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About the Book

It’s an early autumn day like any other as Miles Avery drives his wife, Jacqueline, to the station. Nothing remarkable crops up in conversation, nor do either of them appear anything other than their normal selves. At the station, Jacqueline gets out, takes an overnight bag from the back seat, then turns towards the platforms. This is the last anyone sees of her.

Three weeks later, Miles calls the police. Enquiries are made, but there is no evidence of her boarding a train, or even entering the station. Very soon the finger of suspicion starts to turn towards Miles, and as dark secrets from the past begin to merge with those of the present, the great love he has been trying to protect is not only revealed but thrown into terrible jeopardy…
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Prologue

Everything seemed normal, so no reason to think something might change the course of the day, or of any days to come. The sky over Exeter was an infinite blanket of grey with no chinks to let through the sun, no planes to drop from their flights. The pavements were damp and puddled with reflections; the traffic was snarled, each driver guarding his space jealously, angry when forced to let someone in.

Jacqueline Avery was in the passenger seat of her husband’s BMW. She was a slender, stylish woman with sleek blonde hair caught up in a velvet slide, pale brown eyes that saw much and spoke of little, and a mouth that might have been sensuous were it not for the lines left by tragedy, like debris after a storm. She was dressed with a sober smartness, her handbag and shoes the same black as her coat, and the two rings she wore were a slim gold wedding band, and a small amethyst that had once belonged to her mother. Miles, her husband, had bought her jewellery over the years, but she almost never wore it. She didn’t like to be flashy, though Miles’s taste was anything but. The truth was, she simply didn’t want to be noticed, not even to be admired. There was a time when she’d enjoyed it, but that was during another existence – one that had no connection to now.

As usual Miles was listening to the news as he drove. She glanced at him, but only when she knew he’d turned to gaze absently out of the side window. He was a handsome man with dark, slightly greying hair, a Roman profile and an air of authority that had always been natural to him, even before he’d achieved his success. It was part of coming from an established family, where the men had always been in positions of power. The two homes they had now – one in Kensington, the other here in Devon – had both been inherited, as had the fortune that had been rapidly devoured by taxes.

Jacqueline preferred to be in London, which was where she was going now. Miles would drop her at the station, then return to Moorlands, the small estate that bordered the savage plains of Dartmoor. The relief she felt at leaving was like the slow release of a bad dream. Nothing about Devon seemed to work for her. While it soothed and nourished Miles, it made her edgy and fearful. It was too far from London. The people were different. Though no one was ever unfriendly, she knew she’d never share the sense of belonging that was so natural to Miles and their fourteen-year-old daughter, Kelsey. They were here most of the time now, since Miles had resigned from his position as editor of a national broadsheet, and then moved Kelsey to a school close to Okehampton. She still boarded during the week, and occasionally went to friends for weekends, but usually she came home to Moorlands.

Thinking of her daughter could easily make Jacqueline’s head spin, while her heart ached with the guilt and horror of what she’d done. Almost done, she reminded herself. She’d never meant her any harm, she simply hadn’t been in her right mind. Miles understood that, so did Kelsey, but they no longer trusted her and she didn’t blame them. She should never have been a mother. Time had proved how incapable she was, and it just went on and on proving it.

Hearing her mobile phone bleep, she took it out of her bag and read the message.

Still don’t know who’s picking me up. You or Dad.

Jacqueline sent a text back.

Dad.

To Miles she said, ‘I’ve just told Kelsey you’ll collect her on Friday.’

He nodded, but was apparently too engrossed in some political story to enlarge on that.

She was neither surprised nor disappointed. Conversation wasn’t something she wanted right now, so she wouldn’t bother to tell him that Kelsey had called the night before. It wasn’t particularly important, it had only been to ask the same thing. Jacqueline had told her she’d call back, because she and Miles had been in the middle of an argument at the time. They hadn’t made up before going to bed, nor had either of them mentioned it this morning.

‘That reminds me,’ she said, as they pulled up at the lights outside Sainsbury’s at Marsh Barton. ‘Mrs Davies gave me a list of things she needs, so perhaps you can pop into the supermarket on your way home.’

‘No problem,’ he responded.

She put the list in the small well in front of the gearstick and rezipped her bag. She wondered if he was really as absorbed in the financial news as he seemed, or if it was an act to avoid speaking to her.

Dry-eyed, she turned to look out of the window. She used to love him, when she was able to love, but not any more. She wondered why he’d stayed married to her, but since she knew the answer she discarded the sophistry and asked herself instead what right she had to hurt him this way. The answer was none, of course.

He swore quietly under his breath as someone cut them up at the roundabout. She watched the other driver speed on towards the station, presumably late for his train. She wondered if Miles was already feeling the relief of her departure. After the tension of the past few days he must be, though she knew he’d rather have the issue resolved than let her go without getting what he wanted. But there was no point in discussing it further. It should be forgotten, swept away like dust. She was sorry that he loved another woman, but he’d been in love with her for three years or more, so it wasn’t new. She and Miles had to stay together and he knew it, so why was he suddenly so insistent on having his freedom now? The timing was curious, she thought, though perhaps not altogether surprising.

