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7
            CHAPTER ONE

            Thornecrest, Allingcross, Kent April 1934

         

         It was on a sunny spring morning in the eighth month of my pregnancy that a woman arrived on my doorstep claiming to be married to my husband.

         The day started out much like any other, with no hint that I would soon be involved in a melodrama worthy of any of the radio plays with which I had lately been amusing myself. I arose early and breakfasted heartily before going to the morning room to complete my correspondence. My husband, Milo, was in London for the weekend, tending to some business with our solicitor, and I was taking advantage of the solitude to catch up on my letter writing.

         Things had been quiet at Thornecrest, our country house, over the past few months, and, for once, I didn’t mind the slow pace. My pregnancy had been progressing well, and we were expecting our first child in a month. Many of the anxieties I had felt in the initial stages of my pregnancy had 8begun to subside as we neared the birth. Perhaps it was the growing bond with my child. Or perhaps it was simply the knowledge that the baby’s arrival was inevitable, whether I was prepared or not.

         I was composing a letter to my cousin Laurel, who was on holiday in Greece, expressing just such a sentiment.

         
            
        I am growing more and more excited the closer I come to the baby’s arrival. I had worried that I might be anxious, but I am feeling rather calm and confident about it all. Perhaps when one realises that life is about to be irrevocably altered, there is little choice but to embrace the change with open arms.
      

         

         Little did I realise how apt this sentiment would prove to be.

         A brief clearing of the throat drew my attention from my letter. I looked up to see Grimes, our butler, standing in the morning-room doorway.

         ‘Excuse me, Mrs Ames,’ he said.

         ‘Yes, what is it?’

         He hesitated, and that was the moment I knew that something must be amiss. The butler was normally the epitome of unflappable professionalism, but I could tell he was doing his utmost to remain composed. That didn’t seem to bode well for whatever he was about to say next, and I felt a brief surge of alarm that something might have happened to Milo before Grimes’s next words put me more at ease.

         ‘There is a young woman here …’ The words trailed off, and I waited for him to continue, wondering at his uncharacteristic reticence.9

         ‘She gives her name as … Mrs Ames,’ he said at last.

         I frowned. Certainly it wasn’t my mother. Grimes was acquainted with her, and he wouldn’t be acting so strangely if it were she. Despite her somewhat aggressive personality, she was not the sort of person to ruffle Grimes’s feathers. No, it must be someone else.

         But there was no other Mrs Ames. Though my maiden name and my married name were, coincidentally, the same, neither Milo nor I had another female relation with the same surname. Unless it was some distant relative of whom I was unaware.

         ‘Does she say if she’s a relative of mine or of Mr Ames’s?’ I asked, to prod him forward.

         He seemed to be marshalling himself for some unpleasant task, and then he came out with it.

         ‘She claims to be Mrs Milo Ames, madam.’

         I blinked. Surely he had misspoken. He did not correct himself, however, and I realised that he meant what he said.

         ‘Mrs … Milo Ames,’ I repeated after a moment of heavy silence.

         ‘Yes, she’s come looking for Mr Ames … her husband.’

         This was growing more bizarre by the moment.

         ‘There must be some mistake,’ I said. It was the only logical conclusion.

         ‘Undoubtedly,’ he replied. I could tell, however, that he was not convinced. Grimes had never especially cared for Milo, and he didn’t put forth much effort to hide the fact. Even now that Milo was making great strides towards putting his past behind him, Grimes remained staunchly disapproving. Perhaps it was because Grimes had always 10been loyal to Milo’s father, and Milo and the elder Mr Ames had never seen eye to eye.

         In any event, there was nothing to be done about this mysterious situation but to face it head-on.

         ‘You’d better show her in,’ I said. ‘I’m sure we shall sort this all out.’

         He nodded. ‘Very good, madam.’

         I rose from my seat at the writing desk and smoothed my hair, telling myself that I should remain calm. I didn’t want to jump to conclusions. While it was true that my husband had something of a colourful reputation, I didn’t think that bigamy would be much to his taste. After all, one marriage had often seemed to require much more effort than he cared to exert.

         Nevertheless, I was a bit flustered by the idea that someone else was claiming to be married to him. It was all so strange.

         A moment later Grimes returned to the room, followed by a young lady.

         ‘Ah … Mrs Ames, madam.’

         ‘Thank you, Grimes.’

         I knew he was curious, but he was too proper to linger in the hope of overhearing something; he turned and left, closing the door softly behind him.

         I turned my gaze to my visitor. The girl was young and very pretty, with pale blonde hair and cornflower-blue eyes. She was also distressed. Though she tried to hide it, I could tell that she was in a state of barely suppressed agitation. Her gloved hands were clenched at her sides, her face was ashen, and she was breathing much more quickly than the walk from the front hall to the morning room would normally dictate.11

         I was quite sure that Grimes had not told her what she was walking into, and I tried to decide the best way to broach the subject.

         ‘Good morning,’ I said, deciding upon the conventional greeting.

         ‘Who are you?’ she asked bluntly. There wasn’t any aggression in her tone, and I took it that she had been expecting to see Milo … or whoever she thought her ‘Mr Ames’ was.

         ‘I’m Mrs Ames,’ I said.

         This caught her off guard. She looked a bit uncertain then, and I considered how I should proceed. One wasn’t exactly taught the proper etiquette for such situations, after all.

         ‘Mrs Ames?’ she repeated at last.

         I nodded.

         ‘Who … who is your husband?’

         ‘My husband’s name is Milo,’ I said.

