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            CHAPTER ONE

         
 
         ROLAND’S conception was Max’s last act on his eightieth birthday.
         
 
         ‘With a mother like hers, Cinni was bound to cause trouble’, Ruth, Max’s sister expostulated. ‘Fancy coming to a lunch party with her front all popping out like that.’
 
         ‘Trust the old devil to go with a bang.’ Philip sounded envious.
 
         ‘He could have waited until after we had eaten that expensive lunch. Fillet of beef is far too rich for every day and that huge cake,’ Ruth grumbled. ‘It’s far too colourful for a funeral.’
         
 
         ‘Nothing like a sudden death to cut the appetite,’ Stella, one of his ex-wives, piped up. ‘Max always had to draw attention to himself.’
         
 
         Before they had found him Cinni had escaped down the back staircase and through the alleyway to the street behind the house, unaware that she carried the heir to what was left of Max’s fortune and this white elephant of a house, home to assorted relatives and hangers-on. When she’d said she’d give him anything he wanted for his birthday, she hadn’t meant that.
 
         ‘Anything?’ he’d said, his old eyes glistening. ‘Come here then.’ He’d opened the door to his study and pulled her in. She hadn’t expected the strength of his embrace and once he’d started she’d thought, Why not? Poor old boy, why not give him a treat?
 
         When he’d finished he’d suddenly fallen back on the carpet. He was just exhausted after all that effort, surely he was? But he seemed so still, his face stuck in a strange expression of surprise and pleasure. She panicked, pulled on her clothes and ran away.
 
         Later on the bus she wondered how she had left him, she’d pulled his trousers up but would they guess what his last act had been? He was dead, she knew it. She’d seen dead people before and they were, well, dead, inanimate. Ruth might not guess his cause of death – she seemed stuck in some previous, sexless age, but on the other hand she was always professing her outrage at the amount of sex that seemed to be blossoming from every corner, except for hers.
         
 
         Some of the other lunch guests were younger, much younger than Max and Ruth. Max Cavanagh had quite a following. He was an artist specializing in moody, mysterious women who sprawled in various stages of undress in gardens, in sand dunes or on forest floors, where the models always complained at the strange prickly things that stuck to their bare flesh.
         
 
         When Max first started painting as a very young man, the women were swathed in clothes. He became obsessed with cloth, the way it folded and creased, drapery as seen on Roman statues, women in burkas, wrapped in scarves. The older he got the more naked the women became.
 
         ‘Disgusting, I call it, just an excuse to leer at female genitalia,’ Ruth grumbled one day when she was there.
 
         ‘Just because yours have shrivelled up,’ Max retorted maliciously.
 
         ‘And yours haven’t? You’re five years older than me,’ Ruth threw back.
 
         Despite her anxiety about leaving him like that, Cinni smiled, remembering that day. What would Ruth say if she knew Max was still in fine working order?
         
 
         Cinni’s mother, Fiona, had been one of Max’s most famous models but in the days when he was obsessed with drapery. Cinni had a photograph of her favourite picture of her, Fiona swathed in a wafer-thin cashmere shawl from India. The soft folds promised a beautiful body enclosed within, only her face showed – calm, inscrutable, a woman who held secrets.
         
 
         Fiona had a long love affair with Philip Gardener, a distant cousin of Ruth and Max’s who, after a series of misfortunes, had ended up living with them in the large house in Kensington. Stella, Max’s second ex-wife – he’d had three – had also fallen on hard times and lived in the basement.
         
 
         Over the years Cinni often visited the house with her mother and they had been kind to her, fascinated in this childless house with a child as though she was some toy to be marvelled at. Ruth fed her biscuits with hard pink icing, and Max tried to draw her, but she hid her face in her hands saying she didn’t ‘want to be captured’. After Fiona had died – nursed so lovingly by Philip – Cinni had kept in touch and, now back in London after various jobs abroad and a long relationship in Scotland, she had returned in time for Max’s eightieth birthday party. She’d have gone to the party anyway, even if she and Julian were still together, but she would not have let Max make love to her.
         
 
         She tried not to think of Julian, the wound of their parting was still too raw. A deep, ragged hole inside her that made her ache with loneliness. She had loved him for years, lived with him for seven and now it was over. The seven year itch, people said and maybe they were right. They should have married after a year or so of meeting, settled down to making a home with children. But people didn’t do that today. People lived together, not seeing anyone else, well, not in the romantic sense, so that when these long relationships finished they were left with nothing. No home, no children, no single friends to fall in love with. They had to start all over again.
         
 
         She was thirty-eight and had expected marriage and children with Julian. Then about a year ago he started getting restless, and she, wanting more than anything to have his child, became frantic. She even threw away the pill in the hope of having ‘an accident’. If she became pregnant he would marry her, he’d always said he would. But as if he’d guessed at her action, his lovemaking dwindled then stopped altogether, and then it was over. He couldn’t say why. He’d sat there on the arm of the sofa, long legs anchoring him to the ground, his head in his hands.
         
 
         ‘I’m so sorry, Cinni, I feel trapped, unable to breathe, I can’t love you any more.’
 
         Even thinking of that moment made the tears rise in her. If you fell into love you were just as likely to fall out of it, but she hadn’t. It clung to her like the echo of a song, a habit that came with agonizing withdrawal pains. She begged to stay in his life, she’d move out, live further away, give him space. She’d asked if he’d found someone else but he’d said no, he hadn’t. Later, friends had said they thought he was having some sort of breakdown.
         
 
         ‘I can’t leave him then,’ she’d said. ‘I’ll help him through it.’ Hope had flared for a moment that all would be well between them again, but he became so agitated when she suggested riding through it with him that she knew she could not stay. He did not want her and yet he felt guilty and possibly afraid because of it. She had packed up and come to London, moved in with Sue Harwood, a friend from school who, by lucky chance, was looking for someone to share the rent in her new flat.
         
 
         Sue was the same age as Cinni. She worked for Christie’s for not very much money and had a married lover who was going to leave his wife when his last child finished university in three or four years’ time.
 