As they drove alongside the River Exe she watched the water gushing wildly over rocks and roots, always moving forward, stopping for nothing, a purposeful frantic rush to the sea. She looked up at the railway bridge and her hands tightened on her bag. In less than five minutes he would pull up outside Exeter St David’s, wait for her to take her bag from the back seat, then after saying goodbye he’d drive away. Those were some of the things that might happen. She had no idea if he’d kiss her, or glance in the rear-view mirror before turning, or even wait for her to disappear inside the station. It all remained to be seen. All she knew for certain was that life could change in less time than it took a heart to beat, or a bird to take flight, or a person to go into a garage to pay a bill. And if Miles were being truthful, she suspected he would like to drive away and never see or speak to her again.

Maybe she wouldn’t mind that so much either, never having to see or speak to herself again.

She frowned slightly as he turned off before they reached the station approach. Then, realising he was taking the short cut, she closed her eyes and rested her head against the seat back.

There really never was any way of telling what might happen next.


Chapter One

SINCE RECEIVING THE message, four days ago, Vivienne had been living on a knife edge. It had been so unexpected that it had taken her several moments to believe what she was hearing – not because of what was being said, but because of who was saying it. She knew the voice better than almost any other, but it was the first time she’d heard it for over two years and it was as though time had folded inwards, like a fan, bringing the past to the present, closing out both time and distance and even the heartache that had filled so many of the days between.

There had been no contact since, but the woman he’d told her would be in touch had rung a few hours later. Alice, her closest friend and business partner, had dealt with the call, while Vivienne struggled with the dilemma of whether or not to ring him back.

‘I need to talk to you,’ he’d said at the end of the message. ‘Please get in touch as soon as you can.’

She still hadn’t, but for the past four days she’d thought about nothing else. It was as though his voice had found its way to her memories, rousing them back to life, stealing through them like colour, warming them with feelings that were almost too powerful to bear. Her hopes were soaring out of control, while her heart tensed with remembered passion and her breath caught on the echoes of laughter. She wanted to capture it all again, go back to a time when they’d been so happy it didn’t seem possible it could end. After hearing him, the images of all they’d shared had become so clear in her mind that it might only have been yesterday that they’d been forced to say goodbye. A lot had happened since that he knew nothing about, but she guessed he could probably say the same. What had been going on in his life during the past two years?

‘Hello? Vivi, are you with us?’

Vivienne looked up from her computer screen to find her assistant waving at her, a cheery grin lighting up her impish little face.

‘Alice for you, line one,’ Kayla told her.

Vivienne reached for her extension and was about to say hello when Alice’s voice came down the line in an avalanche of excitement. ‘Brace yourself,’ she commanded, ‘because this is the news you’ve been waiting for. In fact, it’s going to knock your knickers off.’

Considering where Alice had spent the past two days Vivienne’s heart gave an anxious jolt, but she was laughing as she said, ‘I never imagined the weekend was going to produce such results. In fact, I wasn’t expecting any at all.’

‘Weekend?’ Alice said blankly. ‘Oh, yes, that. We’ll come back to it. Right now I need to congratulate you, actually us, because Irwin’s project has just been given the green light. They’re all systems go from next Monday and we, my sizzling little superstar, are on board to handle the publicity.’

Vivienne’s eyes lit up. This was indeed the news they’d been waiting for, and it couldn’t have come at a better time, for they were now so badly in debt to the bank that they’d lately been forced to discuss closing down the public relations agency they’d started together, a little over seven years ago. ‘When did you hear?’ she demanded eagerly.

‘I just got the call – from Irwin himself, bless his frilly little socks. I’ve told Kayla to go and splash out on some champagne. We’re celebrating when I get there.’

‘Where are you now?’

‘Still on the train. Just left Reading, so about half an hour from Paddington.’ There was a shuffling of paperwork as she presumably rearranged her notes. ‘OK, back to the weekend,’ she declared. ‘I should begin by telling you that they were seriously disappointed it was me who showed up and not you.’

Vivienne blinked. ‘Are we talking about the Kenleigh Women’s Institute?’ she asked, needing to make sure they were on the same page.

‘Of course. I did my best with the advice they wanted, but their confidence is entirely in you.’

‘But I’ve never met them. Have I?’

‘Not that they mentioned, but you do know – or at least knew – one of their husbands. Keith Goss.’

Vivienne was taken aback. ‘You met Keith’s wife, Sharon?’

‘I did, and it seems her husband never stopped raving about how good you are at your job, getting him all that publicity and sponsorship when he was in training for the Olympics – which never earned us a bean, I might remind you, but I guess that’s not really the point.’

Remembering those days only too vividly, and for many more reasons than the help she’d given Keith Goss, Vivienne forced her thoughts to remain with the gifted young swimmer who’d lost his life while trying to save one of his fire-fighting colleagues in a factory blaze. The tragedy hadn’t only rocked the local community to its core, the rest of the nation had felt it too, for Keith’s easy-going nature and cheeky grin had made him almost as popular with the sports-loving public as his athletic prowess. ‘How is Sharon?’ she asked. ‘And the children?’

