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Chapter One

‘Oh no! This is like a dream coming true,’ Lisa Martin declared in a panic. ‘What am I going to do when I wake up and find out none of it’s real?’ Her jade-coloured eyes were showing equal amounts of laughter and misgiving as she looked around the house that was soon to be hers. Though she didn’t normally consider herself a pessimist, when life was treating her this well she couldn’t help feeling a tad concerned.

‘Yeah, like that’s really going to happen,’ her niece, Roxanne, retorted with a roll of her eyes. ‘No, don’t say any more or you’ll really start getting on my nerves. This is perfect, Lisa, and if you can’t accept perfect then you might as well give up now. Right?’ The question was directed at her mother, Amy, who appeared to be enjoying the moment between her sister and daughter.

‘Right,’ Amy agreed.

‘You don’t always have to side with her,’ Lisa complained.

Amy’s eyebrows rose. ‘Would you rather I said it’s all bound to end in disaster?’ she challenged.

Lisa looked faint.

‘It’s fantastic!’ Roxy insisted. ‘We’ve never even set foot in a house like this before, any of us, and now to think it’s going to be ours …’

‘Ours?’ Lisa cried, staging a revival.

‘Well, yours,’ Roxy conceded, ‘and David’s. Better not forget him, since he’s paying for it all.’

Relenting with a smile, while melting like a teenager, Lisa said, ‘And yours whenever you want to come.’

‘Oh good,’ Roxy piped up happily, ‘because we’ve already chosen our bedrooms.’

Lisa looked startled. ‘You have? Where was I when that happened?’

‘Hello? On the phone,’ Roxy reminded her. ‘“Oh darling, it’s so wonderful. I’m loving it more every time I see it, and the girls adore it too.”’

‘Too right we do,’ Amy confirmed, walking towards the sliding glass doors that vanished into the walls when opened, but were currently spattered with rain and the sticky residue of installation pads.

Lisa heaved a little sigh of ecstasy.

They were in the magnificent, week-old Boffi kitchen of the spectacular Queen Anne manor that she and David would soon call home, admiring the brushed-granite work surfaces and chic, streamlined cabinets which occupied most of the east wing’s ground floor. Across the way, thinly veiled by a sweep of rain right now, the west wing with its long wall of beautifully arched French windows on the lower level, and fancy filigree railings that enclosed a long balcony on the upper, sat facing them with all the elegance of a courtesan showing off her superior assets. Inside this wing was the Romanesque swimming pool, with two luxurious en suite bedrooms above.

The main body of the house, which linked the two wings in a sedate sort of embrace, as though lending some of its older grandeur to the newer constructions, was mostly sitting room on the ground floor, plus a library for David, a spacious study for Lisa, and a large hexagonal entrance hall where a marble staircase rose to the landings above. Apart from the hall, cloakroom and David’s library, each of the downstairs rooms opened on to a deep pale stone terrace which descended in wide, low steps to a sunken courtyard below, where the landscapers were still at work.

Beyond the courtyard, and all around the house, the newly laid lawns were currently soaking up a downpour, while the short drive at the front of the manor which connected a set of black iron gates to the pale limestone facade was glistening in the wet between a pair of towering beech trees. Though the renovation was still some way off completion, it was already an exquisite home, made all the more so by its uninterrupted views down over the hillside to the glimmer and sweep of a lake that, today, misted by rain, was like an apparition coming and going across the valley floor.

As Roxy, who was a very busy eighteen-year-old, flipped out her mobile to take a call, Lisa wandered over to the kitchen window to link Amy’s arm.

‘It’s Granny,’ Roxy told them, ‘but I’ll take it out in the hall. The reception’s not very good in here.’

Barely registering her departure to go and speak to their mother, Lisa and Amy continued to gaze out at the view, each quietly pursuing her own thoughts, undisturbed by the hammer and drill of work going on around them. The day was so dreary that they could see their reflections in the glass almost as clearly as the scene beyond, and in spite of the trepidation in her heart, Lisa couldn’t help noticing her own smile.

‘Is it really happening?’ she whispered. ‘Can you pinch me please so I can make sure I’m not dreaming?’

Amy gave her a nip, then hugged her arm. ‘This is all yours,’ she told her softly, ‘and what’s more, it’s only the beginning.’

As Lisa’s heart caught on the thrill of it, her eyes returned to her reflection. She was tall and shapely with mesmerising green eyes, a wide, full-lipped mouth and a mane of ash-blonde hair that she invariably braided into a single French plait. At thirty-nine she was, according to David, even more sensuous now than she’d been when they’d first known one another almost twenty years ago. Whether or not that was true wasn’t for her to say, but she certainly hoped she had more sophistication and self-awareness than the gauche young thing she’d been back then.

‘To think you’ve waited this long,’ Amy sighed dreamily. ‘It has to feel worth it. I know it would to me.’ Though she was like Lisa in height and colouring, and many of their mannerisms were strikingly similar, she’d always lacked the aura that seemed to surround her sister. This used to be a problem when they were younger, but never was now, mainly because their lives had taken such different turns over the years – Amy’s to enduring marital bliss and domesticity, Lisa’s through a successful career and the kind of heartbreak she’d never want to experience again following a turbulent relationship that she was over now, so rarely discussed.

Out in the hall Roxy was saying to her grandmother, ‘No, David’s not here, but apparently he’s back at the weekend. Honest to God, Granny, I can so see why Lisa’s gone head over heels for him. He’s absolutely to die for. I mean, he might be quite a bit older than her, but you’d never know it from the way he looks and acts.’

‘He’s only fifty-three,’ Matilida retorted. ‘In my world that makes him a mere youngster.’ She gave a sigh. ‘To be honest, I am a bit worried about Lisa marrying an older man. It’s fine while you’re still young, you don’t think about getting old then, but later on … Anyway, we mustn’t look on the black side, must we, because I’m sure she knows what she’s doing, and the important thing for now is that you like David, because that’s what’ll mean the most to her.’

‘Absolutely no way could you not like him,’ Roxy insisted. ‘And she really deserves to be happy. I mean, I know she always goes on that she doesn’t mind being on her own, but it’s not right, is it, someone like her not having a man? She’s so gorgeous, and all my friends think she’s sex on legs.’