         ‘Women do have babies in their forties these days,’ Sue had remarked the other night, ‘so I could just get one in with Gerry, or even twins.’
 
         ‘But what if he doesn’t leave his wife, Sue? After all you’ve been with him over ten years now.’ Cinni did not trust men – or time – now. ‘If you want a baby, make one or adopt one,’ she said. ‘It’s so unfair that so many women who would make marvellous mothers miss out just because they can’t find the right man or if they do he doesn’t want children. How many people of our mother’s generation were really happily married? They had to marry almost the first boy they kissed and before the age of twenty-five or they were deemed past it, but at least they had plenty of time to have babies.’
 
         ‘I can’t saddle him with another child just now, it wouldn’t be fair,’ Sue said, her face anguished.
 
         ‘It’s not fair him keeping you hanging about like this. He might never leave his wife, or he’ll wait until he is so ancient that she gets sick of him and you’ll be left with an incontinent old fool.’ She’d spoken more sharply than she meant to, but that is how she felt about Julian letting her down, forcing her back to the dating world to find another man to love, who’d love her back and give her the child she longed for.
 
         Sue had been upset at her warning though Cinni recognized that it was more because she could not bear to face the truth. She’d been the same with Julian that last sad year, but once faced it had to be dealt with and that was always painful.
 
         Cinni could not stop thinking about Max. She had to ring the house. She’d speak to Philip, he was as near as she got to having a father. He’d cope with it. She dialled their number, it rang twice and a woman picked it up giggling. ‘Yes, who’s speaking?’
 
         She meant to ask for Philip but she blurted, ‘Is Max there, is he all right?’
 
         ‘I think so,’ the woman giggled again, ‘I don’t know if I can find him – oh Jake, leave off—’ More giggles. ‘We’re at his party, can I leave a message or will you rang back?’
 
         Relief swept through her, he must be all right. Max was too vital to be dead. ‘Yes, I’ll ring later thanks.’
 
         She got off the bus at her stop and bought some supper, smoked salmon, a delicious, expensive salad and a bar of rich, dark chocolate. Chocolate with seventy per cent cocoa was good for you, she told herself as if someone had scolded her for buying it. She’d missed a good lunch after all and she would share this with Sue to show sympathy and solidarity…. Two nice, kind women who’d make wonderful wives and mothers to some lucky but unknown men, hurtling towards the menopause and infertility.
         
 
         It was still early and Sue was not yet back from work. Cinni took off her party dress and showered, washing away all outward traces of Max. He had always been kind to her, told her how beautiful she was: ‘Unusual, like your mother, those large grey eyes and that high forehead, reminds me of a fawn with an air of mystery. I shall paint you.’ But he never had. Perhaps since her childish refusals of not wanting to be captured, he had dismissed her as too difficult to deal with. Besides, he always had one woman at a time who was his muse and she had never been there when he needed a new one.
 
         Whenever Max saw her he flirted with her. He loved women and saw beauty in them all. She had never thought he would make love to her; she’d never been alone with him, well not long enough for that to happen, and besides he was so old. Today he had taken her by surprise and she had fallen in with it and then it was too late, but it hadn’t been unpleasant, she’d enjoyed it until he’d fallen over like that.
 
         She felt cold thinking of it now. That silly, giggling woman had not said she had seen him, that he was standing there in the room. She’d wanted to believe that he was alive so she had accepted what that woman had said as confirmation that Max was all right. At the time she’d been sure he was dead, but no, he couldn’t have been. It was just her guilt at letting him make love to her before his party while the guests were still arriving. It had exhausted him, well he was quite a lover, and he had fallen into a deep sleep, hadn’t he? She must telephone, again, insist she speak to Philip. They might wonder where she was. She would say she had a headache, a sudden tummy bug, make some reference to Max. She checked the time, 2.40, the lunch party would still be going and it would be a nuisance to ring now and disturb people. That same giggling woman might answer; she must have been standing right over the phone to have picked it up so quickly. But if she didn’t ring she was assuming that Max was all right. Cinni had a sudden picture of him, a big man who carried his weight well, face creased with laughter, his booming voice ridiculing her panic. ‘Dead? Me? It was only a joke and you fell for it.’ He couldn’t be dead, not Max. She’d ring them tomorrow before she caught her flight.
         
 
         She pulled on a pair of jeans and a T-shirt and began to pack. Tomorrow she was going to the South of France for two months to work in the office of Magical Villas, a holiday villa rental company. She’d worked in a travel company in Edinburgh when she lived with Julian and had got this job dealing with luxury villas when she’d come down to London a month before. Someone had had an accident in the Nice office and as she spoke good French they’d asked her to go there until September. She’d jumped at the chance. London was too close to Julian, Nice would be completely different. She had even managed to get the firm to pay her two months’ rent to Sue.
 
         Sue had been upset. ‘The summer is the worst when Gerry is on holiday with his family,’ she said. ‘He won’t even tell me where he is going. But,’ she’d forced herself to sound cheerful, ‘that’s great for you, Cinni, take no notice of crabby old me.’
         
 
         ‘Why don’t you come out? I’m staying in some small flat apparently; there’ll been room for you I’m sure.’ She felt sorry for her and herself too. There they were, two women with no man to go on holiday with.
 
         ‘We’ll see. Get there first and let me know what it’s like,’ Sue said and they had agreed on that.
 
         So the next morning, Friday – a cheaper flight than on a Saturday – Cinni had left for the airport. They’d stayed up enjoying the supper with a good bottle of wine and Cinni had overslept, leaving in an unglorified muddle. Not until she was checked in and relaxing in the departure lounge did she remember that she had not rung Philip. She had a mobile, but somehow sitting there with all the other passengers waiting to board she felt she couldn’t ring now. What if Max had died and she would have to deal with it in front of everyone? By now Philip would be in his office and she didn’t have his number and she’d have to speak to Ruth or Stella. Might they not guess what had happened and blame her entirely? Could they even sue her? This thought, intensified by the panic of flying and going cold to a new place with new responsibilities all on her own, took hold like a rabid terrier and would not leave go. Could you sue a woman of thirty-eight who let a man of eighty make love to her? Would they accuse her of seducing him and killing him? There were no witnesses. They had all seen her arrive, she had been early, the bus had charged along as though being chased. She had greeted them all, offered to help. But Ruth and Stella had refused; they had caterers in though they were ‘too young and slovenly-looking so goodness knows how hygienic it all is’, Ruth had wailed, rushing in and out of the kitchen hoping to catch them licking their fingers, or picking their noses over the food. Ruth had a horror of ‘what went on’ behind the scenes in restaurants and the exorbitant prices they charged so had insisted on giving this party at home.
         