‘Didn’t see the kids, but Sharon was at the meeting. It’s all about her, actually. I’ll explain more when I get back to the office, but the bottom line is, you did Keith a favour once, now the local WI are hoping you’ll do one again for his wife.’

Curious, Vivienne said, ‘What kind of a favour?’

Alice’s reply was drowned out by static, leaving Vivienne to recall the only occasion she’d ever met Sharon Goss, though it was doubtful Sharon had any memory of it herself, for it had been at Keith’s funeral.

‘Are you there?’ Alice said, coming back on the line.

‘Yes. Why didn’t the woman who rang last week tell me it was about Sharon? I’d have gone down myself if I’d known.’

‘Really? To Devon?’

‘Of course.’ Then, after a pause, ‘Actually yes, I would have.’

‘Well you might have to yet, but we’ll discuss it when I get back. Are you OK? How was your weekend?’

‘Fine.’

‘Any more calls from you know who?’

‘No, but there was an email waiting for me this morning saying he still needs to talk to me. I emailed back asking what about.’

‘And?’

‘No answer yet.’ She looked up as Kayla came out of the kitchenette in her woolly hat and a parka jacket, saying, ‘Can you ask Alice if she’s got the Brennard file?’

‘Tell her yes, I have,’ Alice answered.

‘Why do you need it?’ Vivienne wanted to know.

Before Kayla could answer Alice said, ‘We’ve had a similar enquiry, which Kayla and I have been drafting a proposal for.’

Vivienne’s expression darkened as she looked at Kayla. ‘What do you mean, similar?’ she asked.

‘Her name’s Belinda Bellamy,’ Alice replied, ‘otherwise known as La Belle Amie. We didn’t tell you, because we knew how you’d react, so before you go off on one …’

‘I know what you’re going to say, that we’re in no position to be choosy, but cleaning up the image of porn stars isn’t what we want to become known for.’

‘If we want to survive it might have to be.’

Reluctantly conceding the point, Vivienne said, ‘OK, we’ll look at it when you get here. Now, tell me more about the WI and Sharon Goss.’

No reply.

‘Alice? Are you there?’

Realising the connection had been lost, Vivienne hung up and returned to her computer. Alice would ring back when she emerged from whatever tunnel, or dip, or black hole of the English countryside she’d plunged into. Meanwhile it would be a good idea to start reacquainting herself with Irwin’s movie, for six months had passed since their original pitch for the business.

Ten minutes later the phone rang again. Presuming it was Alice she picked up, saying, ‘OK, where were we?’

There was a pause before the voice at the other end said, ‘Now that isn’t a question I was expecting, so I’m afraid I don’t readily have an answer.’

The blood drained from Vivienne’s face as her heartbeat slowed and her head started to spin. ‘Miles,’ she said, thrown by the intensity of her reaction, even though she’d known, since receiving his message last week, that it would affect her profoundly when they did finally speak. She just hadn’t realised how powerfully the sound of his voice would move her.

‘Am I interrupting?’ he said. ‘Is this a bad time?’

‘No, it’s not a bad time,’ she assured him, and as though needing to confirm it she glanced at the clock. Five minutes to ten on a Monday morning. She took a breath to speak again, but suddenly too many thoughts were crowding her mind, while too many emotions filled the spaces inside her. She had never loved anyone the way she loved this man, and as the force of it came swirling out of the past, intensifying the hold on her heart, she had no way to resist it. ‘Did you get my email?’ she asked.

‘I did, but I wanted to speak to you in person. Incidentally, I hope it was OK that I gave your number to the WI?’

‘Yes, yes of course.’

‘I was going to get in touch anyway, then they called and … Well … How are you?’

‘Fine. I’m … Uh, it’s good to hear you.’ Was it? Yes, of course, but why was he calling? Had he found out what she’d been keeping from him? What would she do if he had? Suddenly it was hard to breathe. ‘Is everything OK?’ she asked, managing to push her voice through the tightness in her chest. ‘It’s been a long time.’

‘Just over two years.’

She stood up, and carried the phone to the window. Outside an impervious world was going about its business, carrying on as though nothing extraordinary or momentous was happening anywhere, when it surely must be – not only here, in her small space, but in all the random vehicles crossing Kew Bridge, the planes flying overhead, the barges cruising the river. ‘What are you doing these days?’ she asked, wanting to delay the real reason for his call. It was safer this side of knowing, where hope still had a chance and dread could be ignored. ‘I know you resigned.’ There was an ironic lilt to her voice which echoed in his as he said, ‘Faced with Hobson’s choice I tried to remain as dignified as possible.’

She laughed, and felt the pleasure of it moving through her like warmth after an endless chill.

‘As to what I’m doing now,’ he said, ‘I’m supposed to be writing a biography of our illustrious ex-prime minister, but I confess progress is slow and the subject is, shall we say, not always thrilled by the author’s approach to his inimitable … achievements.’

Again she smiled. As the ex-editor of a national newspaper who’d made no secret of his contempt for recent government policy, or his loathing for the American mogul who’d acquired his paper by fouler means than fair, it was no surprise that a publisher was keen to get Miles into print. Not that his name had disappeared from the media since his very public resignation a year ago, for his opinion was regularly sought on any number of topics, from Middle East unrest to education reforms.