         She grew a shade paler, if possible, and it seemed to me that she swayed ever so slightly on her feet. I took a step towards her, but she collected herself and met my gaze before looking me over. It was, I thought, the first time she had looked closely at me, and her eyes stayed for a moment on my rounded stomach.

         ‘You’re going to have a baby,’ she said in the dazed tone of someone who has been met with a terrible shock.

         ‘Yes.’ For some reason, I felt almost guilty admitting it.

         She burst into tears.

         Good heavens, this was going poorly.

         After the briefest of pauses I hurried to her side, trying to decide how best to comfort her. Displays of great 12emotion had always been vexing to me, and this situation was particularly bewildering.

         ‘He told … He said that he loved …’ Her words broke off into a sob, her face buried in her hands.

         I was at a total loss, but I was now certain that it wasn’t Milo who had seduced this young woman. He wouldn’t have made such a rash declaration.

         I gently took her arm and led her towards the white Louis XIV sofa before the fireplace. She sank into it, still crying into her hands, and I looked around for a handkerchief. It was, I feared, too late to spare her gloves, but she might at least have a proper place to wipe her nose.

         I discovered a clean handkerchief in the drawer of my writing desk and brought it to her.

         She took it, still crying, but it seemed as though she was beginning to get control of her emotions.

         I lowered myself into the chair beside her and waited for her to speak.

         ‘I’ve made such a fool of myself by coming here,’ she said at last.

         ‘Why don’t you start from the beginning?’

         She sniffed, wiping her eyes on the corners of the handkerchief, and then looked up at me.

         ‘I met him in Brighton. I was taking a little holiday there. I’m a typist for a small company in London, but I had a few days off and a bit of savings, so I thought that I could benefit from the sun and sea air. It was very quiet since it was the off-season, but I enjoyed that. I’m not much of one for crowds of people.’

         I nodded encouragingly.13

         ‘And then, one day, I was walking along and there he was. The most handsome gentleman I had ever seen in my life.’

         Though I did not believe this young woman had married my husband, the description was accurate enough. Milo was remarkably good-looking, a fact that never failed to attract the attention of women wherever we went.

         Of course, he was not the only handsome gentleman in England, and it was a stretch of the imagination to believe it was he who had bumped into this young woman on a beach in Brighton. Milo didn’t even particularly care for beaches; they wreaked havoc on his Italian leather shoes.

         ‘When did this happen?’ I asked.

         ‘It was the last week of January,’ she answered promptly.

         Despite knowing that it could not possibly be my Milo to whom she was referring, my traitorous mind cast itself back to see if I could remember his whereabouts at that time.

         He had been gone, I realised. He had been tending to some business affairs regarding a nightclub in which he had invested. Though I was quite certain he had been in London at the time, I supposed he might very well have gone south to Brighton instead. Not that I believed he would do such a thing.

         ‘Would you like some tea?’ I asked suddenly. I ought to have offered before now, but the truth of it was that I wasn’t as concerned with my duties as hostess as I was with delaying her story. For some reason, my unease was building, and I needed a few moments to collect my thoughts.

         But she shook her head. ‘I don’t care for any, thank you.’

         And so there was nothing I could do but say, ‘Then please continue.’

         ‘I’m afraid I was gaping at him,’ she said. ‘He looked 14just like a cinema star. I knew he was going to walk right past me, so I thought that I would look at him for as long as possible. But he stopped in front of me. I stared at him for a moment, and then he leant down and picked something up out of the sand. “You’ve dropped your glove,” he said. I hadn’t even realised that I had let it go. He held it out to me, and when I reached to take it, our fingers touched.’

         I found myself caught up in her romantic story, but the sudden recollection that she was allegedly telling it about my husband took some of the fun out of it.

         ‘And so you formed an attachment?’ I said, hoping to spare myself some of the details. I still didn’t believe it was Milo, but it was all so strange. What I wished more than anything was that he would suddenly appear in the doorway and straighten all of this out.

         ‘He remarked how cold my fingers were, and would I fancy a warm cup of tea? So we went to the tea house. We talked for hours. And after that, we spent a great deal of time together over the next week. When it was nearly time for me to return to my job, I didn’t know how I was going to bear it.’

         I thought back to being young and in love, to the undulating waves of bliss and confusion and anguish. Everything had always seemed so very urgent, as though the end of the world would come if romance were thwarted. The future had been alive with possibilities. And then suddenly one was married for six years and heavily pregnant. How quickly life goes by.

         ‘… and he said he didn’t want to say goodbye either. And so we decided that we would be married.’

         ‘Just like that?’ I asked, rather surprised at the swiftness of it all. Even at my most romantic, I could not envisage 15marrying a man I had known for only a few days.

         She nodded. ‘We … we spent one more day together.’ One more night, their wedding night, was what she meant. I could tell that from the way she blushed and avoided meeting my eyes.

         So this man, whoever he was, had taken her to bed under her assumption that he was her husband, though he had clearly been using a false name. What a wicked trick to play on a young, innocent girl.

         ‘And then?’

         ‘Then I had to return to my job, and he told me that he would follow me to London shortly. But … but he didn’t. I’ve been waiting for so long, and I began to wonder if something terrible had happened to him, so I thought I’d better see if I could locate him myself.’

         ‘Did he give you this address?’ I asked, wondering how far the charlatan had taken his ruse.

         She shook her head. ‘I found his name in the London Directory. There was a listing for a flat and … and a big house in Berkeley Square. I … I thought it must be some mistake, for he had told me he didn’t have a place to live in London. But he had mentioned that his people came from Kent. And then I found out that he had this property, so I decided to come here. I … I didn’t know about you, of course.’

         ‘Of course,’ I said gently.

