’ She leaped up and scrabbled in a kitchen drawer, hoping to find a card. She

  never used taxis.




  ‘Don’t worry,’ Susannah said, hiding any irritation. ‘I’ve got numbers in my phone.’ Daisy closed the drawer with an apologetic smile.




  The taxi firm said five minutes; it was cutting it fine. Daisy’s mind was in a whirl. America, a chance anyone would give their eyeteeth for, but three months . . . Simon would try to stop

  her going. Would she really lose him? Could she bear to take the risk?




  Susannah was looking expectant and Daisy played for time. ‘I can’t begin to tell you how thrilled and overwhelmed I feel. It’s fantastic of you. I just have to think it through

  a bit – is that all right?’




  ‘Of course, no desperate rush. You must be sure it’s what you really want to do. There’s the bell now. Thanks, it was good to see you again and a scrummy lunch!’




  Daisy saw her out to the taxi. Simon was parking his silver BMW, climbing out, and she couldn’t help glancing over to him, aware of Susannah following her gaze. With the narrow cul-de-sac,

  the taxi doing the usual three-point turn, Susannah would see him coming across from his car. She’d be able to form an impression, take in his looks – which weren’t all that

  prepossessing, Daisy knew. Simon wasn’t tall, he had a bullet-shaped head and broad thickset shoulders, but he was all solid sex appeal.




  He’d see Susannah as well, of course, and almost certainly recognise her. He never missed a trick, especially where anyone who could be remotely helpful to him was concerned.




  He filled the doorway, coming in. He lifted Daisy’s chin, kissed her hard, breaking off abruptly to stare at her with sharp, inquisitive eyes. ‘Why didn’t you say it was

  Susannah Forbes?’ He loosened his tie, glowering suspiciously. ‘You went on long enough about her after that dinner you went to at the Wilsons’. You asked her to lunch to touch

  her heartstrings, did you? She’s certainly worth a packet. God, to think of all that Barfield money she walked off with. Surprising she agreed to come really, but I suppose, hard as it is to

  believe,’ he kissed Daisy’s lips and gave an affectionate grin, ‘she could just be a softie like you and easily conned. Probably not much going on up top, either.’




  ‘I don’t see why you would say that.’




  ‘Well, she was a model, after all. Bit of luck for you, wasn’t it, meeting her. How do you know Ginny and Maynard Wilson, by the way? I’ve been meaning to ask.’




  ‘Through Adrienne, my stepmother,’ Daisy muttered. She hated the way Simon could sound so nosy and acquisitive, drooling unattractively over other people’s money. And anyway,

  didn’t he have more pressing things on his mind? Hadn’t he come to see her? Also, she’d wanted to keep Susannah private – well away from his prying while she

  agonised about what to do. Simon was like Ginny Wilson, maximising connections, milking them in any way he could. It was silly to have mentioned Adrienne, as well. Simon would be reminded that her

  stepmother’s father was a château-owning French count, and he would store that piece of information away.




  Daisy touched his mouth with her fingers and brought her lips close, smelling his male breath, latching onto his strangely transparent blue eyes. ‘A little less talking,’ she

  suggested, reaching down with her other hand, ‘feels like it might be a good idea.’




  His lovemaking had the power to quash every doubt and thought in her head. Simon could ignite her, set her off like a rocket, high up to some other place. She had to gather herself in the chaos

  of duvet and tangled sheet before being able to turn to him, weak with the exhilaration and knowledge that he was hers, if only for a brief afternoon. He was there in her small brass bed,

  commandeering every inch of it with his strong, hairy limbs spread wide, there with her, making her feel wanted and whole again, not browbeaten and bitter, a used, rejected and now ex-wife.




  He linked hands under his head, elbows wide, and stared up at the uneven ceiling. ‘I’ve got to go, Green Eyes,’ he said, turning to meet her gaze. ‘Sorry it’s a

  rush, but I’ve lots on today – one or two potential deals.’




  ‘Are you opening another shop or something?’ She tried to hide her acute disappointment, wishing she knew more, how tightly chained he was to his wife’s financial ankles,

  always vainly hoping he’d break free.




  ‘No, not that,’ Simon said. ‘It’s a bad time for the high street. Sarah’s really quite depressed. Sorry, Angel, must love you and leave you – much as

  I’d like to stay. I’ll text, work something out soon.’