‘Mm,’ Matilda grunted disapprovingly, ‘I don’t know about that, but I can tell you this, it’s good to see the smile back on her face after all she went through with Tony, but don’t tell her I said that, because we mustn’t mention him, must we? So now, you just make sure you don’t go causing us any scandals when you’re up at Oxford, because as a politician’s wife Lisa’s going to have the spotlight on her from all sides, and I know you and your shenanigans, young lady, so don’t think I don’t.’

In the kitchen, Amy was saying teasingly, ‘So tell me, how many properties did he have to sell to buy this one?’

Lisa’s tone was mild as she said, ‘Only two. The flat in London and the house … well, the house.’

Amy cast her a sidelong glance. The house meant the family home that David’s now deceased wife had created over many years.

‘He signed the lion’s share of the business over to the darling daughter last week,’ Lisa added.

At that Amy’s eyes glinted. ‘Well, isn’t she a lucky girl,’ she commented tartly.

‘Indeed, since this now makes her the proud owner of an apartment block in the centre of Bristol, three town houses that she rents out on the floating harbour, and however many projects the company has in development.’

‘Plus her own personal pile right here on the lake. Have you found out yet where it is? Can you see it from here?’

‘No, apparently it’s too far over, and slanted more to the next lake than this one.’

Easily able to imagine what a desirable home it would be, Amy was shaking her head in quiet amazement, and, if the truth be told, no little envy. ‘I only wish we had a dad who was half as generous,’ she said ruefully. ‘Actually, it would be a start if he was half as rich.’

‘Not to mention alive,’ Lisa commented wryly. ‘Anyway, none of David’s properties – correction, Rosalind’s properties – is worth what they used to be, thanks to the economic downturn. Not that she’s going to suffer, I’m sure.’

‘And I’m presuming David has enough to get by without all these assets?’

Lisa’s eyes twinkled. ‘Apparently,’ she replied, ‘but we don’t get into big discussions about what he’s worth.’

‘Well, whatever it is, it’s obviously a lot less now than it was a month ago, thanks to his daddy generosity.’

‘Indeed,’ Lisa murmured. Being able to downplay David’s personal wealth, even to Amy, seemed important right now, when the country’s economy was still staggering towards a shaky recovery. In David’s position, as the honourable member for the West Country constituency of Northavon Valley, to be seen to be surviving too high on the hog was never going to play well with the electorate, especially while everyone was still extremely sensitive over the MPs’ expenses scandal. Fortunately, David had come out of that scurrilous affair relatively unscathed. However, he’d lately been treated to some unwelcome publicity over his haste in planning to marry again, and over this house, which, one of the local tabloids had gleefully reported, was costing somewhere north of two million pounds. David’s only comment, delivered by Miles, his head of staff, was to remind the reporter who’d run the story that Mr Kirby’s business affairs were a matter of public record, and that his property portfolio had been built up long before he’d been elected to office. No mention had been made of Lisa, since it wasn’t an issue he was prepared to start defending himself over when his personal decisions were his own business and nobody else’s.

‘So, do you know if Rosalind’s seen this house yet?’ Amy asked, as Roxy came to join them at the window.

‘Oh God, we’re not talking about her, are we?’ Roxy protested. ‘I’m sorry, I know her mother died and everything, and it must be really hard for her, but hey, it happened eight months ago, so isn’t it time for her to start getting over it? And anyway, it’s not as if you were having an affair with her dad while her mother was still alive, is it, so I don’t get what her problem is.’

Lisa and Amy avoided exchanging glances, since these days nothing got past the vigilant Roxy. However, it was true David and Lisa had only started seeing one another after Catrina’s death, but they did have a past which neither Lisa nor Amy had yet got round to telling Roxy about. The fact that Rosalind knew at least something about it, however, had become abundantly clear when her father had informed her, less than a month ago, that he was intending to marry again. The shock of discovering he’d been in a secret relationship almost since her sainted mother had passed away had been bad enough, but on learning that his choice of bride was to be no less than the woman her dying mother had feared he was having an affair with … Well, Lisa hadn’t been there to witness the explosion, but she’d seen for herself how badly shaken it had left David, doting father that he was, so she wasn’t holding out too much hope of her and Rosalind becoming bosom pals any time soon.

‘You know, what really gets me,’ David had said on his return from breaking the news, ‘is that she’s a grown woman with a family of her own, yet she still seems to think she’s running my life.’

‘Girls are always very possessive of their dads,’ Lisa reminded him, remembering how she and Amy had always been with theirs until he’d died suddenly when she was twelve and Amy was fifteen.

‘That may be so,’ David responded, ‘but the sooner Rosalind understands that I’m entitled to a life of my own, the better it’ll be for everyone.’

‘Of course it will, she just needs time to get used to things.’

‘I understand that, but I’m afraid I don’t appreciate how rigidly she’s set herself against you when she’s never even met you. It’s not as though anything’s going to change in my relationship with her. I shall continue to be as good and attentive a father as I hope I’ve always been, and … Well, I’m sure, or I shall remain hopeful, that once she realises you’re not going to do anything to try and disrupt that, she’ll come to accept you as warmly as she should.’

Lisa was definitely not holding her breath for that, any more than she had for Rosalind to accept her father’s invitation a couple of weeks ago for her to join the select party to celebrate his engagement. In fact, Lisa would have been perfectly happy to wait at least another year before going public with their relationship, but David was having none of it. He might still be in the prime of his life, but time wasn’t exactly on his side. Moreover, he wasn’t prepared to go on playing ignominious ducking and diving games with the press, trying to keep Lisa a secret when he couldn’t have felt prouder to have her in his life. He loved her, wanted to be married to her, and though he understood Rosalind’s feelings and was deeply sorry to be hurting them, he simply wasn’t prepared to wait.

So, for the time being at least Lisa was in no doubt that the conflict between Rosalind’s loyalty to her mother and her fierce attachment to her father was going to be something of a feature in their lives. And boy, was she seeing signs of the attachment being fierce. The woman hardly did a thing without consulting her father first, then reporting back to him after, and as time went on Lisa was starting to wonder if David might actually be a more significant part of his daughter’s life than her own husband.

‘I know,’ Roxy said, linking arms with both Lisa and her mother as they wandered back towards the entrance hall, ‘why don’t we take one more look around? It’s so fantastic, I don’t want to leave yet.’

Lisa glanced at Amy, who shrugged as if to say why not.