         We sat for a moment, both of us, I am sure, contemplating how we might proceed from here. It seemed clear that either there was another handsome Milo Ames who hailed from Kent and had failed, for reasons unknown, to reunite with his new bride in 16London or that someone was using Milo’s name, for what purpose I couldn’t imagine.

         The simplest way to deal with things, I knew, would be to have Milo come home directly. I ought to see if he could be reached at Mr Ludlow’s office.

         It seemed the young lady was thinking the same thing, for she looked up at me. ‘When do you expect him back?’

         ‘In a few days, but I should like to clear things up before then.’

         She nodded.

         ‘He said his name was Milo Ames?’ I asked.

         She nodded again. ‘Yes.’

         ‘And he was from Kent.’

         ‘Yes.’

         ‘I assume someone must be using my husband’s name. What did the man look like?’

         I thought I detected a bit of sympathy in her expression as I asked the question. I’m sure she thought I was some sort of deluded cuckquean, left pregnant and alone while my husband ran about seducing other women.

         A year or two ago, I might have believed it myself. But, though Milo had done his share of outrageous things in the past, he had left most of his wild ways behind him. Even in the wildest of times, I didn’t think that he would have seduced a young woman under such outrageously false pretences. He had never had any difficulties winning women without wedding them. Myself excluded, of course.

         ‘As I said, he looks rather like a cinema star: tall and very dashing, with black hair and the bluest eyes you ever saw.’17

         Tall and dark. Black hair, blue eyes. Though Milo was certainly not the only gentleman who might fit this bill, it did fit him.

         A thought occurred to me. ‘Do you have a photograph, perhaps from your wedding?’

         It seemed to me that she flushed slightly, and she dropped her gaze. ‘I … I have one, but I left it in London. I didn’t … foresee needing it.’

         ‘Of course. Well, I’m certain there must be some explanation for all of this. Rest assured, we shall get it sorted out in no time.’

         ‘Yes, I … thank you, Mrs … Mrs …’ She couldn’t quite bring herself to call me by the name she had thought now belonged to her.

         ‘Why don’t you call me Amory,’ I said. ‘It will make things easier.’

         She drew in a relieved breath. ‘And please call me Imogen.’

         ‘Very well. Now that that’s settled, perhaps we ought to come up with some sort of plan. The first thing we need to do, of course, is speak to Milo about all of this. He’s in London now, but I should be able to contact him and tell him to come home.’

         She looked aghast at the suggestion. Her face grew a shade paler before my eyes. ‘Perhaps … perhaps it would be better if you were to speak to him without me.’

         I could see that she didn’t relish the idea of some kind of dramatic scene. Despite my suggestion she had been deceived, she still thought we were talking about the same man. The only way to rectify that would be to have her meet Milo. I felt bad that Imogen was soon to learn she had been led astray by some rotten imposter.18

         ‘I can certainly speak to him alone first,’ I said. ‘But I think you’ll find that my husband is not the man you met. What you have told me is a very serious matter. I must believe that there has been some kind of mistake, that someone is claiming to be Mr Ames for some unknown purpose.’

         She nodded, though I could see that there was some little hint of doubt in her clear blue eyes.

         An idea struck me suddenly. She might not have a photograph, but I did. I got up and crossed to the fireplace. There was a photograph of Milo and me there in a small gilt frame. We could clear up at least the question of his identity immediately.

         I picked it up and walked to her. I expected, as I handed it to her, to see a look of confusion cross her face. But, instead, she looked up at me, her expression both miserable and pitying. ‘Yes. That’s him.’
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            CHAPTER TWO

         

         I felt a little surge of surprise followed by a sinking feeling in my stomach. I had been so sure this was all some sort of mistake, a case of stolen identity or some such thing. But it seemed rather improbable that someone might have stolen both Milo’s name and his face.

         There was, of course, the possibility that this young woman was operating some sort of scheme. Perhaps she had seen our picture in the gossip columns, read of our past marriage troubles and assumed that I would pay her off to end the matter. It seemed the only possible solution.

         But I looked at her, and, try as I might, I could not bring myself to believe that there was anything sinister in her motivations. One could feign sorrow and distress and even tears, but there was something in her whole attitude that made me believe that, whatever the true 20situation, she had been deeply affected by the experience.

         Inwardly, I sighed. What a mess all of this was. I needed Milo to come home at once.

         Until then, there was nothing that could be done. Although, I supposed, I could at least help this young woman in the meantime.

         ‘Where are you staying, dear?’ I asked.

         ‘I … I hadn’t thought about it.’

         I realised belatedly that she had no doubt intended to stay here when she met up with her erstwhile husband. How very awkward this was becoming.

         ‘You must stay here,’ I offered, though some part of me was very much hoping she would decline. Whatever the truth behind this situation was, things were bound to get even more uncomfortable than they were now. Granted, Thornecrest was large enough to accommodate a great many people without pushing them into one another’s company, but the fact remained that I was not particularly looking forward to playing hostess under the circumstances.

         ‘Oh, no!’ she said quickly. ‘I couldn’t. Is there, perhaps, a hotel nearby?’

         ‘There’s an inn in the village, the Primrose Inn. And there’s an elderly lady, Mrs Cotton, who lives in the blue house next to the apothecary shop. She offers short-term room and board.’ I rattled off the list of available lodgings a bit too quickly, perhaps, but I was very much relieved. I liked to consider myself a hospitable woman, but there were limits, after all.

         ‘That will do nicely. Until … until things are resolved, I’ll register under my own name: Prescott.’21

         This was another relief. What a thoughtful girl. I could only imagine the talk that would spread amongst the villagers if she were to register as Mrs Milo Ames.