 
         Philip had been useless as always, eagerly getting in the way like an overgrown puppy, until he had been sent into the dining-room to open the wine. There were a few other guests who hung about or went into the garden but Max had had time to whisk her into his study, a small room on the bend of the stairs, though no one had seen her leave, she was sure of that. Perhaps no one had seen her go into his study either so why should she be blamed for any of it? Maybe they would think he had gone into his study and fallen over with a heart attack. She felt sick with guilt. She should have called someone when he collapsed, not run off like that. At the time she’d been sure he was dead but maybe he was not and prompt medical attention would have saved his life? Since Julian had left her she’d become so anxious, so irrational, the sort of helpless little woman she so despised. What a fool she was to think that it was important not to spoil the party by alerting someone and risking everyone knowing the sordid details. She’d spoilt everything for ever by causing his death. But then again perhaps she had not and he was alive and well and laughing about it.
         
 
         But if he wasn’t she would have to confess for surely she would be found out. She remembered a crime series she’d recently seen on television. The forensic doctor always seemed to find out the most extraordinary things, what kind of carpet bought years ago on special offer, what kind of scents or creams someone had used. Finding out Max had just had sex before he died would be easy and her DNA would be there and….
         
 
         The flight was called, she jumped up and ran to the desk thrusting her passport and boarding pass at the girl, frantic to escape as if, even now, a stream of police cars, sirens wailing were drawing up at the airport to arrest her.
 
         The plane rose in the sky tucking its wheels under its belly with a clunk. She settled back in her seat with relief. She had escaped, she was overreacting as usual, her mind wired up into overdrive. Max would not die so easily. All would be well.

      

      
    

  
    
      
         
         
 
         
            CHAPTER TWO

         
 
         IT was Philip who found him. Guests were arriving and Max was nowhere to be seen. Ruth, frantic at the caterers and frantic because they did not give many parties on this scale, ran at him like a hysterical chicken.
         
 
         ‘Where is Max? This is his party and he should be here coping with the guests. I can’t do everything, go and look in his studio, I’ll kill him if he’s with some woman there.’
 
         ‘Don’t worry, everything will be fine,’ Philip said hiding his exasperation. Ruth was getting more and more anxious in her old age like a bee trapped in a bottle. There were waiters holding trays of drinks and most of the people knew each other so the party was going well. He couldn’t see Max but he was there somewhere.
         
 
         He toiled upstairs to the studio at the top of the house, pausing after each flight of stairs to catch his breath. He found it rather embarrassing going in if there was a nude woman being painted. He hardly ever had to go into the studio while Max was painting – only really when Ruth got agitated over something and if he refused to go she’d start on the shaming scenario about ‘how lucky he was to be living in such a grand house at such a peppercorn rent’. As he neared the top he began to sing rather off-key, ‘Questa notte nessun dorma in Pekino. Nessun dorma! Nessun dorma!’
         
 
         All those stairs and his singing left him fighting for breath, his heart hammering in his chest. The numerous attics, little rooms running into each other, had been knocked into one large space with huge windows letting in the northern light. He sang a little louder. Usually Max heard him and cried out, ‘Oh do stop that hideous noise, have you never seen a naked woman before?’ or some other such insult, sometimes said in a jokey way, other times more viciously. He knew Max despised him, had done so since they were children. He was so much younger than Max, in his prime really, yet since Fiona’s death he hadn’t had another girlfriend – no other woman could ever take her place – and he was plodding away in a rather dull, dead-end job in a government office and Max accused him of ‘wasting his life’.
         
 
         But this time Max did not call out and when he went into the studio, saying loudly. ‘Anyone there?’ in case Max was up to – well, he felt quite hot and bothered thinking of what he might be up to – there was no one there. An easel stood in the middle of the room with a half-painted picture of his latest muse. She was sleek and black, lying on a tiger skin, an old, moth-eaten thing Max had found in some dusty antique shop. It was probably against the law to own such a thing now, Philip thought, imagining it glossy and alive, rippling over the muscles of the beast in the jungle.
 
         He went downstairs again and paused at the first floor as he got to Max’s study door. He probably wasn’t in there but sometimes he went to read, to get away from his sister or his work and he hated anyone coming in. Philip felt rather foolish but he knocked softly, tensely waiting for Max to thunder, ‘Who’s there and what do you want?’ When there was no sound Philip was about to continue downstairs, sure that Max would be there by now holding court when something, he could not explain it later, made him turn the door handle and go into the room.
 
         Below him he could hear the laughter and chatter from the party, the clink of glasses, the sound of the doorbell and people coming in, greeting each other in over-loud, excited voices. The minute he saw Max on the floor he knew he was dead. He closed the door behind him and immediately felt trapped. He took a deep breath and went over to the body.
         
 
         Max lay on his back, eyes open, with a strange smile on his face as if he was greeting someone he was pleased to see. Then Philip saw his trousers, the old-fashioned fly buttons done up in the wrong button holes, the shirt pulled out and stained, and he knew at once what he had been up to. He’d heard of men dying like this. One story told of a man still attached to his unfortunate woman friend, dead and stiff on top of her. Both had had to be taken out on a stretcher to be released in hospital. He didn’t know if it was a true story, but Max had obviously died after making love; there was a faint, sweet smell of some flowery scent. He had not been in there alone.
         
 
         Panic and nausea gripped him. What was he to do? Go now to Ruth and tell her? He could not tell her what he suspected, what if it wasn’t true, what if … but he would have to say that Max was dead. Max, the life and soul of the party, would have no other excuse to miss his own birthday party. He’d get Stella to help him; she was good in a crisis.
         
