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Prologue

Hatred, envy and resentment live inside me, as acidic as bile. My mood swings, beyond my control, as quickly as a tsunami rises and bares the evil eye of my soul.




1

Ralph

I’m not in a good mood. I’ll be forty-five in three days’ time. Five years past middle age. Halfway to ninety. It wouldn’t be so bad if my life was full of happiness and contentment but, as a matter of fact, it stinks.

As I sit in the taxi on the way from Naples airport to Villa Panorama just outside Praiano, with my girlfriend and what’s left of my family, I resent how much money this birthday trip is costing me. Why did I dream up the idea in the first place? So pleased you had agreed to join whatever birthday jaunt I suggested, it was to impress you, Sarah, my – unfortunately – ex-wife. Why did you walk out on us eight years ago, leaving me and our children, who were then only nine and twelve? You said you wanted to live your life alone. You hadn’t even run off with someone else. I’m still in love with you, you know that, don’t you? And you play upon it sometimes. 

But we’ve managed to continue to bring up our family together, and remained good friends. And from time to time we’ve even hooked up. So … so … when I spent thousands of pounds booking this villa for a whole fortnight, in the romantic place where we spent our honeymoon, I was full of hope and expectation. 

But you crushed me a few weeks ago when you announced you were bringing a partner. A partner. After all these years! And so now I have invited my on-off girlfriend, Gemma, to join us on this jaunt. To try and make you jealous by showing you that I too can easily find someone else. I’m not proud of myself for using her to save face. Gemma’s body is great, but she’s not easy to talk to. And the truth is, despite her obvious hopes, I don’t want to commit. I don’t want to spend a lifetime sitting across from her in awkward silence. I wish I could appreciate my girlfriend the way a pretty thirty-something-year-old deserves to be appreciated. But I know we’ll split up soon and I’ll use a corny line like it’s not you it’s me. 

‘Such a long journey, such a drag,’ our daughter Janice complains as the taxi pulls up the cliff above Sorrento, the sea below us spangled with diamond crusts of sunshine. 

For a second I want to snap back at her. But I take a deep breath and remind myself of how bitter she is, because of the way you left us. Janice is full of angst, unlike her brother, Patrick, who seems to have coped well with our divorce.

A special holiday. After working ninety-hour weeks for so long, two weeks off should be a real treat. But I’m stuck in a taxi with my girlfriend, Gemma, my seventeen-year-old daughter, Janice, my twenty-year-old son, Patrick, and his girlfriend, Anna, while you, Sarah, the love of my life, are about to arrive at the villa I’ve paid for, with your new lover. Whoop de dooh. Fucking fabulous forty-fifth birthday. Congratulations, Ralph Kensington. Let’s crack open the Louis Roederer as soon as we arrive. 
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Sarah

I’m sitting on the Alitalia flight from Heathrow to Naples holding your hand, knowing I should be looking forward to celebrating my doting ex-husband’s birthday. Knowing I should be looking forward to seeing my offspring. But I’m not. It’s crunch time for you and me, Jack. We need to tell my family the truth about our relationship. 

If I could have married you eight years ago, when I left my husband, I would have. We’ve been together, secretly, ever since then. But I couldn’t come clean until now. I love Ralph as a friend, I really do. Just not in the way I love you, Jack. The way I love you is on another level.

I squeeze your hand. You squeeze back. You lean across and kiss me. You pull away.

‘Are you nervous?’ you ask. 

‘Not when you kiss me like that.’ 
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Ralph

The Mediterranean sun beats down on us as we stumble out of the taxi. I pay the driver. He bangs our suitcases onto the pavement, grunting and inhaling, and lights a cigarette. The bright daylight presses into my eyes like a knife. I fumble in my bag for my sunglasses. 

‘Where do we go?’ Janice demands, hands on her hips. 

‘Over the road. Down the steps by the church,’ I reply. 

‘With these heavy bags?’

I sigh inside and nod my head.

‘Isn’t there a lift?’ Gemma pipes up. ‘I’m not sure I can manage,’ she says, rubbing her back.

‘We’ll just have to. It’ll be worth it when we get there.’ I step towards her. ‘Here, let me help.’

I drag her bag and mine, plastic wheels grinding across melting tarmac, as we cross the road. 

‘How much further?’ Janice asks.

I stop and pull the map the travel company sent us from my pocket. ‘We need to go down to the piazza by the church, walk across it, down another set of steps, and the villa is about two hundred yards after that.’ I pause. ‘It’s not far and the view will be well worth it.’

We thump our cases down the marble steps that lead to the piazza. Sighs. Grunts. Groans. Eyes rising to the sky. 

‘It’s your own fault for bringing too much luggage,’ I snap.

As we slide our cases across the stone and marble piazza that fronts the church, the world opens out. The bay stretches out beneath us; a turquoise shimmer of ocean, dotted with boats, caressed by a horseshoe of pink and grey cliffs, topped with pine and cypress. Even more beautiful than I remember when you and I came here for our honeymoon, Sarah, over twenty years ago now. 