         ‘I’ll have my driver take you there,’ I offered.

         ‘Oh, no. I can walk.’

         ‘Are you quite sure?’

         ‘Yes. I … I need some time to think.’

         I imagined that both of us would be doing a good deal of thinking over the next few days.

         ‘I’ll ring you when Milo gets back.’

         She nodded, her expression miserable. ‘You’ve been very kind. I’m so sorry to have come here and caused so much trouble.’

         ‘You haven’t caused any trouble,’ I assured her, though we both knew that this wasn’t precisely the truth.

         ‘I … I just can’t understand it,’ she said softly.

         ‘I know, dear. But don’t worry. We’ll sort it all out.’

         She took her leave then, and I rang for Grimes.

         ‘Yes, madam?’ he asked when he arrived in the doorway. I was certain that he must be curious about my encounter with the other Mrs Milo Ames, but his expression gave nothing away.

         ‘Will you please see if you can locate Mr Ames and tell him to come home as soon as possible?’

         
             

         

         The wait for Milo’s return would no doubt be a long one, so I was glad that I had an afternoon engagement to keep me occupied. The Springtide Festival was to be held next weekend, and I was a member of the committee of ladies who were overseeing the preparations.

         The annual village event was held on the grounds of 22Bedford Priory, the home of Lady Alma Bedford, one of our local eccentrics. The youngest child of the Earl of Endsley, she had purchased and restored the Priory, the property of which abutted Thornecrest, nearly thirty years ago, after her father’s death. Now nearing fifty, she was a striking woman with strong features, short, iron-grey hair and sharp, dark eyes. She had a direct but not unfriendly manner and spent all her time and a good deal of her fortune on her stables.

         If there was anyone in Kent who was as enthusiastic about horses as Milo, it was Lady Alma. She had never married but referred to her horses as her children. She seldom wore anything other than riding clothes and was often seen galloping about the countryside in all manner of inclement weather.

         The first festival, a small gathering to celebrate the beginning of warmer weather with friends, food and horse racing, had been her idea. With the initial backing of her wealth and her forceful personality, it had occurred annually ever since, growing in size and significance. We now had a fully formed committee with an allotment of local charitable funds to support the enterprise.

         The Springtide Festival was a source of great excitement and pleasure in Allingcross, a chance for the locals to pit their best horses against one another in a race and hedge-jumping course, to eat and be merry, and to be outdoors and enjoy the sunshine now that winter was passing.

         Though the event was held on the grounds of Bedford Priory, the ladies of the committee met at the vicarage. The vicar’s wife, Mrs Elaine Busby, was confined to a 23wheelchair after a dreadful automobile accident that had injured her and claimed the life of her daughter fifteen years before. She moved about quite easily in her chair, but Lady Alma thought it best that we meet at the vicarage and had tactfully argued that it was in a more central location than the Priory.

         We had managed to get most of the planning done at prior meetings, and this was our final gathering before the festival. For most of the meeting, we simply enjoyed tea and idle chatter, drawing around to business matters only after the last of the biscuits had been consumed.

         ‘The vendors are settled, and all of the food has been taken care of, I think?’ Lady Alma looked at Mrs Busby, who was overseeing that aspect of the planning.

         She nodded. ‘It’s all settled. We’ll have the usual tea tent, which will serve refreshments periodically, as well as the various vendors who have chosen to set up booths with items for sale. I’ve spoken to everyone again this week. And then, of course, there will be tea following the races.’

         They talked for a few minutes then about what sorts of food would be available – cakes; sausage; puddings; tarts; apple, cherry and pear jellies and jams from local orchards – and my mind wandered. Truth be told, I was glad to be little more than a nominal member of the committee this year. Now that my pregnancy was nearing its end, it seemed that the strain of every task was multiplied.

         ‘There are several new locals with wares for sale this year,’ Mrs Unger said as the conversation drifted to the other festival events.24

         ‘I know several ladies have spoken of entering the pickling competition,’ Mrs Norris put in.

         ‘My husband will be offering pony rides to the children,’ Mrs Hampton reminded us. ‘And I believe Mabel will be telling fortunes.’

         The door to the sitting room opened just then, and a young woman stepped into the doorway. It was Marena Hodges, one of the village girls. Her shoulder-length dark hair was windblown, and her cheeks were flushed from the cool breeze. Even the thick woollen jumper and mud-flecked leather boots she wore did nothing to diminish her prettiness and the elegance of her bearing.

         ‘Oh, excuse me,’ she said, casting her amber-coloured eyes over the assembled guests before settling them on Mrs Busby. ‘I didn’t realise that you had company, Aunt Elaine.’

         ‘It’s quite all right, dear. You’re welcome to join us, if you like. We’re discussing the festival.’

         A smile flickered across the girl’s face, and there was some mixture of amusement and complacency in it. Her eyes, though they moved about the room, had a faraway look in them, as though her mind were elsewhere.

         ‘That’s kind of you, but, if you ladies will excuse me,’ she said, ‘I’ve a few things to attend to. You know I shall be only too glad to help you on the day of the festival, of course.’

         ‘I suppose I should be going as well,’ Lady Alma said, rising from her chair with her habitual swiftness. I was reminded rather of one of her geldings clearing a hedge. ‘I like to visit my darlings before dinner.’

         This was the committee’s cue to adjourn. One by one, the assembled women took their leave, until it was just 25Mrs Busby and me alone in the little sitting room. For some reason, I felt disinclined to go. Perhaps it was only that rising from chairs was getting more difficult with each passing day.