‘OK,’ Lisa said, happy to stay as long as they liked, ‘why don’t you show me which rooms you’ve chosen for yourselves, so I can be sure not to allocate them to anyone else.’

Roxy’s laugh was infectious, and as they stepped around the builder’s debris to start climbing the stairs, she said, ‘I was thinking, Lis, that the pool would be a great place for parties. You know, a bit of skinny-dipping after a few vodka shots … Group sex. You probably wouldn’t even hear us, you’re so far away up there in the bedrooms.’

Lisa laughed as Amy rolled her eyes.

‘Why doesn’t anything ever shock you?’ Roxy complained, giving her mother a push.

‘Because we’ve already been there and done it,’ Amy informed her. ‘Now, I’m on the lookout for a space that I can use as a studio, because I think it’s high time I released my inner artist …’

‘Ugh, no, please don’t,’ Lisa shuddered. ‘I’ve seen the kind of stuff you come up with, and you’re already starting to scare me with all this talk of moving in.’

Amy twinkled. ‘Don’t rule it out,’ she advised, ‘because I’m sure Theo would be every bit as happy to live here as he is at our house. And just think of how lonely you could be with David away in London most of the week – and if you go with him, well, someone should be here to take care of the place, wouldn’t you agree?’

Giving it some mock consideration, Lisa said, ‘Well, I’m not sure what David will have to say about it …’

‘Are you kidding, he’ll jump at the idea,’ Roxy assured her. ‘You know how mad he is about us. In fact, if you’d turned him down, I reckon he’d have married us, don’t you, Mum?’

‘Without a doubt,’ Amy agreed.

‘And Dad wouldn’t mind, because he’d be glad to get rid of us.’

Amy’s eyebrows shot up. ‘Speak for yourself,’ she retorted. ‘It’s you who drives him nuts with all your backchat and boyfriend issues.’

‘Which reminds me,’ Lisa cut in, ‘are you still seeing Alistair?’ By now they were on their way into the master bedroom, where a carpenter was at work fitting out the walk-in closets.

‘Oh puhlease,’ Roxy grimaced, popping a finger into her mouth to suggest something gross. Then, pushing open the bathroom door to give the limestone emporium another drooling inspection, ‘I’m back with Rory now, do you remember him? The one with the Orlando Bloom eyes and David Beckham physique.’

Amy looked at her askance. ‘You wish,’ she muttered.

Roxy produced a long-suffering sigh. ‘I can see it, even if you can’t,’ she informed her. ‘Now, listen up, please, in five minutes’ time I think we should go and take a look at my room again.’

Lisa was puzzled. ‘Why five minutes?’

Roxy looked at her in amazement. ‘Duh! Because that’s how long it takes to do a lap of this room.’

Flipping her as she laughed, Lisa strolled across to the windows where she stood gazing down at the lake for a while, thinking about David and how happy they were going to be here. It really was a dream coming true, and though she was concerned about Rosalind, and surprised in some ways by how changed David was from the man she used to know, she was finding the joy of getting to know him again every bit as thrilling and romantic as she had the first time around.

‘It’s amazing,’ Amy was saying, as she examined the alabaster pillars that would soon form the posts of a super-king bed, ‘the way a room this big can still manage to seem cosy, and there’s not even any furniture in it yet.’

Lisa’s eyes glimmered softly. ‘I love this room,’ she murmured, looking up at the high, corniced ceilings as she kicked off a shoe to sweep a foot over the silky pile of the carpet. When she was alone at night, which wasn’t often these days, she’d often picture herself and David here, just the two of them, either reading, or watching TV, or making love with all the passion and tenderness they’d known before, and with the expertise and knowledge of their own bodies they’d gleaned over the years. Could it really be happening? Were Lisa Martin and David Kirby actually going to be married in less than two months?

‘Yes, yes and yes again,’ he’d murmur whenever she asked him, and she’d laugh as he scooped her up in his arms, swinging her round like the young slip of a thing she’d been when she first knew him. If anyone had told her then that she’d be close to forty before they were finally together she’d never have believed it, she might even have done away with herself right there and then. Forty! How could she be that old when she still felt so young?

‘That’s how it goes,’ her mother told her. ‘Look at me, I’m almost seventy but in my head I’m still thirty. Well, maybe thirty-five. Anyway, the important thing is, you’re still young enough to have children …’

‘No, no, don’t go there,’ Lisa protested. ‘I’m definitely too old for that, and anyway, we know it’s pretty certain I can’t have them.’

‘You’ve never been tested.’

‘But Tony and I hardly ever used anything.’

‘So the problem could be his.’

It wasn’t, because two years into their relationship he’d had a one-night stand with an old girlfriend and managed to get her pregnant. That was when Lisa should have walked away and never gone back, but she’d been so besotted with him that once the trauma of it was over and the pregnancy had been terminated she’d stupidly, blindly, ended up forgiving him.

‘Hello!’ Roxy sang, waving a hand in front of Lisa’s face. ‘Earth to Lisa, Earth to Lisa, time to go and look at my room now,’ and grasping her aunt’s hand she dragged her back out to the landing and over to the east wing. Here two more bedrooms and bathrooms opened off a builder-cluttered corridor, which was colourfully lit from one end by a towering stained-glass window.

As they entered the room Roxy had chosen and Roxy started to gush over the sunken lounge and letterbox fireplace, Amy drifted on over to the windows, rubbing a circle into the steamy pane, so she could look down over the front drive. Spotting a car at the gates, she watched it for a while, expecting it to come in. When it didn’t she said, ‘Someone’s outside. Is the bell connected yet?’

Looking round, Lisa said, ‘I don’t expect so,’ and going to join her she peered through the makeshift porthole to check what, or who, was out there. ‘I can’t see anyone,’ she said. ‘Where are you looking?’

‘They’ve gone again now,’ Amy answered, ‘but it was a black car.’

Lisa almost laughed. ‘Well that narrows it down,’ she said, taking out her iPhone as it bleeped with a text.

‘It’s back,’ Amy said, peering out again. ‘Oh, hang on, looks like they’re turning round.’

‘Maybe they’re lost,’ Roxy suggested.

‘But this is a private road,’ Amy reminded her. ‘No one’s supposed to drive down unless they’re visiting someone who lives here. It’s what all the CCTV cameras are about, to keep out the undesirables.’

‘Actually, I think I know who it was,’ Lisa said quietly.

