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Chapter 1


Bramble Kelly slept with her curtains open. She had learned it from her father, who liked to stay close to the weather, and, besides, there was no one outside who could see in. There were only endless rows of low apple trees, dotted with tiny crimson apples, many now fallen in sad, untidy mounds like old ladies’ discarded red flannel petticoats. Her father Edward Beaumont had sold the land five years ago but the new owners, a company in Ashford, sometimes didn’t bother to harvest the fruit.


That morning Bramble saw a low-lying mist creeping through the orchards, snaking between the trees as if searching for something. Suddenly, she thought she saw evil.


She struggled to shut the window, which was a rickety Georgian sash that stuck and rattled, only responding to careful jiggling. Closing her eyes for a moment she told herself that it was simply an early autumn fog. When she opened them again the mist had gone and she could see the horses jostling by the gate in the paddock, their breath pluming in the air. The young ones danced, their long, elegant legs like springs. Her gaze rested on Sailor, the yard’s mischief-maker, a handsome bay gelding with a coat as soft as cashmere. He looked restless and uneasy.


‘Horses stop listening at blackberry time,’ her father always said. ‘They know everything’s about to change.’


‘They know it’s breakfast time, more like,’ Bramble muttered to herself as she pulled on her jeans and hurried downstairs.


She paused on the stairs to look through the great arched window over the front door. Lorenden, the house Bramble had lived in since she was born, had been a farmhouse since Elizabeth I’s ships had conquered and plundered the Spanish Armada. The house had been built, according to legend, by a crew member of one of the victorious English ships. Only a few brick chimneys remained of that Elizabethan house, but a Jacobean one had been built around them.


The layers of time were tangible. Everyone who had lived there had left a little of themselves behind. At the back of the house there were four steeply pitched clay roofs, while at the front a wealthy Georgian farmer had added a fashionable classical façade, with a pillared portico of a front porch. Bramble, like every inhabitant of the house for hundreds of years before her, looked out of the window at the top of the stairs, checking the sweep of the drive in front of the house and the horses in the field across the narrow lane.


That morning something was not quite right. She stopped and studied the familiar scene. At the end of the gravel drive there were white-painted wooden gates, over which she could see the horses, including her father’s retired Olympic champion Ben and Patch, her daughter’s old pony. There was nothing wrong, nothing she could put her finger on. She sighed. Tiredness could make you imagine disasters that hadn’t happened. Luckily it was nearly the end of the eventing season and the long, dark, cosy evenings of winter beckoned. She clattered down the broad oak staircase, keeping an ear cocked for her father’s footsteps. They’d argued last night – bitterly – and she was still angry.


Downstairs in the kitchen Mop and Muddle, the terriers, scuffled eagerly at her toes and Darcy, golden, elegant and lurcher-languid, yawned and smiled his way out of his basket. Darcy was a sofa hound, her father always joked, bred to get to the sofa first. He had been found as a puppy, tied up with a piece of string, his skin raw with mange and his ribs stark through his matted coat. The careless, ignorant cruelty of it had tugged at Bramble’s heart and Darcy had come home to the scruffy warmth of Lorenden.


If anything was wrong, Bramble told herself, the dogs would have known. She struggled with her boots – she must get a new pair, but the farrier’s bill came first – and, letting the dogs burst through the door ahead of her, she stepped out into the damp silver light of a September dawn and walked to the stables, the triumph of the Victorian Beaumonts.


Bramble’s great-grandfather – who had been a gypsy, Cornish or was the illegitimate son of duke, depending on which family legend you believed – had won a large sum of money on the horses as a young man, and had bought Lorenden to turn it into a stud. With the real gentry out of his reach, he married the only daughter of a wealthy local solicitor. They, too, added their legacy to the house, planting the orchards to ensure an income, creating gardens and building stables that would have befitted a much larger establishment. An Edwardian Beaumont wife had insisted that the house be updated, adding a bay window to the drawing room and a bathroom wing with a spacious cloakroom below. This bathroom had a high claw-footed bath set on a black-and-white floor, and still smelt of talcum powder and linoleum. Bramble’s mother had added another bathroom suite, in avocado green, in the sixties. This, like the rest of the house, was a time capsule of its age.


The stables were near the house, through a wooden gate in the garden wall, and were built of red brick in a U shape. A hayloft and dovecote, now a flat for the groom, commanded the centre block, with a weathervane of a racehorse – Mountain Rocket, the one whose winnings had funded the house’s purchase – on top. It had been a progressive design in its day: each horse was in a loose box with a view rather than tied up in a narrow stall, and inside the stables there were iron mangers, stone water troughs and cobbled floors sloped for easy drainage. The high roof, in Kent peg tile, was designed for maximum ventilation on hot summer days. Outside, Bramble’s father had installed a sand school and a big metal horse walker.


As Bramble went through all the familiar routines, running an eye – or a hand – over each horse to check that nothing had happened in the night and portioning out the feeds, she expected her father to appear, complaining and snuffling as he always did first thing in the morning. ‘Have you seen Edward?’ she asked as Donna, the groom, came out of her flat, rubbing last night’s mascara out of her eyes.


Donna’s bleached-blonde ponytail bobbed as she shook her head. ‘I’ve only just got up. Bit of a heavy night. Sorry.’


Most of Donna’s nights were heavy. She worked hard and played hard.


Bramble measured out the feeds almost on autopilot: competition mix in the blue bucket for the horse that was still eventing, and a quieter barley blend in the bright green bucket for the mare who’d bucked her owner off three times that week. There were other buckets: purple, lilac, pink, orange and yellow, each allocated to a different horse. Nine horses in all, not counting the pensioners or the youngsters in the field who hadn’t been broken in, bringing the count up to fourteen. Bramble tied up a small haynet in each stable to keep the horses occupied, while Donna mucked out, piling up the steaming manure on the muck-heap at the back and sweeping the whole area until it was sparkling clean.


Edward wasn’t in the kitchen so she went upstairs to his room. He was always up by seven o’clock at the latest, and usually much, much earlier than that. She tapped on his door then carefully pushed it open, composing the words of her argument in her head as she did so. The bed was rumpled and empty.


‘Pa?’ she asked.


There was no answer.


‘Savannah, have you seen Grampa?’ she shouted to her daughter.


‘What?’ Savannah came slowly out of her room, her mane of curly brown hair tangled with sleep.


There was a direct genetic line – clear grey-blue eyes and thick, irrepressible, corkscrew-curled muddy-blonde hair and the build of a racing greyhound – running from Edward to Bramble and from Bramble to Savannah, although Savannah had inherited the colouring without the build. She had Dominic Kelly’s – her father’s – stocky, broad-shouldered body. Everyone in Martyr’s Forstal remarked that Edward was a remarkably good-looking man for his age, but that Bramble could make more of herself – her curls were cut short in a severe, boyish cap and her style was neat and professional, but hardly feminine. Savannah was curvy, and would have to ‘watch it’.


‘It’s long past time to get up. It’s almost eight o’clock,’ said Bramble reprovingly to her daughter. ‘And do you know where Grampa is?’


‘Isn’t he in the stables?’ replied Savannah.


‘No, and he isn’t in his room either.’


‘Well, he must be somewhere,’ said Savannah, closing the door again.


Bramble leant her head against the hall window and sighed, her gaze, out of habit, drifting over the field once again to check the fences, the road and the grazing horses. She’d been looking at horses in fields for so long that she could read their body language from a distance, and could tell from their outlines whether they were frightened or ill.


Something was definitely wrong out there. Bramble remembered the sinuous curves of the mist in the orchard and the sense of dread that had taken hold of her heart. There was the same opaque quality of the air out there. Not quite a mist, but not clear either.


She screwed up her eyes and shielded them with her hand in an attempt to see better against the pale, watery sunlight. ‘Savannah,’ she shouted. ‘What do you think of this?’


Savannah flounced out of her room in too-short, recently outgrown pyjamas, muttering: ‘Why do you always have to make such a fuss about everything?’


In the field Ben was alert, his ears forward and tail high, moving restlessly round in a circle and occasionally dropping his head to nudge something on the ground.


‘Nothing there,’ said Savannah. They looked at each other. ‘Well, you know what Ben’s like.’


‘I might as well check.’


‘I’ll get dressed.’


They crunched down the gravel drive in silence, Bramble half-believing they were wasting their time.


‘That’s funny,’ said Savannah as they crossed the lane.


‘What?’


‘There’s a parcel on the ground. Or some sort of animal. Perhaps it’s a dead badger.’


Bramble saw it too, a dark shape in the long grass. She pulled her mobile out of her pocket as they strode over the tussocky grass and pressed her father’s number. He would know what to do.


She could hear a ringing in the grass. ‘Pa’s dropped his mobile here in the field,’ she said.


Savannah ran ahead of her, then crouched down over the dark shape.


For one endless second, Bramble couldn’t understand what she was looking at. Time slowed down and hovered in the air.


Edward Beaumont was lying in the damp morning grass at the feet of his old friend Ben, motionless. The horse blew through his nose in a sigh of distress.


Bramble dropped to Edward’s side. ‘What’s happened? Are you all right?’ They were, she could see, futile questions.


He mumbled something.


‘What?’ She leaned down. ‘What did you say?’


His voice was thick and indistinct. She couldn’t understand.


‘I’m calling a doctor. Right now.’ Bramble had to concentrate on getting the numbers right. Nine. Nine. Nine. ‘Is it the same for mobiles?’


Savannah shrugged, dropping down to hold her grandfather’s hand.


Bramble could barely breathe as she gave her name and address. Lorenden, she said, the familiarity of the name calming her. Off the A2 past Canterbury. Follow the signs for Martyr’s Forstal, it says a mile but it’s more like two and a half, there’s an oast house after the railway bridge …’ Even people who had lived here all their life sometimes got lost in the Bermuda Triangle of fields and lanes, first doubling back on each other then spreading out in an ancient patchwork of meadows, woodland and fields.


The voice pressed her for a postcode. The numbers and letters she had known for so many years jumbled in her head. Eventually she got them straight, her tongue dry and swollen in her mouth.


Is he breathing?


‘Yes.’


Is he conscious?


‘I think so, he’s trying to say something,’ she shouted, wanting them to come immediately. ‘Please stop asking questions. Just come and help.’


‘We need to know the answers,’ said the voice. ‘They’re not slowing down our response. We’re on the way. Are there any signs of violence?’


‘Violence?’ Bramble thought of the evil of the mist, then of her own furious words the night before. ‘I don’t think …’ Her voice rose in a sob.


