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To Melt a Frozen Heart

Rossingley, Book 3.5

Fearne Hill


To RRHH


Chapter One

FREDDIE

“He won’t accept anything too fancy. You know what he’s like. He might even say no!”

I pushed the double buggy on a second lap around Rossingley Lake. Lucien sauntered alongside, puffing on a crafty fag out of view of the twins and indeed anyone else. Limiting himself to only one cigarette per week, he had started smoking Virginia Slims, which were apparently the longest.

“He won’t say no,” Lucien reassured, not hiding the frustration in his voice. In his defence, I was beginning to sound like a stuck record. “The bangle isn’t too fancy, darling. It’s perfect. A brilliant choice, even if I do say so myself.”

“Maybe we should have stuck to the plain one without the diamonds.”

Lucien groaned, not unreasonably. “Trust me, Freddie. Reuben will agree to marry you if you present him with a bag of organic compost. Perhaps that’s what we should have bought? A quick trip down to the garden centre would have been a hell of a lot kinder on my poor feet.”

“I forgot you had bunions.”

“Shh! Don’t use that filthy language in front of the children! The sixteenth Earl of Rossingley does not have bunions! I think you’ll find that in our household, my husband and I have agreed to refer to them as my ‘shapely love bumps’.”

I never foresaw Lucien declaring he’d fallen out of love with shopping, but last week, I’d been the prime instigator of it. He’d agreed with pleasure to accompany me on an expedition up to London to choose an engagement gift for Reuben, but by the time I’d trawled pretty much every single jeweller on a packed pre-Christmas Bond Street, he’d declared himself a convert to the internet and had spent the evening moaning, with his knobbly, bruised feet plunged in an ice bath.

Marriage: love, laughter, and happily ever after.

I was achingly desperate to pop the question. To tie the knot. To plight my troth, whatever the fuck that meant. The pretty bangle burned a hole in my jacket pocket, and the words were almost bursting out of me. Ever since Lucien had done the deed, he scattered the phrase ‘my husband’ around like confetti practically whenever he opened his mouth. Every time he casually threw the words out, I experienced a sharp kick in the guts of pure envy. Not of him being married to Jay, although I thought I’d be secretly drooling over his pecs forever.

Having previously viewed the whole marriage thing as a heteronormative black hole to avoid like the plague, since Lucien’s bloody wedding, a primal urge to be married to Reuben had lodged in my brain. I craved the awesome sense of possessiveness about it. To put a ring on it. To get down on one knee. Like Lucien, I wanted to add the words ‘my husband’ to my vocabulary and say them with pride. On a practical level, I wanted to give Reuben a legal right to all my dosh. Even if he wasn’t fussed about having it.

Knowing Reuben wouldn’t hold truck with a showy engagement ring, I’d decided to buy him a bangle instead, which he could discreetly hide under his long sleeves every day at work. What had begun in my mind as a simple silver wristband had morphed into an impressively solid chunk of white gold, inlaid with delicate yellow diamonds shaped like flowerheads. Engraved on the inside I’d chosen ‘all my love forever, Freddie’. Not challenging Byron in the romantic poetry stakes but pretty much summing up all my feelings for him in a nutshell. Lucien and I agreed the bangle was stunning; yellow was my man’s favourite colour, and I’d fallen in love the moment I’d clapped eyes on it.

“Maybe I should get him a simple silver one too,” I hedged. “Then he can choose. Or have both.”

“Yes, darling, why don’t you do that,” Lucien replied testily. “Actually, buy two simple silver bracelets, and a sweet little chain too. Bring them to me, we’ll secure them around both your wrists, and then I’ll handcuff you somewhere suitably far enough away that I don’t have to hear you drivelling on about the bloody bangle. Reuben adores you! He’ll adore the bangle. He’s going to say yes!”


Chapter Two

CHARLES

“Mingle. Go on! Shake some hands and cuddle some babies. You’re a politician; you’re supposed to be good at this sort of thing.”