         But it was also true that there was something comforting about the warm little parlour. For as long as I could remember, I had always felt at peace when visiting the vicarage. I supposed it had as much to do with the Busbys themselves as with the homely atmosphere of this room. Mrs Busby, with her silvery hair, warm brown eyes and gentle spirit, was the picture of a grandmother any child would be glad to have.

         ‘You look tired, Mrs Ames,’ she said as I worked to summon the effort to begin to rise from my chair. ‘Would you care for another cup of tea?’

         I was prepared to refuse but thought better of it. I wouldn’t mind a few more minutes of company. After all, it was a good distraction from all the thoughts swirling through my head.

         ‘That would be lovely. Thank you.’

         Mrs Busby refilled my teacup. Despite the limitations of her chair, she moved easily and with natural grace.

         ‘I suppose you’ll be glad when the baby has arrived,’ she said, stirring sugar into her own cup of tea. ‘I know the last month or two is always a great strain.’

         I nodded, my hand straying to my stomach. ‘Though I must say, I shall miss feeling him so close to me.’

         ‘Yes, that is a special time.’ She looked wistful for a moment, and I felt a little as though I had made a faux pas. The Busbys had lost their only child, a daughter called Sara, in the accident that had confined Mrs 26Busby to her wheelchair. Though I had not known them then, people often spoke of the way in which the vicar and his wife had borne the tragedy with strength and dignity. Their lives had changed immensely since the accident, but I had never known them to be discouraged. Nevertheless, I had noticed the way Mrs Busby smiled, with just the faintest hint of sadness, when she interacted with the children of the village.

         The sound of music filtered into the room, a rousing jazz piece. Marena had apparently turned on the radio in the room above us.

         ‘I’m not sure if you’ve heard that Marena has been staying with us for the past few months?’ Mrs Busby asked.

         ‘I heard something to that effect,’ I answered honestly. Though I tried very hard not to participate in village gossip, it was nearly impossible not to glean bits and pieces of news.

         Though she called her ‘Aunt Elaine’, Marena was not really Mrs Busby’s niece. Marena’s mother, Mrs Jane Hodges, was a rather grim local woman who lived in a cottage isolated from the village and had always seemed a good deal more concerned with the bees she kept than with her daughter.

         In consequence, Marena had spent a good deal of time at the vicarage in her younger days and had been great friends with Sara. She had, in fact, been in the automobile with Mrs Busby and Sara on the day of the accident.

         After Sara’s death, Marena and the Busbys had remained very close, and Marena often spent time at the vicarage, doing her best to help Mrs Busby adjust to life in a wheelchair.27

         ‘She and her mother have had another falling-out.’ She sighed. ‘I don’t know what to think of that woman. She doesn’t realise that the harder she pushes Marena, the farther away she’s going to drive her. It all started with Marena’s young man, Bertie. I knew that the more Mrs Hodges objected, the stronger Marena’s attachment would be. That’s the way with young people, isn’t it? She should have just let the matter run its course.’

         I wondered if that was why Marena had seemed so starry-eyed. She had been walking out as of late with Bertie Phipps, a young man who lived not far from Thornecrest. He’d often helped both Milo and Lady Alma at their stables, and I thought he seemed intelligent and keen to make something of himself. Perhaps the two of them had been building castles in the air together. Marena had always been a dreamy sort of girl.

         ‘Well,’ Mrs Busby said brightly. ‘I just hope that the festival goes well. Mrs Hodges will be there selling her honey, so perhaps she and Marena will be able to sort out some of their differences.’

         ‘Yes, perhaps they will,’ I answered vaguely.

         Though I was sympathetic to Marena’s situation, I was very much preoccupied with my own family difficulties.

         ‘… and with Marena’s new position at the inn, it’s been easier for her to stay here, but still …’

         I nodded, but my thoughts had shifted back to Milo. I wondered if he was on the train yet. Grimes had reached Milo and confirmed that he would arrive home that evening. It had occurred to me more than once that I ought to have rung up Milo myself, but I didn’t want to talk to him about the matter over the telephone.28

         As my thoughts switched to Milo, so, it seemed, did Mrs Busby’s.

         ‘And what of Mr Ames?’ she asked. ‘How is he feeling about the arrival of the baby?’

         She had always been very careful when she spoke to me about Milo, tiptoeing around mentions of him as someone might of a person with some dreadful disease. Sin being the prevailing ailment in his case.

         ‘I think he’s very much looking forward to it,’ I said.

         ‘I’m glad. I saw him in the village this morning, but it was from a distance, and I didn’t have the chance to speak with him.’

         Milo had been in London for two days, so it must have been another morning, but I didn’t bother to correct her. My mind was still preoccupied by her question and my answer to it. Milo had given every indication that he was ready to be a father.

         Unless, that is, he had married another woman in Brighton.

         
             

         

         I at last bid Mrs Busby farewell and returned to Thornecrest where I ate dinner alone and then went to my room to read, studiously avoiding looking at the clock.

         I tried not to worry about the situation with Imogen, but it was very hard not to. The truth of it was, Milo and I had had a somewhat rocky relationship for much of our marriage. It was only in the past two years that things had begun to grow better between us. While I really didn’t believe that he would have committed bigamy, I couldn’t help but feel that there was something amiss here, for I couldn’t quite discount Imogen’s teary-eyed sincerity.29

         He arrived home quite late. I was sitting in our bedroom, my eyes trained on the same page of a book that they had been rereading for ten minutes.

         ‘Hello, darling,’ he said, his gaze sweeping over me in that way he had of late of assessing my condition whenever he saw me. ‘Is everything all right?’