‘Please stay calm. We can’t help you if you panic.’


‘No.’ Bramble forced herself to slow her breathing but her voice was still shaking. ‘Maybe he fell. Or a heart attack. Or a stroke. I’ve got a First Aid certificate. What can I do?’


They trailed through endless rounds of questions. There was no bleeding. He was a fit man, he rode every day. He hadn’t complained of pain. He hadn’t seen a doctor recently – indeed he had hardly ever seen one. He was sixty-nine but you wouldn’t think it – he could still do a full fourteen-hour working day. Questions that rolled on and on while Bramble’s knees grew damp on the muddy grass, the mobile hooked under her chin as she held her father’s dry, papery hand.


‘Are you on your own?’


‘There’s my daughter, Savannah,’ she said.


‘It would help,’ Bramble was told, ‘if someone could stand outside the gate so that the ambulance can find the house.’


‘We can manage. We’ll be waving from the field. But the lane is difficult to find,’ said Bramble, trying to see the familiar route through a stranger’s eyes – the White Horse pub half a mile before the house, the narrow track winding past the last few hop fields, the caravans for the student workers of a neighbouring farm tucked away behind a beech hedge and the occasional house or farm in the flint and stone mix of the North Downs. The humbler buildings nestled into the landscape as if they had grown out of it. These were the cottages where her father’s farmhands had once lived. They had been sold off now: two to second-home owners from London who would not be there on a Wednesday, one to a determined young woman who was prepared to spend two hours commuting to the City on the six o’clock train, and then there was the barn, which was in the process of being converted by an award-winning architect, but was currently a roofless wreck.


‘The house has a big, long yew hedge, all curving and bumpy, along the front of the garden,’ she said. ‘There are some old white gates – they’ll be open – and then you can see Lorenden at the end of a short gravel sweep. It’s got a Georgian frontage and is painted white. There’s a big cedar tree in front … the field is exactly opposite the house, on the other side of the road.’


Once again the voice stemmed the flow of pointless detail.


Finally the questions were over and the ambulance, according to the voice, was only about twelve minutes away.


Edward Beaumont moaned softly as he stirred and his daughter looked at her watch. Please come, she silently begged the ambulance, taking off her sweater and folding it carefully under his head. Please come soon.


Edward raised his head and put out a hand. ‘Felicity.’


‘No, it’s Savannah, Pa,’ soothed Bramble. ‘And Bramble.’


‘Felicity,’ he mumbled. ‘Tell Felicity …’ The rest of the words were muffled, as if in a rustling paper bag. ‘I’m …’


Savannah knelt down, and took her grandfather’s hand again. ‘What is it? Tell me.’ She leaned towards him. ‘Tell me, Grampa.’


He seized Savannah’s arm with surprising strength. ‘Felicity,’ he murmured again. He said a word that they couldn’t hear. They looked at each other and shook their heads. There was another mumble, and then, quite clearly, again, her name. ‘Felicity. Tell her …’


Bramble saw the light leave his eyes.


‘He’s still breathing.’ Savannah indicated a feather-light rise and fall of his chest and, holding his empty gaze and limp, dry hand, they watched the irregular fluttering of his mouth, the harsh rattle of his breath and then the gradual falling away into stillness.


Suddenly, Bramble remembered her First Aid training and began to work on him, furiously pumping his chest and alternating it with mouth-to-mouth resuscitation while Savannah hovered, frightened. The effort of trying to breathe for two tore at Bramble’s lungs, and every time she tried to compress his chest it felt more like trying to knead a lump of meat and gristle.


But she wouldn’t give up. She thought that if you kept going long enough you could win. You just had to keep going. You could never give up. Down, down. In, out. Down, down. In, out. Although she knew, in the rational part of her brain, that she couldn’t bring him back.


A woman from the ambulance service, dressed in thick, crackly waterproofs, gently took her shoulder and pulled her away. ‘He’s gone, love.’ Bramble heard the words spoken in a Kentish accent above her. ‘He’s gone. Let us take over now.’


Bramble knew about death. She was an eventer. Seven years ago her husband Dom had ridden into a sunny day and had never come back. He had been killed by every event rider’s worst nightmare – a classic slow rotational fall. His horse, taking off a little too fast and a little too soon, had dropped his front legs between the double rails of a log fence and had somersaulted over it, crushing Dom underneath as horse and rider fell. Bramble, who had been waiting to ride the same cross-country course, remembered how time had slowed to a series of heartbeats, remembered the moment when she had known something was wrong, the faces of the people around her, the way no one seemed to know exactly what had happened. The minutes had stretched out then they compressed, suddenly, into a shocking jolt of reality. She had seen the spectators drifting away from the course and back to their cars, silently, with sombre expressions that echoed the numbness in her own heart. From a distance she had heard people offer help and consolation, and she had shaken her head, knowing that she was strong enough to survive.


Looking down at her father’s still face, his mouth hanging open and his eyes staring upwards, she wondered if she had been numb ever since.


The ambulance team – a man and a woman – were both crouched over Edward’s body, but they straightened up and the man looked at his watch. ‘Death pronounced at 8.36 a.m.,’ he said formally.


‘We’ll have to call the police, love,’ said the woman, and Bramble nodded. ‘Just because it’s a sudden death.’


The next half-hour was a jumble of cars arriving and careful, muttered conversations. Looking back on it later, Bramble thought she remembered a marked police car and two young uniformed officers, then an ordinary car and a man in a suit, who asked most of the questions. Bramble and Savannah held hands, but felt embarrassed so Savannah went back to the house to tell Donna what had happened. Bramble offered everyone cups of tea, which they all refused. Eventually the man in the suit, who, she thought, had introduced himself as a detective from the CID, asked Bramble if she was all right. Bramble nodded. Of course she was all right. ‘I just feel a bit sick,’ she added. ‘But it’s nothing.’


The detective had a word with the ambulance man, who nodded. ‘The ambulance will take … your father … to the hospital mortuary,’ said the detective kindly, and Bramble just nodded again. ‘There’ll have to be an inquest, but there’s no sign of this being anything other than natural causes. The funeral directors will tell you what happens next. And here’s my card.’


Bramble put the card in her pocket. It all made very little sense. Inquests, detectives, ambulances … this was supposed to be a normal morning.


‘Have you got someone who can look after you?’ enquired the detective. ‘You’re shocked, you need to take it easy.’


Bramble looked at him as if he was mad. ‘I’ve got the horses to do,’ she said. ‘There’s my daughter and the groom to help. We can manage … but … what could have caused it?’ She didn’t want to admit to their heated dispute the night before. ‘Could it have been … er … stress?’


The ambulance man looked down again, at the now-yellow, waxy face. ‘There’ll be a post-mortem. Don’t worry about it. Edward Beaumont.’ He shook his head. ‘I’m sorry. I’m so sorry.’ It was only then that Bramble realised that she knew him. Mike Tubbs. Of course – Brian Tubbs’s son. Brian did some work on the Lorenden roof from time to time. The old countryside where everyone knew everyone else was now enmeshed in the new centralised countryside, where ambulances and fire engines might come from thirty miles away. The woman Mike worked with was a complete stranger, a solid, kindly looking person he addressed as Glenda.


‘He was a real local hero, he was,’ said Mike to Glenda. ‘He did so much for us kids when I was in the Pony Club. We all wanted to be like him.’


Bramble hugged herself tightly. ‘Yes, he still does a lot for the Pony Club.’ She swallowed. ‘Did, I mean.’ It was the first time she had spoken of him in the past tense.


Glenda and Mike rolled his body onto a stretcher, so practised they barely needed to say ‘one, two, three’. ‘There’s a lot of paperwork after a death. Have you got someone to help you?’


‘I can call my sister, thank you,’ said Bramble. ‘My sister, Helena …’ Her voice choked in her throat, and the rough grass blurred beneath her. ‘She lives in London,’ she added irrelevantly. ‘She’ll come down as soon as she can.’


She didn’t dare cry, because if she started she might never stop.


As Mike drove the ambulance down the lane he caught a glimpse of a moving shape on his left.


‘Bloody hell,’ he said to Glenda. ‘I haven’t seen that before.’


Ben, the old horse, was shadowing the vehicle in a brisk, if uneven, trot along the fence. As it accelerated he broke into a rusty canter. At the corner he stopped, tail swishing, and stood stock still, as if standing to attention while his master was driven away for the last time.


The horse watched the ambulance until it disappeared behind a tangled mess of blackberries and brambles.


‘D’you reckon he understood?’ asked Glenda.


‘He knows. Animals always do.’


Glenda opened the glove compartment and took out a boiled sweet, and offered one to Mike. ‘It’s always so sad, isn’t it?’


Mike managed to remove the sweet paper while driving and popped it in his mouth. ‘It’s more than sad. Edward Beaumont kept that place together. I don’t know what they’ll do without him. Mind you, he was a great man but he wasn’t easy. That’s what I heard.’


‘What sort of “not easy”?’ enquired Glenda.


‘Dunno exactly. I was too young to understand when it all happened, and people didn’t used to gossip then the way they do now. They were loyal.’


Glenda thought that people were probably exactly the same as they always had been, but decided not to say so. ‘Oh, well, everyone makes mistakes,’ she said comfortably. ‘Still, there’s nothing like a death in the family to stir everything up again.’


‘Turns everything right over,’ agreed Mike, adding a shout as he was forced to brake suddenly.


The mist had suddenly reappeared, curling over the road in a thick white shroud. Barely able to see six inches in front of his face, Mike slowed to a crawl, guided only by the scratching of brambles against the windows. ‘Bloody hell,’ he muttered. ‘It won’t be the last death round here if that mist has anything to do with it.’




Chapter 2


Helena Harris woke at six, startled by a nightmare.


Lying in bed drenched in sweat, mastering her panic, she decided to get up because there was so much to do. She’d often thought it would save a great deal of time and trouble if they could all eat breakfast last thing at night instead of in the morning when there was so much else going on.


A photographer and a journalist were due to arrive at half-past nine. Fabulous Homes was featuring the house. Helena had dangled the latest renovations – black floors, black-painted woodwork and an entirely modern use of historic paint shades – in front of a stringer for House & Garden. The girl had only come back with a commission from Fabulous Homes, which had been disappointing. But still, any coverage kept Helena’s name out there, and there was always the possibility that if the acting went … well, she didn’t like to think about it, but even successful actresses had to have a fallback … then she might make her name as an interior designer.


She spent nearly an hour finding the right fashionable-but-casual look, checking her back view, selecting shoes and then clearing every last bit of make-up off the dressing table before tackling the family bathroom. It was such a lot of work having the house featured; sometimes she almost wondered if it was worth it.