The Amalfi Coast. The most romantic coast in the world when you’re young and in love. Everything about it is lyrical. Soft sunrises and colourful sunsets that spread behind a glittering sea. The breathtaking intensity of the cliffs rising from the water like battlements. Houses clinging to the steep land, like brightly coloured limpets, holding on for life itself, surrounded by bougainvillea, rock roses, iris and geranium. Cypress, stone pines, oak, hornbeam, ash and poplar. 

Soft light, hot evenings of love and lust. Why couldn’t I have pressed a button and stayed here with you, Sarah, young and in love? 

‘Come on, Dad. Stop daydreaming. Let’s get to the villa.’ Janice’s voice pulls me away from my contemplation of happiness and beauty. 

‘OK, OK. Just coming.’

I continue to drag mine and Gemma’s suitcases along the edge of the piazza, my entourage following me. Down more steps. Along a narrow passageway, past entrances to villas marked with pottery decorations. At last. A sign to Villa Panorama, pointing down another hundred steps.

‘They should have warned you about this in the brochure,’ Gemma says with a sigh. 

My stomach knots. I bite my tongue. Does she have any idea how much this is costing me? We arrive at Villa Panorama. Panorama indeed. The view is a closer but parallel one to the view from the piazza. Exasperation melts and fragments. 

‘Wow, Dad, this is amazing,’ Patrick says. 

The young people find prosecco and beer in the kitchen, and gravitate towards the terrace. By the time I have decided which rooms to allocate them, the cover is off the swimming pool. Anna and Patrick have found their swimming costumes and are canoodling in the water, drinks in hand. 

‘It’s beautiful,’ Gemma announces. ‘But it’s a bit of a walk back to the village.’

‘Well I’m sure you’ll manage,’ I reply. I put my arm around her. ‘Let me show you to our room.’

I steer her away from the pool and the terrace, through the ground floor of the villa with its bright porcelain-tiled floor decorated with sunflowers, up into the master bedroom, the largest bedroom on the first floor. 

‘They like heavy furniture, don’t they,’ she says frowning at the mahogany wardrobe and matching dresser. 

‘I suppose so,’ I reply, shrugging my shoulders. 

I open the door to our private balcony. ‘Do step outside.’

The balcony contains two sun loungers and a sun umbrella surrounded by pots of patio flowers; iris, lilies, bougainvillea, clematis, jasmine and honeysuckle. The view from the patio, as the cliffs shelve into the sea, is sharp and carved and magnificent. 

She takes my hand in hers. ‘Thanks for bringing me,’ she says. 

She turns to me, puts her arms around me and kisses me. I pull away.

‘I’m glad you’re pleased you came,’ I say, voice dry and churlish. 

A sad, slow smile. ‘That sounds edgy. Why are you so sensitive at the moment?’

‘It’s just that being here brings back memories.’
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Gemma

I try to kiss you again, but you back away. I know you are thinking about Sarah. Always thinking about Sarah. I need you. But before I can have you, I need to make you forget about her.
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Sarah

Ralph opens the door.

‘Welcome,’ he says with a flourish of his arms. 

We drag our suitcases into the hallway. Whitewashed walls. Porcelain floor tiles glazed in yellow and blue. Ralph looks so pleased to see me that even after all these years guilt stumbles inside me. He holds my body too tightly against his in greeting. 

‘You’re wearing Rive Gauche, your old favourite,’ he announces as he releases me.

He takes your hand, Jack, and shakes it vigorously. 

‘Lovely to meet you,’ he bellows at you, far too loudly, and I know he is on edge. You give him a guarded smile. His mouth stretches into a line. ‘Looking forward to getting to know you,’ he continues, voice like lead.

Janice steps into the hallway. ‘Hey, Mum.’

‘Janice, this is Jack.’

You smile and nod your head. My daughter, Janice, doesn’t smile back. My son, Patrick, is here, hugging me. He steps back and a young woman appears by his side. She has a neat, slim figure and a pert face. Pale chestnut hair falls like a helmet down to her earlobes. 

‘Hey, Mum, this is my girlfriend, Anna.’

‘Lovely to meet you,’ I say. ‘I’ve heard so much about you. You met on the medical course, didn’t you?’

‘Yes, during the body dissection,’ Anna says.

‘Romantic,’ I reply laughing.

She stiffens. ‘I like to think our relationship is pretty romantic,’ she replies, eyes darkening.

I watch her stretch her arm out to hold Patrick’s hand, as if for protection. I’ve said the wrong thing. She’s wary of me already. Another young woman steps into the hallway. A friend of the children, presumably. She is curvy and wearing what looks to be an expensive designer dress, clinging to her figure in all the right places. 

‘Hi. I’m Ralph’s girlfriend, Gemma.’