         ‘Yes. That is … I’m not quite sure.’

         ‘Do you feel unwell?’

         ‘No, no. I’m quite well.’

         ‘Grimes said that you weren’t ill, but I was concerned, just the same.’

         Though perhaps it wasn’t quite nice of me, I had been counting on that reaction to a certain extent. Under normal circumstances, he would’ve taken his time about coming home; he certainly would’ve waited for the morning train rather than returning at this hour.

         ‘I’m sorry if I worried you,’ I said, a tad facetiously.

         ‘Well, I’m glad to be home anyway. The flat always seems so empty without you.’

         He came and sat down on the bed, pulling at his necktie with a sigh. ‘So what was the reason for the summons? Did you miss me?’

         ‘You didn’t happen to marry another woman in January, did you?’ I asked lightly.

         He turned to look over his shoulder at me. ‘I beg your pardon?’

         I gave him the faintest smile. ‘It’s a simple enough question.’

         ‘What on earth are you talking about?’

         I tried to gauge his reaction, to see if there was anything telling in it. There wasn’t the faintest glimmer 30of guilt or even unease in his bright blue eyes, but I knew from experience that this was not conclusive proof of innocence.

         I continued in a casual tone. ‘A very pretty young woman named Imogen Prescott came here today and said she married you three months ago in Brighton.’

         He laughed.

         I searched his face, still trying to detect any sign of deception. It was very difficult to tell with Milo, for he was excellent at hiding his thoughts and, as a general rule, suffered little remorse for his misdeeds. But I was fairly certain that he was genuinely amused at the suggestion, and a bit of the weight I had felt on my chest since this afternoon seemed to lift.

         Since I had said nothing, he seemed to realise that I was in earnest, and his brows rose. ‘You’re serious.’

         ‘Quite serious. She identified a photograph of you.’

         His answer was swift and unequivocal. ‘Then she’s lying.’

         ‘You’re quite sure?’

         He looked at me as though I had said something very silly indeed. ‘Yes, darling. I’m quite sure I did not marry a young woman in Brighton in January.’

         I let out a little sigh. ‘I had rather hoped you’d say that.’

         ‘You don’t mean to say you believed her?’

         ‘I didn’t know what to believe,’ I admitted. ‘It didn’t seem likely to me, but she was very convincing.’

         ‘Whatever she was, you ought to have known better than to think I would commit bigamy, of all things. One wife is more than enough to contend with.’

         I gave a little laugh. ‘Somehow I thought you might consider it from that angle.’31

         ‘And, of course, I wouldn’t want another wife when I’ve got you,’ he added belatedly.

         ‘Oh, how you flatter me.’

         ‘What else did this young woman have to say?’

         I related to him the details of Imogen’s visit. He listened with his usual unreadable expression; nothing ever really shocked him.

         ‘I suppose someone’s been using your name,’ I said when I had finished.

         ‘That does seem a possible explanation, though I don’t know why anyone would want to go to all that trouble.’

         ‘Obviously someone was toying with that girl.’ I felt a surge of indignation. ‘They gave her a false name, convinced her that they were married, and now she’s been … compromised.’

         ‘It seems a bit far-fetched. It’s more likely that it’s some sort of ruse. It sounds as though she came here hoping to get money out of you. Perhaps she thought you’d pay her to go away without ever saying anything to me.’

         ‘The thought had occurred to me,’ I admitted. ‘But there was something very genuine about her. She doesn’t seem to be that sort of person. Once you’ve met her, you’ll see what I mean.’

         ‘Oh, I doubt very much that I’ll ever meet her. I shouldn’t be at all surprised if she has mysteriously disappeared from the inn by tomorrow. She’s probably already back in London by now.’ He reached across the bed and patted my leg before rising. ‘She may have looked young and innocent, but there are a lot of excellent liars in the world, my sweet.’32

         He went then to bathe and dress for bed, and I went back to my book. I found, however, that I still couldn’t seem to concentrate.

         I had the uneasy sensation that there was trouble on the horizon.
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            CHAPTER THREE

         

         Though I knew it would be best to straighten things out as soon as possible, I put off ringing the inn for Imogen the next morning. Perhaps I was not quite ready for the emotional upheaval I knew it was likely to cause.

         Milo, still appearing unperturbed and, indeed, mostly disinterested in the whole matter, had gone off to the stables to see to his horses. A keen equestrian, when he wasn’t darting off to London or the Continent, he was often gone to livestock auctions or horse shows or out riding for long stretches.

         Not that I minded. Truth be told, I was rather glad at the moment not to have him underfoot. Though I truly believed that he was blameless in the whole matter, I still felt unaccountably irritated with him in the way one does when one dreams a spouse has done something untoward and one can’t quite shake the feeling of annoyance upon waking.34

         I considered going out walking in the direction of the village to see if I could encounter Imogen casually in the streets or shops near the inn, but I didn’t feel quite up to a strenuous jaunt this morning. Besides, there was no reason to rush.

         I supposed I was just feeling a bit out of sorts. Pregnancy had forced me to slow my usual pace, and I wasn’t used to being at such loose ends.

         Looking around the sitting room, I spotted several items that could use tidying. I had finished knitting a blanket and bonnet for the baby, and there was also a stack of children’s books with colourful illustrations that Milo had purchased in London.

         I had just put everything into my knitting basket to carry to the nursery when Winnelda, my maid, appeared in the doorway.

         ‘Oh, madam, let me do that for you!’ she said, rushing towards me and taking the basket from my hands before I could protest. ‘You shouldn’t be carrying things, you know. Not at this delicate stage.’