Of course it was worth it, she told the mirror, tweaking the straps of her baby-blue silk camisole and rearranging the fall of a matching cashmere cardigan. Blue was the colour of spirituality. And it suited her blonde English rose looks and lightly tanned, faintly freckly skin. But did she look a bit cold? She checked the weather outside. A thick, heavy mist had settled around the house; she suddenly felt isolated, and frightened again. Did her hair need sharpening up? An arty-looking bob had become her trademark, like Mary Quant’s or Anna Wintour’s, but you had to keep the swing fresh and glossy. She glanced at her watch. It would have to do.


Blue suited Ollie, too. He had a wonderfully well-washed periwinkle shirt, all baggy and swashbuckling, that she loved him in. It set off his hazel eyes and brown Cavalier hair. ‘Your pirate shirt,’ she shouted, throwing it into the en suite. ‘You must get out of the bath, thingy will be here in a moment. And we need to photograph this room.’


‘For God’s sake.’ Oliver Cooper was not pleased at the interruption. He did his best thinking in the bath, and he simply couldn’t make Helena understand that he was unable to write unless he could start the day with an absolutely quiet, private time behind a closed bathroom door, lasting at least half an hour.


Ollie dressed quickly and opened the bedroom door to check where she was, after which he clattered down the stairs and picked up the post. With a quick glance upwards – just in case Helena was peering down the stairwell from above – he rifled through the letters and put two in his pocket. He dropped the others back on the mat, as if they had just arrived.


Helena was too busy to notice. She did a mental check of her children. Eddie said he had a study day and the twins would go into school late. They were only five, they wouldn’t miss anything important.


‘Ania!’ Helena shouted up to the children’s floor. ‘Can you make sure everyone’s in shades of blue, white or cream? It looks so fussy if we’re all wearing lots of different colours.’


The au pair appeared at the top of the stairs. ‘What?’


‘Ruby and Roly. Can you see if they’ve got something nice in blue? Or blue-and-white. Not too smart, quite casual. Those little cotton sweaters are sweet.’ She wasn’t sure how much Ania understood. She’d better go up and sort it herself. ‘If you want something done, ask a busy woman to do it,’ she said under her breath to no one in particular.


‘Eddie, are you out of bed?’ She climbed another flight of stairs, trying not to feel the tug of a tiny cartilage problem in one knee. Tall London houses kept you fit. She rapped on her elder son’s door and pushed it open.


Eddie, gorgeous Eddie, whom she loved more than anyone in the entire world, pushed himself up on his elbows, shaking his tousled curls and blinking at the sudden light. Sometimes people mistook him for Ollie’s son, so perhaps, Helena had to admit, she went for a particular type of man. Brown-eyed, tanned pirates and gypsies. Bad boys. Not that Tim Harris had been a bad boy exactly, merely too ambitious to stay around. And Ollie, too, was not exactly bad, just edgy enough to be interesting.


Eddie had soulful dark-brown eyes, thickly fringed with strong, dark eyebrows and long lashes. She’d sometimes thought he should have been a girl with eyes like that, and had always then thought that if he’d been a girl he wouldn’t have been her darling Eddie.


‘It is a study day, Mum, you know.’ He didn’t like lying to his mother, but needs must.


‘We’ve got a photographer coming.’


Eddie groaned, flopping back into the mound of stale bedding. ‘Why do you do this to us, Mum, why do we have to be photographed all the time?’


‘It’s not all the time, it’s only occasionally, and it’s for my job. I need to do these things because I have to stay famous. You wouldn’t like to have to go back to Earls Court and being poor, would you?’


‘I wouldn’t mind,’ he mumbled. ‘I liked it there.’


So had she, although she hadn’t realised it at the time. The nagging worry about money, and whether she was missing out, and if her career would ever take off had been like a current dragging her under but, looking back, she remembered bittersweet happiness. Just her and Eddie, living in a basement. Tim Harris, so good-looking, so successful and so much fun, had not been able to deal with simultaneously being made a father and dropped from a major television serial. He had gone to Hollywood. Helena and Eddie received little news and no money. They had lived on the dole and the odd fifty pounds from Edward Beaumont.


She and Eddie had been everything to each other. When she went to auditions, Polish Katinka in the flat above usually babysat for a few pounds but Helena always took Eddie to parties on the back of her bicycle. In those days nobody had children and Eddie was fussed over for a short time, after which he fell asleep on the coat pile or watched unsuitable videos with stoned producers and actors. Occasionally he went to stay with his grandfather, after whom he had been named.


‘He’s got the making of a fine little horseman,’ had been Edward’s verdict, and Helena had clutched Eddie tightly. She had never admitted, not even to her sisters, that she thought horses were frightening and dangerous and she didn’t want Eddie caught up in that world. She’d been proved right by what had happened to Dominic Kelly.


For a few years it had looked as though Dom and Bramble might have repeated Edward’s success in the eventing world. Dom had won Burghley once, with Bramble coming tenth on the same day, and they’d both featured on the cover of Horse & Hound, Dom three times and Bramble once. They were called ‘a magic partnership’. They had been beginning to attract real sponsorship and two of their horses were considered to have outstanding potential. Dom had been the outgoing one – a restless, energetic man with a ready laugh and a tactile, intimate manner with almost everyone he met. He rode as if the hounds of hell were on his tail. Occasionally people muttered that he was too fast. He had been formally warned, someone said once.


Then he was killed. There had been no reason for the accident. It was a fine, sunny day, with good ground under the horses’ hooves. There were no distractions – no stupid spectator flashing a camera or waving a brightly coloured hat. No dog or rabbit had run across their path. The course, although challenging, was well within Dom’s capabilities and a safety inquiry came up with no conclusions as to how such an accident could be prevented in the future. To the eventing world it was a tragic accident, something that could happen to anyone. Everyone knew that one fine day, for almost no reason at all, it could be you.


After that Bramble’s career went downhill fast. She never rode at that level again, and people began to murmur that the talent and drive to succeed had been Dom’s. Without Dom she had slipped in the rankings.


Edward told Bramble that she should give up any idea of making it to the top. ‘You’re a good, quiet rider,’ he said softly, ‘and the horses trust you. You’re brilliant at bringing them on and turning them round, but you don’t ride to win. Your caution gets the better of you. You think too much.’


Helena had seen her sister’s stricken face, but thought that her father was right. And she’d been determined, from the very beginning, not to allow Eddie to place himself in that sort of danger. If that meant her changing her life so that Eddie didn’t spend so much time down at Lorenden, well, she would change it. Eddie came first.


So she’d married a kind older man, wealthy, amusing and indulgent as a lover, tolerant and kind as a stepfather, and influential in career terms: a banker who sat as a non-executive director on the boards of several theatre companies. He was Helena’s sensible choice. He gave her the time to develop her career and provide a secure childhood for Eddie. It was the right thing to do. But she kept Tim Harris’s surname – Helena Harris sounded good.


Eight years later Helena was famous, Eddie was at boarding school and her kind, powerful sugar-daddy had turned into a crotchety pensioner who wanted to play golf and bridge and didn’t like eating too late.


Then Helena had met Ollie Cooper at the health club where he swam fifty lengths a day. His latest screenplay had just been nominated for an Oscar. He was the son of Norman Cooper, the actor. Ollie understood Helena’s life. Helena edged her greying husband out of the house in Primrose Hill and moved Ollie in. ‘I’m like Zsa Zsa Gabor,’ she trilled at parties. ‘I’m a good housekeeper: I always keep the house.’ After eighteen months Ollie had proposed to her, in the Gritti Palace in Venice.


‘You marry for youthful passion the first time,’ said Helena to Bramble on her wedding day. ‘And to provide for your children the second time …’ she surveyed her cream silk suit with satisfaction ‘… and then third time, well, that’s Mr Right. The One.’


‘Well, anyway,’ said Helena, in Primrose Hill with three children and a reluctant husband to get ready for a photoshoot, ‘we wouldn’t be able to afford Earls Court these days. If we lost all our money we’d have to go to …’ She strode across the room to rip open Eddie’s curtains and picked some washing off his floor while trying to think of somewhere affordable in London. ‘We … we’d have to go to Catford. That’s it. Catford. Now you know we let you come to school in London after your GCSEs only if you promised to work, so get up and get dressed and study and be nice to everyone.’


‘Catford would be cool,’ said Eddie. ‘And I can either study or be nice, but not both. It’s just not possible.’


She couldn’t help smiling. She did love him so very much.


The doorbell rang. It was Paul the photographer, Tang his assistant, a pile of bags and tripods, and Fi the journalist, who was wearing black and looking dumpy.


‘What a lovely sweater,’ she said to Fi. ‘Is it cashmere? Now who would like coffee and who would like tea? Herbal? Decaff? Green tea?’


‘Just builder’s, thanks,’ said Paul, triggering a faint unease in Helena. It was the second time someone had asked for ‘builder’s’ recently and for a moment she’d thought it was a smart new brand. Was there something retro going on with tea?


Fi followed Helena downstairs into the kitchen.


Helena told her that it had been such a big decision – whether to go with steel, perhaps with lacquered blue door fronts and a huge American fridge, or whether to make it look more understated and furnished. It could never have been country, of course, nothing that reminded her of the cluttered Edwardian dresser and the Aga at Lorenden. It really irritated Helena, the way her father and Bramble lived in a jewel of a country house and did absolutely nothing with it.


‘Your kitchen’s amazing,’ said Fi. ‘It’s why we wanted to do the house, really. So clever to be so modern and not look like a kitchen at all.’


‘We wanted a room the whole family could live in,’ said Helena. ‘You don’t always want to be staring at washing-up, do you? And we wanted a cook’s kitchen, of course, because we’re both terribly greedy and love food.’


‘Love food …’ wrote Fi. ‘And who cooks – you or Ollie?’


‘Ollie’s a hugely talented cook,’ replied Helena.


Fi scribbled a note about Helena Harris being charmingly modest despite her fame. ‘So exactly how does it work, this kitchen?’


‘Well, of course, we didn’t want wall units so we decided to go for something sculptural and boxy in the middle of the room and, as you see …’ she pressed a button, ‘these stainless steel tops conceal the sink and hob. They slide away to make a breakfast bar. When they’re closed you don’t see anything. And this dark wood is sustainable hardwood, of course. I’ve got a note about it somewhere.’


‘Was it expensive?’ asked Fi. ‘Our readers will want to know.’