Girlfriend? So young. No wonder he hadn’t mentioned her. I’m pleased for him. Now he’s met someone, maybe he’ll stop fawning over me. 

‘Let me show you two to your room,’ Ralph says.

‘Thank you,’ I reply.

He leads us up a spiral staircase from the hallway onto the first floor, and then into a double bedroom with a large balcony. Heavy yellow silk curtains and matching counterpane. A mahogany bedhead, and mahogany furniture; characterful and old, giving gravitas to the room. 

‘It’s beautiful, Ralph. Thank you.’ 

He looks at me wistfully. ‘At least somebody is grateful.’

‘Surely everybody is. This is such a beautiful place.’

He seems so low. So dispirited. For a second I want to hug him, hold him, tell him everything is all right. But I cannot. Even now after all these years, I’m always having to push him away. He’s all over me at the slightest opportunity. He needs to accept I’m with someone else.

‘Come on, Ralph, we’re going to have a lovely time for your birthday.’

‘I hope so,’ he replies wistfully.

‘Thank you so much for inviting us both. What are we doing on the actual day?’ you ask.

‘We’re off to a restaurant in the mountains,’ I watch Ralph reply, looking through you as though you are invisible. Getting to know my family will take some navigating. We have been so secretive about our relationship. They are so used to having me to themselves.

Ralph turns towards me and pushes his eyes into mine. ‘Forty-five years old. I can’t believe it. Where did all that time go?’

His eyes pool with tears. He steps back and widens his shoulders. He gives us both a bright, forced smile. ‘I’ll leave you two to unpack.’ He pauses. ‘Champagne on the terrace in half an hour.’ He sidles away, closing the door behind him. Melancholy hovers in the air he leaves behind.

‘He’s not in a good place, is he? It’s all because of me,’ I say.

You pull me towards you, and hug me. ‘I’m sure they’ll all understand, when we explain. I expect Ralph will have moved on more than you think.’

‘I hope so.’ I sigh. ‘I’ll tell him first. As soon as I get an opportunity to speak to him in private. I want to give him chance to get his head around this before his actual birthday celebrations begin.’
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Ralph

I leave you in your bedroom with your new lover. An attractive silver fox, a few years older than us, with sleek metallic hair. He has a resonant television voice, smacking of public school and Oxbridge. Of intellect and success. A superhead. An adviser to Boris Johnson. He has been asked to chair an educational report for the government. You told me all this, over the phone, when I asked what your boyfriend did. You made it sound as if he’ll soon breeze his way to a knighthood. 

I step into the kitchen and pour myself a brandy. I take a sip and savour the taste as it burns the back of my throat. I down the rest of the glass in one.
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Janice

I knock on your bedroom door, Mother. You open it and stand in front of me, stone cold beautiful. Flowing blonde locks. Thin pale face. Finely balanced nose. There is something ethereal about you. A look of Galadriel from Lord of the Rings. 

‘Lovely to see you, Janice. Do come in.’

I step into the bedroom you are sharing with your lover, who’s unpacking his suitcase. The room is twice as big as the box room Dad has allocated to me. I envy you your sea-view balcony. Jack looks up and pushes his hair from his face. 

‘Hi, Janice,’ he says with a smile.

He looks a bit like Dad, only older. What’s wrong with you, Mother? Most women of your age would fancy a younger model. And even though Jack is rather dashing, surely you can see that Dad is just as good-looking? Dad has rock-star good looks. Quite a few of my friends fancy him, in fact. Resentment festers inside me. 

‘I need to speak with you in private,’ I say.

Your lover shrugs, and his smile widens. ‘OK. Sure, I’ll go for a walk. I’d like to stretch my legs after the journey.’ 

He crosses the room and stands in front of you. You move your lips towards his. They meet, and I watch you kiss. A slow, passionate, Hollywood kiss that makes me feel sick. 

‘Don’t forget, champagne on the main terrace in about twenty minutes,’ you remind him.

His eyes twinkle into yours. ‘How could I forget?’ He kisses you again and leaves. 

‘Come and join me on the balcony,’ you say, voice happy and resonant.

We sit opposite one another at a small circular table, surrounded by pots of brightly coloured flowers; orchids, lilies, bougainvillea. As I look at you, your complacency and your beauty, my stomach tightens. 

‘Such a caring mother, aren’t you? I can’t believe you brought someone with you. This is Dad’s celebration, not yours.’ 

You look at me as if you don’t know what to say, mouth slightly open, like a guppy. I raise my arms in the air and widen my shoulders. ‘And I want you to know I will never recover from your abandonment.’

‘Please, Janice, don’t bring this up again. How can you still say that after all the time I have spent with you and Patrick?’ 

I raise my eyes to the sky. I know what’s coming next – the I love you so much routine. 

Your eyes soften. You smile at me. ‘I love you so much, Janice. I didn’t abandon you, I just divorced your father. I will never abandon you. Surely you must know by now that I’m always here for you?’