 
         Philip let himself out of the study, shutting the door behind him and slowly made his way into the sea of people. He was like a robot, programmed only to find Stella, staring with glassy eyes at the people who greeted him. He was aware of their looks, them nudging each other wondering what was wrong with him.
 
         Stella was flirting with a man with lustrous white hair, who had one eye on her while the other roved the room as if looking for someone more alluring. Philip took her arm: ‘Stella, please come.’
 
         ‘Oh, darling, not now,’ she drawled in irritation. She was on a constant search for a man to love her, to take her away from here, but it had to be somewhere smart and beautiful. Then she saw his face.
 
         ‘What is it?’
 
         ‘Just come,’ he said, tugging at her arm and pulling her with him.
 
         ‘Back in a jif, crises in the kitchen.’ She threw a smile at the man with whiter than white hair who did not seem to notice her departure. Philip pulled her out of the drawing-room and to the stairs.
 
         ‘Whatever is it?’ she said. ‘Let go of my arm, you’ll leave a mark.’
 
         He loosened his hold and hissed, ‘Come to Max’s study.’
 
         She laughed. ‘If I didn’t know you better I’d swear you were bent on seduction.’
 
         He blushed, remembering an embarrassing winter’s afternoon when both of them, feeling depressed and not a little drunk after a late lunch, had thought that going to bed together might be uplifting. It was not uplifting in any sense of the word and had left him cringing with misery for months afterwards.
 
         ‘It’s Max, he’s dead,’ he said, not meaning to have said it so brutally but feeling hurt by her jibe about seduction.
 
         ‘What?’ She turned, horror and disbelief on her face.
 
         The sound of the party rose up to them like a wave; people were too busy drinking and gossiping to notice them. He opened the door and pulled her into the study. ‘Ruth told me to go to find him and he’s here, on the floor.’ He shut the door behind them, cutting off the noise, the comfort of laughter.
 
         ‘Oh my God!’ Stella clamped both hands over her mouth as if she would vomit. She crept forward, eyes staring with fear, with horror.
 
         Philip said, ‘I think he had sex with someone and that killed him. What can we tell Ruth?’
         
 
         Stella took some deep breaths as if to calm herself, shutting her eyes a moment. Then, calmer, she said, ‘Poor old sod, but it’s the way he’d want to go. Who was it he was with?’ She sat down on the floor beside him with a little difficulty; she was not that young and agile any more. She laid her hand on his cheek and a few tears splashed on to his face. ‘He was a monster really,’ she said, ‘but I loved him. However badly he treated us all I think all of us still loved him.’
 
         ‘But what are we going to do? The party’s in full swing and here he is dead. We must cover up how he died.’
 
         ‘We’ll dress him properly,’ Stella said and went about pulling his clothes together. She did it mechanically as though she was stuffing a cushion, not looking at his face in case it made her break down. ‘Now who was the woman? Did you see anyone? Is she still here perhaps, not knowing what’s happened?’
 
         ‘I didn’t see anyone, it could be any one of most of the women downstairs.’
         
 
         ‘Except for me,’ Stella said with a strangled laugh, then she pulled herself together. ‘I think he’s died of a heart attack. I’ll go and tell Ruth and creep round and tell the others, so they will leave. You ring an ambulance; don’t say he’s dead, I don’t think they come if someone is dead, say he’s had a heart attack or stroke or something, then they will know what to do. Or maybe his doctor,’ she said suddenly. ‘Has he been invited?’
         
 
         ‘He may have been, I don’t know,’ Philip said. ‘I’ll go and see.’
 
         ‘No, I will,’ she said, thrusting her hand at him to help her up. ‘I can’t stand it in here, poor, foolish old man,’ she choked and ran from the room.
 
         Philip went over to the window and looked out at the garden below. Various guests had gone out on to the terrace. It was a cloudy day in late June, which promised rain, but some more intrepid souls had decided it was summer anyway and to go out while they could.
 
         A few moments later to his great relief Eric Naylor, a man ten years younger than Max but still seeing a few patients, came in. He nodded to Philip. ‘What a sorry business, but not unexpected,’ he said, going over to Max and looking down on him a moment in quiet reflection.
 
         ‘Pity he had to go before the party but it must have been quick. He had a bad heart. I did warn him to slow down but he argued what was the point of life if you couldn’t do anything you wanted?’
         
 
         ‘Just like Max,’ Philip said. ‘But you see, well, we don’t want Ruth to … or the press to … well, make a story of it and upset Ruth,’ he finished.
 
         ‘I’ll see to it. He died of a heart attack; he had a weak heart and it gave out. No need to say why. Who was the woman?’
 
         ‘I’ve no idea. I didn’t see anyone come in here with him.’
 
         ‘She must be told. I’m sure she’ll keep quiet.’
 
         The door opened and Ruth rushed in with Penny, a friend, close behind her. Eric went to her and held her.
 
         ‘What was he doing?’ Ruth raged, tears pouring down her face. ‘I’ll bet there was a woman in it, you read of it, don’t you? Old men pegging out while having sex.’
 
         Philip escaped, leaving her to Penny and Eric. He went slowly downstairs in need of a drink. There was a deadly hush intermingled with sobs. People were leaving, shocked and pale, all party spirit quashed. Mrs Tadger, who had cleaned for them for years, was stunned.
         
 
         ‘It was them bare girls that did it,’ she sniffed into a colourful hanky. ‘I told him many a time, ‘Ain’t decent spreading yerself about like that, too much excitement for an old man. I warned him,’ she added, furiously mopping her streaming eyes before leaving the house ‘all of a bother’ as she put it.
 
         Stella was seeing the guests out in a dignified way, almost mechanically as if she had not really grasped what had happened. She had quietly told a few of them that Max had had a heart attack and please to leave and keep it to themselves for a while. Philip went over to the drinks cupboard and poured himself a double whisky. The woman in charge of the catering told him she had covered the food and some of it could be frozen. He thanked her and then she was gone with her young helpers, all shocked, disbelieving, not knowing how to behave.
         