Roxy and Amy turned round and saw, to their surprise, that her face had paled.

‘Read this,’ Lisa said, and passing the iPhone to Amy she watched her sister’s expression change as she too registered the text.

When Amy looked up again she and Lisa didn’t have to communicate with words. Such a message could only have come from one person.

Rosalind Sewell was a petite, pretty woman with the kind of inky black curls and stunning blue eyes that not only portrayed her Irish ancestry beautifully, but had always made her father’s heart sing with pride. Her complexion, just like her mother’s and grandmother’s, was as pale as a winter sky, while her lips were as red as the roses that grew around her rambling nineteenth-century mill house.

Right now she was standing at the window of the cluttered and homely farmhouse kitchen watching her nine-year-old son, Lawrence, climbing through the drizzling rain up to the tree house that his father, and hers, had constructed for him a little over a year ago. No one had been entirely sure whether or not Lawrence had wanted one, but it had seemed like a good idea, and since it had been there he’d gone to it most days – even in the depths of winter, when there were no birds or squirrels to keep him company, or leaves to protect him like a nest and help fend off the wind.

While there he often just sat, sometimes rocking, or humming, or, when the martins and sparrows were around, holding out his fingers for them to come and perch. They never did, but nor did he ever seem to give up hope that they might. Occasionally he’d invite a friend to join him, but he didn’t have many friends, and all too often when Rosalind called around to try and find him some company the local children had other things to do.

He’d been diagnosed with Asperger’s several years ago now, so she’d had time to try and get used to it, and to prepare herself for how their lives were going to be as he grew up. Intelligent and handsome though he might be, a real head-turner whenever she took him into town, with his unruly mop of dark curls and brilliant blue eyes – exactly like hers – he was never going to acquire the same social skills as other boys. This wasn’t to say he didn’t engage with those around him, because he did, from time to time, he even seemed to enjoy having company occasionally, in so far as she could tell if he really enjoyed anything.

He didn’t get bullied as much these days. The teachers kept a close eye on him, and she was always there at three thirty on the dot to take him home, in spite of them living less than half a mile away from the school. Once he’d been beaten up quite badly in the lane that ran from their house down to the village, so she wasn’t prepared to let him do the walk alone again.

Why were children so cruel? Why couldn’t they understand that being different didn’t mean someone had no feelings? Wouldn’t it make more sense to behave protectively towards a child who was injured, even if they couldn’t see the injuries? It didn’t work like that though, as she knew only too well, and how many times had she asked herself these questions? As many times as she’d asked God why this had to happen to her little boy. There were no answers, only tears, and misunderstandings, and Lawrence, always seeming so alone and gentle in his confusion, at least to her. To others she knew he often appeared aggressive or withdrawn, or just plain weird because of the faces he pulled or odd things he said.

Spotting him hovering at the window of the tree house, she gave him a wave. It pleased her a lot when he waved back, even though there was no smile, just a small movement of his hand that anyone else might not have noticed. Knowing better than to expect any more she turned away, and was just trying to remember what she’d decided on for tea when her mobile bleeped with a text.

Her heart immediately jarred with unease. She wasn’t really expecting Lisa Martin to respond to the message she’d sent – the question she’d posed was rhetorical, so didn’t require a reply. Would you be so quick to jump into my mother’s grave? But maybe Ms Martin felt she had something to say.

The text turned out to be from her solicitor confirming an appointment for the following day, and she wasn’t sure if she was angry, or relieved. Probably both, and so much more besides.

Putting her hands to her head she massaged the ache in her temples, and tried to block out the images of that enormous house on the hill where her father was going to live with the woman his devoted wife of thirty years had so feared. Such a flagrant betrayal of her mother, such a callous dismissal of his own, and her, devastating bereavement, was haunting her night and day. It was so unlike him to be cruel that she could hardly make herself believe it was happening. He’d always been kind and open and honest, someone she trusted with all her heart and knew she could depend on no matter what. And this wasn’t the only contradiction she’d detected in him lately, because for the last year, perhaps even longer, there had been occasions when he’d seemed almost furtive, even duplicitous, and distracted in a way that had sometimes driven her insane. However, she supposed she hadn’t really been herself either. How could they carry on normally when they were struggling with the fear of losing the person they loved most in the world? This was what she’d always believed to be the reason for her father’s uncharacteristic behaviour, but since he’d told her about Lisa Martin she’d been bitterly tormented by the same suspicion that had plagued her mother’s final days, that he was having an affair with the girl he’d almost ended his marriage for twenty years ago.

Rosalind knew that if she turned out to be right about that, then as deeply as she’d always loved her father, she wasn’t sure she’d ever be able to forgive him. Nor would she ever, ever be able to accept Lisa Martin into their lives.

Dropping her head in her hands, she took a deep shuddering breath. She hadn’t really expected her text to achieve anything, but during the moments she’d composed and sent it it had made her feel better. Now, though, she felt as though her entire world was falling apart.



Chapter Two

David Kirby was striding through the underground walkway between Westminster Palace and Portcullis House, looking as pleased with himself as any man might who was soon to be married. The fact that there were a few other stories going on behind the face he was showing to the world was none of the world’s business – indeed he wasn’t much inclined to think about them himself at the moment, because so far today was turning out to be a good one.

Following dutifully in his wake as they rode the escalator into Portcullis House were his handsome and fiercely ambitious head of staff, Miles Farraday, and two very able-bodied but slightly less dazzling researchers. For his own part, David rarely considered his looks, which were actually, with his shock of grey hair, intense dark eyes and excellent six-foot physique, nothing less than striking.

He was returning to his office from the chamber where he’d spent the past half an hour sitting on the back benches listening to Prime Minister’s Questions. Not a particularly edifying experience, considering how badly the PM had performed – David wasn’t someone to enjoy watching another man squirm – and in truth, there weren’t many who could have done better while under such pressure to resign.

David hadn’t tabled any questions himself; instead he’d left the ferocious attack on the Cabinet’s handling of a security breach to the Leader of the Opposition, who’d practically licked his lips before getting stuck in. However, maintaining a discreet silence hadn’t stopped the BBC coverage switching to him more than once. Their interest in him was undoubtedly due to recent rumours that he was to be reinstated as Foreign Minister at the next reshuffle, this being the position he’d held before standing down to spend more time with his ailing wife. Since he and the Foreign Secretary were known to be close friends, the odds on him succeeding were very much in his favour. However, it was widely believed that the present incumbent, for whom few but the PM had a particularly high regard, was unlikely to go without a fight.