‘But you weren’t. You could have stayed with Dad for our sake. Surely children should always come first?’

You shake your head. ‘I couldn’t stay with your dad, Janice, you know that. We’ve talked about it before.’

I swallow to stop myself from crying. ‘But … but … why? If you loved Patrick and me, you would have.’

‘Of course I love you both. Just because a marriage dies doesn’t mean you stop loving your children.’

‘You always say that, but clearly you just didn’t love us enough.’

You shake your head. ‘How much is enough? I would die for you.’

‘You didn’t need to die. All you needed to do was honour your commitment and stay with the man you married.’

I stand up to leave. You stand up and place your hands on my shoulders. I stiffen and step away from you. Your eyes fill with tears. Good. You have made me cry for so many years. It’s your turn now.

‘Try to understand, Janice. I love you more than anything. If I had taken you both with me, it would have totally crushed your father. I tried, but he was so distressed. I just couldn’t do that to him.’ 

Anger rises inside me. I breathe deeply to stop myself from hurting you. I am not sure how much longer I can contain the evil eye inside me. 
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Sarah

Janice slams the bedroom door. As always, after one of our altercations, part of me dies inside. Our conversations always follow the same pattern. She blames me for abandoning her. Later on, when she has calmed down from her tirade, I suggest counselling. She refuses. It’s a vicious circle that needs breaking. One day she will listen. One day we will manage to get her the help she needs. 

I hear voices from the terrace below. Anna and Patrick. I strain my ears. 

‘Your mother was rude to me. She dissed me.’

‘Whatever do you mean?’ Patrick asks.

‘She implied meeting me over the dissection wasn’t romantic.’

A pause. ‘She was trying to be friendly. Just making a joke,’ he says, voice clipped.

‘People often use humour as an excuse for rudeness.’ Her voice sounds rigid and tense.

‘Oh, Anna, please don’t take against my mother when you’ve only just met. I so want this time together to work.’

There is a pause. ‘I’m sorry. I just can’t tell you how nervous I am about meeting your family. You and I have been getting on so well. I don’t want anything to spoil it. I really want “us” to work.’

The conversation stops. I look over the balcony. They are wrapped in each other’s arms, snogging. And I thought it was just going to be Ralph that was difficult on this trip.

Ralph. Always so busy with his job that he never had any time for me and the children. A good provider, earning enough money to keep us all in the lap of luxury, but I felt like a wealthy single parent, bringing the children up alone. I didn’t need to teach for the money. I continued because, even though it was hard work, I loved it. Sharing my passion for literature with others kept me sane. The staff room became my adult company. 

Ralph never understood why I left him. He has begged me to come back so often. Maybe if I could have told him the truth earlier, he might have found it easier to accept. I stand on the balcony in the evening heat of Amalfi and think back. A trip to a play in the West End. Skylight by David Hare. A star-studded cast; Bill Nighy and Carey Mulligan. Champagne in the bar beforehand. Expensive seats right at the front. Ralph spent most of the first half checking emails on his iPhone while I sat engrossed.

At the interval, in the bar, cradling a double G&T, ‘What a load of 1970s left-wing trollop,’ he said, with a toss of his head. 

I sipped my Chablis. ‘I loved it. David Hare’s brilliant.’

‘The play’s dated. No one thinks like that anymore.’

‘Well I do, actually. And so do most of my friends. That’s why I am finding it refreshing.’

One mismatched trip to the theatre didn’t matter. We didn’t need to agree on everything. It was just that as time went on, we didn’t seem to agree on anything. And then I met you, Jack, and we understood one another. 




9

Jack

Champagne on the terrace. Ralph’s girlfriend Gemma is a sycophant, hanging on your every word and smiling. Ralph can’t take his eyes off you either. His attention towards you annoys me. When will his life move on? Perhaps he should dump Gemma and find himself an age-appropriate girlfriend. Maybe communicating with a contemporary would give him more contentment.

And now Janice, a younger version of you, with smaller eyes, is walking towards me, body stiff with resentment. For your sake, I must try and befriend her. 

Janice comes to stand next to me and smiles a wolfish smile. ‘So, Jack, what do you do for a living?’ 

‘I’m in teaching,’ I reply. 

A short, sharp laugh. ‘Come on, come on. Be more specific.’

‘I’m actually the head of Twickenham School in Whitton.’

‘The same school as Mother? The big comprehensive that looks so ugly from the A316?’

‘That’s the one, except it is rather state of the art if you step inside. We have every modern facility. In fact, I’m very proud to be its head. I can show you round, if you like?’

She tosses her head and her long blonde hair gyrates around her shoulders. ‘I’m quite happy at Waldegrave School, thanks.’ She pauses. ‘Are you new? Is that how you met Mother?’

‘You’ll explain how we met soon, won’t you, Sarah?’