How exhilarating their time together had been, in so many ways, and inspiring and right – and doomed, though thank God she hadn’t known it then.

‘How are things in the world of public relations?’ he asked.

She grimaced. ‘They’ve been better, but it’s starting to pick up again.’ She only hoped she was speaking the truth, but Irwin’s movie was a good sign.

She was gazing at her reflection in the window, a hazy figure merging with the slick, viscous strip of the river outside and the greyness of the sky. It could almost have been the ghost of her former self, staring back with haunted eyes and a pale, heart-shaped face. In reality, her eyes were a lustrous blue. Her cheekbones were high and naturally blushed, her mouth full and red, her hair long and heavy and almost black. ‘We’re still in Pier House, next to the river,’ she said.

‘… and close to home.’

‘And close to home,’ she confirmed, letting him know that she hadn’t moved from the small town house she’d had when they were together, though the arrears on her mortgage meant this might soon become necessary. ‘We have another partner now,’ she continued. ‘Pete Alexander. Actually, he’s freelance, but Alice and I like to think of him as ours.’

‘How is Alice?’

‘She’s OK. I’m sure she’d want me to say hi. Actually she’s been in Kenleigh this weekend.’

‘In response to the WI?’

‘Yes. I’d have gone myself but I was … otherwise engaged.’ What an absurd thing to say. She wished she could take it back.

‘Does that mean what I think it does?’

Realising what he’d read into it, she said, ‘That I’ve met someone else? No, I haven’t.’ Maybe she should have lied, but it was too late now. ‘Where are you?’ she asked, presuming he was at home in Kensington, since it was a weekday and he no longer had an office to go to.

‘I’m in Devon.’

At that her heart gave a painful twist and her eyes closed, but it was impossible to shut out the image of him at the sprawling seventeenth-century farmhouse his grandfather had bought in the twenties and Miles had inherited six years ago. She’d loved the place almost as much as he had; it was where they’d spent every weekend and holiday while they were together, and they had even drawn up plans to modernise it in keeping with its heritage. They’d been so happy then, and in love, until fate had intervened to tear them apart.

‘I guess I should come to the point of my call,’ he said.

The earnestness of his tone caused her heart to trip.

‘Actually, I should probably have said this at the start,’ he went on, ‘but I want you to know that I wouldn’t be putting either of us through this if it weren’t necessary.’

Experiencing a quick panic as the loss she’d felt when he’d told her it was over seemed to move out of the shadows to claim her again, she took a step back as though to escape it. ‘This sounds ominous,’ she commented with a shaky laugh.

‘Maybe it is. I’m not sure.’ Then, after a pause, ‘I need to know … Have you seen or heard from Jacqueline recently?’

She became very still. It could hardly be a serious question, yet he’d never have asked if it weren’t. ‘You mean your wife Jacqueline?’ she said, as if there could be any other. ‘Why would you think I’ve seen her?’ A voice was crying out in her head, you were separated when we were together, she has no reason to come looking for me. She put a hand to her mouth, as though to prevent the words from tumbling out. I’m not the cause of her problems, she wanted to say.

Only when he answered did she realise how tense he’d sounded before. ‘I guess that tells me what I need to know. She hasn’t been in touch at all?’

‘No, but why are you asking?’

He took a breath. ‘The last time any of us saw her was over three weeks ago. She was supposed to be going up to London. As far as I know she got on the train at Exeter, but I haven’t heard from her since.’

Vivienne’s agitation was mounting. ‘She always had a habit of taking herself off without warning,’ she reminded him.

‘But it’s never been this long before.’

With a multitude of unworthy, as well as unnerving thoughts whirling around in her head, Vivienne said, ‘What about Kelsey? Surely she must have …’

‘She hasn’t contacted Kelsey either. We’ve both tried calling and leaving messages, but I’m afraid things haven’t changed with Jacqueline, she still disappears at random, and never answers until she’s ready to.’

Feeling the craziness of his life mixing with the anger she felt at how resolutely it stood between them, she asked, ‘Are you sure she came to London?’

‘Only insofar as I dropped her at the station. I didn’t wait around to make sure she got on the train.’

The image of Jacqueline Avery turning heads as she strode into the station at Exeter, all Chanel couture and chic blonde chignon, was an easy one to conjure, and perhaps even to admire. Yet it wasn’t real, because very little about Miles’s wife was what it seemed. She was like a book whose cover told the wrong story, a glittering window masking a room full of dark secrets. To look at her there was simply no way of telling that she often couldn’t cope with her life, because there was nothing to see on the outside that set her apart from any other attractive woman of her age.

‘You still haven’t answered my question,’ she reminded him. ‘Why do you think she’d be in touch with me?’

There was a pause before he said, ‘She thinks we’re still—’ He stopped and her heart turned over as she realised what he’d been about to say. ‘She knows things can’t go on the way they’ve been since she came back,’ he continued, his tone betraying how hard he was finding this. ‘We’ve tried talking about it, God knows we’ve tried, but the next day it’s as though she hasn’t taken anything in. I know she has, but she chooses to pretend—’ He broke off again. ‘I’m sorry, this isn’t your problem. I just needed to know if you’d seen her.’

