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Dedication

To Mariangela and Christina as always with love




Prologue

‘What’s this, Ethan?’

‘What’s what?’ He didn’t bother to look up from what he was doing at the back of one of the amplifiers.

‘This little bag? What’s it doing stuffed in here under the console?’

In an instant Steph had his full attention, and she couldn’t miss the guilty look that passed across his face, immediately followed by that same petulant expression with which she had become increasingly familiar over the past months as he had started coming home late, often reeking of alcohol. Only this time it wasn’t alcohol. The anonymous little plastic bag contained a white powder and she had a horrible feeling she knew what it was. She held it up and tried again, her voice heavy with sarcasm.

‘Sugar maybe?’

‘If you must know, it’s talcum powder so my fingers don’t slip on the sliders.’ As usual he was trying to bluster his way out of it.

He dropped his eyes back to the recording console with its rows of lights, switches, knobs and sliders. He was deliberately avoiding looking at her but she knew how to be patient by now. She just stood there holding the little bag in the air until he finally raised his eyes again. After a year and a half of living together they both knew each other well enough for her to know he was lying and for him to realise that she knew. An expression of resignation appeared on his face.

‘Yeah, all right, it’s coke, but it’s not mine.’

‘There’s cocaine here and you knew about it?’ She raised her eyes in silent supplication towards the ceiling of the recording studio. ‘We could be arrested just for possessing it. What on earth were you thinking? And if it isn’t yours, whose is it?’ She could feel her anger rising. His increasingly frequent late nights and excessive drinking had been bad enough, but now drugs?

‘I can’t say, but it’s not mine.’ He made a brave attempt to catch and hold her eye but his resolve barely lasted a second or two before he looked away. ‘I’m telling you: it’s not mine, Steph, honest.’

He had never been a good actor and Stephanie gave a sceptical snort.

‘Just like the smell of booze coming off you last night was because Donny spilt his brandy on you?’ She took a deep breath and stood there, wondering what to do. Things had been getting worse between them lately and she had the feeling that everything was leading inexorably towards her ending the relationship unless she could get him to turn over a new leaf. The trouble was that she had loved him. She still did when he wasn’t playing at being a Jim Morrison or a Jimi Hendrix character, bent on self-destruction. However, if she were to dump him, this would also inevitably mean giving up the job she loved. After all, he owned the studio and at the end of the day she was his employee. Working for her ex, particularly after an acrimonious break-up, would be tough, if not impossible.

Music – of any kind – was in her blood and working here as a recording engineer was in so many ways her dream job. She was now on first name terms with many famous – and infamous – faces and had been actively involved in the production of a number of hit records. Giving that up would be hard, and she knew enough about the cut-throat world of the music industry to know that finding something similar wouldn’t be easy. As for classical music, her first love, the opportunities were even more limited and worse paid.

Coming to a decision, she handed him the little bag. ‘Here, take it. I’m tired of your lies, Ethan. Promise me you’ll get rid of it now, this very minute. I don’t want a criminal record, even if you do.’

She read relief on his face as he reached over and took the bag. ‘Of course, Steph. I’ll go out now and give it back to the guy.’ Before she could question him any further he scuttled out of the door, leaving her sitting there questioning her life choices once more.




Chapter 1


The following week

‘What did the doctor say?’

Steph could see that her mum was doing her best to sound casual but the anxiety in her voice was all too obvious.

‘She told me it’s definitely a lump, but she says it could easily be a harmless cyst.’ Steph tried not to let her own fears spill out. Bursting into tears wouldn’t do either of them any good.

Her mum even managed to produce an encouraging smile. ‘So not dangerous. That’s really good news, isn’t it?’

Steph nodded dutifully. ‘Hopefully it isn’t anything sinister, but she’s arranging for me to have a mammogram later this week just to be sure.’ In fact the doctor hadn’t actually pronounced any kind of judgement on Steph’s lump, but there was no point in worrying her mum any more than necessary. ‘If it’s just a cyst, I expect they’ll probably just leave well alone.’

‘I’m sure it’ll turn out to be nothing.’ Her mum’s tone became more downbeat. ‘With your father they knew straightaway—’ Steph cut in fast to interrupt what might become a morbid flow.

‘It’ll be fine, Mum. Try not to worry.’

‘I’m not worried, darling. I’m sure it’ll be fine, but it’s always a good idea to get these things checked out.’

Steph could see how hard she was trying to sound optimistic and encouraging, and she loved her for it. She stood up, kissed her mum on the top of the head, and moved towards the kitchen. ‘I feel like a cup of tea. Want some?’ In fact, the way she had been feeling since coming out of the surgery, something a whole lot stronger held considerably more appeal, but she knew there was no booze at her mum’s house.

‘Yes, please, dear. But make mine weak or I won’t sleep tonight.’

Steph glanced at her watch as she filled the kettle and raised her eyebrows. It was barely six.