         ‘I’m perfectly capable of doing it,’ I said. I submitted rather than argue, though I didn’t feel at all delicate and was perfectly capable of managing a basket of that size. I was very much looking forward to the baby’s arrival, for it seemed that I couldn’t do anything without being fussed over.

         ‘Are you feeling all right, madam?’ Winnelda asked, eyeing me as she prepared to take the basket from the room. Ever since discovering I was going to have a baby, she had watched me with all the care the proprietor of a china shop might exhibit when dealing with a piece of Royal Worcester 35bone china. As she was the eldest of six sisters, I thought she ought to know I wasn’t in danger of breaking into pieces at the slightest provocation just because I was with child.

         ‘I’m feeling very well, Winnelda,’ I said, for what was surely the thousandth time in the last five months.

         ‘Would you like something more to eat?’

         ‘No, thank you. I’ve just had a very large breakfast.’

         She looked at me a bit sceptically. Her mother, she had informed me, had gained a good deal of weight when pregnant with each of Winnelda’s sisters, and I was not living up to the standard. Though I was fairly tall and naturally slim, Winnelda seemed to think it unusual that I had not grown more rotund.

         I turned, prepared to leave the room.

         ‘From the back you still can’t tell …’ she said sadly. ‘Maybe if you eat more eggs. And put some extra butter on your toast.’

         I had been eating quite enough for an entire family, so I wasn’t at all concerned. Nor was my doctor, who felt that I was in excellent health.

         ‘I’ll keep that in mind,’ I said. I escaped the room then, deciding that a walk would do me good after all.

         I collected a jacket and made my way out the French doors in the morning room. The air was cool but refreshing, and I drew in a deep breath as I walked across the grass, which was still damp with morning dew. Spring had begun to make its first marks upon the landscape, and green was sprouting all around me: the verdant lawns, the leaves on the trees, the last of the snowdrops giving way to the daffodils. It was always lovely to see the first signs of new life emerging in the countryside.36

         Fitting, too, I supposed, that new life would be joining my household as well.

         Without thinking too much about it, I wandered in the direction of the stables.

         Milo didn’t enter his horses in the Springtide Festival races. He didn’t think it sporting to pit his thoroughbreds and show horses against the local animals. It was a snobbish sentiment, perhaps, but I had to agree that it would be difficult for anyone in the county to defeat Milo’s horses.

         I reached the stable door and stepped inside. Things were quiet and neat, everything in its place. In contrast to his nonchalant approach to most things in life, Milo, like the stern captain of a Royal Navy vessel, ran a tight ship in his stables. He had no patience for shoddy or incompetent work, and his somewhat tyrannical approach to the matter had left more than one browbeaten stable hand in his wake.

         I walked alongside the stalls, looking at the horses. The smell of fresh hay hung in the air, and there were the soft sounds of horses rustling and nickering. The biggest stall belonged to Xerxes, the prize of Milo’s stables. He was a coal-black Arabian with the devil’s own temper, notorious for biting and kicking stable hands, and no one but Milo had ever been able to ride him.

         He snorted when he saw me, tossing his jet-coloured mane in a show of ill temper. ‘You needn’t worry, Xerxes,’ I said. ‘I haven’t the faintest intention of bothering you.’

         He stamped a foot in response, but I ignored him and moved on to the next stall. This was where my horse, Paloma, was housed. She was a sleek chestnut mare with white forelegs and face.37

         ‘Hello, old girl,’ I said as she came to greet me. I rubbed a hand down her nose and wished that I had thought to bring an apple or carrot with me. For obvious reasons, I had not been able to ride in some time, and I missed our jaunts across the fields together.

         I heard Xerxes snort again, loudly, but paid little attention until a voice sounded behind me. ‘Oh, good morning, Mrs Ames.’

         I turned to see Bertie Phipps, Marena Hodges’s young man. I hadn’t heard him approaching. He was a tall, handsomely built boy with a shock of darkish blonde hair that he was constantly sweeping back from his forehead. He was dressed in shirtsleeves and grass-stained, mud-flecked trousers and holding a harness in one of his hands.

         ‘Good morning, Bertie,’ I said. ‘How are you?’

         ‘Very well, Mrs Ames. And yourself?’ He flushed a little as he said this, his eyes landing on my stomach and flittering guiltily away.

         ‘I’m quite well, thank you,’ I replied, ignoring this reaction. ‘You’re helping Mr Ames with the horses, I see.’

         ‘Yes, ma’am. A good day to exercise them, he says. I’m always glad to give them a turnabout the pasture.’

         I looked at the specks of mud on his trousers. ‘Don’t tell me you attempted to ride Xerxes.’

         He shook his head. ‘Not yet. But one day. It was Hades that threw me. Went over a hedge when I wasn’t expecting it.’

         ‘You weren’t harmed?’

         ‘Oh, no. I know the right way to fall. Lady Alma says each fall is a horse man’s badge of honour.’

         Bertie also spent a good deal of time at Lady Alma’s stables. Lady Alma often gave him odd jobs to do, just as 38Milo did. It had been a dream of Bertie’s to own a horse of his own, and he had saved every penny he could towards that end. Only recently, he had accomplished his goal and purchased a horse he called Molly. Milo had told me Bertie was very much looking forward to riding her in the Springtide Festival race.

         ‘Well, I’m glad you’re all right,’ I said.

         ‘None the worse for wear, excepting my clothes, of course. It’s a bit muddy now that the snow’s melted, but I don’t mind mud if it means the sun is shining.’

         ‘Yes, the weather is rather lovely, isn’t it? I saw Marena yesterday. I thought she must have been out for a walk with you.’