Though Vivienne’s every instinct was warning her not to become involved again, she knew there was no way to avoid it, not only because of how she felt about Miles, but because of what Jacqueline’s disappearance could mean for her. ‘Did something happen before she left?’ she asked carefully.

‘Not really. She and Kelsey had a blazing row a few weeks ago. They were here in Devon at the time, and I was in London. I only knew about it when Kelsey called to tell me I had to get her mother certified or she wouldn’t be held responsible for her actions.’

Feeling the tragedy of this being no normal teenage cry, she said, ‘I take it you’ve asked Kelsey what it was about?’

‘Of course. She says it was all the usual stuff, Jacqueline’s coldness and refusal to listen or communicate. Her inability to let go of the past …’

Vivienne could feel her mouth turning dry, but the past didn’t mean her – it meant a long time before she’d ever come into their lives. Then, remembering something he’d once told her, she said, ‘What about the flat she used to have? Might she be there?’

‘She sold it over a year ago.’

‘Perhaps she’s bought another without telling you.’

‘I can’t find anything to say she has, and I’ve been through her papers both here and in London.’

Vivienne swallowed hard. ‘Have you contacted the police?’ she asked.

‘Not yet, but I think I’ll have to.’

Her eyes moved to the door as Kayla returned with a bottle of champagne and a dripping umbrella.

‘Sorry, I shouldn’t be laying this on you,’ Miles was saying. ‘I’ll ring off now. You have my numbers, in case you need to call.’

‘If they haven’t changed, yes.’

‘They’re the same.’

A silence followed that neither of them attempted to fill, but there was no need when they both knew what the other was thinking, and even feeling. It had always been that way with them, and finding it hadn’t changed was perhaps more difficult to bear than all the other emotions that were burning inside her.

Finally, hearing the line go dead, she clicked off too and carried the phone back to her desk, suddenly realising she was shaking.

‘Champagne’s in the fridge,’ Kayla shouted from the kitchen. ‘Fancy a coffee for now?’

Vivienne barely looked up as she answered. A hundred more questions were starting to emerge through the longing Miles had left her with, but she wouldn’t call back to ask them. She needed to think, to assimilate how Jacqueline’s disappearance might affect her – and how she might handle it if she turned up here. The thought of it caused a shudder of unease in her heart, and putting her head in her hands she took a deep, steadying breath.

Had Jacqueline not decided to end her marriage three years ago and go to live with her sister in the States, Vivienne doubted she and Miles would ever have been more than a passing introduction at the launch of a new magazine. As it was, Miles was free to pursue an attraction that had been as instant and powerful for her as it had for him, and they’d dropped all the pretence and gone home together that night. Within a week he’d told her everything about his marriage and his life, and it was around the same time that they’d both admitted to something special happening between them.

Their relationship hadn’t been easy, particularly at the beginning, when he’d regularly called Miami to find out how Jacqueline was, or to ask if there was anything she needed. She rarely wanted to speak to him, and when she did she merely told him to get on with his life and forget all about her. Kelsey should do the same, she’d say, and Vivienne could only imagine the hurt that must have caused the poor child.

It was mainly because of Kelsey that she and Miles had never flaunted their relationship in public, preferring to give his daughter some time to get used to her parents being apart before asking her to accept someone else in her father’s life. Not that she and Vivienne didn’t meet, because they did, but the troubled child’s fear of someone stealing her beloved daddy’s affections had made her hostile to Vivienne in a way that had caused several rows between her and her father. However, Vivienne had remained determined to work at it, and Miles wouldn’t be dissuaded from envisaging a future with a new wife, and perhaps even a new family that would give Kelsey the siblings she’d always lacked.

Quite what Kelsey might have thought of her father’s plans they’d never found out, because one Saturday evening, while they were in Devon and Kelsey was spending the weekend with a friend, Miles had received a call from his deputy editor warning him that The News on Sunday, clearly short of a story that weekend, was going to make a splash of his relationship with Vivienne.

Miles had been furious. Since he and Jacqueline were no longer together he could hardly be accused of cheating, so there was no doubt in his mind that the story was being run out of malice. The editor of The News on Sunday detested Miles with a Wagnerian fervour. Not that the animosity had shown in the article, far from it. Gareth Critchley was much too clever for that. He’d merely congratulated Miles on finding true love at last, because no one could have deserved it more after all he’d been through with his tragically disturbed wife. Then Critchley had sat back to watch the fallout that only he, Miles and a handful of others had known would follow.

It hadn’t taken long, because within days Jacqueline was back from the States, by which time Vivienne and Miles were in London, and the scenes that followed would remain with Vivienne for ever. There had been no way she and Miles could have stayed together after that, for Jacqueline had shown them then, in the worst way imaginable, how far she was prepared to go to keep them apart.

Now, a little over two years later, just as Vivienne was starting to feel she might be able to get on with her life, Miles was calling to tell her Jacqueline had disappeared.