Sarah looks across at Janice. ‘Yes, of course I will. But let’s just enjoy the meal first.’

‘That’s typical of you, Mother – withholding information,’ Janice replies, leaving her champagne flute on the glass patio table, and rushing away across the terrace.

You glance across at me, eyes laced with pain. I know how hard you try with her, my love. You have discussed her problems with me so many times.

‘She seems very distressed. Do you think one of us should go after her, Ralph?’ you ask.

He shakes his head. ‘She’ll soon calm down, as long as we leave her alone.’ He laughs, a slow artificial laugh, and raises his glass. ‘Come on. Let’s have a toast. To love and laughter on the Amalfi Coast.’
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Sarah

After champagne on the terrace, the guests sidle off one by one to change for supper, until Ralph and I are the only ones left. This is it. This is my opportunity. 

I take a deep breath. ‘Ralph, can we go for a walk?’

His face lights up. He beams at me, pleased that I’ve asked for his company. ‘Anything for you, Sarah, as long as we are back in time for supper.’

We leave the villa and set out along the passageway. Away from the open terrace, the hot dusky evening wraps around us like a blanket. We climb the steps to the church and the piazza. The piazza is buzzing. Teenagers and families promenading, a group of boys playing football. Gnarled old women sitting on the benches, heads together, chatting. 

‘Do you fancy another drink?’ I ask. ‘I know we’ve had champers but I’m up for a chilled bottle of white.’

He nods his head. ‘Let’s try the café that looks out over the piazza. I thought it looked nice when we arrived,’ he suggests.

We settle at a table by the window and order a bottle of pinot grigio. We sit in what for now seems to be companionable silence, sipping white wine and watching fingers of orange melt across the skyline as the sun sets. They melt into the sea with a flash of green. 

‘I’m worried about Janice,’ I start. ‘She came to our room and had her usual tirade. She was so angry I didn’t manage to broach counselling.’

He shakes his head and smiles. He takes my hand and squeezes it. A platonic hand of friendship while we discuss our offspring. ‘You mustn’t worry. She’ll soften. I’ll talk to her again when we get back home.’

‘I’m concerned about Patrick too,’ I say. ‘Anna seems very sensitive.’ 

‘Anna’s OK,’ Ralph replies, and takes a large gulp of wine. ‘You worry too much. Always have. Always will.’

‘I suppose they’ll find their own way.’ I pull my hand away and shrug my shoulders. ‘Let’s move on from the children. Ralph, I need to tell you something.’ I pause. ‘I need to talk to you about Jack and me.’

Ralph’s eyes flatten and his body stiffens. 

‘He seems smooth and creamy. Impressive,’ he says, voice sharp. ‘A teacher, isn’t he?’

‘Well, yes. And a bit more than that.’

‘So you mentioned on the phone. Proud of him, are you?’ he almost growls. 

I don’t reply. 

‘When did you meet him?’ he asks. 

I take a deep breath and meet Ralph’s gaze. ‘That’s the thing. I’ve actually known him a while.’

Ralph’s eyes darken. ‘Oh?’

‘I want you to know the truth, but this is difficult.’ I hesitate. ‘I met him before I left you. At that point we were not “together”, but I’d already fallen in love with him.’

Ralph shakes his head slowly, in disbelief. ‘What do you mean?’ 

‘I fell in love with him, but I couldn’t be with him properly.’

‘Everyone has a wandering eye occasionally. It doesn’t need to mean anything. I would have forgiven you.’

Insides like lead, I open my mouth to speak. ‘It wasn’t just a wandering eye. As I said, I was in love with him; still am. I had to let you go, for your own good. I wanted you to have the freedom to move on.’

Silence falls between us as Ralph sits trying to digest what I have said. I watch him sink another glass of wine.

His face darkens. ‘Why didn’t you tell me the truth?’ he asks with a bitter snarl. ‘You left me for another man and you didn’t tell me.’ 

‘It was because of his wife.’

‘So you didn’t want to hurt her, but you didn’t mind hurting me,’ he spits.

‘She had MS. He needed to care for her. We spent a lot of time together, just as friends. We only became more than that later on.’

Ralph clenches his right fist and bangs it on the table. ‘Later on? You mean you tried not to shag for as long as possible?’

‘You make it sound so crude when we love each other so much. I never meant to hurt you, Ralph.’

He leans towards me, eyes blazing. ‘You never meant to, but you have. More than you can possibly imagine. This whole time I thought you weren’t with anyone, I kept hoping.’ 

His voice cuts into me. I feel wretched. 

‘Why are you telling me this now?’ he asks. 

‘Because … because …’ I splutter. ‘Jack and I are engaged. We’re getting married. Soon.’

He shakes his head in disbelief. ‘Where’s your engagement ring? I don’t see one.’

‘It’s at home. I didn’t want to wear it until I’d told everyone.’