‘What did Ethan say when you told him?’ Her mum’s voice echoed in from the lounge.

Steph put on the kettle and returned to the lounge doorway. ‘I haven’t told him.’

‘You haven’t? No, I suppose it’s best not to worry him until you know what’s going on.’

Worry him? The way Ethan had been behaving recently, it probably wouldn’t even have registered with him. ‘Yes, best to wait.’

‘There’s cake in the tin. Mrs Edwards came around this afternoon, so I made a chocolate sponge.’

Steph made the tea, cut two slices of cake and returned to the lounge where the conversation soon revolved back to Ethan.

‘How are things between the two of you? All going well?’ From the tone of her mum’s voice, Steph could tell that she knew full well that things weren’t going swimmingly.

‘Not really. He’s being very immature.’

‘Still staying out late? And what about his drinking?’

‘Not getting any better, I’m afraid. The thing is, Mum, he wasn’t like this when I first met him.’

Her mother surveyed her over the coffee table. Since moving in with Ethan eighteen months ago Steph had made a point of getting over to see her mum as often as she could as she knew how lonely it must be for her after the death of Steph’s dad the previous year. The first few times she had brought Ethan with her, but her mother had never been keen on him and it was clear from her attitude today that she disapproved of him even more now.

‘If you want my advice, Stephanie, you’d be much better off without him.’ For a moment Steph waited for her to add, ‘I told you so,’ but she didn’t.

‘You may be right. I’m starting to think that myself.’ Steph paused helplessly. ‘It’s just that if I leave him, I’ll have to leave the studio.’

‘You’ll find something else. And surely your happiness is worth more than any job?’

‘Yes, but much of my happiness is my job. I love it.’

‘Why don’t you look around to see what else is available before doing anything drastic? You never know what might come up. People move on, start families, get fired. Why not spend a few hours on the internet seeing what’s available?’ Her mum had always been a pragmatic sort of person.

Steph nodded in agreement. ‘That’s exactly what I was doing last night. The trouble is there’s nothing here in London; at least, nothing as good as my present job.’

‘Well, if you love it so much, you really need to sit down and talk to Ethan, tell him how you feel. Maybe he doesn’t realise how his behaviour’s affecting you.’

Steph sighed glumly. ‘You’re right. It’s just that I’m not sure he’s ready to modify his behaviour. The more time he spends with his mates – and there are some really wild ones among them – the worse he gets. Although he’s thirty-six, he sometimes acts more like a sixteen-year-old.’

‘Then let him get on with it, even if it means you having to make a fresh start somewhere else. That’s what your father did, after all.’ Steph’s Italian father had been a violinist who had moved from the famed La Fenice orchestra in Venice to the Royal Philharmonic in London. He had married and settled happily over here, insisting on speaking to his daughter in Italian as much as possible so that she could learn the language. And it had worked. ‘You could always look for something in Italy.’

‘Let’s not get carried away, Mum. I haven’t dumped him yet.’

‘But I think you will.’ Her mother sounded as though she was in no doubt. ‘Your happiness is the most important thing. There must be loads of other jobs in the music business.’

‘We’ve been through this time and time again. There aren’t as many as you’d think and certainly very few well-paid ones. At least with this job I can keep the wolf from the door, which is more than I was doing as a session musician.’ With an awful lot of hard work and the unfailing support and encouragement of her parents she had managed to get to university, emerging with a music degree and a massive student-loan debt. After university she had spent several years trying to survive as a keyboard player but in the end she had bitten the bullet and looked for something more secure. The result had been her current job, working for Ethan. As time had gone by, she had found herself drawn closer and closer to him until they had moved in together.

Any further comment was interrupted by her phone. She picked it up and groaned inwardly as she checked the caller ID. For a moment or two she toyed with the idea of not answering but then decided she had no choice. He was her boss after all.

‘Ethan, hi.’ Out of the corner of her eye she saw her mother roll her eyes heavenwards. ‘What’s new?’

‘How do you fancy a few weeks in Italy? By the seaside. You’re half Italian, after all. You should love it.’

‘Are you talking about taking a holiday?’ Steph was genuinely amazed. This was a first. Ethan rarely took time off – unless it was to party into the small hours. As for herself, apart from regular trips to Venice with her parents to spend time with her dad’s extended family, the only other time she had been abroad had been a cheap and not so cheerful trip with a former boyfriend to the Costa del Sol five years ago where a bathroom full of cockroaches and a twelve-hour delay at Malaga airport on the way back hadn’t inspired any desire in her to travel anywhere since.

‘I’m sure we’ll have time to holiday as well, but this is a job, and a good one.’ He was sounding remarkably bubbly.

‘In Italy? Why go to Italy?’

‘Because that’s where the job is, and we’re needed pronto.’

‘But what about the studio here? We’ve got people booked in all the way through September.’