‘OK, boss, if you don’t want to answer the phone I will,’ Kayla declared, plonking a steaming mug of coffee on the desk, and like the chirpily efficient assistant she was, she snatched up the nearest receiver, saying, ‘Kane and Jackson, the one and only Kayla speaking. Oh hi, Alice. Yes, she’s still here.’

Vivienne picked up the phone. ‘Before we go any further,’ she said to Alice, ‘Miles has just called.’

At that Kayla’s head came up and Alice fell silent.

‘So what did he say?’ Alice finally managed.

‘Apparently Jacqueline’s disappeared. No one’s seen or heard from her for about three weeks.’

‘Oh my God,’ Alice groaned.

‘Shit,’ Kayla murmured.

‘This goes to the top of the agenda when I get there,’ Alice stated. ‘Whatever else is going on in our world, nothing takes precedence over this.’

An hour later Alice was pacing up and down the office, a hand buried in her wavy, golden hair, a deep frown darkening her softly freckled features.

‘So no one actually knows if she came to London?’ she said, referring to Jacqueline. ‘I mean, she could have waited for Miles to drive away from the station, then hopped into a taxi and gone anywhere? If what he’s telling us is true.’

Vivienne started. ‘Why on earth would he lie?’ she challenged.

Alice looked at her incredulously, then slightly tempering her instinctive response to such naivety, she said, ‘Try to remember, you’re the one who’s in love with him. The rest of us aren’t clouded by rose-tinted specs, or delusions of romance that—’

‘Don’t be mean,’ Kayla interrupted. ‘She didn’t ask to fall in love—’

‘Kayla, when you’ve got a grip on reality that doesn’t involve Hollywood, you can speak,’ Alice snapped, ‘until then, please leave it to me.’ As she turned back to Vivienne Kayla poked out so much tongue that Vivienne couldn’t help but laugh. ‘Ignore her, she’ll grow up one of these days,’ Alice commanded, lending weight to Kayla’s belief that she had eyes in the back of her head. ‘Now, what I’m concerned about is this: when exactly did Jacqueline disappear? What prompted her to go?’

‘How can I possibly know that?’ Vivienne protested.

‘I don’t suppose you can, but I think it’s important, don’t you, because the last thing you need is that woman turning up on your doorstep, or worse, dropping in on your mother for a nice cosy little chat, so we need to know—’

‘You’re making her sound like some kind of maniac,’ Vivienne broke in. ‘She has issues, we all know that.’

‘And one of them is you.’

‘Not really. Miles and I haven’t even seen one another …’

Alice waved a dismissive hand. ‘I’m aware of how long it’s been, and I don’t want him coming back into your life only to hurt you all over again. You went through enough the last time he broke up with you.’

‘He didn’t have much choice.’

‘So he says.’

Vivienne looked at her in astonishment. ‘What’s that supposed to mean?’ she demanded.

‘All we know is what he told us.’

Vivienne’s eyes flashed with temper. ‘You know what Jacqueline did to herself and Kelsey,’ she said angrily. ‘They were in hospital for God’s sake, and as far as I’m aware you never had these doubts about him before, so where are they coming from now?’

‘Vivi, where marriages are concerned no one knows what’s really going on, except those who are in it. And, I’m afraid, having a tragedy doesn’t make someone a saint. Miles has his faults too, and no one knows them better than his wife. She’s the one who’s had to live with them all these years, and she’s the one who’s—’

Vivienne got up and began walking to the door. ‘I’m not listening to any more of this,’ she declared. ‘It’s bad enough that Jacqueline has taken it into her head to disappear. That you now think Miles is in some way responsible for her depressions and delusions …’ She spun round angrily. ‘Putting everything else aside, you met him often enough, so how can you stand there accusing him of … Well, I don’t know what you’re accusing him of, and I’m not sure I want to.’

‘I was crazy about him, I admit it,’ Alice said. ‘It was hard not to be, but marriages break up all the time, Vivi. She’d have got over it, eventually, everyone does, so why didn’t he—’

‘You know very well that wouldn’t be true in her case – and I had no idea you’d been harbouring all these horrible thoughts and suspicions. That you could think for a minute that Miles is some kind of … monster …’

‘That’s not what I’m saying, because I know he’s not, but he isn’t perfect either. No one is, and how do you know if you have the full story of what happened fifteen years ago? It’s a long time, Vivi, they’ve been through a lot since then and you’ve only ever heard it from his side.’

Vivienne’s hands went to her head. ‘He’s not a liar, Alice. I trust what he told me, and if you think I was gullible enough to be taken in …’

‘Not gullible, just blinded, as we all are by love.’

Vivienne looked at Kayla, and to her dismay saw only solidarity with Alice, rather than sympathy with her.

‘All we want is to stop you doing anything that’s going to end in disaster,’ Alice said gently. ‘He’s been in touch, next he might want to see you, then heaven knows where it might end, but whatever happens, you’ll never be able to change his past … Oh God, Vivi, I’m sorry, I didn’t mean to make you cry.’

‘I’m not crying,’ Vivienne declared, bringing her head out of her hands. ‘I’m just horrified that we’re even having this conversation. I always thought I had your wholehearted support …’

‘That’s exactly what this is. Me trying to protect you from yourself, because no one ever sees things rationally when they’re in love.’