‘How considerate,’ he replies. His voice is flat, defeated.

I put my hand on his arm. ‘I’m so sorry.’ I pause. ‘But I need you to understand that my relationship with Jack is forever.’
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Ralph

I look out across the piazza and see a family stepping across it. A family like we once were. A mum and dad and two toddlers. A sharp pain, like the blade of a knife, twists inside me, and moves through my belly. I look beyond the family, beyond the piazza, out to the cliffs and the inky sea. Oh Sarah, I cannot manage without you.

You have tears in your eyes. It is hard to believe that you really mean this. That you are doing the right thing, and you don’t regret leaving me. I smell your scent. Your Rive Gauche. I think of the first time we made love. Bodies melting together on the bed, in your compact room in your beehive hall of residence. Our coupling seemed so natural. So perfect. So right. Memories rotate and run into the physical bond that remained for a while when you first left our marital home – falling back into our double bed with comfortable familiarity. Slipping into effortless ecstasy. 

It meant so much to me that you still wanted me, even after your choice to leave. But now that you have explained what was happening at the time, I guess it was just a physical release for you, because you hadn’t consummated your physical relationship with him. The pain of that thought stabs into my heart. 

‘Please, Sarah, how am I supposed to cope with this?’ I beg.
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Gemma

The sun has set and you have disappeared. In half an hour we are all supposed to be gathering for supper. I was hoping to talk to you alone before that. I ring your mobile. No reply. I text you. Same answer. I skulk around the villa but there is no sight nor sound of you. You are not in the pool. You are not in the kitchen. I think I will punish you by going for a long walk and not bothering to come back at the right time. Two can play unavailable and obtuse. I step out of the villa and walk along the passageway, thinking about the evening we met at The Grand nightclub in London. About how much things have deteriorated since then. 

I was dancing with a girlfriend, jumping up and down to the beat. You were there with a group of male friends. We caught one another’s eye and smiled. My girlfriend went back to our group; your friends evaporated into the crowd. We spent the rest of the evening together. We danced and danced. We made numerous trips to the cocktail bar, and flirted and laughed. I found out that you were an investment banker. 

At the end of the evening, by which time we were both rather squiffy, I went back to your place in an Uber. We made love and I enjoyed it. It was rather vanilla. But then, what’s wrong with that? The next morning when I awoke lying in bed next to you, and your face came into focus, I saw very clearly, at close quarters, what a dish I had picked up. Much older than me but slim and handsome with big brown eyes. A slightly hooked nose; sexy and masculine. I looked around your central London Mayfair crash pad as we ate breakfast delivered from the Ritz, and I fell in love with your deep crunchy voice, your laugh, your smile. Your lifestyle …

Unfortunately you are unreliable. Sometimes I see you every night for a week. Sometimes you don’t contact me for a month. Men do not like clingy women, I know that, but I find being cool difficult because I think I am in love with you. It’s worth persevering because when you hold me against you for a slow dance at a party, I feel electricity. The room moves away as if there is no one else in it. Time with you invigorates me. 

But, Ralph, why did you invite me to your birthday celebration when all you want to do is spend time with her? 

I close my eyes and wish she was dead.
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Sarah

Back into our bedroom. You are lying on the bed reading Atlas Shrugged. You look up and close it as I enter. You give me your wide breezy smile, and as usual, my stomach melts. 

‘How did you get on?’ you ask.

I take a deep breath. ‘I’ve finally told him the truth.’

‘How did it go?’

I shake my head. ‘Not well. He was very distressed. Perhaps we shouldn’t have come.’

‘He begged you to.’

‘I know, but even so, I should have used my common sense. At least I should have left you at home.’

Your face crumples. ‘I’ll fly back today, if it’ll make things easier?’

I step towards you and slide next to you on the bed. We cling to one another and kiss. 

‘No. Don’t go. I never want you to leave me, ever. We’ll deal with this. We’ll get through this together.’
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Ralph

I’m numb with the pain of your loss. This is as painful as the first time you left, because for many years it has felt as if you hadn’t really gone. I still had you to myself. Or so I thought. 

I managed to hold it together after our conversation in the café, as we walked back from the piazza, along the narrow, walled pathway. But now back in the villa, you have gone to join your superstar in your bedroom, and grief engulfs me in waves. I slip into the kitchen to fetch the brandy bottle. Alcohol will help me escape. 

The kitchen is hot and steamy; the housekeeper who comes with the villa is bustling and busy. A line of pizzas topped with tomato, fresh oregano, mozzarella, salami and olives wait in a line to go in the oven. She’s chopping up salad.

‘Supper will be served on the balcony at nine p.m.,’ she informs me as I reach for the brandy bottle and a glass from the cupboard above her head. She beams at me and continues, ‘You’ll love my tiramisu. It is the best.’