‘They can wait.’ He sounded dismissive and she was about to retort when he elaborated. ‘But Royalty can’t.’

‘Royalty?’ She knew she was sounding gormless, but she couldn’t shake the image of Charles and Camilla that suddenly materialised in her head.

He was quick to explain. ‘Royalty, the group. They want us to produce their new album.’

‘Wow.’ In spite of everything, Steph felt a surge of excitement run through her. Royalty really were royalty in the world of music. With platinum albums, BRIT and Grammy awards to their name, they had dominated the rock music scene throughout the nineties and well into the new century, even if they had dropped out of the limelight over the past few years. ‘And they’re reforming? I thought they’d split up.’

‘They had and they are.’ Ethan was sounding unusually animated. ‘And they want me to produce their comeback album. Do you realise what this means?’ In case she might be in any doubt, he spelt it out to her. ‘This means the big time for me… for us. It doesn’t get any bigger than this.’

‘Wow.’ Steph was aware that she was getting a bit repetitive but she had to agree. Being chosen to produce a brand-new album for a group whose fame ranked them up there alongside legends like Pink Floyd or Queen was huge. A thought occurred to her. ‘But why Italy?’

‘That’s where Keith has his home nowadays, or at least one of his homes.’

‘I see.’ Keith Bailey was the leader of the group and he had achieved legendary status in the world of rock music, most notably for the famous millennium concert in Hyde Park in aid of world hunger. He had also hit the headlines, she remembered, for punching a renowned chat-show host live on air but that was a long time ago now. Hopefully he had mellowed with the passage of the years, otherwise this new contract might turn out to be fraught with problems. ‘But what about a studio? We’re going to need a truckful of gear, surely.’

‘No need, he has his own. I’ve just come off the phone with him now. He’s been telling me all about it. From what he’s said, he’s got even better gear than we have: some real traditional stuff and some state of the art.’ He rattled off names and specifications of the recording equipment in Keith Bailey’s Italian studio and Steph had to agree. This was top of the range stuff. Mind you, if anybody could afford that sort of thing, it was Royalty.

‘Sounds good. When does he want us?’

‘Starting next weekend.’

‘Blimey, talk about short notice.’ She thought frantically. The doctor had said she would arrange the mammogram this week so presumably that wouldn’t be a problem, but there were other considerations as well. ‘We’re going to need to contact the performers we have booked in for the next month and put them off. They aren’t going to be happy.’

‘We’ll offer them a fifty percent reduction in our rates to make up for it. That should keep them sweet.’

Steph glanced at her watch. ‘We need to start calling people as soon as possible. I’m round at Mum’s for tea. I could be back at the studio by seven thirty. Do you want me to come straightaway?’

‘Enjoy your tea and then come back. It’ll be fine.’ He was sounding chirpier than she had heard him for ages. Maybe, she wondered, this would be the kick-start he needed to give up the Bad Boy lifestyle and concentrate on carving out his career for real – and he really was good at his job. Everybody said so and the fact that Royalty were coming to him proved it. And, she realised, if this did indeed signify him turning over a new leaf, maybe this new Ethan might also change back into the man she had fallen for three years ago.

Over the chocolate cake Steph told her mum all about it. Although her mum had little interest in modern music she knew the name Royalty, but Steph had to spell out how significant it was that she and Ethan were going to be involved in the group’s first record in years. A quick search on her phone told her that it was almost exactly a decade since their last public appearance. ‘As comebacks go, this is one of the greatest. Maybe not quite like reforming the Beatles but still huge.’

‘Now I come to think of it, didn’t you have a Royalty poster on your bedroom wall for years?’

Steph grinned at the memory. ‘Yes, all the way through school I had the most enormous crush on Ben, the bass player. In fact, half of the girls in my class did.’

‘And now you’re going to meet the man in person.’ Her mother grinned back at her. ‘Maybe you’ll end up dumping Ethan in favour of a rock star.’

Steph shook her head. ‘I hardly think so. When I was a teenager, he was probably already in his thirties.’ She did a quick bit of mental arithmetic. ‘That probably makes him fifty now. I’m not sure how I’d feel about dating a man who’s twenty years older than me.’

‘A multi-millionaire rock star who’s twenty years older than you.’ There was a distinct twinkle in her mum’s eye. ‘You wouldn’t be the first. Mind you…’ Her mother hadn’t forgotten what they had been talking about before Ethan’s phone call. ‘If you get Ethan to yourself for a bit, away from his toxic friends, it might mean that you and he…’ She didn’t need to say more.

‘We’ll see, Mum. Here’s hoping it changes him back to the man he used to be.’