  Daisy felt in a wretched cold place after the heat of her elation. If he could worry about that bitch, Sarah, being depressed, he could at least show a bit of concern for how she, Daisy, might

  feel. She suspected Simon of talking up his business meetings, even using them as excuses for a quick getaway at times. She felt incidental, taken for granted. Was she just a quick poke on a busy

  day, slotted in between these phantom deals?




  ‘I’d hoped you’d stay on a bit,’ she mumbled, swinging her legs off the bed and standing naked in front of him. ‘I’d made brownies for tea.’




  He laughed and sprang up – not, as she hoped, to take her in his arms and smother her with loving last kisses and smiles, but to dress briskly, buttoning his shirt with practised fingers,

  yanking on his trousers with a couple of jerks. ‘You’re wonderful,’ he said, in an automatic, preoccupied way, ‘as irresistible as your brownies. But I can’t stay,

  babe, I really have to get a shift-on now.’




  He could have said it with more warmth and fervour, hugged her and made her feel he meant what he said; he’d hardly looked up from his ruddy shirt-buttoning.




  ‘I’m going away,’ Daisy said abruptly, ‘a trip to America. I’ll be gone quite a while.’




  Simon finished tying his tie. Grabbing his jacket, he kissed her lightly on the nose and lips. ‘Not for long, I hope. I won’t let you! Fill me in later,’ he said, making for

  the door. ‘I’ll call. And we will have a bit more time together soon, promise. I’ll find a way. Must rush – sorry about the brownies.’




  







  Chapter 3




  ‘I’m so thrilled and grateful to be coming,’ Daisy said, with the sort of determined zeal that masked a degree of uncertainty, as though she had yet to

  completely persuade herself as well as me. ‘If, of course, that is, you still seriously want me along. I’ll work my socks off, I promise, but can you, I mean, be a little patient if I

  need things explained?’




  ‘No chance. I’ll be as ratty as a frayed wife, rant and expect instant miracles. You’ll need to keep your cool and work it out for yourself – but you’ll do

  fine.’




  Daisy stared at me with a mixture of relief and horror on her face. ‘And I’m worried about not looking the part, letting the side down. I’m sure design assistants in New York

  are always the ultimate in manicured chic.’




  ‘You’ll leave them all standing. But you can have an advance when we’re there, if you like, and do a bit of shopping.’ I felt sympathetic and would have loved to buy her

  something new to wear, but it seemed best to keep things on a business footing.




  We were in my office, having a coffee break, surrounded by swatches, samples and wallpaper books, bouncing ideas and feeling our way. I’d asked Warren Lindsay to email a spread of

  photographs, which Daisy had gawped at in wonder. She’d asked all the right questions, though, and I was impressed. Who’d have thought a Wilsons’ dinner party with all its

  formality could have led to such serendipity?




  Warren had responded with Daisy-like zeal; the photographs gave a very full picture. The house was a little way from the ocean, just off Gin Lane, the perimeter road, he’d said, and it

  looked pure Beverly Hills, with pillared grandeur, white-painted stucco and a wide sweeping drive. The interior shots showed a grand hall, formal reception rooms, fussily decorated bedrooms. A

  balustraded outdoor walkway linked the house to a clapboard extension, the pool house, which had a wall of sliding glass and an excessively large sunbathing area. The swimming pool itself was the

  size of Wembley Stadium.




  Double doors from the main house opened onto a traditional part-covered American deck with a couple of steps down to the garden and pool. The deck was the place to be, although conventionally

  decorated with floral prints on the sunchairs and bench seating along the house wall.




  ‘Those fabrics are grim,’ Daisy said. ‘I’d have practical navy bench seating, plenty of big ticking cushions, and paint the floorboards a nice flat beach-house grey. And

  a casually-placed easel with a colourful painting would look good, I think.’




  We shared ideas. Stephanie, my PA, who was freckly with thin ginger hair turning to white, took notes. She produced printouts with annotations, and organised lunch – thick fish chowder

  from a local bistro and a tarte aux pommes. Stephie loved to mother. She loved cats too, and Posh, resenting her divided attentions, sniffed the aroma of chowder with her nose out of

  joint. She rejected the prawn Daisy offered her with disdain.




  ‘Can cats be anorexic?’ Daisy asked. ‘She’s very thin.’




  ‘Posh likes Felix pouches and fillet steak,’ Stephie said firmly. ‘I’ll try to fatten her up while you’re away.’