I force a smile and nod my head. I leave her in peace and escape to the terrace. I drag a chair to the right-hand rear corner, where I hope no one will find me, and pour out a large slug of my favourite spirit. The night is so hot that sweat pools at the base of my spine and the back of my legs. The heat feels solid and presses against me. Oh Sarah. Why did you abandon me? We were happy, weren’t we? What more did you want? I down a tot of brandy in one and let the memories come. 

The first time we met was the end of my second year at Bristol University. On a hot summer night, at a party on the roof balcony of a friend’s penthouse flat. Overlooking the waterways and the SS Great Britain. You walked towards me, your long flowing hair curling around your face like that of a Botticelli angel. Your perfect face pulled me in immediately. You smiled at me and my heart rotated. I didn’t know what to say to you. Where to start.

‘What are you doing here? Who do you know?’ I asked, rather clumsily.

‘Everyone. I’m studying English and I want to be a teacher so I need to be friendly with the whole world or I’ll never cope. And you? Let me ask the same question of you?’ you said sipping from a can of cider.

‘I only know James, the guy who’s holding the party. I’m studying economics, so I only understand graphs and numbers. I need someone like you to help me hone my people skills.’

You laughed. 

I looked at your beauty and took a deep breath. ‘I expect you get asked this all the time, but what’s your favourite book?’ My question sounded so wooden, I winced inside. And I hardly ever read novels, so I expected the conversation to go nowhere after that.

You sighed as you considered, a slight frown rippling across your forehead. ‘Right now I suppose it’s Moon Tiger by Penelope Lively.’

My eyes widened in surprise. ‘That’s a coincidence, I’ve read that. And I don’t often read novels.’

‘Did you enjoy it?’ 

I nodded my head as enthusiastically as I could muster. 

‘I love the way the main character is so interesting and intelligent.’ You paused for breath. ‘Yet at the start the nurse is about to dismiss her mentally because of her age,’ you continued. ‘It made me really think about judging anyone because of age or disability.’

‘That’s why our English teacher insisted we studied it,’ I replied, lying through my teeth. I had no recollection of the novel’s content. It had made no lasting impression on me. But then novels never do. I prefer facts and reality. 

‘I love the way the ideas are intertwined and entangled. The interwoven themes and ideas of her clever mind fascinate me,’ you said with a lightbulb smile.

Despite our different interests, I felt so comfortable with you right from the start that I always expected we would have a long, stable marriage, not a sudden, painful divorce. How could you not appreciate everything we had together? All the money I earned? Everything that I gave you? What about the birth of our children? Patrick in 1999, Janice in 2002. Our minds, and our genetics, blended together. I look back and I can still see the ecstasy on your face as you held each newborn to your chest. 

Do you remember Patrick’s fifth birthday when we took the children to Disneyland Paris for a surprise? We didn’t tell them in advance in case I couldn’t take the time off. They thought we were going to the cinema in London, but when our train arrived at Waterloo we whisked them down the escalator to the Eurostar terminal. When we told them where they were going they jumped up and down like spring lambs in excitement. We had a perfect life.

Crying inside, I take another slug of brandy. Footsteps across terracotta. I look up. Gemma is standing in front of me, hands on her hips.

‘Why are you still out here?’ she asks. ‘Are you ready for this evening?’