Chapter 2

The following Sunday she and Ethan flew to Pisa. All the way over on the plane Steph had tried to keep her mind on the job rather than on what the radiographer had said on Friday. After both a mammogram and an ultrasound scan, she had informed Steph that they would get the results to her in a week or so and told her to try not to worry. The very fact that she had told her not to worry had had the opposite effect and the possible outcomes had been uppermost in Steph’s mind since then. Because she was coming over to Italy the clinician made a note to ensure that she would get the results by email, rather than letter, and indicated that they shouldn’t take too long. As far as Steph was concerned, she just hoped the news whenever it came would be good.

Upon arrival in Italy, they took a train from the airport to the main station and picked up a train heading north. Keith Bailey’s holiday home was less than an hour up the coast between Pisa and Genoa but Steph had been unable to locate it on Google Earth. Luckily somebody would be coming to pick them up at the nearby station when they got there.

The train journey was comfortable in their air-conditioned carriage, and the views, superb. To the left of the railway line was flat terrain with a series of long sandy beaches, surrounded by houses, hotels and restaurants. Clearly this area was a major holiday destination. This was the first time Steph had been to the west coast of Italy and she was fascinated to see palm trees among huge umbrella pines on one side of the railway and snowy slopes on the mountains to the right of them. Considering it was the first of September and the temperature down here at the coast very high, she was amazed. It wasn’t as if these were the High Alps, after all. However, a quick search on her phone revealed that what she could see wasn’t snow after all but the white marble of the Apuan Alps cloaking the hillsides above places like Massa and Carrara. Apparently Carrara marble had been Michelangelo’s material of choice for his sculptures and she wondered if she would have time to get across to Florence to see his masterpiece: the huge statue of David.

She suggested this to Ethan but received only a grunt in return. He hadn’t come home the previous night until long after she had fallen asleep and she could still smell drink on his breath now. She had almost had to pour him into the cab this morning and had given him a serious talking-to as they waited for their flight, but he had been monosyllabic and uncommunicative all day. Her hopes that this exciting new job might prove to be the spark to snap him out of his spiral of self-indulgent excess were looking less and less likely to be realised. Maybe, she told herself, clutching at straws, when he found himself mixing with famous names like Royalty, a sea change would come over him.

But she wasn’t holding her breath.

The train arrived at the little station at Sarzana bang on time and she was impressed by the punctuality. For somebody used to the vagaries of commuter trains in and out of London, this was refreshing. Stepping out of the cool interior on the other hand was anything but refreshing. A digital sign indicated that the afternoon temperature was thirty-three degrees and she could well believe it. Compared to the damp grey day she had left behind in England it was quite a shock to the system. She was just starting to tug her suitcase along the platform when a man approached and addressed himself to Ethan.

‘Good afternoon, are you Ethan Carson? My name’s Cesare. I look after Signor Bailey when he’s here in Italy. Can I help you with your bags?’

The speaker was a friendly-looking man in his fifties with a luxuriant handlebar moustache that wouldn’t have disgraced a pantomime villain. His English was fluent and he spoke with a lilting Italian accent which reminded Steph of her father and immediately endeared the man to her. Her dad had been a major influence on her life and she still missed him terribly.

Ethan roused himself from his stupor sufficiently to produce a response. ‘Yeah, hi. Thanks. Here…’

It came as no surprise to Steph that Ethan omitted to introduce her or that he handed over his collection of bags to Cesare while leaving her to haul hers along unaided. For a second or two she caught the Italian’s eye and shrugged. He gave her an encouraging look.

‘Can I take your bag as well, signora?’ Although it would have been a struggle with his hands already full.

She gave him a grateful smile and replied in Italian. ‘That’s okay, thanks. I can manage. My name’s Stephanie. I’m the recording engineer.’

‘I’m pleased to meet you, Stephanie, or should I say Stefania? My compliments on your Italian. You’re very fluent. Are you English or Italian?’

She gave him a brief résumé of her family background as they walked out of the station and he offered his condolences for the loss of her father. He led them out into a small square in front of the station where the car was parked. Steph had been wondering what sort of flashy car a rock star might own and was almost disappointed to find they were to travel in an anonymous minibus. Of course, she reminded herself, Cesare was only the hired hand. No doubt Keith Bailey and his fellow band members would have their luxury cars at the house, wherever that was. According to what Ethan had been told, she and Ethan would be staying in the ‘guest apartment’ and she wondered what this would consist of. The way things had been going with Ethan, separate bedrooms would be a bonus.

After Cesare had lifted all the bags into the cavernous boot, they climbed into the van. Ethan subsided onto the back seat so Steph opted to sit up front alongside the driver. She let him negotiate his way out of town and onto a busy road heading towards a range of low tree-covered hills before engaging him in conversation.

‘Is it far to Mr Bailey’s house?’

He shook his head. ‘Another fifteen minutes or so. It’s just past Lerici.’

‘I don’t know this part of Italy.’ She remembered seeing the name on the map. ‘That’s on the coast, isn’t it?’

‘Yes, indeed. Lerici’s on the eastern side of the Gulf of Poets, the place where some of your greatest poets like Shelley and Byron came to stay and write. It’s a beautiful area and Signor Bailey’s house is just to the south of the town, right on the coast.’