‘Oh, I’ll give you the designer’s brochure, they can tell you. We had ours customised a bit.’ They’d also got a discount, what with Helena’s name and the promise of publicity – although not quite as much of one as Helena might have liked. The homes companies were never as generous as the fashion ones. Helena always enjoyed borrowing designer dresses for big nights out.


She guided Fi around the house, pointing out that having children didn’t mean you couldn’t be stylish – ‘it’s just an attitude of mind and a question of really good storage. Ruby and Roly love picking their toys up and putting them away because the cupboards are such fun.’


The phone rang, and she almost didn’t answer it.


It was Bramble.


‘Can I ring you back?’ asked Helena. ‘In about, say, an hour?’ She looked at Fi, who nodded. ‘I’m in the middle of a photo-shoot.’


In Kent Savannah trailed up the stairs, followed by Darcy. She closed her bedroom door a little more loudly than she’d intended to and plumped down on the bed. The springs creaked. Darcy looked at her, measured the bed carefully and then slithered up beside her, sitting perilously back on his haunches before lurching forward and settling down with a sigh.


She stroked his head and hugged him.


He yawned doggy breath in her face and curled up, falling asleep instantly. She looked at him with love for a moment, then picked up her mobile.


‘Grampa dead. Call me. xxx S.’ She hesitated before pressing ‘send’. It looked very bald, stated in text, but she wasn’t sure she wanted to say the words out loud.


‘Message sent.’


Savannah lay back on her bed and stared at the ceiling. Normally her choices were between homework and the horses, but neither seemed appropriate. The free hours of the morning stretched ahead of her. She had heard her grandfather and her mother shouting at each other when they came back the night before, and when she’d come down to find out what was happening her mother had stalked out of the room, slamming the door.


Her mother rarely lost her temper. Savannah had looked at her grandfather who had sighed and shaken his head. He’d looked so old and tired. And now he was dead.


Her phone vibrated and she seized it. ‘Yeah?’


‘Are you OK?’ Lottie sounded shocked. ‘Katya’s taking me to the dentist, but I’d better go outside because there’s a “No Mobiles” sign in the waiting room.’


‘I think so.’ Savannah wasn’t sure how she felt, but it was nice to be asked.


‘What happened?’


‘He fell down in the field. He must have been checking Ben, or something. His eyes went all funny – one was, like, fixed on me and the other kind of floating towards the sky. Then he went all still and yellow. It was horrible. He thought I was my aunt, Felicity. He wanted to tell her something.’


‘I didn’t know you had an Aunt Felicity.’


‘I don’t really. I mean, she’s my mother’s sister and all that but she left home ages ago and she doesn’t keep in touch. Well, you know, just Christmas cards and things. She sends me twenty quid usually. So she must be quite nice. We only ever see her on TV, reporting on wars.’


Neither of them were really interested in either war or Felicity, so they fell silent.


‘Can I come to yours? After we’ve put the horses to bed tonight?’ Savannah suddenly had a longing for Lottie’s light, bright, orderly home.


‘Sure. I’ll just ask.’


There was a squawking conversation in the background and Lottie’s au pair came on the line. ‘Savannah! This is terrible. You want I come collect you? Or your mother, she needs you?’


‘I don’t think she needs me.’ Savannah was already walking down the stairs. ‘Mum! Can I go to Lottie’s? They can collect me after evening stables.’


Bramble, distracted and untidy, stopped rummaging amongst the papers on the kitchen table. ‘What?’


‘Lottie. Can I go to her house?’


‘Oh … er … well … Oh, God, I can’t think. Horses. Homework.’ Bramble’s face was grey with distress and Savannah felt a twinge of conscience. But her mother was almost always too busy to answer questions properly.


‘OK. Fine. Whatever.’ Bramble clutched her head, then started to open the post. ‘Oh, this is such a mess!’


‘That would be great,’ Savannah informed Lottie, and rang off after another unnecessarily long conversation about whether Lottie would come and help her put the horses to bed provided that her mother didn’t find out. Lottie’s mother, Cecily, was obsessed with GCSE homework and was making Lottie doing two hours’ revision every evening, even though exams were still eight months away.


‘Helena’s being photographed,’ Bramble told Savannah when she eventually came off the line. ‘I couldn’t tell her about Pa.’


‘Who by?’ Savannah picked up a pile of books and papers so that she could sit down on one of the kitchen chairs, wishing that sitting didn’t make her waistband cut in so much. She shouldn’t have eaten those biscuits last night.


Bramble didn’t answer her question. ‘You’re rather pale.’


Savannah was surprised. Bramble was not a fusser, and several of her school friends said they envied her mother’s laid-back attitude to parenting. ‘At least you’re allowed some independence,’ was the cry. ‘I have to say where I am every minute of the day.’


Savannah sometimes wondered if Bramble cared about her, though, or whether she only really thought about the horses. Sometimes Bramble seemed to look at her daughter through a haze of exhaustion, as if she wondered who Savannah was and where she had come from.


Bramble peered at her. ‘Have some breakfast. You must eat.’


Savannah checked the bread bin. There was a stale loaf, with flecks of blue in it. She put the bin lid down, feeling slightly sick. ‘Who was photographing Helena? Was it Vogue?’


‘She didn’t say. What about a slice of toast? With Marmite?’ Bramble took the bread out of the bin, apparently without noticing anything wrong with it.


‘I don’t feel hungry.’ Savannah pulled at a hangnail and looked out of the window. Life suddenly seemed very insecure and cold.


Helena was giving Fi twinges of repetitive strain injury in her right wrist as she extolled her decorating philosophy.


‘I love quite plain rooms with one or two over-the-top pieces. And I can’t resist browsing in flea markets and antique shops. I found these art deco lamps in a funny little place on the Left Bank in Paris, for example.’


She also couldn’t resist browsing among the mess at Lorenden. There was a delightful bronze horse sculpture that would look beautiful if properly looked after and displayed in simple – but stunning – surroundings. The sculptor had recently enjoyed a revival and Helena had asked her father if she could borrow it. It was in the kitchen, of all places, and completely smothered by rosettes, the occasional scarf and the general detritus around it.


‘You can have it when I’m dead, missy,’ he’d snapped, giving her a hard look.


Helena slipped her arm through his. ‘Oh Pa, don’t say such gloomy things. I was only thinking of borrowing—’


‘You’d better not think,’ he snorted. ‘Not if that’s where thinking leads.’ But he pinched her cheek affectionately.


She’d got back in his good books by asking him about the horses. Some men would have wanted to hear about their grandchildren, she thought. Not Edward Beaumont.


‘I understand we need to do the family pic first.’ Paul came in, followed by Tang and the cameras. ‘Your husband says he needs to go to work.’


Helena could see Ollie signalling. ‘Florals are so now,’ she said, picking up a cushion. ‘If you do them properly. Less is more. Less is more,’ she repeated, slightly louder, ‘that’s what I always say. Have you got that?’


Fi wrote LESS IS MORE in her notebook, and wondered what other jobs might be available for older, slightly lazy journalists. Helena had that special brand of beady-eyed, brittle charm that was quite unnerving, and she kept complimenting her in the most terrifying way. If Fi actually replied she looked astonished, as if Fi wasn’t supposed to speak, just ask questions. Was there a real woman underneath it all? Focus on the florals, Fi, she told herself, and turned over the page of her notebook as Helena marshalled everyone.


‘It looks great,’ said Paul, freezing the viewfinder and beckoning Helena over to check. She had to admit it did: Ollie, lean and muscular with those amazing eyes and his shoulder-length hair, with Roly, his exact image in miniature, divine Eddie and then, of course, Ruby, mirroring her own straight, geometric blonde hair and fair skin. Completing the picture was Oscar, their adorable little Shih-tzu, looking like a very small rag rug. It was what she had always wanted. To be at the centre of a happy, beautiful family in a lovely home.




Chapter 3


Savannah played with Darcy’s silky ears as she waited for Lottie to come over. All day it had seemed incredible that there was a world out there, that horses needed to be ridden and lessons given, and that everyone else was going about their business, not realising that everything had changed. Here in the warm kitchen, every surface covered with coffee cups, the house diary, a snaffle, some saddle soap, a tin of tea, several rinsed-out milk bottles, yesterday’s papers, half-empty bottles of claret with stoppers in them, her grandfather’s boots in front of the old kitchen range and his tweed cap on the kitchen table, everything seemed so normal. But it wasn’t.


People streamed through the yard as usual, gasping their amazement and pressing offers of help on Bramble. Donna kept bursting into tears, which made Savannah feel guilty. She felt she ought to cry, but somehow she couldn’t. There was a hole in her life and now she felt as if it had always been there, only thinly covered over. The hole that had suddenly gaped open in the most frightening way. Savannah didn’t often think of her father – she had been quite young when he died – but surely if he was here he would look after her? And Bramble. Her competent, busy mother, who always knew the answer to everything, was drifting round the yard like a ghost and there was only Savannah left to hold it all together. Or that’s what it felt like.


Occasionally the phone rang, and when Savannah walked into Edward’s study to answer it, she could sense her grandfather’s presence, his faint smell of soap and lemon, of old man and horse, as if he might step into the room and take the call. His desk was piled up with letters and files, a note was stuck to the phone – ‘call Nicky’ – and old invitations were propped up three deep across the mantelpiece. His diary lay open.


‘Who is it?’ Bramble came in, hand stretched out for the phone, as if it was so unlikely to be a call for Savannah that it was hardly worth asking. Savannah felt like saying that she did have friends too, you know, but decided that today was not the day.


It was Barratt’s, the feed merchant, confirming an order. Would it be all right to deliver around five-thirty?


‘Yes, that would be fine,’ muttered Bramble. She sighed. ‘I suppose I’d better cancel Pa’s appointments. I know there’s a system, but I’ve never understood it.’ She stood, looking bereft, in the middle of the room. ‘And it sounds silly, but I haven’t the first clue how to find Felicity. Doesn’t she work for CNN? Or is it the BBC? I can hardly start organising the funeral until I’ve found her, can I?’


Savannah didn’t see why not. Well, she did, but if Felicity chose not to bother to stay in contact with the family that was her lookout. She couldn’t expect everything to be put on hold for her. ‘What do you think Gramps wanted to say to her?’ she asked.


Bramble shook her head. ‘I don’t know. I haven’t spoken to her for so long.’


‘She hasn’t been over since I left St Mary’s,’ said Savannah. ‘Wasn’t it Helena’s wedding to Ollie? Remember? When she arrived in a helicopter just for the reception, and went off again immediately after they cut the cake?’