 
         He sat there on the chair too drained to do anything. He could see the people leaving, passing the door on their way to the hall, some smiling sadly at him, others too upset to notice him. About fifty people had been invited and he knew most of them and then it suddenly came to him. Cinni must have been the last woman to make love to Max. Max had always liked Cinni; she was the daughter of one of his favourite muses, and incidentally, the one muse he had never slept with. This was one of the things that annoyed Max about him, for he, dreary old Philip, had made love to Fiona many times. Fiona was the only woman he had ever loved, and how lucky he’d been to have her.
         
 
         Cinni had greeted him with affection – as she always did – she had offered to help with the party and then he had not seen her again. If she had been here she’d have been very upset. She would have stayed, wanting to be here with them, gleaning comfort while she came to terms with it. She must have been the woman; no one else had come forward and she had already left without saying goodbye, which was quite out of character. Had she been having an affair with Max? He thought probably not, unless they had met away from this house. She’d only been back in London a short while and this was the first time he’d seen her for over a year. Maybe she had offered herself as a present? Max was a dreadful flirt, no woman was safe from him. He might have joked about it and she might have obliged.
         
 
         He had tried to keep it from Ruth thinking it would upset her even more if she knew how he had died, but she had guessed. Straight out she knew. Eric would confirm it and they would all try to keep it a secret.
 
         Eric came downstairs with Ruth and Penny, and Stella appeared and hugged Ruth. Eric said, ‘Don’t any of you worry, I’ll deal with it. There’ll be no scandal.’
 
         ‘Unless those bloody tabloids get hold of it,’ Stella said.
 
         ‘Only we know what happened so unless one of us talks, we’re safe,’ Philip said, certain that if it was Cinni she would keep quiet.
 
         ‘Cherchez la femme,’ Ruth said darkly. ‘For all we know at this moment she is closeted with some smarmy publicity agent demanding millions to sell her story.’
         
 
         ‘I’m sure not,’ Philip said. Then, to his relief before the two women could peck him to pieces with their questions, Eric intervened saying Max’s heart could have given out at any time. If he had to he would say that to the press and confirm that sex would have been impossible in his condition.
 
         ‘He’d hate you to say that, the great lover,’ Ruth said with a trace of glee.
 
         Cups of sweet tea and whisky were passed round and after a while everyone began to feel better. The room was littered with glasses and half-eaten canapés, a few bright helium balloons bearing the number 80, floated, tethered to various chairs. A pile of presents, mostly bottle-shaped, stood on a table. Philip felt the house had a Marie Celeste feel to it, a party abandoned almost before it began.
         
 
         ‘So, who was the woman responsible for this?’ Ruth asked, scrutinizing all of them, her eyes perhaps homing in on Stella, who, she always felt, waited like a predator in this house to capture Max once again.
         
 
         Philip shrank into himself. For Fiona’s sake he would protect Cinni. He was the nearest she had for a father, he thought now. Her real father, Theo, was a charming chap who had never grown up himself. It was hardly her fault; he wasn’t going to say anything. Max was renowned for seducing women and had probably initiated it, and anyway until he had asked Cinni he had no right to suspect her.
 
         Stella said, ‘The only person not here when he was found was Cinni. Why would she leave suddenly without saying goodbye? It’s not like her at all.’
 
         Penny said she thought she’d seen her on the stairs just as the party was starting.
 
         Ruth became convinced it was her. ‘Fancy coming out to a lunch party with her front all popping out like that….’
 
         Philip, on his third whisky, remembered her dress; it was a bit like a Roman tunic, her breasts barely covered and she certainly wasn’t wearing a bra. He felt a wave of lust. ‘Trust the old devil to go out with a bang,’ he said.
 
         ‘Max always drew attention to himself,’ Stella knocked back the rest of her whisky.
 
         ‘Such a pity it happened before the party, all that lovely food,’ Penny said.
 
         Ruth remarked about the cake being too colourful for a funeral, then after a moment said, ‘I’ll get Mrs Tadger to re-ice it, something more sombre, and we’ll freeze the rest of the food. It should keep until the funeral.’

      

      
    

  
    
      
         
         
 
         
            CHAPTER THREE

         
 
         CINNI did not feel at all well, which was hardly surprising, as the job was so fraught. The minute she’d arrived she’d been met by Pascal, her new boss, and whisked off to a small, cramped room, romantically called a ‘studio’, where she was to stay. Pascal drove fast, firing facts about her job at her in a torrent of French, taking his hands off the steering wheel to punctuate his words, causing her to wonder if she’d survive long enough to take up the position or be mangled on the road in an accident.
         
 
         He’d given her ten minutes to ‘settle in’ to her minute flat. All the time he was pacing up and down the room until she was dizzy, before tearing back into the town to show her the office and introduce her to her work colleagues. Colette was about her age, tanned and skinny in impeccable dark trousers and a pale pink shirt. Emma was out, apparently ‘millionaire hunting’. Pascal showed her the car to use while she worked for Magical Villas and whirled out again, reminding her that she must be at the office by nine o’clock in the morning, earlier tomorrow as there were guests to put on a flight. She must also be on call for the other hours of the night.
         
 
         ‘Don’t worry,’ said Colette, who had not moved from her desk but just held out her hand to shake Cinni’s. She shrugged. ‘’E is always like this when there is someone new. ’E likes to make you think the job is very difficult.’
 
         ‘It does seem it, but I suppose I’ll get the hang of it.’ Cinni had sunk down at the desk she’d been given, exhausted already.
 
         She had promised herself she would ring Philip – because he had loved her mother she felt close to him and knew she could depend upon him – and find out about Max, but the days passed and she did nothing about it. Removed from London she felt distanced from it and as the days went on – overflowing with work – it slipped further from her mind. Max was quite famous, and if he had really died in such a way she expected it would be gossiped about in the tabloids. She scanned a few papers and did not find even an obituary. Perhaps he had not died after all. But the job took over and she only had time to glance through the copies of the French newspapers in the office, bought each day for any waiting clients to read.
         