At school Steph had studied the great Romantic poets of the first half of the nineteenth century but she couldn’t recall the name Lerici coming up. To be honest, she hadn’t been terribly keen on poetry, but there was a first time for everything so maybe she would have to check out Shelley and Byron again. At that moment they crested a saddle between two taller hills and a stunning panorama opened up below them.

‘Wow, that’s amazing.’ She gazed in awe at the almost unrealistically blue sea dotted with boats and a handful of islands. It was like something on a poster or a scene from a travel programme and it certainly couldn’t have been more different from London. ‘I can see why a poet would choose this place.’ Returning her attention to Cesare she carried on. ‘And what’s Mr Bailey’s house like? Is it very old?’

‘The opposite. It’s very modern. It was built only twenty years ago by a film director, but he got into financial difficulties and Signor Bailey bought it from him five, no, six, years ago. My wife and I’ve been running the place for him since then.’

‘And I believe Ethan and I are staying in the guest apartment. Is that part of the house?’

‘No, that’s a much older building. It’s what used to be a pair of fishermen’s houses down by the beach. Signor Bailey converted the ground floor into a recording studio and turned the upper floor into guest accommodation. I’m sure you’ll be very comfortable there.’

A minute or two later, they turned off the main road in the direction of Lerici. Cesare told her that the main road continued towards La Spezia, which was a major base for the Italian navy. When she asked him if it was worth a visit he shrugged his shoulders.

‘If you like sailors. With its big boatyards it’s pretty chaotic compared to the southern part of the gulf, although Portovenere on the other side of La Spezia’s very pretty. No, Lerici’s much nicer than La Spezia.’

As they descended towards the sea the landscape became increasingly built up and the streets of the little town when they got there were crowded with cars and holidaymakers. Steph gazed in anticipation at no fewer than four ice-cream shops – each with twenty or thirty different flavours and colours on display – enticing clothes shops and one delicatessen outside which they had to wait for almost a minute while an ambulance squeezed past. She barely recognised half of the items on display, hanging from hooks, spilling out of steel trays and filling glass jars like an old alchemist’s wares. One thing was for sure: she was going to come back to Lerici for a visit.

Ten minutes of stop/start driving later they emerged from the houses again onto a tortuous and much narrower road that wound its way southwards around the rugged, steeply sloping hillside directly above the coast. As Lerici disappeared behind them they found themselves in an unspoilt area of rocky outcrops and dense woodland, interrupted every now and then by steep-sided ravines that offered tantalising glimpses of the deep cerulean blue of the sea below.

A minute or two later they reached a pair of sturdy metal gates set between stone gateposts with imposing wire fencing several metres high disappearing into the trees on either side of the gates. Cesare slowed and as he did so the gates began to open automatically. Steph couldn’t miss the security cameras mounted on a steel pillar just inside. Clearly, Keith Bailey was taking no chances of being disturbed by unwanted visitors. Steph couldn’t blame him. Being a world-renowned star presumably came with drawbacks, although the benefits probably far outweighed any such concerns.

Cesare drove in, and the gates were already closing behind them as they set off down a gently sloping narrow gravelled drive through the pine trees. This soon opened up into a broad, relatively flat area where four or five vehicles were parked. Steph didn’t know much about cars, but the sleek silver convertible alongside which they parked absolutely screamed excess. A swift glance at the prancing horse emblem on the steering wheel as she climbed out into the heat of the sun confirmed her suspicions. She was in the land of the wealthy and privileged now – probably the over-privileged – and for the first time she wondered if she was going to like Keith Bailey and his entourage. She had met enough arrogant overpaid performers over the past few years to know that the prospect of spending up to a month among such people might not turn out to be a bed of roses.

As far as beds of a more practical nature were concerned, she was pleased to find that the guest apartment boasted no fewer than three bedrooms, all with huge beds and luxurious private bathrooms. Cesare walked them to their accommodation down a flight of stone steps between huge fragrant rosemary bushes covered in little blue flowers and alive with the buzzing of bees. Coming from London it really was like entering a different, enchanted world, and Steph loved every part of it. Entry to the old stone building was through a fine wooden door. This led into a hallway and Cesare pointed out the door to the studio on the right-hand side and a stairway straight in front leading up to the guest apartment. She climbed up and when she got there she found that it was every bit as swish as the Ferrari up the hill.

The views from the windows were spectacular and Steph stood and stared, spellbound. She could hardly believe that a two-hour flight could have transported her to somewhere so gorgeous. Although her Italian grandparents lived near Venice, which was unquestionably a wonderful historic city, the seaside around there that she had visited as a girl had been fairly flat and uninteresting. Here the scenery was much more spectacular. These old fishermen’s houses had been built on the edge of low cliffs, probably only ten or twenty metres above a little cove, and from up here she could see deep into the crystal-clear water and, as she looked on, a shoal of little blue-and-grey fish flitted across the seabed. It was totally charming. She heard footsteps behind her and turned to see Cesare arriving at the top of the stairs with her suitcase, which he had insisted upon carrying up for her.