Bramble smiled in a abstracted way. ‘Oh, I remember that. Hadn’t she lured some fighter pilot into diverting his helicopter to make an emergency landing or something outrageous like that? I wonder what happened to him? Still, she got a helicopter ride out of him. Talk about upstaging the bride: Helena was furious.’


Savannah wandered into the hall and looked in the silvered mirror over the fireplace. ‘Did Grampa think I was Felicity? I mean, I don’t look at all like her, do I? Or perhaps she looked like me when she was my age?’ She held her breath for the reply, because it would be very, very good news if this was the case. Felicity was slender, with large dark eyes and chestnut brown hair twisted up with a pencil, showing a long, graceful neck. Her face was framed by a few curls, which looked as if they had slipped out deliberately to flatter. Even the rotor blades of a helicopter had been unable to ruffle her distinctive bohemian style, her swathes of necklaces, bright colours and swirly skirts, which would have looked ridiculous on anyone else. Felicity could carry the look off and make it her own. Felicity the rebel. Aka the selfish one.


Savannah, like the rest of them, had grown up knowing the family roles that had been set in stone a few years after each girl’s birth. Felicity was rebellious and self-centred but also brilliant, though she had wasted her talents by not sticking at anything. Helena was beautiful, ambitious and occasionally labelled ‘ruthless’. Bramble was the easy baby, the nice one, the one who looked after them all. Bramble always thought the best of everyone, although she could be fierce when it came to looking after her horses.


Savannah thought that Felicity was probably only seen as selfish because she had followed her own dreams rather than the family goal, and she craved to be as careless of public opinion as her bird-of-paradise aunt. But, instead, she felt lumpen, apologetic and chunky. She hated the way her shirts strained at the third button down.


As for her hair, she had inherited the tangled mane of curls that had given Bramble her nickname. ‘You look as if you’d been pulled through a hedge backwards,’ Bramble’s mother had complained, apparently, and her father had added ‘and not even an ordinary hedge. A great big thicket of brambles.’ After a short period of ‘hey, Bramble Hedge’ – this mainly from the then fifteen-year-old Felicity – the four-year-old Helena, unable to say her sister’s real name of Lavinia, had shortened it to Bramble and the name had stuck. It was, thought Savannah, a lucky escape. Fancy being called Lavinia. People might call you Lav. Mind you, no wonder Bramble had kept her hair so short ever since.


Bramble came out into the hall. ‘I can’t remember what Felicity looked like when she was fifteen. Pretty much what she looks like now, I think. She used to wear amazing things like hot pants and incredible platform shoes. And false eyelashes like enormous spiders.’


Savannah’s shoulders drooped. There was to be no last-minute genetic rescue from the fact that she and Bramble were not delicate, fragile types like Helena and Felicity. ‘Proper women’ Edward had called them both, and the farrier had once told Savannah that she was a ‘nice hefty lass’.


Oh, why couldn’t she look like Helena, who was just tall enough to be stunning, but not so tall that she towered over leading actors, with an economical neatness about her – beautifully shaped hands and feet, a heart-shaped face, size six hips and an air of powerful vulnerability. Helena enjoyed – rather too obviously – complaining that everything she bought had to be taken in. And, according to Bramble, Helena’s hair, with its studied blonde naturalness, cost as much to maintain as it did to keep a top-class event horse.


‘Why don’t you try email?’ suggested Savannah.


Bramble looked vague. ‘Oh, well, I don’t …’


Savannah sighed. ‘I’ll do it. There’s bound to be something on Grampa’s PC.’ Making a space in the mess that surrounded the computer she settled down to check her grandfather’s email – most of which concerned the yard – and to send, with satisfaction, a message to Felicity.


‘I’ve told her,’ she said.


‘What?’ screeched Bramble. ‘You can’t tell someone their father’s died by email. You should have just told her to phone me.’


‘Well, I did what I could. You never said.’ Savannah found her mother infuriating at times. So irritating, not to mention unreasonable. ‘There’s a car.’ She ran to the window. ‘Lottie’s here.’


Bramble, Savannah, Donna and Lottie did the feeds, skipped out any dung in the stables and rugged up the horses. They then carried more rugs out to the remaining horses in the field, haynets slung over their shoulders, their boots slipping in the mud and the first, sharp notes of cold autumn air catching the backs of their throats.


They waited in the afternoon shadows as the horses finished their dinner, scattering the contents of the haynets in a few neat piles on the ground. Sailor was a bit of a bully and was inclined to chase the mares away from their feed and gobble it all down himself. Flocks of starlings swooped in formation overhead, pouring like water into ever-changing shapes before settling into the dark bulk of the trees for the night.


‘Do you think Sailor ought to be in at night now?’ fretted Lottie over the rhythmic sound of his jaws munching contentedly from the bucket. ‘Isn’t it getting a bit wintry?’


‘Lottie, he’s fine,’ reproved Savannah. ‘Horses are made to live out.’


When Sailor had joined their yard, only two years earlier, Lottie had begged to be allowed to look after him as much as possible, and Cecily Marsh-Robertson had very reluctantly agreed. Since then Lottie had bombarded Edward, Bramble, Savannah and Donna with questions. To Lottie’s ‘Why do the horses in the field have breakfast? Why can’t they just live on grass?’ Bramble would stop and reply patiently, ‘Lots of ponies would probably be fine in a good field, but horses need anything up to four extra meals a day, plus hay, especially if we are competing them.’


Lottie was also desperately anxious to do everything absolutely correctly, and needed a great deal of reassurance if she did anything even slightly wrong, such as putting a too-heavy rug on Sailor on a summer’s evening (‘He only needs a very light rug in the summer,’ Bramble would explain, ‘and none at all if the evening is very warm. And we rug him up in September, when it’s chilly, to slow down the growth of his winter coat. It saves clipping him early.’) Sometimes, Savannah suspected that her mother hardly knew why she did things, only that they had always been done in that way at the Beaumont yard, and that was that. She could see that Lottie’s endless questioning occasionally irritated Bramble, or made her feel that she had to justify herself.


‘I suppose so.’ Lottie looped her arms around his neck and he raised his head briefly to look at her, as if to say, ‘What now?’, before dropping his head back down to the important business of what was in his bucket. But it was a kind look. Lottie was his favourite person in the whole world and the only one who could distract him, even momentarily, from his feed. ‘He’s just so gorgeous. Feel his coat. It’s s-o-o soft. I can’t believe he’s mine.’


Savannah leant against the fence. ‘Did you have fog this morning?’


Lottie, still stroking Sailor’s neck, thought for a moment. ‘No, I don’t think so. Why?’


‘When we looked out of the window first thing there was a horrible mist thing. As if something had come to get Grampa. Something gross.’


Lottie’s brow furrowed. ‘It was probably nothing.’ She didn’t sound certain, but then Lottie seldom sounded certain of anything unless she was on a horse.


‘Probably. They’ve finished. Let’s go to yours.’ They gathered up the now-empty buckets and once back at the house, Savannah raced upstairs to stuff a toothbrush into her backpack. She was longing to get out of the house, with its burden of grief and disappointment, for as long as possible.


She shot a look at her mother when she came downstairs. Perhaps she should stay with her after all. Perhaps Bramble needed her. She had a sudden longing to throw herself into Bramble’s familiar wiry arms, but she couldn’t do that with Lottie watching her.


But then she was waving Savannah off. ‘See you tomorrow. Don’t stay up too late.’


Bramble was fine. She always was. She could cope with anything. Of course she didn’t need Savannah.


Cherry Orchards was large, immaculate and Victorian. It had been ‘done’ by an interior designer and Lottie was based there with a series of au pairs. Her mother divided herself between the house and a flat in London, where she spent two or three days a week, running her company To Die For Bags. Lottie’s father, long since married to someone else, lived in Hong Kong and had very little impact on his daughter’s life. To Savannah, Lottie often seemed like a wealthy orphan.


‘My mother always says she needs a huge drink whenever something like this happens,’ said Lottie tentatively once Katya, the au pair, had left them alone in the kitchen with a salad and some quiche. ‘There’s some vodka in the drawing room.’


Because they were always getting up early to ride in competitions neither Lottie nor Savannah had ever drunk very much. ‘We might as well try,’ replied Savannah. ‘I do feel odd. Very odd. It might help.’


‘Shock,’ said Lottie. ‘You need brandy.’ She found a bottle of Cecily’s best and they both tried it, screwing up their faces at the fiery taste.


‘Maybe vodka would be nicer. With some fresh orange juice.’


It was. Much nicer. They had another, then another.


At Lorenden the house seemed cold and empty without Savannah. An uneasy memory stirred in the silence, of the summer when Dom had died. His face had faded now but Bramble sensed the familiar texture of sorrow, like a faint perfume in the air. It was as if he had returned to take Edward’s hand on his final journey.


She must find Felicity. Bramble began to look through her father’s desk to find Felicity’s number, and checked the diary. Someone phoned and she gave them the news, on autopilot by now, too tired and strung out even to remember their name.


‘He was a wonderful man,’ squawked the phone. ‘I was only really a Sunday rider, but he made me believe I could go out there and ride with the big names. I remember him telling me “eventing is a sport where the amateurs and professionals, men and women, young and old can all compete against each other on the same field”. He turned my ideas about myself round. He was an amazing teacher.’


‘Yes, he was.’


‘And such a charismatic person. He kind of … filled the room.’


‘Yes.’


‘He seemed fine when I spoke to him last week.’


‘Yes,’ said Bramble, her head still slowly – oh, so slowly – absorbing the full consequences of Edward’s sudden death. She must inform the people he coached and cancel his lessons: he only taught once or twice a month, but as a well-known rider he could charge handsomely for an all-day training session. Occasionally he’d stride in muttering, ‘Bloody horse box needs major repairs, better get another seminar into the book’. ‘Anyway, I’ve worked side-by-side with him for ten years now,’ she assured the caller, ‘so it’ll be business as usual.’


When she put the phone down she realised she had better contact Edward’s solicitor. Did she even know who he used? She knew his accountant, Nicky Dawson, who was still in the office and answered her phone.


Bramble waited patiently through the condolences.


‘And he’s kept you up to speed with the financial side?’ asked Nicky.


‘Well, not really. He said it was his money and his business and that he wasn’t an old man yet.’ Bramble had only tried to broach the issue once or twice and had been brushed off, so angrily she’d never dared try again, although sorting her father out had been very much on her mental ‘to do’ list.


‘I was afraid of that. I know now’s not the time to talk about this.’ Nicky went ahead anyway. ‘I did advise him to make sure there was at least one person in the family who knew what was going on, but he said there’d be plenty of time for all that. I mean, presumably you know the broad picture?’