 
         She could not believe the destruction some people left behind them in the villas they had rented. The tenants were rich – they had to be to be able to afford their villas. Not content with leaving dirty crockery in peculiar places, the leftover food quickly turning rancid in the heat, grubby underwear and used condoms were left behind the furniture, they stained and ripped curtains and furnishings, even pulled light fixtures from the walls – and there was a daily maid to clean up after them! At the end of each tenancy everything often had to be redone for the next guests to trash again.
 
         It was lonely too. Colette, who was nice enough in the office, was married with children and, not surprisingly, spent every moment when she was not working with them. Emma, a young English girl, was on her gap year, supposedly learning French and helping out with office work, but she spent much of her time hanging round the port hoping to meet a millionaire who would whisk her away somewhere exotic in his yacht.
 
         Cinni went back alone to her studio room at the end of the day, trailing along the coast road crammed with cars full of families and motorbikes carrying lovers. Everyone but her seemed to have someone to be with.
         
 
         Being in her room was like being shut up in a box so she often sat outside on the wall, breathing in the warm, evening air. A few people passed her and when they did they just nodded to her then scurried away to their lives, leaving her feeling even more isolated. There was one room to sleep and live in with a sofa bed. The walls were white, the furnishings beige, a black tube of a vase held some dried grasses as the only ornament. It had a slip of a kitchen, a shower that leaked and a lavatory that smelt sour, whatever scented concoction she poured down it. Although she had bought masses of books with her and had the car to tour around in, it was lonely with no one to share it with. She missed Julian even more than she had in London. Even bad-tempered, distant and no longer loving her he would be a better companion than no one, but she would not allow herself to succumb to the temptation – though it was terribly hard sometimes – to telephone him. Their love had run its course and she would not humiliate herself by begging him to come to her just because she knew no one here. Anyway, she reasoned with herself, even if he did still love her he could hardly throw up his job and come and live here for two months. Nor did she contact any of their friends in Scotland because she was afraid to hear that Julian was blissfully happy with someone else, so it was Sue she relied on.
         
 
         ‘Please come out for a holiday, it is pretty and hot and you can stay with me though it’s no bigger than a shoebox,’ she emailed.
 
         Sue was reluctant to leave London, ‘Just in case Gerry could leave his wife and children on some beach’ and come to her.
 
         ‘Don’t always be available and anyway think how much more glamorous you’ll be with a tan,’ she posted back and eventually managed to persuade her to come out the last week in August, two weeks before the end of her job there. Colette said she would lend her a foldup bed.
         
 
         A month slipped by, the hours were so long, especially hers as she had no family or millionaires to occupy her time. She often volunteered for things just to keep herself busy. Anything was better than sitting worrying about Max and yearning for Julian alone in her shoebox. Weekends were the busiest as Saturday was changeover day. Somehow – and every time it was a challenge – the tenants had to be taken to the airport for an early flight, the whole place cleaned and mended and the new tenants picked up in the evening. On Sunday they always rang her asking – although she had already told them and the information was in a clearly written book in the villa – about shops and markets, secluded beaches and anything else they felt they should get for the money they had paid out. The rest of the week was spent coping with petty grumbles or sometimes major dramas when things caught fire, flooded, blew up and once, Colette told her gleefully, someone had died, locked in the bathroom.
         
 
         Sometimes Cinni was tortured with the picture of Max falling back like that on the floor, but surely she was overreacting, she told herself without much conviction. He had not died but passed out and was now probably fine, painting away and enjoying life. But other times – usually at dead of night – she was suffused with guilt. What if she had killed him, surely she should at least find out?
 
         One morning after a particularly restless night she was determined to ring him, but she could not find their number in her mobile phone or in her diary. She had written it on a piece of paper and pushed it in there, she remembered, but somehow it had vanished. She had another book with more numbers, which she must have left at Sue’s flat though she couldn’t think where. It could still be with Julian but she was not going to contact him. In the end, though Max was often in her thoughts, she never got round to finding the number to ring him. The worry and guilt about it added to her feelings of nausea and general malaise.
         
 
         It was Colette, who suffered from various ailments which she discussed avidly, all to do with being ‘fatigué’ or mal de somewhere in her stomach, who suggested that Cinni might be pregnant. Cinni laughed. ‘Of course I’m not, haven’t made love for months.’ She wouldn’t count Max, he was eighty years old, surely past siring babies. It was the unaccustomed heat, the stress of work, it was anxiety, it was feeling sad and lost without Julian.
         
 
         ‘You look like me when I am expecting,’ Colette went on. ‘Baggy round the eyes, big chest.’ She shrugged. ‘I just know.’
 
         She could not be. But she had missed her period, or maybe it was just late as she had ‘travelled’. Her mother, terribly vague about the reproductive workings of the body after a convent school education, used to be convinced that flying across the world upset one’s body’s rhythm. But France was next door, hardly across the world. However, before she could give it much thought, Gerry Mitchell, Sue’s married lover, strode into her office.
         
 
         Most people booked the villas from their home country and just appeared at the given time at the airport where Cinni, Colette or Pascal met them and went with them to the villa to settle them in. Gerry Mitchell made straight for her desk, not that she knew it was him at that moment.
 
         ‘Bonjour, je veux …’ he began imperiously in a very English accent.
         
 
         ‘I’m English,’ she smiled. He was nearing fifty, a tall, square-shouldered, powerful-looking man, impeccably groomed. He had thick dark hair dusted quite liberally with white, he looked straight into her eyes and smiled.
         
 
         ‘That’s a relief, my French is pretty rusty. I’m just passing through and I wondered if you had a villa free for the month of August. I know I’m probably far too late but the one we were taking in Spain has fallen through.’
 
         There was only one that was free for the whole month. Though it was shabbier than the others, Cinni rather preferred it to some of the over done-up ones, feeling it had more character. There was an option on it but the client had not called back. She explained this as she showed him pictures of it and offered to drive him there to see it for himself, but he did not have the time.
         
 
         ‘I’ll take it,’ he said. ‘I’ll sign up now, pay the month’s rent.’
 
         ‘I’ll contact you later when I have talked to the client who has an option on it for two weeks,’ she said, knowing that the deadline for that was almost up but that it belonged to them until they refused it or the time ran out.
 