David had realised long ago that politics at every level wasn’t just an endless round of dirty business, it was pure Hobbesian theatre with more skulduggery and Machiavellian connivings lurking the corridors of power than headless ghosts. From the start he’d thrived on it, throwing himself into the Westminster machine as lustily and ambitiously as any man would with an eye on high office. His first ministerial post had come quickly, and two others had followed before he’d been appointed Foreign Minister. It was then that he and Colin Larch, the Secretary of State, had struck up their friendship, and he, himself, had gained a reputation for what became known as Kirby’s Whisky Evenings – rowdy cross-party gatherings that he generally hosted at his spacious Pimlico apartment. These get-togethers used to be one of the hottest tickets in town, and now that a respectful time had passed since the loss of his wife, several colleagues, and journalists, had made it known how eager they were for him to reinstate them. He didn’t have any plans to do this, life had moved on since then, and things, he, had changed during the time he’d restricted himself to playing no greater a role than that of a local MP.

Now, as he and his team walked alongside the famously controversial trees in the limestone lobby of Portcullis House, heading towards the coffee bars and eateries at the far end, Miles was briefing him on the rest of the day’s schedule. Though David was taking it in, at the same time he was recalling how uncomfortable he’d felt while the camera was on him. He never used to be publicity-shy, quite the reverse in fact – if he had a cause to fight he’d instruct his media people to marshal as many cameras, microphones and notebooks as the city could offer. And he couldn’t say he was exactly leery of the limelight now – or was he? Certainly he no longer got the same buzz from it, if anything it seemed to make him edgy and even irritable that the press were paying more attention to him than to those he felt to be more worthy.

After offering some words of support to a fellow MP from the north who’d recently been accused by the News of the World of engaging in three-way sex in his Westminster office, David assured him he believed it was a set-up, and stepped into the lift Miles was holding open for him.

‘Do you really believe him?’ Miles asked as he pressed to go up.

David eyed him levelly. ‘About what?’ he asked.

Miles looked surprised. ‘The sex thing.’

David shook his head impatiently, making it clear it was a subject he didn’t want to discuss. ‘Excuse me,’ he said as his iPhone bleeped with a text. With any luck it would be from Edith at the Foreign Office, letting him know what time the Secretary was due back tonight. However, it was Lisa’s name that came up, and experiencing the rush of pleasure he often felt when remembering she was back in his life, tinged with an unwelcome and unnecessary residue of guilt, he decided to save the message until he was alone.

As they walked into his compact suite of offices where Karen, his PA, was at her desk and piles of dossiers, letters and reference books were stacked around all available surfaces including the floor, Miles was once again relaying information from the clipboard he was carrying. ‘… and Tom Walker wants to know if you’ll consider taking over from Bill Wainwright when he steps down at the end of this term,’ he was saying as David hung up his jacket and went to sink into his large swivel chair.

‘Remind me what that is?’ David said, loosening his tie.

‘Communities and Local Government.’

David appeared thoughtful.

Miles allowed a minute or so to pass, then said, ‘Shall we get back to him on it?’

David’s eyes came to his. ‘Yes, let’s do that,’ he replied.

Miles made a note. ‘Remember, you’re also considering heading up two other select committees. European Scrutiny and Home Affairs.’

David arched an ironic eyebrow. Miles didn’t really think he’d forgotten, did he? No, it was just Miles’s way of spelling out how in demand his boss was. It made the highly ambitious lad feel good to know his fortunes were yoked to someone deemed to be on his way up again, and no doubt it was supposed to inflate David’s sense of importance too.

‘David,’ Karen called out from the next room, ‘I’ve got someone on the line from the Beeb. They want to know if you can be in the line-up for Question Time the week after next when they’re in Bristol.’

‘Can I fit it in?’ he called back.

‘I can make it work, if you’re up for it.’

David’s eyes went to Miles again. How would he react if he said he wasn’t? Badly, was the answer, so David said, ‘Then give them a yes. And make sure,’ he added to Miles, ‘that we’re up to speed on everything before I go on.’

‘It’ll be there,’ Miles assured him. ‘Actually, that brings me to the feature you’re doing for The Times next week? They’re asking if your er … lady friend would be willing to take part too.’

‘Her name is Lisa, as you well know,’ David retorted crisply. ‘I’ll talk to her. Now if that’s all, close the door on your way out.’

It wasn’t often he was brusque with his staff, particularly Miles, of whom he was extremely fond, but in this instance Miles had deserved it. David’s daughter taking exception to Lisa was one thing, for Miles to do the same was wholly unacceptable. However, for the time being he was willing to believe that Miles was far too sensible, not to mention caught up in the machinations of Westminster, to allow his concerns about the haste of his boss’s new relationship to continue being an issue for long. If his attitude persisted, Miles would be likely to find himself out of a job.

Knowing how much it would hurt him to let Miles go, he gave a troubled sigh and swivelled his chair to stare out at the spectacular view of New Palace Yard with its grand carriage entrance (out of bounds to the public), soaring tower of Big Ben and Jubilee Fountain. There was a time when this reminder of how privileged he was to be sitting at the heart of the nation’s powerbase had given him such a high that Number 10 had seemed almost as attainable as his own front door. Today, he could feel the tension of a headache starting to bite, along with the uneasy restlessness that overcame him more often than he’d care to admit these days.

He was baffled by it, and anxious about how he seemed to be losing touch with his usual ebullient self. Obviously Catrina’s illness had had a profound effect on him: watching the life drifting slowly and painfully from someone he loved and had been so close to for so long was the most arduous and heart-rending of ordeals. And it wasn’t as though he was expecting to be over it yet, of course he wasn’t, but having Lisa back in his life should, surely, be making him more upbeat and positive about the future than he seemed to be. He kept wondering if it would make a difference to the way she felt about him if he were to confess that he might no longer have it in him to get to the top. Since she was something of a high-flyer herself, she was presumably expecting the same from him.

Closing his eyes, he let his head fall back against the chair and took several deep breaths. These moments of self-doubt didn’t usually last long, so he should try to ignore them because experience had taught him that within a few minutes, half an hour at the most, he’d be back on form and just about ready to fly Lisa to the moon if it was where she wanted to go. He wondered what Rosalind, his fellow astronaut until now, would make of that, and almost groaned aloud.