‘Thank you so much, Cesare. That’s ever so kind. I’ve just been admiring the view. I can see why Mr Bailey chose this place. It’s fantastic.’

‘I couldn’t agree more. Every morning when I get up and look out I almost have to pinch myself to prove to myself that I’m not dreaming. Like your father, I’m from the north. I was born and brought up in the suburbs of Milan – not the nice luxurious ones – and then I served thirty years in the Italian navy, much of my time spent in a two metre by two metre steel cabin. Coming here six years ago has been a liberation. I love this place and I’m glad you feel the same way about it.’

He switched to English for the last sentence, glancing across to see if Ethan was similarly impressed by the view, but all he got was a vague nod of the head. Undeterred, he carried on in English and addressed himself to Ethan anyway.

‘Signora Faye told me to tell you to take your time and settle in. When you feel like it, she invites you to come up to the villa for afternoon tea and to meet the family.’ His face split into a grin. ‘Tea’s what you English people like, isn’t it?’

Seeing as there was still no reaction from Ethan, Steph answered for both of them. ‘That’s very kind. Tell me, Cesare; Signora Faye, is she Mr Bailey’s wife?’

He nodded. ‘Yes, indeed, and she’s a lovely person. I’m sure you’ll like her.’

That sounded promising, but Steph wondered how they would get on with Keith Bailey himself. Certainly his reputation painted him as a mercurial character capable of acts of great kindness, but also of volcanic explosions of ill-temper. Hopefully the passage of the years and life in these gorgeous surroundings would have calmed him down, otherwise the next few weeks promised to be hard going.

She knew she needed to change out of her travelling clothes into something much lighter and, by the look of him, Ethan would probably benefit from a long cold shower to clear his head, so she glanced at her watch.

‘It’s three thirty now. Would it be all right if we come up to the villa at four?’

‘Perfect. I’ll tell Signora Faye.’

After he had left, Steph led Ethan into the first of the bedrooms and almost pushed him into the marble-clad bathroom. ‘You need to take a shower and change before we go up to the villa. Get on with it.’ She even turned on the water in the shower for him, resisting the temptation to turn the thermostat all the way to the blue extra cold setting, and left him to it.

Delaying a final decision on whether she felt like cohabiting with him, she used the next-door bathroom for her own shower. When she emerged and returned to the first room she was reassured to see Ethan buttoning himself into a clean shirt and jeans. His hair was still damp and he looked refreshed and she felt a little wave of relief. Slipping on a lightweight cotton dress she checked herself out in the mirror. She would do.

‘Have we got time to take a look at the studio, Steph?’ His voice also sounded more normal now.

She looked at her watch again before answering. ‘It’s five to four. If you’re ready, I’m ready, so, yes, we’ve got time for a quick look before going up to the villa.’

The studio was accessed through the door they had seen in the entrance lobby on the ground floor and a cursory glance confirmed what Ethan had been told on the phone. It was immaculate; an eclectic mix of vintage and ultra-modern equipment, but all of it unmistakably top of the range. She felt rising excitement and looked across at Ethan’s face, which reflected her own. He looked like the proverbial kid in a candy store as he ran his hands reverently over the console, microphones, speakers and other gear. When he returned his attention to her, she was delighted to see him looking and sounding more like a serious music producer once more.

‘This is the stuff of dreams. If we can’t produce a great album here, we don’t deserve to be in the business.’

‘Well, of course, the band members probably will have to have some hand in it…’

‘Band members? They don’t produce the goods, we do. I’ve told you before and I’ll tell you again: I can turn a voice like a chainsaw into a thing of beauty if I need to. And with gear like this I’ve got all I need.’

Steph had always admired his self-confidence, which had proved time and time again to be well justified, but she thought she had better add a word of caution. ‘Well, just remember who you’re dealing with here. Royalty aren’t just any old band, so you treat them with respect. Right? You’re good at your job but so are they… or at least, they were.’

They climbed the stone steps to the car parking area and from there up yet more steps, this time flanked by a subtropical display of huge prickly cactus, date palms, banana plants and a host of succulents dispersed amid the rocky outcrops that thrust through the bone-dry soil. Lizards scrambled for cover as they passed by and a pair of brilliant blue dragonflies flitted along ahead of them. The steps led to a long sun terrace from where they had a panoramic view of the gulf. The villa itself was stunning and Steph paused to admire it, still barely able to believe that she had been transported into such luxury. It was so different from the flat where they lived in London that she felt like an alien, and she knew there was no way she could ever fit into a lifestyle like this. This only added to the feeling of apprehension that had been building inside her all day.