         He smiled with a touch of annoyance, a steely glint in his eyes. ‘Look, I am here offering to take it for the whole month, with my credit card in my hand, why wait for a client who might not want it or might only want it for a fortnight?’
 
         If only Colette were here to advise her, but what he said was true. If she lost this deal it would be worse, the owners of the villa would be furious and complain, she might even lose her job. The name of the client was down here but not a contact number – no doubt due to yet another of Emma’s inefficiencies – and it would take time to find it.
         
 
         He signed the paperwork and paid, all charm now that he had got his own way, telling her he’d made a detour here from a business meeting he’d had in Marbella and that she must come and have dinner with them at the villa. She smiled and said that would be kind, in a non-committal way. She was so busy concentrating on getting everything filled in right, checking his credit card and the dates of his tenancy that she did not take much notice of his name until he had gone and Colette was back and she was explaining the transaction to her.
 
         ‘Gerry Mitchell? God, I know someone who is in love with a Gerry Mitchell,’ Cinni said in horror. She looked back to the paperwork; he’d said he wanted it for his family, a wife and three children. Sue’s Gerry only had two children but perhaps one was bringing a friend. He was coming out here in August and so was Sue. It must be a coincidence, it couldn’t possibly be the same man but she had an awful feeling that it was. She had begged Sue to come and stay, pushed aside her reluctance at leaving home in case Gerry escaped to her from his holiday, but now Gerry would be here at the same time with his wife.
 
         She really did feel sick now. What if they met, strolling along in the Place Masséna, in the flower market, in a bar, on the seafront? His villa was in the hills above Nice and her studio about a mile in the opposite direction, but fate being what it was they were bound to meet somewhere along the way.
 
         She explained all this to Colette and to Emma who had deigned to give up some of her precious millionaire-hunting time to help man the phones.
         
 
         ‘I’ll have to cancel Gerry, say the other client had a prior claim,’ she said, not wanting to lie to Sue with complicated stories of why she could not come. It was the only date she could come anyway so she couldn’t change it.
 
         ‘Mais non, you cannot do that, it ’appens all the time in France.’ Colette threw her a pitying look as if the cold British could not possibly understand such a situation. ‘The other client does not want it, ’e ’as not called back in time and every year we ’ave such difficulty with that villa, it is only still on the books because the owner is a friend of Pascal’s.’
         
 
         ‘What a toad this man is,’ Emma said. ‘Wonder what his wife is like.’
 
         ‘Very cold and demanding, apparently.’ Cinni remembered Sue telling her how unhappy poor Gerry was with this impossible woman who was bleeding him dry with financial demands but as cold as a dead fish in the bed department. In fact they had not shared a bed since the birth of their second child who was just about to leave school. She’d have to tell Sue he was coming. It would not be fair to ask her to come here knowing her lover was nearby with his family.
 
         Damn him, she was so looking forward to Sue’s visit. To be able to gossip and laugh and just chill out with a good friend. She was starved of affection and companionship, but it would not be fair to expect her to come now. Gerry would be here in two weeks though maybe he wouldn’t stay here all the time, just install his wife and family and then go off. But if he were here Sue would want to see him and go through endless scenarios to come upon him by accident. The whole thing would be a nightmare.
         
 
         She rang the flat, but got the answerphone. She rang Christie’s but was told Sue was away valuing some country estate. Then Pascal asked her to see to the redecorating of the villa that had caught fire during some drunken party. The smell of fire and the water damage was everywhere and he wanted everything done in the shortest possible time. They used the same shop in Cap Ferrat so all she had to do was coordinate it all, but it was very tiring. She found it hard juggling all the things she had to do and in a foreign language so she forgot to try to contact Sue again, remembering only when she fell exhausted into bed.
 
         
             

         
 
         Sue did not really want to go and stay with Cinni – as much as she liked her – but she had to make herself. Sue gave herself a pep talk as she opened her carton of soup for supper on Saturday evening. She did hang about too much for Gerry and had lost many friends because of it. Even the most laid back person got sick of her chucking an invitation at the last moment because Gerry had turned up unexpectedly; or when she couldn’t make up her mind over some date in case he might be free to see her at that time. But then if she wasn’t free when he was she might not see him at all. It was painful to admit that he held all the cards and could control her. She loved him, body and soul, he was the only man she had ever loved and so she waited for him and she thought it was worth it.
         
 
         He was always so busy with his job and going to things at the children’s school, he didn’t have as much time as he wanted to be with her. Though they had managed to snatch a few holidays together – little breaks, long weekends here and there. But how precious was that time they spent together? Better than any dinner party or date with a girlfriend. She smiled, her body warm remembering their lovemaking.
         
 
         He’d dropped in last week; he’d said he’d have to leave after ten to get home. He was meant to be at some do in the city but he got out of it to be with her. She hated talking about his family – of course, he loved his children and she was glad of that, she couldn’t love a man who did not like children.
 
         ‘I wish I could have your child,’ she’d said, snuggling up to him, imagining having him with her always and their child growing up between them. He didn’t like her saying that and she knew she shouldn’t have mentioned it, it made him angry. He wanted everything to be above board, his son to finish university, get his divorce and marry her, and then they would have a child, not before. It wasn’t right, he’d said. This modern arrangement of single parents was bad for the bedrock of society, you could see how those sink estates churning out uneducated yobs was bringing the country down.
         
 
         ‘But we’re not like that,’ she’d said. ‘We would love and bring up our child properly.’ His face had gone hard, implacable and she knew he would say no more on the subject. He’d said he would marry her and give her a child and she must accept the wait.
 
         She sighed, at least she had him still and they loved each other. Poor Cinni, how she had loved Julian. She’d only met him a few times but she’d thought that they were perfect for each other. But he’d changed, suddenly got panicky and opted out, perhaps suffering from some mid-life crises. That is what frightened her, the longer she and Gerry were together in this precarious relationship the more likely it was to break up. Cinni should have married Julian ages ago and had children, then there would be more to hold him to her. But then again he might not have stayed. There were too many choices today, too many people searching for dreams that did not exist and they were easily enticed away to new pastures, ditching their lives and the people they once loved.
         