‘For heaven’s sake! Five minutes ago it was Jacqueline I was worrying about, now here you are telling me that I’m the one who’s unhinged, because I fell for a sociopath.’

Looking suitably chastened, Alice replied, ‘That’s not what I’m saying at all, so why don’t we try to start this again? Jacqueline does a disappearing act, Miles calls you and intimates she might have gone because he still has feelings for you.’

‘He didn’t say that!’

‘But he did intimate it, and now we’re extremely worried because we all know what she did to get him back last time.’

‘Blimey, she might already be dead,’ Kayla murmured. ‘Three weeks is a long time.’ Her eyes rounded with intrigue. ‘Oh my God, what if he’s offed her?’

‘For God’s sake!’ Vivienne shouted angrily. ‘I wish I’d never even mentioned it now.’

‘But what if she doesn’t turn up?’ Alice said.

‘Of course she will. She always does, so let’s change the subject. I want to know what happened with the WI at the weekend? Better still, let’s break out the champagne. We have a movie deal to celebrate, remember?’

‘I’m up for that,’ Kayla responded, heading for the kitchen. ‘It’s not the best, because they didn’t have it, but it’s dry and it sparkles.’

When Alice’s eyes came back to Vivienne’s they were softening with affection. ‘I’m sorry if I gave you a hard time,’ she said. ‘I don’t mean to be unkind, I just don’t want to see you hurt the way you were before.’

‘I know,’ Vivienne responded. ‘And I shouldn’t have got so worked up.’

Coming to give her a hug, Alice said, ‘You wouldn’t be human if you hadn’t. It’s a very sensitive issue for you, I understand that, and I could see how shaken up you were the minute I walked in the door.’

‘Please let’s drop it now,’ Vivienne said. ‘We have work to do and champagne to drink … And phones to answer,’ she added, picking up the nearest one as the main line started to ring. ‘Vivienne Kane speaking,’ she told the caller.

There was a moment’s silence, which caused her a beat of unease, until Alice’s husband, Angus, suddenly said, ‘Sorry. Are you there? Is that Alice?’

‘No, Vivienne. How are you?’

‘Snowed under, but not too busy to congratulate my girls on their movie deal. Alice left me a message. Dinner’s on me tonight. Hope you can make it. Rose and Crown, Kew Green? Tell my wife I love her, and book us a table if you get a minute.’

‘We’d starve without you,’ Vivienne informed him, only half joking. And putting the phone down she said to Alice, ‘Angus loves you, and is taking us to dinner tonight.’

Rescuing two fizzing mugs from the tray Kayla was carrying, Alice passed one to Vivienne, saying, ‘Here’s to my husband, our accountant; Irwin, our saviour, and the WI for their crazy schemes, though they’re not going to earn us any money, and frankly I’m starting to feel a bit doubtful about helping them since you got the call from Miles. Kenleigh might be some distance from Moorlands, but it’s still in the same county.’

‘I thought they were only after advice,’ Vivienne replied, aware of the churning feeling inside her. ‘Are you saying we’re getting involved?’

Alice grimaced. ‘Actually, I don’t think we have much choice, and I know you’re going to agree, because the reason for their auction is to help Sharon Goss, who – I’m sorry to break it to you like this – has leukaemia.’

Vivienne’s face drained. ‘Oh my God,’ she murmured, unable to comprehend life’s cruelties as she pictured Sharon’s slight, tragic figure beside her husband’s grave, and how she’d tried to throw herself onto the coffin as it was lowered. It was Miles who’d caught her and wrapped her in his arms before taking her back to the car, while Vivienne had followed behind with the Goss’s two frightened little children. ‘Of course we have to help,’ she said forcefully. ‘Just tell me what they need the money for? Medical treatment? Transport? Living?’

Alice’s smile showed her admiration for Vivienne’s response, which though no surprise, was no less touching for that. ‘Sharon’s not able to earn any more,’ she answered, ‘so she’s worried about how she’s going to take care of her children while she has her treatment. Apparently the first bout has already left her up to her eyes in debt, and the stress of it isn’t doing her any good at all.’

‘Of course not,’ Vivienne agreed, with feeling. ‘Just thank goodness the local WI has stepped in to try and help out. I take it that is what’s happened?’

Alice nodded. ‘And they in turn are calling on you, because you’re the one Sharon has all the faith in, because of what you did for Keith.’ She took a breath. ‘I think, however, that it’s looking as though they’ll have to put up with me, because after the call from Miles we can’t let you go trundling off to Devon …’

‘Don’t be ridiculous. Of course I can do it. I have to.’

‘Vivi, once the press get wind of the fact that Jacqueline’s missing, they’re going to be crawling all over the place.’

‘But Moorlands is at least ten miles from Kenleigh, and anyway, whatever’s going on in my life cannot take precedence over Sharon Goss’s needs. Her husband’s dead, Alice, and her children might be about to lose their mother. What can be more important than that?’

Alice looked at her, knowing that Vivienne was fully aware of the answer, so there was no need to spell it out.