The villa was a long white building with a flat roof, and the front wall was a near unbroken expanse of glass. An arched veranda ran the length of the house providing shade and at the far end there was a swimming pool. Beside this, under a pergola covered in vines, was a group of people. Among them, instantly recognisable, was Keith Bailey. As he saw them, he leapt to his feet and came over to shake hands, first with Ethan and then with her. To Steph’s relief, there was a smile on his face and he looked welcoming.

‘Ethan, my man, it’s good to see you again. The last time I saw you, you were still working for that crook, Delbert. I’m glad you’ve gone out on your own since then.’

Steph remembered that Keith was quite a bit older than the other band members and he had always been the leader of the group on and off stage. Despite now being close to sixty, he appeared to have aged gracefully. His hair was still the same jet-black colour – suspiciously black – although now cut a lot shorter than before, just grazing his collar at the back. The diamonds in his earrings sparkled in the sunlight and he was smartly dressed in a polo shirt, white shorts and the regulation rock star dark glasses, although in fairness they might have been for the sun. He could have just stepped off the golf course; apart, maybe, from the earrings.

Steph was pleased to see Ethan looking and sounding polite and professional as he replied. ‘Hi, Keith. Leaving Delbert was the best thing I’ve ever done, and it’s great to see you, too.’ He then surprised Steph by introducing her without being prompted. ‘And this is my right-hand woman, Steph Zanin, who’s a wizard on the console. Steph, this guy doesn’t need any introduction, right?’

‘I’m very pleased to meet you, Mr Bailey.’ Steph shook hands with the great man and was rewarded with a welcoming smile.

‘Hi, Steph, and do call me Keith. Only police officers and judges call me Mr Bailey – or at least they used to. Come and let me introduce you to the rest of the gang. Faye, come say hi to our new arrivals.’

Steph gave a surreptitious sigh of relief. So far so good. No sign of the irascible Keith Bailey; at least not yet.

Faye, Keith’s wife, was a very attractive and stylish woman with remarkably blonde, almost silver hair. She was wearing a beautiful purple wrap over her swimming costume and as she stood up to shake hands and chat, Steph was impressed at how youthful she looked. From what she remembered reading, Faye had to be well into her fifties, but she had the skin of a twenty-year-old. Her age was confirmed in conversation a moment later when she told them that she and Keith would be celebrating their thirtieth wedding anniversary at the end of the week. She and her husband appeared relaxed and comfortable together as a couple, which was good to see. Steph congratulated them and was genuinely happy for her, secretly marvelling that a rock ’n’ roll marriage had lasted so successfully when so many tended to end up in tatters, not least when one of the partners in this marriage had a reputation as a tearaway.

Keith patted Steph’s arm and pointed to another man. ‘And I daresay you recognise this guy.’

The tall man wearing a white cheesecloth shirt, blue shorts and matching blue tinted sunglasses was the group’s drummer, Johnny Carter. She knew him to be in his fifties as well, but he was also still recognisably the same guy, with a mane of hair tied in a ponytail, although there were now a few hints of grey at his temples and his face was a bit more lined and creased. Alongside him was a mumsy-looking lady who was introduced as his wife, Tara. Steph took an immediate liking to her and they chatted for several minutes while Ethan and the two band members talked shop. Steph would dearly have liked to join in the technical discussion, but she bided her time for now.

Then Tara gave Steph a real shock. ‘Have you met Ben?’

Steph followed the direction of her eyes and spotted two figures lying on sunbeds further along under the shade of the vines. One was a red-haired woman and beside her was a man. Steph had to make a conscious effort not to look aghast as she realised that this was her teenage crush, Ben Smiley, the bass player and the baby of the group. Like the others, he had disappeared from circulation for almost a decade, but unlike the others, he hadn’t been looking after himself. She was confronted by the vision of a dishevelled man with an unruly mass of grey hair, wearing sweatpants and a faded Bruce Springsteen T-shirt. She knew him still to be barely fifty, but he looked sixty or even older. She had a hard job keeping the shock off her face as she went over to shake hands with him.

‘I’m delighted to meet you. I’m Steph. I’m the recording engineer.’

He didn’t stand up and just gave her a lazy wave of the hand. He looked zonked, although there might have been a hint of a smile beneath the dark glasses on his weary face.

‘Hi, Steph. Good to see you. You met my wife?’

‘Hi, Steph. I’m Lottie. Welcome to paradise.’

Steph turned and shook hands with the redhead whose friendly smile came as another pleasant surprise. Somehow Steph had been expecting these super-rich people to be far more stand-offish, but such was evidently not the case. ‘Hi, Lottie. Yes, it’s an amazing place, isn’t it? Do you come here every summer?’

‘I wish…’ Lottie gave a little sigh. ‘We only arrived yesterday, and this is just about the first holiday Ben and I’ve had for years.’ She waved vaguely towards the pool and the sea beyond. ‘It beats the hell out of Hampshire.’