Bah, humbug.

I huffed a sigh, feeling like a timid five-year-old clinging to my mother’s skirts at a birthday party. As Freddie had observed, I was good at this sort of thing, but only with the right kind of people. My kind of people. Old Etonians, Harrovians—even Wykehamists at a push, as long as they didn’t drone on about their dull civil service careers. People with whom I shared the uncommon language of Oxbridge, the City, Henley, croquet on the lawn, Wimbledon. Actually, not Wimbledon. Tennis was a sore subject these days, ever since wife number two ran off with the tennis coach. A shame really; he’d worked a minor miracle on my topspin backhand.

Freddie had a point though. I had docilely traipsed after him all evening. Scratch that, I’d traipsed after him for the last four days. When he invited me to join the clan at Rossingley for the Christmas parliamentary break, I’d leapt at the offer, overwhelmingly and pathetically grateful. There were no two ways about it. The alternative would have been uniformly gloomy as hell, whereas at least here I swung from feeling bloody brilliant to inexplicably tearful.

My son and Reuben were splendid company—as were Lucien and his husband, Jay. And I’d fallen head over heels in love with Lucien’s babies from the moment they were born, surprising myself as much as anyone. The stupid and unpredictable tears came when my son, Freddie, and his friends were so damned nice to me. I didn’t deserve any of their relentless kindnesses—and not from Freddie especially. I’d been a rotten father, utterly rotten, and yet my precious, big-hearted son had forgiven me anyway.

So, despite having every reason to be jolly and full of Christmas bonhomie, I found myself behaving like a modern-day Scrooge. I liked to think I’d learned from my past and more recent mistakes, yet I couldn’t seem to bloody start the last chapter, the tear-jerking finale, Scrooge’s vision of a future filled with joy and happiness. Witnessing firsthand how competently these delightful young men managed to combine ambitious careers with successful personal lives was, frankly, extremely depressing. I’d failed miserably at the latter, costing me two wives and almost losing my dear son. Real life, unlike romantic fiction, didn’t guarantee a happy ending, even if the principal villain had recognised the error of his ways.

Grumpy and irritable, I surveyed the happy spread of humans gathered in the Rossingley drawing room with mild distaste. It was no wonder I was struggling to find my place at this ghastly affair. Ever the libertarian, Lucien didn’t care two figs for inviting the landed gentry to his inaugural Rossingley Christmas drinks party. He’d chosen instead to cram his elegant drawing room with grubby villagers. Even the barmaid from the Rossingley Arms was here, leaving nothing to the imagination as far as her bosom was concerned.

And that second glass of fizz had given me rotten heartburn. I glanced at my watch. Only another bloody three hours to go. Perhaps I could slink undetected…

“Where do you think you’re going?” Freddie demanded, rounding on me. Gosh, that boy was more and more like his departed mother, rest her soul. As if his sharp blue eyes could read my every thought.

“Um…to the little boy’s room?”

He sighed with exasperation, the tiniest of frowns denting his flawless smooth forehead. He’d inherited his perfect skin from his mother too. “You know as well as I do where the loo is, and it’s not over there! I’m not letting you duck out of this, Daddy. Do what you’re told; it’s good for you. Go. And. Mingle! You never know, you might actually meet somebody you like.”

Humph. It was all right for Freddie, with his astonishing handsomeness and natural social grace (mother’s genes again). All he had to do was flutter his eyelashes and men and women seemed to materialise from underneath the sideboard. All of them hoping the glamour would somehow rub off. Whereas I stood alone, approaching my sixtieth birthday next month with trepidation and wishing I’d an antacid in my pocket. I could have done with notching my belt on a slightly looser hole too. At least with my height, my ever-spreading bald patch wasn’t so obvious. Maybe I could discreetly adjust my belt, seeing as nobody had so much as cast a glance in my direction anyhow. Surrounded by Freddie and Lucien’s cohort and raucous villagers making the most of the earl’s free fizz and sherry, I felt myself entirely invisible.