The last thing he needed, or wanted, was a rift in his family. He loved his daughter more than his own life and wasn’t willing to tolerate even the thought of becoming estranged from her, but how on earth was he going to persuade her to accept Lisa when she’d got it into her head that he’d been cheating on her mother while Catrina was ill? However, he had to admit that contacting Lisa again so soon after Catrina had gone probably hadn’t been the wisest decision he’d ever made. It was too late to go back on it now though, and even if he could he knew he wouldn’t, because Lisa already meant as much to him, if not more, than she had when they’d first been together almost twenty years ago.

They’d been at Bristol University then, he as a switched-on young lecturer – or so he’d liked to consider himself with his anarchic views on the Establishment, passion for rock music and MPhil/PhD in Government – and Lisa as a second-year student, not one of his because she’d been reading French and Spanish while he was tutoring Politics. They’d met during a Fairport Convention concert at the Colston Hall where one of the university rock bands had managed to get themselves a gig as a support act – no small achievement considering Fairport’s line-up, and one that had to be recognised as such by students and staff alike.

He couldn’t remember now who’d introduced him to Lisa, he only remembered the crush of the crowd and the throb of the music and the overpowering intensity of the attraction that had leapt up between them like an electric charge. It had been so unexpected and consuming that he’d been unable to get her magnificent eyes, or lips, or the tantalising creaminess of her skin out of his mind for days afterwards. Had he not been married, and a father, he knew he’d have gone out of his way to find her again, but as flirtatious as he could often be back then, his wife and daughter had always meant everything to him. So even if he’d been willing to risk his career for Lisa, he certainly wasn’t going to risk losing them.

This admirable resolve might never have faltered had Catrina not descended into one of her depressions around that time and taken herself and Rosalind off to Ireland to stay with her parents. It wasn’t the first time she’d abandoned him while in the grip of a black despair, and on both previous occasions he’d allowed no more than a few days, possibly a week, to pass before flying out to Dublin to persuade her to come back. This time, angered by her continued refusal to seek professional help, or to recognise that eight-year-old Rosalind wasn’t just his daughter too, but the very essence of what gave his life purpose and meaning, he’d told her to stay where she was until she’d damned well sorted herself out.

It was hard to know now, so long after the event, whether his uncharacteristic cruelty had been a shameful and ludicrous attempt to clear a path – and his conscience – for an affair with Lisa, but looking back from this level of maturity and honesty he had to confess that it probably wasn’t wholly unconnected. He’d become almost obsessed with Lisa by then, was constantly going out of his way to catch glimpses of her, and spent endless hours fantasising about how it would be to make love to her. Weeks, possibly even months went by after Catrina left – or what had felt like weeks and months – before he persuaded Lisa to meet him, in secret, but even then they’d kept everything on what, in retrospect, seemed a farcical intellectual level, their discussions ranging from the merits of modern film techniques to the justification of violence in the ongoing miners’ dispute, to the barriers of language between cultures. It was only when Catrina completely blindsided him by instructing a lawyer to start divorce proceedings, shocking him into a stupor and Lisa into – as it turned out – a false sense of security, that Lisa had finally agreed to sleep with him.

Recalling that magical night now, he could almost feel himself floating in the sublime sensuality of it all over again. She’d been so young and beautiful, almost ethereal, yet so alive with passion and a need to learn that even from the distance of all those years, it still seemed as though she’d cast some kind of a spell over him. At the time it had felt as if nothing else mattered any more. He belonged to her, and she to him. They would never be able to get enough of one another, even if they spent an entire lifetime trying.

He hadn’t realised that he’d lost all sense of how he felt about Catrina, because apart from Lisa all he was really aware of was how desperately he missed his darling little bossyboots and Bo Peep of a daughter. Even so, being with Lisa had felt so right and so necessary that it just didn’t seem to make any sense to fight to save his marriage.

Since there was no way he could continue at the university while conducting a relationship with a student that he wasn’t prepared to give up, he’d resigned his post at the end of the following term without any regrets at all. Or none that he could recall now, but why would he have had any when he’d gone straight into the property-development side of Catrina’s faltering interior-design business? Everything had been laid out on a plate for him there, and to his surprise he’d found the intensely competitive world of commerce and high finance a far greater challenge and stimulus than he’d ever expected.

When Catrina had found out that he was rescuing her company she’d immediately offered to sign everything over to him, since she had no intention of coming back, she claimed. For reasons he’d never been able to explain then, nor could he now, he hadn’t accepted. He supposed it just hadn’t felt right for her to give everything up so easily – or maybe, in spite of feeling certain he wanted to marry Lisa as soon as he was able, he’d been uncertain about her committing at such a young age. Then again, he simply hadn’t wanted to let go of Catrina and Rosalind. Speaking to his daughter on the phone most days and spending only brief weekends with her, when he flew over to Dublin to find her mother in a slump and her looking lonely, was breaking his heart. He still felt wholly responsible for them and wanted, more than anything, to be able to see Rosalind every day so he could get involved with what had happened to her at school, and take her out for treats and read her stories at night the way he always had. Though he did his best to hide this longing from Lisa, he clearly hadn’t been successful, because he still recalled the night she’d whispered to him, her voice full of tears, ‘One day we’ll have children of our own, and if it’s all too much for Catrina by then, coping with a child and her depression, perhaps Rosalind can live with us too.’

By then he and Lisa had been together for more than a year, and were still as besotted with one another as they’d been at the start, possibly even more so. It never even crossed their minds that anything would ever come between them, because in spite of the difference in their ages and ambitions, nothing mattered more to them than the time they were together.

Then one day Catrina called, out of the blue, asking if he’d go over to Dublin. ‘We need to talk,’ she’d said, ‘and I think it should be face to face.’

Though there had been no more lawyers’ letters trying to bring their marriage to a conclusion, he’d flown out there feeling so certain that she wanted to make their separation official that when she’d told him she wanted to try again, it had come as such a shock that he simply hadn’t known what to say.

‘Rosalind misses you,’ she’d told him, her anxious blue eyes glittering with tears, ‘and so do I.’

He could only look at her, unable to respond.