 
         The telephone rang. She took the pan of soup off the stove and went to answer it.
 
         ‘Please may I speak to Cinni Langley?’
 
         ‘She’s not here, she’s in France, can I take a message?’
 
         There was a pause. ‘Yes please. It’s Ruth Morgan here. I’m afraid I have sad news, Max Cavanagh, my brother, has died of a heart attack.’
 
         ‘I … I’m so sorry.’ The news stunned her for a moment. Ruth went on talking and Sue tried to make sense of it. She was about to ask if she would like Cinni’s telephone number when Ruth thanked her for handing on the message and said goodbye.
         
 
         Sue drank her soup and ate some cheese and thought about it. Had she said he’d died at his birthday party? But Cinni was there; it must have been after his party, too much excitement, or drink, poor old boy. She put her dishes in the sink and went to find Cinni’s number. She rang her mobile, surely she wouldn’t be in the office at the weekend, though the job sounded like a nightmare, but then those sort of hospitality things always were.
 
         ‘I’ve had a rather odd call from someone called Ruth, saying she’s sorry to tell you but Max has died.’
 
         ‘Oh, God.’ Cinni sounded shocked, near tears.
 
         ‘I’m sorry, love, I should have broken it better, I didn’t realize you were so close to him and—’
 
         Cinni broke in, her voice frightened, ‘What did she say?’
 
         ‘Just wondered if you knew, it was in the papers, death column, he had an obituary and all. I don’t know why I didn’t see it, but I haven’t done more than skim the papers these last weeks, I’ve been so busy and I’m reading a rather good book. But I got the impression she expected to hear from you. Anyway, they’ve had the funeral.’
 
         ‘I should have rung them; I know I should, but it’s so hectic here and I hardly ever see the English papers. Did she leave a number?’
 
         ‘No, I think she assumed that you had it. She said she’d taken ages to find this one, had written it down somewhere and lost it and Philip had had it but he had been away or something. She did sound rather vague but I suppose it’s a horrid time for her.’
 
         ‘I haven’t got hers with me. If you have a moment could you look through my things in my room and see if you can find my old address book? I should have it under Philip Gardener.’
         
 
         ‘Will do. Max was that old artist friend of your mother’s, wasn’t he? Died of a heart attack during his birthday party, or after it. Didn’t you go to that?’
 
         There was a strangled noise, then a sob, ‘I … it must … I’ll ring you later.’ She rang off and Sue wished she were with her to comfort her. She’d go out to France that week, of course she’d go. It would do her good to get away, have a holiday in the sun. Cinni was one of her few friends left – probably because she had lived in Edinburgh she had not involved her much with her life with Gerry. Sue did go on holidays alone, or with her sister and mother, but only when she knew Gerry was away. But he was away this month, in Spain with his family. A sliver of panic gripped her; sometimes he made some excuse to his wife and slipped away to her. What if he did so when she was away? No, she must go to France; they might even be able to meet on the continent – that would be exciting.
 
         
             

         
 
         Cinni had not told Sue about Max’s last bout of passion when she’d come home from the party that day. She was too ashamed about it. Another reason she’d said nothing was because then it would make his death all the more likely in her mind. Sue would have made her ring to find out and somehow the whole thing would have been too much and anyway the next morning she had left to come to France.
 
         It wasn’t until she had rung off, too overcome with tears at what she had done, did she realize she had not told Sue about Gerry.
 
         She did not want to meet the Mitchell family and settle them in their villa but when Saturday arrived two weeks later one of Colette’s children was ill, Pascal was with two other sets of clients who had driven here and Emma was not up to doing it. So she had to be professional and go through with it. Gaston, the driver of the minibus took her to the airport and she waited for them in the small arrivals area, holding up the board saying Magical Villas.
 
         She saw Gerry first, striding through the airport as though he owned the place and everyone in this country should be grateful he had come. Beside him was a young girl, no doubt his daughter, and a gangly youth, no doubt his son, whose passage through university poor Sue waited for impatiently.
 
         A good-looking woman with straight brown hair and a cheerful, enquiring face came behind him, one arm around the shoulders of a young boy. She was chatting to him and they laughed together, her face lighting up.
         
 
         ‘Ah, there you are,’ Gerry greeted Cinni as if he did not need to be met but as she was here he might as well make the most of her. ‘This is my daughter Sara, my son Piers, my wife Helen and my youngest son Ben.’
 
         ‘How kind of you to meet us.’ Helen smiled taking her hand. ‘I do hope we haven’t mucked up your weekend?’
 
         ‘N-no, not at all.’ Cinni was stunned. Where was the cold demanding wife and what about them not sharing a bed for years? Ben looked like both his parents and could not be more than ten years old. Poor Sue had a very long wait for Gerry to marry her, until she was over fifty, surely – unless she used donor eggs and was incredibly lucky – long past having the child she longed for.

      

      
    

  


End of sample




    To search for additional titles please go to 

    
    http://search.overdrive.com.   


OPS/9780709099840_cover_epub.jpg
MARY

WEL ASZEQ
./J..{\/ina/ o/

Qg( L ly






OPS/logo_online.jpg
ROBERT HALE - LONDON





OPS/insertSpan.js
function setSpanIGP(){var clsElementList=document.getElementsByClassName('title-num');setSpaninPara(clsElementList);clsElementList=document.getElementsByClassName('title-sub');setSpaninPara(clsElementList);clsElementList=document.getElementsByClassName('title-author');setSpaninPara(clsElementList);clsElementList=document.getElementsByClassName('title-contributor');setSpaninPara(clsElementList);clsElementList=document.getElementsByClassName('title-other');setSpaninPara(clsElementList);clsElementList=document.getElementsByClassName('caption');setSpaninPara(clsElementList);}function setSpaninPara(pClassList){for(i=0;i<=pClassList.length;i++){if(pClassList[i]){var para_html=pClassList[i].innerHTML;para_html='<span>'+para_html+'</span>';pClassList[i].innerHTML=para_html;}}}function init(){setSpanIGP();}window.onload=init;