I sigh inside.
OEBPS/xhtml/nav.xhtml


Contents



		Cover


		Title Page


		Copyright


		Praise for Amanda Robson


		Dedication


		Contents


		Prologue


		Chapter 1: Ralph


		Chapter 2: Sarah


		Chapter 3: Ralph


		Chapter 4: Gemma


		Chapter 5: Sarah


		Chapter 6: Ralph


		Chapter 7: Janice


		Chapter 8: Sarah


		Chapter 9: Jack


		Chapter 10: Sarah


		Chapter 11: Ralph


		Chapter 12: Gemma


		Chapter 13: Sarah


		Chapter 14: Ralph


		Chapter 15: Gemma


		Chapter 16: Jack


		Chapter 17: Sarah


		Chapter 18: Jack


		Chapter 19: Ralph


		Chapter 20: Gemma


		Chapter 21: Sarah


		Chapter 22: Patrick


		Chapter 23: Sarah


		Chapter 24: Ralph


		Chapter 25: Gemma


		Chapter 26: Ralph


		Chapter 27: Gemma


		Chapter 28: Jack


		Chapter 29: Ralph


		Chapter 30: Gemma


		Chapter 31: Ralph


		Chapter 32: Jack


		Chapter 33: Ralph


		Chapter 34: Gemma


		Chapter 35: Jack


		Chapter 36: Gemma


		Chapter 37: Jack


		Chapter 38: Gemma


		Chapter 39: Sarah


		Chapter 40: Ralph


		Chapter 41: Gemma


		Chapter 42: Janice


		Chapter 43: Sarah


		Chapter 44: Gemma


		Chapter 45: Janice


		Chapter 46: Gemma


		Chapter 47: Sarah


		Twenty-Four Hours Later


		Chapter 48: Sarah


		Chapter 49: Ralph


		Chapter 50: Gemma


		Chapter 51: Sarah


		Chapter 52: Janice


		Chapter 53: Ralph


		Chapter 54: Sarah


		Chapter 55: Ralph


		Chapter 56: Gemma


		Chapter 57: Ralph


		Chapter 58: Sarah


		Chapter 59: Ralph


		Chapter 60: Gemma


		Chapter 61: Sarah


		Chapter 62: Janice


		Chapter 63: Gemma


		Chapter 64: Ralph


		Chapter 65: Sarah


		Chapter 66: Ralph


		Chapter 67: Gemma


		Chapter 68: Janice


		Chapter 69: Patrick


		Chapter 70: Anna


		Chapter 71: Ralph


		Chapter 72: Sarah


		Chapter 73: Ralph


		Chapter 74: Gemma


		Chapter 75: Sarah


		Chapter 76: Gemma


		Chapter 77: Janice


		Chapter 78: Sarah


		Chapter 79: Janice


		Chapter 80: Sarah


		Chapter 81: Janice


		Chapter 82: Gemma


		Chapter 83: Sarah


		Chapter 84: Ralph


		Chapter 85: Janice


		Chapter 86: Sarah


		Chapter 87: Ralph


		Chapter 88: Gemma


		Chapter 89: Ralph


		Chapter 90: Gemma


		Chapter 91: Janice


		Chapter 92: Patrick


		Chapter 93: Sarah


		Chapter 94: Patrick


		Chapter 95: Ralph


		Chapter 96: Gemma


		Chapter 97: Ralph


		Chapter 98: Sarah


		Chapter 99: Ralph


		Chapter 100: Ralph


		Chapter 101: Sarah


		Chapter 102: Ralph


		Chapter 103: Gemma


		Chapter 104: Janice


		Chapter 105: Ralph


		Chapter 106: Sarah


		Chapter 107: Gemma


		Chapter 108: Sarah


		Chapter 109: Gemma


		Chapter 110: Sarah


		Chapter 111: Patrick


		Chapter 112: Sarah


		Chapter 113: Gemma


		Chapter 114: Ralph


		Chapter 115: Sarah


		Chapter 116: Patrick


		Chapter 117: Janice


		Chapter 118: Patrick


		Chapter 119: Sarah


		Chapter 120: Patrick


		Chapter 121: Ralph


		Chapter 122: Janice


		Chapter 123: Ralph


		Chapter 124: Sarah


		Chapter 125: Ralph


		Chapter 126: Sarah


		Chapter 127: Janice


		Chapter 128: Ralph


		Chapter 129: Sarah


		Chapter 130: Janice


		Chapter 131: Patrick


		Chapter 132: Ralph


		Two Days Later


		Chapter 133: Sarah


		Chapter 134: Janice


		Chapter 135: Ralph


		Chapter 136: Sarah


		Chapter 137: Patrick


		Chapter 138: Sarah


		Chapter 139: Ralph


		Chapter 140: Sarah


		Chapter 141: Ralph


		Chapter 142: Sarah


		Chapter 143: Ralph


		Chapter 144: Janice


		Chapter 145: Ralph


		Chapter 146: Sarah


		Chapter 147: Ralph


		Chapter 148: Sarah


		Chapter 149: Ralph


		Chapter 150: Sarah


		Chapter 151: Ralph


		Chapter 152: Sarah


		Chapter 153: Ralph


		Chapter 154: Sarah


		Chapter 155: Ralph


		Chapter 156: Sarah


		Chapter 157: Ralph


		Chapter 158: Janice


		Chapter 159: Sarah


		Chapter 160: Ralph


		Chapter 161: Sarah


		Chapter 162: Janice


		Chapter 163: Patrick


		Chapter 164: Sarah


		Chapter 165: Janice


		Chapter 166: Ralph


		Chapter 167: Sarah


		Chapter 168: Ralph


		Chapter 169: Janice


		Chapter 170: Sarah


		Chapter 171: Ralph


		Chapter 172: Sarah


		Chapter 173: Ralph


		Chapter 174: Sarah


		Chapter 175: Ralph


		Chapter 176: Sarah


		Chapter 177: Ralph


		Chapter 178: Sarah


		Chapter 179: Patrick


		Chapter 180: Janice


		Acknowledgements


		Keep Reading …


		About the Author


		Also by Amanda Robson


		About the Publisher







Guide



    		Cover


    		Contents

    
    		Title page








		v


		vi


		i


		ii

   
		vii


		1


		3


		4


		5


		6


		7


		8


		9


		10


		11


		12


		13


		14


		15


		16


		17


		18


		19


		20


		21


		22


		23


		24


		25


		26


		27


		28


		29


		30























































































































































































































































































































































OEBPS/images/logo.jpg
avon.





OEBPS/images/cover.png