‘Presumably? Yes, of course.’ Bramble was conscious that Nicky’s words were stirring up a secret worry she’d been suppressing for a while. Money. But surely you didn’t have to think about the money on the very day someone died? ‘I don’t think …’ she began.


‘I’m sorry,’ Nicky interrupted. ‘I don’t want to put you under any pressure. But I do need to talk to you. At least he had a will.’


‘Did he?’ Bramble had never thought about wills. It had always seemed a long way off, and not something you ever wanted to raise with your own father.


‘Oh yes. The only reason why I know is that I asked him once, and he said, “Of course I’ve got a bloody will, what do you think I am? A complete fool?” I thought it was probably best to leave it there, so I don’t know what’s in it, or where it is.’


Bramble nodded, suddenly trying to choke back tears. Nicky had painted a perfect picture of her irascible father.


‘The awful thing,’ said Nicky, ‘is that death doesn’t leave you any time to grieve. You’d think it was this great big thing – and it is – but in fact, it’s the net of constant little things like death certificates and cancelling passports and going through endless papers that ensnares you and catches you out over and over again until you can barely function. At least, that’s what it was like for us when my uncle died suddenly.


‘I’m sorry,’ she added softly, ‘but you need to find that will pretty quickly. You need to know what will happen to the yard and what you can plan for the horses. Otherwise you could find yourself unable to pay the bills at the end of the month.’


Bramble still couldn’t reply. She understood getting to the end of your energy and having nothing left to give but having to give it anyway. Getting to the end of a long journey and then being faced with another challenge and then, after that, another. She and Edward asked it of their horses – and themselves – over and over again.


‘I know,’ she said. ‘Don’t worry, I’ll be fine. I can manage.’ She swallowed. ‘Let’s talk later, when I’ve been through Pa’s papers and found out about the will and everything. I’ll ring round the local solicitors. He won’t have gone far.’


‘You don’t have to do it right now,’ said Nicky gently, but Bramble could hear the urgency in her voice. Not right now, perhaps, but tomorrow. No later. That’s what Nicky meant.


‘Come and see me when you can face talking about it all. No hurry. Just to warn you, though,’ she added, ‘the bank accounts will be frozen if they’re only in his name. If your name isn’t on them, you won’t have access to any money until probate is granted. And that can take months. A year, even. Can you sign cheques on the business account?’


Bramble thought of the farrier and the vet’s bills, both of which added up to quite staggering amounts at the end of every month. ‘No.’ She felt a stab of pure white panic, a churning that knotted up her innards.


‘I can’t sign cheques,’ she told Nicky. ‘Pa did it all. He told me his pin number so I can get cash out, but that’s it.’


‘I shouldn’t really say this, but draw out as much cash as you can quite quickly. And there’s another thing you haven’t heard me say: don’t rush to let the bank know he’s died. Give it a few days until you feel up to it, so that cheques can go through. Oh, and when the liveries pay up this month get them to pay into your bank account and keep a record for the estate. Otherwise your cash flow could get very sticky indeed.’


‘I think we’d better talk about that next week.’


‘Come and see me any time. I’ll move appointments round if I have to,’ said Nicky. ‘Don’t worry too much. And if there’s anything I can do—’


‘Really, I can manage.’


Scrabbling around the untidy desk, Bramble found a cheque book underneath a copy of the Racing Post, and, just for one moment, considered forging her father’s signature in order to pay the most urgent bills.


She couldn’t make those sort of decisions now, not today, not on her own. Her father had believed that a gentleman didn’t talk about money and had snapped at her whenever she had tried.


Darcy stepped delicately into the study and yawned, placing two graceful front paws exactly side-by-side in front of Bramble and stretching his long body backwards in invitation. He cocked his head to one side. A walk would be nice, his bright eyes said, not to interrupt but …


He was such a polite dog.


‘I don’t think so, Darcy.’ She stroked him and he wagged his long plumy tail. ‘Sorry.’


He circled the study uneasily and whined, before settling down so close to her chair that she risked running over his paws if she pushed it back.


Had she killed her father with that last argument? Had his heart given out with the effort of telling her that she would never be good enough to take Teddy to the very top? And had he been right?


Later that evening she sat in the kitchen cleaning tack, too numb to think, as the day darkened around her. She dipped each stirrup iron into a bowl of soapy water then rinsed it off, the actions so familiar and mechanical they were almost a meditation. She sponged saddle soap onto the bridles, sliding the narrow reins through her hands like ribbons, soothed by the nostalgic aroma of neatsfoot oil, and polished the leather until it was supple and burnished beneath her hands. Only when it was all done, every bridle hanging on its peg, with each gleaming saddle neatly mounted on its rack beneath, could she rest. Lorenden had had a tack room in the stables once, but the insurers had demanded better security for easily stolen possessions like saddles. Now the broad back hall was used instead. The smell of leather mingled with that of cooking in a warm fug of welcome, and the sight of its quiet orderliness never failed to reassure her.


She went over her father’s words again and again in her head. Since Dom died she had struggled for success, but it had been very elusive. Every time she came close something went wrong.


To succeed as an eventer you needed courage, hard work, talent and good support but, above all, you needed the right horse and they were very difficult to find. One of their top horses had injured himself in the field and would never jump again. Her father had been offered a huge sum for another when money had been very short. He had measured the potential of the horse against the risk that something might go wrong before he fulfilled that promise, and both against the bills that were coming in. He had sold him. Another, one that she rode for a very pleasant, very ambitious couple who lived nearby, had also been sold when the husband was made redundant. Other horses – a procession of them – just failed to make the grade or were slightly off-colour when it counted.


Or was it her riding? Had her father been right?


‘You don’t ride to win,’ he’d said. ‘You think too much. Your nerves get the better of you.’


‘Any rider who isn’t terrified at the start of cross-country day is either a fool or a liar,’ she snapped back. ‘Of course I’m nervous. So is everybody.’


‘But you don’t give your heart,’ he said.


‘Sometimes I have to get up at four-thirty and don’t get to bed till midnight,’ she shouted. ‘And every moment, and every waking thought and every single thing I do is about the horses. I give everything. Everything I have. Nobody could give more.’


He shook his head. ‘Since Dom died there’s been a part of you shut away.’


‘That is so unfair and you know it,’ she hissed.


‘You are a mother,’ he replied. ‘And that makes it harder for you.’


‘No! That has nothing to do with it.’


She couldn’t quite remember what they’d said after that.


And now he was dead.


By this time the light had almost gone. It had all taken her so long, and she was tired. The silence of the house descended on her shoulders like a heavy cloak. ‘Pa,’ she thought. ‘Pa.’


She had never been alone at Lorenden before. There had always been someone – the live-in working pupils, Savannah, Edward, even Helena before she married Ollie, clutching Eddie’s hand protectively. This house was made to be filled with bustle and chatter.


The view outside her window, with its faint trace of autumn copper amongst the green leaves, blurred again and she rubbed her eyes. There were so many more phone calls to go; she couldn’t start crying now.




Chapter 4


In Primrose Hill that evening it was almost supper-time before the door closed on Fi’s endless questions. It had taken all morning to photograph the kitchen, then Paul and Tang spent most of the afternoon fussing over the bathroom, trying to find an angle where the camera wouldn’t be reflected in the huge mirrors on every wall.


‘They took long enough,’ grumbled Ollie.


‘It always takes that long,’ explained Helena wearily. ‘Oh God, and I’ve got to phone Bramble back. Get me a drink, would you darling?’


Helena heard the news of Edward’s death with a detachment that surprised and disturbed her. She didn’t feel anything. She would have to pretend. That’s what actresses do, she told herself.


Ollie placed a large glass of cold white wine in front of her and she grabbed it greedily. She couldn’t let Bramble know how blank and empty she felt and, anyway, it was outrageous that Bramble had let her go on with the photoshoot as if nothing had happened. Bramble was like that, always deciding that she knew best, and it made Helena look so … so heartless.


‘Why didn’t you tell me?’ she demanded. ‘How could you let me go on with that shoot?’


‘There was nothing you could do.’


‘You might at least have let me decide. And why didn’t you warn me he wasn’t feeling well? We could have come down.’


Forcing her mind to the incomprehensible news that her father was dead, Helena tried to concentrate and say the right things. ‘You were with Pa all the time, you must have noticed something wrong,’ she added in an effort to redirect some of the guilt she felt for not being there.


‘He seemed fine. Just fine. I suppose it can happen any time. Especially as people get older. He was nearly seventy, even if he didn’t look it.’


Helena began to sob. ‘Sixty-nine is nothing these days. The Beaumonts have always gone on until their nineties. Oh Bramble, I can’t bear it. I simply can’t bear it. It’s all right for you, you don’t feel these things like I do …’


At the other end of the phone Bramble felt the familiar sense of outrage build in her. She always thought of the right response to Helena about three hours later, and then spent the next three days seething over it. ‘Helena,’ she said, feeling the conversation slipping away. ‘That’s really not true.’ It sounded weak, even to herself.


Helena worked herself into tears that were only half-acting. ‘Nobody in this family ever thinks about how I might feel. It’s all horses, horses, horses.’


‘Honestly, Helena I do care about how you feel. Truly.’


‘Oh, never mind about me,’ Helena sniffed. ‘I’m sorry. I didn’t mean that. It’s just all so sudden. It’s worse for me because I wasn’t actually there. At least you got to say goodbye to him.’


‘Well, in fact, it wasn’t really like that.’


Helena wasn’t listening. ‘Did he suffer? Tell me absolutely every detail, I must know.’


But after a few sentences she interrupted again, saying that she couldn’t concentrate – the shock was too great – but that she would get into the car first thing in the morning. ‘I feel this tremendous homing instinct. Lorenden is calling me,’ she said. ‘In times like this you need to go home, don’t you think?’


Bramble looked out of the window but saw only a deep, black darkness and her own reflection. Night came down so quickly now. She shivered. Perhaps it was time to turn on the central heating. Her father never permitted it before the end of October but, as if experiencing a series of aftershocks following an earthquake, she was jolted again by the thought that he was no longer here to argue with.


‘Bramble?’ asked Helena sharply. ‘Are you still there? Did you hear what I said? I’ll come down tomorrow. I want to be there for you. I’ll see you then.’


Bramble shook herself. ‘No, wait a minute. I mean, yes, I’d love to see you, but I need to know one more thing. Do you have Felicity’s number?’