‘I haven’t told you this before,’ she went on, ‘because I didn’t want to get your hopes up, or mine either, but I’ve been receiving treatment for my depressions and I think … Well, the doctor says the drugs are working well and that I ought to start living a normal life again now. And I feel ready to, David, I really do. It’s as though a huge weight has been lifted off me, and even my parents are saying that I’m like my old self at last.’

How had he replied? What words had he used to try and express how pleased he was for her, while at the same time letting her know that it was too late? Whatever he’d said, he guessed it hadn’t been forceful enough, or perhaps he’d said nothing at all, because the next thing he knew she was chattering on happily about Rosalind and how important it was for her, for them all, to be a family again.

‘But Catrina,’ he’d finally managed, ‘you know I’ve met someone else.’

Though her lovely face had paled, she’d tried to cover her unease with a shrug and a laugh as she’d said, ‘But it’s not serious, is it? She’s very young, and I’m sure she’s not expecting anything to come of it.’

‘I don’t think you understand …’

‘She’s just someone who’s been keeping you company while I’ve been sorting myself out,’ she went on. ‘I understand that. I mean, I’m madly jealous, of course, but I know it’s my own fault that you’ve been unfaithful so I promise I won’t ever hold it against you. We can start again, David, but this time it’ll be better. We can build the business together, watch Rosalind grow – and it’s time, don’t you think, that she had a brother or a sister?’

‘Catrina,’ he said wretchedly, ‘I don’t know how to say this without hurting you, but Lisa isn’t just someone I’ve been seeing to fill in the time. I love her. I want … We’ve talked about …’ The look of devastation that came into Catrina’s eyes turned his words to dust. How could he crush her now when she’d struggled so hard to get back on top?

‘Are you saying you don’t love me any more?’ she whispered shakily.

Feeling his heart tearing in two, he heard himself saying, ‘Yes, of course I love you. I mean … Oh God, I don’t know what I mean. I thought, when you asked me to come here, I was expecting you to …’ Realising he was about to mention divorce, he let the words fade into oblivion.

‘I’m sorry,’ she said, seeming to crumble before his eyes. ‘I’ve obviously got everything wrong and now I’m making your life difficult all over again and it’s not what I meant to do. I swear it. If you love her, then maybe it’s best you forget about me.’

‘No, I can’t do that, and nor do I want to. You’re still my wife …’

‘But if you don’t love me …’

‘That’s not what I’m saying. I do love you, and you’re right, we have to think about Rosalind, it’s just that I can’t simply walk out on Lisa. We’ve built a life together, we have plans and …’

‘But the company is ours, remember, and it was you who insisted it stay that way. I thought it was because you were still hoping we’d run it together one day.’ She swallowed nervously. ‘I’m sorry if I got it wrong,’ she added quietly.

He’d been unable to recall then why he’d insisted the company remain in both their names. All he could think about was Lisa and how she was going to take it when he told her that in spite of loving her to within an inch of his life, he loved his wife and daughter too, and he was very sorry but their relationship couldn’t continue.

What happened over the following days and weeks was as blurred by time now as it was by the terrible guilt he’d tried for so long to suppress. He guessed that various snatches of memory would probably never be lost to him, or his conscience, such as Lisa’s quiet, yet somehow explosive, acceptance of his decision, followed by the sheer awfulness of her moving out of their flat. Then had come the news delivered by one of her friends that she’d dropped out of uni before achieving her degree. Realising straight away that this was because she couldn’t face staying in the same city as him and Catrina where she could run into them at any time, he’d considered moving the business and his family to London, or Plymouth or even Dublin – anywhere, just as long as he managed to give Lisa back something that was hers. However, the company was already established in Bristol, and Lisa, wherever she was, was refusing to take his calls or answer his letters. All he ever received was a curt note from her sister, Amy, telling him to honour his decision and think only about his wife and child from now on and let Lisa go. ‘She needs to get on with her life, and so do you,’ she’d finished.

It had taken a long time for him and Catrina to regain the closeness they’d lost, probably longer than he remembered now, but eventually he’d found that provided he didn’t torment himself with thoughts of Lisa and what she might be doing, he could immerse himself in the joy and relief of having his daughter back in his life. It was, in the end, what mattered most, because whatever mistakes her parents might have made, it would be the worst thing in the world to make her suffer for them. As adults, he kept reminding himself, they would get over the damage they’d caused one another, but an innocent child wasn’t equipped to deal with the harsh realities of life. She needed the security of her parents’ love to nourish her through her tender years, so that she’d be prepared to deal with the world when the time finally came for her to fly the nest.

It was true to say that neither he nor Catrina had ever dreamt of making the kind of money they eventually did. It was literally as though everything they touched turned to gold, whether it was renovating old properties and selling them on, or constructing entire new developments of flats and affordable housing. During their fourth year of official partnership, when Rosalind was twelve and they were celebrating thirteen years of marriage, they moved out of their three-storey house in Hotwells to a stunning Georgian mansion overlooking the Chew Valley lakes. With her by now locally famous flair for interior design, Catrina set about turning the grand old property into what became known as her masterpiece. Every room and niche, each stairwell and landing, window, attic, cellar and outbuilding, was lovingly and exquisitely restored to its original splendour. It was her pride and joy, and over the years its interior, and its gardens, came to feature in several glossy magazines, both national and international.

All that was missing in their lives by then was the longed-for second child. Though there had been several pregnancies since their reunion, each had ended in a miscarriage which had proved so devastating for Catrina, both mentally and physically, that in the end David had insisted that their beautiful healthy daughter was family enough for him. This was when Catrina had finally stopped subjecting herself to the need for a second child as a way to hang on to her husband, and had given up her womb to the hysterectomy the doctors were urging.

David’s decision to go into politics had come about one evening when he and Catrina were hosting one of their by now legendary dinners for several local dignitaries who included their MP, Jack Fielding, an eccentric old friend who was about to retire. Only later did David learn that Catrina had put them all up to persuading him to run for office, but that was typical of her, standing aside while other people took the credit for something that was her idea.

He stood at the next election and won the seat with a decent majority. Within a relatively short space of time he’d been appointed Parliamentary Private Secretary to the Minister for Sport. A year later he was made Parliamentary Undersecretary at DEFRA, followed by a short spell in Work and Pensions, before achieving his promotion to the Foreign Office. Since Catrina was closely involved in each step of his career, this post was as big a cause for celebration for her as it was for him. They were on their way to the top, and with Colin Larch, the Foreign Secretary, being tipped as the next leader it was all in sight.