         His smile faltered. ‘We … we haven’t been seeing so much of each other lately,’ he said, the slightest flush creeping up on his cheeks.

         I realised that I had made some sort of error; that was what I got for assuming.

         ‘Oh,’ I said faintly. ‘I’m sorry.’

         ‘It’ll be all right. We love each other, and that’s what matters in the end. We’ll settle things.’ He offered me an unconvincing smile.

         ‘There you are, Phipps,’ Milo said, striding into the stables, his spotless jodhpurs, shining black boots and crisply pressed white shirt in marked contrast to Bertie’s soiled attire.

         ‘I’ve sent Geoffrey off with Hades, so you can take Gwendolyn. She’s never been one for hedges.’

         ‘Right away, Mr Ames,’ he said. He turned, tipping his head to me, the lock of blonde hair flopping forward. ‘Good day, Mrs Ames.’39

         ‘Good day, Bertie.’

         He left the stables and Milo turned to me. ‘Do you think you should be out here?’

         ‘Why shouldn’t I?’

         ‘Horses can be unpredictable. I shouldn’t like to see anything happen to you.’

         I sighed. I supposed I was simply going to have to put up with being treated like a porcelain doll until the baby arrived. ‘I don’t intend to throw myself in the way of any trampling horses.’

         He smiled. ‘I’m glad to hear it.’

         I glanced at the door just in time to see the departing figure of Bertie Phipps disappearing into the sunlight. ‘Have he and Marena Hodges parted ways?’

         Milo shrugged. ‘I haven’t the faintest idea.’

         I was not at all surprised that Milo had failed to keep up with the shifting sands of village romance.

         It was curious. Marena had looked so radiant yesterday. Certainly there had been nothing to mark her as a woman who had recently had her heart broken. I suspected the end of the romance had been more her idea than Bertie’s.

         ‘Were you looking for me, darling?’ Milo asked, recalling my attention.

         ‘Not particularly. Winnelda was stifling me, and I felt the need to escape.’

         ‘You’d think in a hundred odd rooms you might have evaded her.’

         He was right, of course. Thornecrest was large enough that one could avoid human contact indefinitely if one had a mind to do so. But rooms full of antiques, however lovely, were no substitute for fresh air.40

         ‘I needed to breathe,’ I said simply.

         He studied me, then neatly summed up what I was feeling in that easy way of his. ‘You’re worried about that girl.’

         I nodded. ‘Among other things.’

         ‘You rang the inn?’

         ‘No. I’ve been avoiding it.’

         ‘You’ll likely find she’s gone when you do. I’d wager we’ll not see her again.’

         ‘Perhaps not,’ I answered. I didn’t know whether to hope he was right or wrong. A part of me supposed it would be better if that were the case, if Imogen had been hoping to get something from me with her lie and, having failed, would not come back. Another treacherous part of me hoped that there was some sort of mischief afoot.

         While I was enjoying this first phase of motherhood, I had to admit that the past few months had also held something akin to tedium. Despite my increasing maternal feelings, my streak of adventure had not been quelled. And things had been exceedingly quiet since we had returned home from New York in November.

         ‘Come, darling,’ Milo said, sliding an arm around me. ‘I’ll frighten Winnelda away and you can keep me company while I answer some correspondence. I’ve been neglecting responding to some letters; you know how I hate it.’

         ‘All right.’

         We walked back towards the house in companionable silence. I glanced at Milo as we went. He looked relaxed and happy. He usually appeared that way after he’d spent time with his horses. I felt some of my own tension leave me, as though his contentment was contagious. His arm 41was still around me, and the solid warmth of him against my side was comforting.

         I was growing accustomed to it, I realised – of finding comfort in his presence. Our marriage had not always been this way; in the past we had been at odds nearly as often as we were in tune. I was immeasurably glad that, with a baby on the way, we were closer than we had ever been.

         We entered the house through the front door and were greeted by Grimes. For the second time in as many days, his normally imperturbable countenance had slipped ever so slightly, and I could tell something was wrong.

         ‘What is it, Grimes?’ I asked as Milo helped me off with my jacket.

         ‘There is a … gentleman asking to see Mr Ames.’

         ‘Who is it?’ Milo asked.

         Grimes hesitated. ‘He refuses to give his name.’

         How very odd. I didn’t know what to think. Everything was normally so quiet here at Thornecrest, and now we were having all manner of excitement.

         Milo let out a short, irritated breath. ‘It’s probably one of those Americans with the nightclub. They all seem averse to revealing their identities.’

         Since Milo had thrown in his lot with American bootleggers to open a nightclub in London, I didn’t think he had much room for complaint on their unconventional and secretive behaviours.

         ‘Where is the fellow?’ he asked.

         ‘He’s in the morning room, sir. He … declined to leave until he had spoken with you.’

         ‘Thank you, Grimes.’42

         ‘I’ll come with you,’ I said. ‘You know I enjoy meeting your underworld friends.’

         Milo gave me a look but did not protest as I followed him towards the morning room. He motioned for me to precede him as we reached the door, and I caught sight of the gentleman standing before the fireplace and looking up at the painting on the wall.

         He turned at the sound of our approach, and I blinked. The strange young man standing in our sitting room looked so much like Milo that I thought for a fraction of a moment Milo had done some feat of magic and entered the room before me without my noticing.

         Milo, it seemed, must have noticed the resemblance as well, for he dispensed with any formalities. ‘Who the devil are you?’ he demanded.

         The young man smiled Milo’s smile. ‘My name is Darien Ames. I’m your long-lost brother.’
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