‘Oh my God, Felicity.’ Helena sounded irritated. ‘She’s absolutely hopeless, never wishes me good luck on any first night, not the faintest clue about any of the children’s birthdays – I mean, it’s a Christmas card and that’s it. Never thinks about anyone else except herself. Didn’t she get some amazing new job? In Hong Kong or something?’


‘I thought it was Kuala Lumpur.’


‘Well, somewhere abroad anyway. Best to try Pa’s book, I’d have thought.’


‘It’s just a question of finding his book,’ replied Bramble.


Bramble put down the phone and almost found herself laughing. A conversation with Helena was infuriating – resulting in a mental bruising that often lingered – but you had to see the funny side. Helena would drive you mad if you didn’t.


The house rustled. It was now dark outside, the absolute blackness of the fields and orchards falling around her, cutting her off from any human contact.


She got up. She checked the locks on the windows and the shutters all round the house before making her last visit of the day to the stables. She made herself walk across the deserted yard without looking behind her, barely realising that she was holding her breath. The dogs pottered after her, Darcy lifting his leg on the herbs she grew by the kitchen door, the terriers snuffling around after rats.


At the sound of her footsteps, horses lifted their heads over stable doors in curiosity then turned back to their haynets. The security lighting flooded the loose boxes, showing the tubs with their fading flowers set at each corner, the neatly swept concrete and the dark water in the central trough, the post-and-rail fencing securing the fourth side of the quadrangle, even the racehorse weathervane. The lights in Donna’s flat were out. She would be in the White Horse, regaling everyone with the dramas of the day. Bramble checked the horses’ rugs, topped up water buckets, added some more hay to most of the haynets and skipped some manure out of Teddy’s box.


She had to force herself not to run back to the safety of the house and bolt herself in. ‘Come on, dogs,’ she said, in a high voice. It was so unlike her. She had always felt completely safe at Lorenden. Nothing had changed: Edward’s death had been sudden, but clearly natural.


She tried turning the television up loudly, but couldn’t help being aware of the occasional shriek of foxes outside, of the swoop of the barn owl and the soft sighing of the wind in the trees.


She jumped up when the window rattled as if someone was tapping on it. After summoning up the courage to peer out she decided it was the whippy stems of the overgrown wisteria being blown against the glass. ‘Pull yourself together,’ she told herself. ‘You don’t want to get as neurotic as Helena.’ She went round the house and checked the locks again, noting that the wind was rising. They often had fierce storms, which could cause considerable damage, ripping slates off the roof and tearing down trees.


‘They come from Russia, these winds,’ Edward used to say. ‘There’s nothing between us and the steppes.’


Bramble had always thought that Germany, and possibly Denmark, might be in the way, not to mention obscure chunks of Eastern Europe, but her geography was foggy and Edward was adamant. Watch out for the wild wind from the east, he always said. It blows hardest when you least expect it.


She was channel surfing in search of distraction when there was a sudden crash and both the television and the lights went out. Bramble jumped, her heart leaping against her chest. Resisting the temptation to burrow into the grubby sofa and pull a cushion over her head, she told herself not to be ridiculous and began to feel her way through the room. There were candles on the mantelpiece, and probably some matches too. The dogs whimpered and pressed their warm, comforting bodies against her leg. They didn’t like it any more than she did, and she could hear a low growl rising in Mop’s throat.


‘Shh, Mop,’ she said. ‘It’s nothing. Just thunder.’ Mop gave a thin whine, but Bramble could feel her tail wagging feebly, and Muddle trembled against Bramble’s shins.


She thought she heard something else outside – an unspecific man-made sound, not a natural storm noise. Darcy rarely barked, but suddenly let out a throaty ‘woof’, which was followed by an explosion of yapping from the terriers. She couldn’t hear if there was anything out there with all that barking.


Still feeling her way, she checked the table lamps. They were dead. So not a fuse. A complete blackout, probably of the whole area. Her heartbeat rose. She could feel it pattering in her throat, pumping faster than usual, but she suppressed her alarm. This happened, she told herself. Especially during storms. It happened at least twice a year. The Martyr’s Forstal electricity supply was famously erratic. They kept a big torch and some candles in the kitchen, just for that purpose.


She edged cautiously down the corridor, finding the torch and lighting the candles with a trembling hand. The light flickered over the kitchen in a grotesque imitation of the happy candlelit evenings they’d spent drinking and laughing with friends around the big oak table. If she blinked she could bring them all back – Dom and Edward, and all the people who’d dropped in, day and night, winter and summer, to drink tea, wine and beer, with homemade cakes or huge chunks of farmhouse cheddar and fresh bread. The kitchen was full of shadows.


There was a sharp rap on the back door. Nobody ever used the front door – it had been jammed shut for at least twenty years. Bramble pushed her hair off her face. It must be the wind again. Or an echo from the thunder that crashed in the distance. Thunder could do funny things. She waited, clutching the torch, hardly daring to breathe.


She had almost convinced herself that there was no one there when the knock came again, distinct and commanding. Bramble picked up the bread knife and wedged it into her pocket, then turned the torch on full blast. Holding it ahead of her she opened the back door very, very slowly.


There, blinking in the glare of the torchlight, stood a man she had never seen before. He was broad-shouldered but graceful, with sloping cheekbones and icy grey eyes that made her think of winter skies.


‘I’m sorry I’m late,’ he said.


She stared at him.


‘I’m Jezzar Morgan, the new nagsman,’ he added. ‘And by the way, it isn’t very safe to have a knife pointing upwards in your pocket.’


‘We’ve never had a nagsman,’ replied Bramble. ‘I’m sorry, you’ve come to the wrong place.’


Jezzar fumbled in the pocket of his battered waxed jacket and produced a letter, with her father’s distinctive signature scrawled along the bottom of it. He held it out to her. ‘This is Edward Beaumont’s yard?’


Helena put down the phone and hid her face in her hands.


‘What’s up?’ Ollie came back into the room to find Helena’s bag. Discreetly. He needed to nip out to the off-licence before it closed as that had been their last bottle, and he hadn’t got any cash on him. Helena never missed the odd twenty-pound note.


Helena tried to look like someone who has been hit by a great tragedy, but she still couldn’t feel anything. ‘I’m sorry, darling. Pa’s died, I’m afraid.’ She suddenly felt as if she could hardly breathe.


Ollie straightened up from his surreptitious search. ‘No! God, I’m sorry. That’s … What … I mean, how?’ For a moment there was something in his eyes. Was it sympathy? Remembered pain? Surprise? Love? Calculation?


He opened his arms and drew her in.


‘They think it must have been a heart attack. We won’t know till the post-mortem is done. Just like that,’ snuffled Helena. ‘But it was in the field, next to his old horse Ben. Just the way he would have wanted to go.’ She allowed herself to be folded in her husband’s arms. It felt lovely and warm and safe, and, for a moment, she just wanted to stay there, pretending that everything was the way it used to be.


Eddie bounded past the drawing room, down the stairs two at a time to the family room in the basement.


‘I’m going down to Lorenden tomorrow,’ said Helena when the noise of his footsteps had faded away.


Ollie drew back and looked into her eyes; she immediately knew what he was thinking. It was what was so good about them as a couple: they thought the same thing at the same time.


Helena blew her nose. ‘It’ll all be left to Bramble, you know. Because of the bloody horses.’


Ollie’s hands tightened on her shoulders. ‘That’s not fair on you. Not fair at all.’


Helena laid her head against her husband’s chest again. ‘No, it isn’t,’ she said, indistinctly. ‘It’s not fair, and I’m going to do something about it.’


‘Wait,’ he said, softly into her ear. She could feel his lips against her hair. ‘Wait until you know exactly what the situation is.’


She nodded. Sometimes Ollie was so right. ‘I’ll get down there as soon as I can, though, don’t you think? After all,’ she drew away from him and carefully touched under her eyes to tidy away any smudged mascara, ‘Bramble needs me.’


‘Do you want me to take you?’


She hesitated.


She thought about the extra layer of organisation that would cause – another batch of instructions for Ania. It was all too much to cope with. She just had to get down to Lorenden.


‘It’s OK. I think I ought to be alone with Bramble. I was a bit snappish with her on the phone, and I didn’t mean to be. It was the shock, I suppose, I couldn’t believe she hadn’t noticed anything wrong with him, but …’ She kissed him lightly on the cheek. ‘I need you to hold the fort here, OK?’


There was that look in his eyes again, just for a second.


He shrugged. ‘Sure. I only care about you. You know that.’


Helena looked into his eyes, and felt a deep sense of connection with him. It had been like that the first time they met. Everyone else had melted away. Those moments were rarer now, but they still happened.


The phone rang again. It was Angelina Woody. The supermodel. The wife of vintage rock star Chris Woody. These were the sort of people Helena felt comfortable with. The reason why she had chosen Ruby and Roly’s school so carefully. Angelina Woody was an über-Yummy Mummy, with painted toenails and a white-blonde crop, while Chris, with his tangled, greying hair, unshaven face and apparent disregard for the millions that filled his bank account, was so refreshingly different from the usual round of solicitors and doctors that populated Eddie’s school on speech day. Helena tried to collect herself.


‘Oh, Angelina, that was a simply marvellous party last Sunday. Roly and Ruby haven’t stopped talking about it. It was so clever to think of having a beauty parlour for the little girls, they had such fun. Are you absolutely exhausted?’


‘Well, I had to go to Milan on Monday, so yes, I am a bit,’ admitted Angelina. ‘But I’m glad you enjoyed it. Your little Ruby is such a poppet – do you know she was trying to put nail varnish on everyone’s lips?’


Everybody knew that it wasn’t the parties you were invited to these days that mattered, but the ones your children went to. Tangerine Woody’s party had been unmissable, especially as the children were just still young enough for the mothers and fathers to have to accompany them and be offered champagne with the Woodys.


Ollie had been in his element, lounging in their vast glass and steel kitchen. He was easily the most attractive man in the room – some of the other fathers were beginning to look middle-aged but Ollie was leaner than ever, with shadows under those gorgeous brown eyes. He looked like a ravaged angel, even more dissipated than Chris Woody himself, although his body was gym-fit. When he reached out for another bottle or stretched out to catch a thrown ball he displayed sleek, defined muscles under his tattered T-shirt. Most of the other fathers revealed only occasional glimpses of soft marshmallow flesh. Helena had seen their envious glances and the way they sucked their stomachs in, almost involuntarily.


‘Ruby is real sweet,’ said Angelina down the phone. She sometimes affected a mid-Atlantic tone. ‘I was ringing because I think she might have left a Gucci satchel behind.’