“Maybe I’ll go and find Marcel,” I decided gloomily. Lucien’s oldest pal was always good for a chinwag. I could tease him about France’s stagnant economic growth.

But that wasn’t good enough for my son either.

“Daddy,” he tutted. “Talking shop to Marcel doesn’t qualify as mingling. You’ve known him since he was about thirteen years old. He’s practically family.” Freddie cast his steely blue gaze around the room, squinting over people’s heads. “Anyway, Guillaume has taken him upstairs for a short lie-down. Allegedly, he overdid things with the ramble around the estate this afternoon. That’s their excuse anyway.”

Lucky Marcel. Both in having a valid excuse to escape and a delightful partner with whom to make his escape. Not that I wished for a debilitating chronic disease. Or coveted his rather striking lover, Guillaume. I’d put a tight lid on shenanigans like that years ago.

Buggering around (quite literally) with the shirt lifters in the school dorm was but a hazy memory—it had almost been a rite of passage. And there had been absolutely no reason at all not to carry on at Cambridge; indeed, it was par for the course amongst our hedonistic set. Naturally, I’d thrown that nonsense into the bottom of my trunk and shoved it to the back of the attic years ago, along with the old school tie and my threadbare rugger shirt.

After all, I’d had a reputation to build. And I’d succeeded, had dedicated the last thirty or so years crafting my career. But more recently, I’d been seriously asking myself the question: For what? Two failed marriages and the prospect of facing the latter quarter of my allotted threescore years and ten alone? Seems I had achieved everything I always wanted and yet nothing I actually needed.

Thank God for Freddie and my nephew, Lucien. If they hadn’t taken pity on me and invited me to stay then I’d be wallowing on my tod in London with a quart of Scotch, reruns of Dad’s Army, and the extensive romcom oeuvre of Hugh Grant for the entirety of the Christmas parliamentary break. Even an evening with Lucien’s village rabble was preferable to that purgatory.

Glumly, I surveyed the gathering. Still no sign of my saviour, Marcel. Freddie wandered across to join Lucien over by the mantel, where he indulged a gaggle of village women as they cooed over baby Eliza and cast covert glances at Lucien’s peculiar attire. Tonight, my nephew had chosen a tangerine-coloured silk tunic and taken a liberal approach to eye makeup, still managing to look strangely beautiful. God knows what the tweedy villagers made of him.

Near the buffet table, Lucien’s equally eye-catching but soberly dressed husband, Jay, with a sleeping Arthur casually draped over his broad shoulder, was deep in conversation with the estate manager, Will Beecham. While excellent at his job, just like his father before him, Will was dull as ditch water. I could have joined them, but the talk would likely have been centred around crop rotations or soccer, subjects I neither cared for nor understood.

Which left young Reuben, of whom I’d become increasingly fond, principally because he let me witter on about my orchids without interrupting and kept my wayward Freddie on an extremely short leash.

Swallowing a hefty glug of Lucien’s delicious vintage fizz, which may as well have been battery acid judging from the effect champagne had on my insides these days, I eased my way through the throng over towards Reuben.

Big mistake. Freddie’s boyfriend was surrounded by the ragtag group of degenerates he insisted on referring to as friends, known to anybody with a modicum of decorum as Lucien’s ex-con gardening crew. In view of the state of his trousers, one of them looked as if he’d actually joined the party straight from the potting shed. Goodness knows what devilment he’d deposited on Lucien’s cream carpets.