‘Is that where you live?’

‘Halfway between Andover and Winchester. It’s a lovely spot but we don’t very often get this sort of weather. Ah, here’s Donatella with the tea. She’s the most amazing cook. Just you wait.’

Steph looked back along the terrace to see a lady with greying hair emerge from the massive gaping tri-fold doors pushing a tea trolley. On it were two teapots, jugs of hot water and milk and what looked like scones. Apart from the scenery, they could have been in a traditional English tea house. All that was lacking was a big dollop of clotted cream, but Steph knew that that wasn’t an Italian thing. The whole experience was so unexpected, not least as Steph’s limited experience of rock star parties definitely involved far more sinister substances than tea and scones, but there was no sign of anything hallucinogenic on the trolley. It was certainly looking as if the band members of Royalty had moved on from a life of sex, drugs and rock ’n’ roll, although Ben’s lethargic state was concerning. Hopefully Ethan would follow their example and clean up his act. But she wasn’t counting on it.

After a cup of tea and an excellent freshly baked scone with what was almost certainly homemade strawberry jam, Steph watched as Keith and Ethan disappeared inside the house, presumably to discuss plans for the forthcoming days. Keith didn’t invite her to join them and Ethan didn’t even glance over at her, so she bit her tongue and decided to go for a walk to clear her head. Obviously his ‘right-hand woman’ wasn’t important enough to be included in the conversation. Suppressing a few choice words, she thanked Faye and the others and went back down the steps past the studio and continued along a path that curled down the steep hillside to the little beach.

The beach itself was barely the size of a tennis court, covered in glorious golden sand. Slipping off her sandals she headed for the water and immediately discovered that the sand was scalding hot underfoot. She hopped hastily over to the waterline and let the Mediterranean cool her feet and her temper. Ethan was the boss and it was up to him to decide whether she should be included in any negotiations. Her job would start once the group came down to the studio so until then she resolved to concentrate on enjoying this place that Lottie had described as paradise; and not without justification.

On either side of the beach jagged rocky headlands protected the bay from the open sea and there was barely a ripple on the water in here. The only sign of human activity was at the end of the southern headland where the red roof of a house was just visible. From the faded look of the old roof tiles, this was quite probably another ancient fisherman’s cottage. Certainly, a fisherman couldn’t really ask to be much closer to the sea. The water was so clear that Steph could see down to the seabed for a long way, and so she stood there, mesmerised, staring down into it. The seabed was mostly sand with occasional weed-covered rocks. She didn’t spot any more fish, but she suddenly discovered another, bigger animal out there, swimming towards the beach. From the wet shiny black head and the nose just sticking above the surface her first reaction was that she was looking at a seal. As the animal approached, however, she realised that it was in fact a dog, a big dog, and it was heading straight towards her.

Steph didn’t have much experience of dogs. Her parents had worked full time so they had never had one in the house and her mother had made sure she kept her clear of any they met while out and about when Steph was little. As a result, Steph viewed the approach of what was clearly a big dog with some trepidation. This was quickly revealed to be unnecessary – well, sort of. Emerging from the sea, the big black animal trotted towards her, its tail wagging in a friendly fashion. It certainly didn’t look in the least bit aggressive and she allowed herself to begin to relax.

The trouble was that as she hesitantly held out her hand for the dog to sniff – knuckles first as she had been taught – it had barely touched her hand with its nose before it decided to shake itself vigorously. In a matter of seconds, she found herself on the receiving end of a shower of canine-scented water that soaked her and reduced her brand-new frock to a soggy mess.

‘Oh, dog, did you have to?’

Apparently pleased to be addressed by her, irrespective of her choice of language, the dog came closer and leant its soaking wet body against her leg, looking up at her with two big brown eyes, tail wagging lazily. She couldn’t stay annoyed with it for long, so she crouched down and stroked the big hairy head as she checked the animal out. She knew enough about dogs to recognise that this was a black Labrador, and she knew enough about anatomy to recognise that he was a male dog. He possessed a fine set of gleaming white teeth and a long pink tongue which appeared intent on licking every inch of her hands. He was wearing a red collar and attached to it was a little steel disc with a phone number on it; no name. She looked around to see where his master or mistress might be but saw no sign of anybody. Maybe he belonged up at the house. She was still wondering if she should go back and tell somebody she had found a dog when there was a whistle from somewhere above her and the dog was off like a shot. Presumably the Labrador was returning to his master.

The dog didn’t take the same track that had led her down here but ran to the other end of the beach and disappeared up a narrower path through the scrub. For a moment she thought she glimpsed the figure of a man up there among the broom bushes, but he disappeared from sight almost immediately. She was glad the man hadn’t come down to the beach as a glance at her soaking wet dress plastered against her body decided her in favour of a hasty return to the guest apartment for another shower and a change of clothes.
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