  When Stephanie clocked off I opened a bottle of Chablis and encouraged Daisy to stay. I’d disliked her lover on sight and worried about him, not only for the type of selfish, boorish man I

  thought him to be, but for the problems he could cause me with this trip. I needed to rely on Daisy. She had talent and we had the makings of being quite a good team, but hearing her talk about her

  ex-husband I could see history repeating itself. She’d run to Simon if he snapped his fingers, bend under pressure, and I didn’t want that. I could almost smell her making just the sort

  of mistakes I’d made in the past. It was an uncomfortable feeling, one that was waking my own, sleeping ghosts.




  I’d been lurching from one unsettled mood to another. Impatience with Charles for being elsewhere; I missed him, his wit and humour, and while he might be seventy-two he didn’t seem

  it. I could imagine all North Norfolk’s horsey, brogue-wearing widows and divorcées, women who’d revel in his cold old house, panting along in his wake.




  My nerviness extended to Long Island, too. Warren Lindsay’s image of me was out of date. He’d interested me at Jimmy’s party and could well have his own reasons for seeking me

  out for this job. I wasn’t sure that I wanted him to make elderly advances, but – just in case – it seemed worth taking a bit of cosmetic action, anything that could be done in

  the time that wasn’t too radical. Eyeing Daisy’s smooth supple skin made me feel the frustrations of aging all the more. It would help to know I’d done what I could.




  I sat back, glass in hand, and studied Daisy, who was looking distant and sad-eyed, worries obviously preying on her. She needed America, new excitements – but would she make the most of

  such an experience? It would be a brave new world where anything could happen, as I well remembered.




  We were in my kitchen, Italian and streamlined with steel-grey units and granite worktops. It had a living area up one end where we were sitting: bookcases, armchairs, a flat-screen television,

  a small round dining table, a low coffee table too, sloppily piled with books and conveniently footrest high.




  I reached for the wine bottle and topped up Daisy’s glass. ‘Have you told Simon yet how long you’ll be gone?’




  ‘I told him straightaway, that day you saw him, but he hardly took it in. I think he chose not to. I’ve seen him a couple of times since, and if I raise the subject he refuses to

  listen – quite deliberately, I’m sure.’ She gave a small half-smile, looking embarrassed and torn. Daisy had striking eyes, softness, warmth; she could look entrancing, but

  without her bubbly liveliness, was almost plain. She’d been full of bounce all day, throwing herself into the discussions and plans enthusiastically, yet now her whole body seemed frail and

  wilted. Simon was going to be trouble.




  ‘You won’t let me down last minute, I hope,’ I said.




  Daisy seemed shocked that I could think it of her, which was encouraging. ‘No, of course not. I’d never do that. And I’m sure you must think I’m being extreme, since

  we’re not really away for that long. I just wish . . . I didn’t care so much. Simon is typically selfish and inconsiderate, but he sort of means everything to me. I even know it’s

  a physical thing and I’m not truly in love, but I still can’t help myself.’




  I thought of men I’d known in the past just like Simon, and how I’d cared so much and been blindly naïve. I’d had enough practical experience to see the hurt he could do

  to Daisy; his callousness and failings had flowed out like a banner trailing a plane. Trying to warn her was bound to be counter-productive, but I felt a need to try.




  ‘Daisy, just suppose, for argument’s sake, you discovered that you weren’t the only girl Simon was seeing: could you walk away? I’m sure I’m doing him an injustice,

  but it’s a vulnerable time for you, the aftermath of a difficult divorce. You’ve had a bad experience and nothing does more to sap one’s morale. But that need to feel wanted makes

  us blind. I keep saying I’ve been there, but I have! Hang onto your pride, keep faith in yourself, and let Simon make the running. He’ll soon come chasing after you, all the way to New

  York. I’d have a bet with you on that.’




  From Daisy’s face she clearly felt she had no pride to hang onto where Simon was concerned, his to take no matter how little he gave in return. I battled on. ‘And he doesn’t,

  as I understand it, look like he’d leave his wife. These are your best years, Daisy. Think of the future. You have a terrific eye, an exciting potential new career, so much to offer the right

  man.’




  ‘It’s hard to look at other men right now,’ she said. ‘I mostly feel like a half-alive mouse that the cat’s brought in, taunted and powerless. Simon has me under

  his thumb.’