With a fresh flood of social anxiety, I loitered in an awkward, self-conscious limbo between Reuben’s chums and a raucous cluster of women. Me, the Rt Hon Charles Duchamps-Avery MP, of the Rossingley Duchamps-Averys, hovering like an ingenue wallflower. Hesitating on the periphery of a group of men, most of whom would struggle to locate their nearest polling booth, let alone discuss the finer points of the global impact of the UK’s post-Brexit trade policy. Ignorant, or at the very least uncaring, that unemployment figures had risen by 1.2 per cent in the past six months, or that the pound had fallen against the dollar 0.38 per cent in the last forty-eight hours. They didn’t give a flying fuck about the macroeconomics of the electric car industry. And why should they, when they could discuss the opening of a new microbrewery in the next village, or that old Pete Evans was currently languishing in Allenmouth Hospital with a nasty chest infection and wasn’t expected to come out alive?

Even if the waves suddenly parted, even if Reuben noticed me at his shoulder and welcomed me into the group, I would have remained tongue-tied. I literally had nothing of value or interest to impart to these ordinary folk. Shockingly, I had found myself in the extraordinary position of being a misfit. An outsider. An anachronism. And depressingly, my Damascene moment was occurring here of all places, in the bloody stately home in which I was born and raised. All these happy, excitable souls, laughing, chattering, and scoffing sausage rolls in the exact same drawing room where, too many years ago to calculate, I’d showed off my first Beethoven piano recital to my proud parents. Where I’d brought Freddie’s mother to announce our engagement. Lucien and Freddie had moved with the times, effortlessly it would seem. Sadly, I had not.

“Hello, I’m guessing this isn’t your scene either.”

I turned, prepared to look down (Freddie inherited his height from me), but found myself tilting my gaze slightly upwards, into narrowed grey eyes. The voice was low and devoid of the local country burr. Automatically, I held out my hand.

“Charles Avery, how do you do.” God, I sounded pompous.

The stranger’s steady gaze was eerily serene; if I had to choose one adjective to describe his eyes, I’d plump for ‘knowing’. As he leisurely scrutinized my face, I had the uncomfortable sensation he’d already extracted and filed away my deepest secrets merely from the act of me returning his gaze.

I pumped his cool hand, pathetically grateful to him for rescuing me, although I wasn’t entirely sure from where he’d manifested. Possibly the nineteenth century, if his outfit was anything to go by. The man was tall and thin—elegantly so. A faded burgundy velvet smoking jacket hung from his angular frame; he had carelessly tied a paisley silk cravat around his neck. A Bohemian type, the likes of which I hadn’t encountered since my Cambridge days. Indeed, we were of a similar age.

Measuring oneself against one’s peers is a deeply embedded facet of human nature. As reflexive as breathing. It begins on the school playing fields, where we note and celebrate the fastest, the strongest, the fittest. Then, as we pass through the years, more successful young men display their rank by purchasing sportier cars, receiving bigger bonuses, and securing prettier wives. Followed by more expensive divorces.

With all that nonsense behind me, these days I found myself measuring success in terms of hair follicles. And against this fine figure of a man, I fell woefully short. A luxuriant silvery mane swept back from a high forehead hung down his back, neatly secured with a black hairband.

“George,” he returned eventually, holding the handshake fractionally longer than comfortable. “George Samwise.”

That assessing gaze travelled the length of my body, raking over my bland country casuals—the clothing equivalent of tofu—with the open regard of one’s tailor sizing up for a new suit. Yet this man didn’t wield a tape measure, and I wasn’t in a private Savile Row changing room, dressed only in my underwear. Regardless, his grey eyes stripped me naked. With a jolt of shock, I realised I was being, as Freddie would have put it, checked out.

Sudden heat rushed to my cheeks and I straightened my shoulders.

“Charles Avery, how do you do.”

“You’ve already told me that,” the man observed with the hint of a smile.

“So I have. I’m Freddie’s father. Lucien’s uncle. Great-uncle to the twins.”

“Yes,” he drawled, amused. “That’s usually how genealogy works. And I recognised you from photographs in the newspapers. They don’t do you justice. You’re handsome, like all the Avery men.”
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