‘OK,’ Vivienne said, ‘of course you’re right, but Jacqueline’s likely to turn up at any minute, so we can’t let her disappearance affect our decisions.’

Alice began to speak.

‘No,’ Vivienne interrupted, ‘putting my previous association with Sharon aside, we agreed when we started this agency that we’d alternate on the high-budget projects, and it’s your turn, so the movie’s yours, while I’ll do what I can to help Sharon and the WI.’

‘While Pete takes on La Belle Amie,’ Kayla piped up, ‘to bring us in a bit more dosh.’

Vivienne looked at her.

‘They’re willing to pay top whack to get us,’ Kayla cried. ‘Her agent’s already said so, and it’s easy money. Everyone wants to interview someone like her, all tits, ass and a career full of shags. And she’s willing to talk about it.’

‘If she weren’t, we couldn’t help her,’ Vivienne pointed out, ‘but I’m still saying—’

‘Let’s get back to the WI and Sharon,’ Alice interrupted. ‘Without disputing who’s going to handle it for the moment, the idea they’ve come up with is to hold a slave auction.’

‘You’re kidding!’ Kayla exclaimed in shock. ‘They’ll never get away with that.’

‘My reaction to a T,’ Alice told her, ‘at which point I was informed that Vivienne would understand right away what they meant, because slave auctions happen all the time in the country.’

Vivienne was laughing. ‘They do,’ she confirmed. ‘It’s when someone offers their skill – gardening, cleaning, plumbing, you name it – to the highest bidder. The money, of course, goes to the good cause, not the tradesman.’

‘I understand that now,’ Alice informed her, ‘but it did give me a bit of a turn when they first said it. Anyway, they’re fully aware that an ordinary slave auction isn’t going to raise much cash, which is why they’ve come to us – or you – to see if we can turn their sow’s ear into a silk purse, I quote.’

Vivienne was already looking thoughtful.

‘Actually, I should add that a few of them have already cooked up a scheme that might just work, given the right spin. They’re thinking that instead of putting local tradesmen under the hammer they could put toy boys up there, or gigolos, or I forget what they called them now, but essentially they reckon they’ll get more interest if there’s a bit of a sexy angle to it.’

Vivienne blinked several times. ‘Well, they’re right about that,’ she replied, ‘but what are these boys supposed to do for the highest bidder? Actually, don’t answer that, I don’t think I want to know. Are you sure it was the WI you saw?’

‘So they said, and I’ve no reason to doubt it, but I have to admit they weren’t the middle-class blue-rinsers I’d imagined. Much more colourful, in fact, especially Stella Coombes. Have you ever met her?’

Vivienne shook her head.

‘Then if you do you’re in for a treat.’

Vivienne took a sip of her champagne as she continued to think. ‘So how have you left it with them?’ she asked.

‘A bit up in the air, really, but I don’t think they’re going to take much sorting out.’

‘In which case there’s no reason for it not to fall to me. In fact, I’ve already got a fair idea of how we can do this, but first tell me more about Sharon’s condition.’

After exchanging glances with Kayla indicating that, as usual, they were impressed by Vivienne’s quick thinking, Alice said, ‘Like anyone suffering from leukaemia – at least I think it’s anyone – she’s in need of a bone-marrow transplant. The search is on for a donor, obviously, but it turns out that “our Sharon” as they call her, is a rare tissue type so they’re having trouble finding a match. If, when, they do – actually, even before that – she needs help taking care of her children, meeting the bills, paying off her debts, finding a bit extra for the treats, all the usual stuff. It might be easier if she had some family backup, but it turns out she’s something of a waif, because both her parents are dead, so are Keith’s, and there are no sisters or brothers or even extended family capable of helping out in a way that’s going to make a difference. Which is why Stella Coombes, in the shape of the local WI, has stepped in to lend support, but money’s obviously really tight, and it’s only going to get worse.’

Vivienne’s expression showed how hard she was thinking. ‘How much time does Sharon have?’ she asked, bluntly.

‘We’re talking months, and not all that many,’ Alice answered gravely.

‘Oh God,’ Vivienne murmured, finding herself being caught up in the poor girl’s terror.

‘Which is why,’ Alice continued, ‘they need to get the auction under way as soon as possible. Like I said, I’m willing to take it on myself while you do the movie …’

‘You could always let Pete handle it,’ Kayla suggested.

‘No, we’ll give him La Belle Amie,’ Vivienne told her. ‘It’s more his thing. And Alice, you’re doing the movie, while I sort out the auction. If we stage it right it could turn out to be big news for us, even if we don’t get paid.’

‘See,’ Alice said to Kayla, ‘she’s a genius, because she’s obviously already got some plan worked out that’s going to benefit us too.’

‘Maybe,’ Vivienne said, ‘but our main concern right now is to give Sharon some financial peace of mind.’

‘And what about you and the press and Jacqueline?’ Alice wanted to know. ‘Because you don’t need me to remind you that you’ve got a lot more at stake this time around.’

‘You’re right, I don’t need reminding, but why don’t we think about Sharon first, then deal with any other problems as they arise, because for all we know, they just might not.’
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