Then came the devastating news that Catrina had stage four breast cancer.

Though she fought the disease, and seemed to overcome it, in less than a year she was fighting it again, this time in the liver. The struggle was terrible. She was terrified of dying, and David couldn’t bear to think of losing her. It was during this time, when she was weak from the treatment and spaced out by drugs, that she started to talk about Lisa, whose name had never been mentioned since the day Catrina had returned to Bristol.

David was unable to understand why, with no evidence at all, Catrina seemed so convinced that he was either seeing Lisa while he was in London, or meeting up with her while he was travelling abroad. In the end, it was largely because of this false conviction and how much it was upsetting her that he’d resigned from his ministerial post in order to spend more time with her.

Though he’d never have admitted it, mainly because there was no reason to, the truth was Lisa had been on his mind a lot since he’d moved into the public eye. He’d found himself interested to know what she was doing now, and where she might be. Was she married? Did she have children? Was she even still in England? He dared to hope if she saw him on the news, or read about him in the papers, that she might get in touch, simply to say hello, but she never did.

It was always while he was away from home that the memory of her, and thoughts of what might have been, had seemed to draw so sharply into focus. Consequently when he did actually see her, quite unexpectedly, at an embassy party in Paris, he’d thought for a moment he must be dreaming.

It was an extraordinary moment, when everything around him seemed to fade, and even his mind felt blurred. The only clarity seemed to be her. She was talking to someone, but she must have known he was there, because she had glanced over and raised her eyebrows in greeting with no surprise at all. If anything, those mesmerising green sloe eyes that he remembered so well and that had hardly changed at all had looked slightly teasing.

From that moment on his struggle to stay focused on the politicians and dignitaries present was all but lost. Knowing she was in the room, and unable to control the way he was responding, was overwhelming him with a force he could never have foreseen. Behind the friendliness of his smile was a chaos of emotion, beneath each word he spoke were a thousand more he wanted to say to her. It surprised, yet excited him to realise how connected he felt to her. It was as though they were communicating on a level that was neither visible, nor audible – as though the ghosts of their younger selves were already merging and dispensing with all the intervening years.

If he’d thought she was beautiful when she was twenty, seeing her then, in her mid-thirties, so poised and elegant, and yet somehow, impossibly, more sensuous than ever, was completely blowing his mind. He knew he had to talk to her, to find out who she was now, why she was at this party, what she had been doing with her life since he’d last seen her. Was there a chance they could meet? Would she be willing? What would happen if they did?

Hearing his iPhone bleep again, David turned away from the past and felt the present closing in on him in a way that was oddly disorienting, which probably wasn’t surprising given how far he’d wandered down memory lane.

Retrieving the mobile from his pocket, he only remembered there was a text from Lisa when he saw it there on the screen, and experiencing an uplifting sense of pleasure and relief simply to see her name he opened the message. Then, realising how disloyal his feelings were to Catrina, he felt his conscience absorbing his joy into a darkness that only deepened when he read Lisa’s message.

You might want to see this, she’d written, and without having to go any further he guessed right away that she was forwarding a text from Rosalind.

He was right.

Would you be so quick to jump into my mother’s grave?

With a groan of anger that tailed off to exasperation and despair, he closed down the message and debated whether or not to call his daughter straight away. Her behaviour was outrageous and could not be tolerated, but her misunderstanding of the truth wasn’t going to be easily corrected, and an angry phone call now certainly wouldn’t do it. In fact, the way things were going he was half afraid nothing would.

Deciding to tackle her face to face when he was in Bristol at the weekend, he pressed in Lisa’s number and reached her on the second ring.

‘Hi,’ she said, in the kind of tone that never failed to reach his pulse.

‘Hi,’ he replied. ‘What are you doing?’

‘I’m at Amy’s going over the wedding plans. I take it you got the text.’

‘I did,’ he confirmed, and swivelled his chair to look out of the window again. ‘I’m sorry. Are you upset? Of course you are.’

‘Only for you.’

‘Do you have any idea what prompted it?’

‘I think she came to the house while we were there. Someone was outside in a black car at the same time as the message turned up. I didn’t want to forward it, but Amy was with me, so I knew if I didn’t tell you she would.’

‘You have to keep me in the picture,’ he reminded her. ‘If you don’t I won’t be able to do anything about it.’

‘You’ve got enough on your mind.’

His frown deepened for a moment. She was right, he had, more than she realised, but he certainly wasn’t going to worry her with anything else. ‘What did Amy think of the house?’ he asked.

‘She loved it. Roxy was with us too. I think they’re planning to move in.’

He laughed. ‘Did it make you happy to be there?’ he asked. ‘It’s definitely what you want?’

With an incredulous cry, she said, ‘How could it not be, as long as you’re in it too?’

‘Is the right answer,’ he told her. ‘Did you see the builder? Actually, I spoke to him earlier, or was it yesterday? He’s still assuring me we’ll be in long before the wedding.’

‘It was yesterday,’ she replied, ‘and I told him just now that we’d better be, because with the ceremony happening there, and so many people flying in specially, such as the celebrant and the musicians … Why am I telling you this when you already know? I guess I’m just afraid that the whole thing will start to evaporate if I don’t keep pinning it down with words.’

Loving the way she could make light of her insecurity, maybe because it helped him to do the same with his own, he said, ‘You can tell me as many times as you like, I’m always happy to hear you sounding so happy. Now, what are the chances of you getting to Bristol tonight? I miss you, and I don’t feel like waiting till the weekend to see you.’

‘If you mean what are the chances of me getting to London, given that I’m already in Bristol, or near Bath, to be exact, then actually, pretty good. I had a call from …’

‘Hang on,’ he interrupted as the door opened. ‘What is it?’ he asked Miles.

‘Colin’s back,’ Miles told him, referring to the Foreign Secretary. ‘He wants to know if you can go over there.’

‘Tell him I’m on my way,’ David answered. Then going back to Lisa, ‘Sorry, I have to go,’ and he rang off.

It wasn’t until he was on his way out of the door that he realised how abrupt he must have sounded, so taking out his iPhone he quickly called her again, saying, ‘I could have done that better.’

‘You could,’ she confirmed. ‘But it’s OK, I’ll see you at the apartment tonight, unless something else comes up and you can’t make it.’

‘Don’t worry, I won’t let it,’ he assured her.
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