  ‘When my first marriage broke up I was in just that sort of place. I’d been through a bitter publicised divorce, my private life laid bare. I felt unattractive and unwanted; married

  men tried it on. It was depressing how many of them thought I was fair game, and it did nothing for my sense of self. I’d felt belittled all through my marriage, completely unconfident. No

  one talked about self-worth all those decades ago; the concept hadn’t been invented. There was no propping-up support system, no armbands to keep you afloat. You just got on with

  it!’




  Daisy eyed me warily over her wine glass, as though she felt on trial, unsure where this was headed. I was a bit uncertain of that myself.




  ‘I can understand how bad you felt after a dreadful divorce,’ she said, ‘but you were a sought-after top model. How could you have had no confidence?’




  ‘I never believed a word of any of the compliments. But what I’m trying to say now is that, with the benefit of all this distance, I can see how easy it was to fall for the same sort

  of character as the one I’d just divorced. My defences were down, I’d been made to feel a sexless wimp; I craved any red-blooded male attention, the reassurance of feeling wanted, which

  led to easy mistakes.’




  ‘You had looks, a fantastic career, and still felt that insecure? Men have a lot to answer for! Was your first husband jealous-natured? Men can be, after all, even when in the thick of an

  affair of their own. Is it hard to talk about him? I’d love to hear a little of how things were.’




  I looked at the soft vulnerable girl leaning forward in her chair, whose genuine interest in my own ancient troubles had brought back her glow. It was mid-May, the days drawing out; evening sun

  streaming in from the bright sitting room was burnishing Daisy’s light brown hair, tinting it pinkish-bronze. I wanted to be young again, making mistakes.




  It was getting late and I was due to have supper with a friend, hoping for advice on cosmetic pick-me-ups, since she’d had everything done to her face at least twice. Yet I still felt in a

  mood to talk on a bit. The memories of Joe felt strangely recent – jogged by Daisy, probably – and still with the capacity to hurt. I hadn’t really thought much about my first

  husband since hearing he’d died, ten years ago now, in California where he’d been living, doing a little acting and getting by. Bella, our daughter, had kept in touch. He’d

  married again at a late stage and his new wife had been good for him. He’d been drinking less with her encouragement. She’d almost weaned him off alcohol completely, although cirrhosis

  of the liver had done for him in the end.




  ‘I should go really,’ I said, ‘and I can’t believe you really want to hear about Joe.’




  ‘I’m interested, if you don’t mind,’ Daisy said. ‘According to a theatrical friend of my father’s, Joe Bryant was a hot ticket, a class actor and a charmer,

  too. I remember Dad’s friend describing him in that slightly bitchy way of someone in the same business – feeling old jealousies and diluting the praise – as a great

  self-publicist, but still a good actor all the same. He had a huge following of women fans, didn’t he, which seem to have riled this friend of Dad’s. He could really do it for them on

  stage.’




  ‘And not only on the boards. He could have charmed the pants off Mary Whitehouse – probably did! She was a famous defender of all things prudish,’ I explained, seeing

  Daisy’s slight fog. ‘Joe could win over men, too; he thrived on making highflying friends – it was his motivation. And the great and the good loved having a glamorous,

  sharp-witted actor around; he had plenty of success. I was the shy, opinionless foil for his grandstanding and witticisms. He was a clever mimic as well, and we were asked to every party going.

  Joe’s address book read like the guest list for a Royal celebration.




  ‘His working-class background was seen as a plus in the sixties; very of the moment, yet it had been pretty bleak. He’d lived in a council flat on an estate near Tilbury Docks, very

  barren and windswept. I went there once or twice.’ My mind swung back. I remembered how saddened I’d felt for Joe’s mother on those occasions, for the estate could have featured

  in one of today’s grim reality TV series, with all the squalor and debris, rubbish whirling up the communal stairs. Joe’s was a two-parent family, but his father was either away or

  drunk, and his lonely mother slept around.




  ‘The amazing thing was the way he completely re-invented himself.’ I smiled at Daisy. ‘Perhaps it was his natural ability to act or he’d come back to earth as a

  chameleon, but he instinctively adapted. He used to call me his little bourgeois hausfrau, too dreadfully middle-class. He’d say it in front of his society chums – and that wasn’t

  from the point of view of his working-class background. He was imagining what they’d think of me, seeing me through their eyes.’
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