‘Um, no, not ours.’ Suddenly Helena found it very difficult to concentrate on what Angelina was saying. ‘I don’t think, anyway.’


‘Are you all right?’ Angelina sounded genuinely concerned.


Helena hadn’t wanted to say anything because she didn’t want to trivialise her father’s death. You couldn’t just come out with it on the phone, as if it meant nothing, but the note of kindness in Angelina’s voice slipped under her defences.


‘Well,’ Helena was horrified to feel real, uncontrollable tears welling up. She couldn’t cry over the phone to a woman she hardly knew. ‘I’m afraid I’ve just heard that my father has died.’ The words crystallised it into fact. Helena realised that she would never feel her father’s bristly cheek brush against hers in a kiss, or hear the sound of his voice shouting for the dogs again.


‘I am so sorry.’ Angelina sounded sincere. ‘That’s terrible. My own father left us only six months ago, so I know what you’re going through. Is your mother alive?’


‘No.’ Helena blew her nose, always surprised when anyone mentioned her mother. ‘She died a long time ago. When I was very young. I don’t remember much about her.’ This was not entirely true.


‘I’m so sorry,’ repeated Angelina. ‘I know people always say this, but is there anything I can do for the twins? If you need someone to look after them during the funeral, or anything like that, call me first. Promise?’


Helena was shocked to feel a certain glee at the thought of being able to say that Ruby and Roly were at the Woodys’ during the funeral. Chris, after all, was practically Mick Jagger. She thanked Angelina and, once she’d put the phone down, rested her head in her hands. One day, Helena Harris, she told herself, you are going to become a better person. Less snobbish and truly kind. But just for now, you have to stay on top. For Eddie. And Ruby and Roly.


‘That was Angelina Woody,’ she said, as she put the phone down and picked Oscar up for a hug.


‘Really?’ Ollie sounded bored, and she remembered that he had been flirting with Angelina at the party. Well, there was nothing wrong with that, Helena reminded herself. She trusted Ollie and they could make the most of it by inviting the Woodys round for Sunday lunch one day. After all, Ruby and Tangerine were such great friends.


But on the other hand perhaps she should have accepted Ollie’s invitation to take her down to Lorenden. She’d never turned him away before. Not in anything.


As Helena took another gulp of white wine to calm herself she decided to stop worrying about Ollie. She’d deal with all that later.




Chapter 5


The heavens broke open over Lorenden and a deluge came rumbling down, sluicing the side of the house and pouring in rivulets down Jezzar’s boots. Bramble hastily stood back, out of the wet. ‘You’d better come in. I’m afraid there isn’t any light. We get these power oddities.’


He bent his head slightly to duck through the back door. People were shorter in Jacobean times, when the doorway had been built.


‘I don’t know what my father said to you,’ she said. ‘But …’ she swallowed and turned her head away, pointing the torch towards the kitchen door, past the rows of freshly gleaming tack.


She set off in front of him so that he couldn’t hear the catch in her voice. ‘But,’ she repeated, ‘my father died this morning. Quite suddenly, I’m afraid. And he never discussed any nagsman with me.’ A small flame of rage lit up inside her, beside the guilt that was already burning.


‘I run my father’s yard,’ she said, lighting two more candles with a trembling hand. ‘We have working pupils sometimes, but that’s not, presumably, what you’re talking about. By “nagsman” I take it you mean someone who knows everything about horses?’ Her heart quickened. She ran the yard, her father managed the business. But she wondered exactly how much he had been keeping from her.


Jezzar ignored her last question and stood there, his dark hair plastered to his head by the rain. ‘I’m sorry. I really am. Your father was a great man and a very unusual person. I hope I haven’t frightened you, turning up so late.’ His voice had the upper-class cadence of an Army officer, overlaid with something else that Bramble couldn’t quite place. ‘And I’m so sorry to intrude. I’ll go – I can find somewhere to stay, but—’


‘No, wait.’ Bramble read the letter in the light of the torch. ‘It says here that you’re to live in the attic. And compete Teddy and the other horses.’ She put the letter down, cold with fear. Her father had engaged another rider. That was what he had wanted to say last night, what she had prevented him from saying when she left the room and slammed the door.


‘Teddy’s a man’s horse,’ he’d said.


‘I’ve ridden Teddy since he was a five-year-old. I’ve made him what he is.’


‘He’s strong, he spooks at anything and he’s difficult to hold. So far, you’ve got away with it – just – and you’ve qualified him for four-star competitions by the skin of your teeth. But he’ll be taking a step up next season, and he needs the strength of a man on his back.’


Bramble tasted fear in the back of her throat again. It seemed to lie in wait for her everywhere these days, but she refused to give in to it. ‘Women are as good as men,’ she said. ‘There’s no difference.’


‘They are as good as men,’ he’d replied. ‘But there is a difference.’


‘There isn’t,’ she’d shouted, and that’s when she’d left.


‘You seem to be our new rider.’ Bramble forced herself to sound calm. ‘And the address he’s written to – it’s near Newcastle. You must have come a long way.’


Jezzar stood there without replying.


‘So if you do go,’ said Bramble, on autopilot, ‘have you got somewhere to go to?’


‘I’ll be fine.’


‘Nonsense.’ Bramble looked at her watch. ‘It’s nearly midnight and there’s nowhere near here that would dream of letting you in at this time. They won’t even answer the phone, let alone the door. You’d better stay here tonight.’


He hesitated. ‘That’s very kind of you,’ he said formally. ‘I am so sorry to arrive like this. I had no idea.’


‘It’s no trouble, no trouble at all.’ Bramble was back on familiar territory now. She buried the fury deep inside her. ‘The bed in the spare room is all made up.’


She thought she saw sympathy in his eyes, but it was hard to tell in the flickering candlelight. ‘I’ll show you the way,’ she suggested.


‘A sofa will be fine. Anything.’


Bramble led him upstairs. ‘We’ve got six bedrooms. All with perfectly good beds. So there would be absolutely no point in your sleeping on a sofa.’ This isn’t fair, Pa, she thought. Not fair at all. Why didn’t you discuss this with me properly?


I tried to. Her father’s voice floated into her head. You wouldn’t listen.


She flung the door of the spare room open, and showed Jezzar the ancient bathroom opposite, the one with the claw-footed bath and powdery, musty smell of childhood and linoleum.


Later, as she whisked up some scrambled eggs for them both, she ran her eyes over the letter again. It was quite clear. It was addressed to Major Jezzar Morgan, who was to train and ride the horses in return for a small salary and somewhere to live.


Eddie Harris was in tune with his mother’s moods. Other people – the succession of au pairs, or mothers of his school friends – complained about Helena behind her back but his first few years, as an only child in an adult world, had taught him to listen without being noticed. His mother could be difficult, he accepted that, but she loved her family and she worked very hard to keep them all going. Most people didn’t understand what hard work acting was, or why Helena couldn’t make costumes for the school play or brownies for the summer fête, but he knew that she did so much for him – well, for them all now – and he wasn’t exactly certain what Ollie, so far, had contributed. When Ollie made his mother happy that was good enough for him. When he made his mother unhappy, as he did occasionally these days, Eddie intended to find out why. Helena, he knew, was very vulnerable underneath her stylish veneer. And something had obviously upset her.


‘What’s up, Mum?’ He put his arm round her.


Helena blew her nose and leant against his chest. ‘I can’t get over how much you’ve grown.’ This was a familiar refrain and had pleased him at first, although he was getting quite sick of it. He waited. Helena could never keep anything from him.


‘Grampa’s died, I’m afraid.’


Eddie was taken aback by the thud in his chest. It was literally as if someone had punched him hard. ‘Grampa? What d’you mean?’ He hoped he’d misunderstood somehow.


‘Down at Lorenden this morning. Everyone thinks it must have been a heart attack. It probably won’t mean much to you, because you didn’t know him all that well, but to me, well, he was my father.’


Eddie broke away. ‘I did know him! And I wanted to know him better. But you wouldn’t let me. And now he’s gone.’


‘Eddie, Eddie …’ Helena put out a hand. Eddie was such a sweetheart, he never blew up like the uncouth sons of her friends. ‘Don’t upset me like this. I can’t believe you’d be so cruel as to talk to me in that way. After all, I’m the one whose father’s died.’


‘Sorry, Mum.’ He hugged her mechanically, his mind swirling. He’d always planned to go to Grampa after his A levels and beg to be taken on as a working pupil. Edward Grattan was the only one who could insist that Helena agree to it.


He couldn’t believe that his grandfather was no longer striding around Lorenden, eyes narrowed as he assessed a horse or a rider. ‘When you’re jumping, Eddie,’ he’d say, ‘remember that the horse is prey. It can see all round itself to see if it’s being chased. But there’s a blind spot directly in front. So you’ve got to see ahead on your horse’s behalf. You’ve got to make the demands. You’re a partnership, but you’re the one in the driving seat.’


Eddie noticed the way Edward’s eyes lit up at the sight of him, and he loved sitting with the old man as he showed the boy how to clean a saddle, gossiping about the eventing circuit, complaining about in-fighting in the Pony Club (‘no one’s more competitive than a Pony Club mother,’ he would mutter) and passing on his tips – ‘don’t use too much oil, it’ll rot the stitching’. The smell of saddle soap, horse and damp cloth rose in his nostrils at the memory and he suppressed a whimper of anguish.


He quietly disentangled himself from his mother’s embrace and went upstairs to his room, locking the door and turning U2 up as loud as he dared. Then he sank down on his bed, head in his hands, and cried dry, rasping masculine sobs that tore the heart out of him. He had never known such loss or ever realised that pain could be so terrible. Edward Beaumont was as much a part of his life as the sun or the moon – distant, but everlasting and completely, utterly essential if the world was to go on turning.


He stayed there for the rest of the evening, eventually drifting into an exhausted sleep, sprawled across his narrow single bed, still dressed. Helena wondered if she should go upstairs to find out what was wrong, but she didn’t quite dare. There was a new maleness to him these days that both impressed her and made her tread more carefully.


It would just be a teenage thing. Even her darling Eddie was bound to have the odd tantrum. It was hormones.


Bramble was sagging with tiredness and grief but this situation was not Major Jezzar Morgan’s fault, she told herself. He must be made welcome.


As he walked back into the kitchen the electricity came back on, flooding them both in glaring light. He was unshaven, with dark, heavy stubble that gave him the air of a wolf. A wolf from an icy place, with those blue-grey eyes, she thought, and then she realised who he was.


‘I know who you are,’ she exclaimed. ‘Of course! I must be stupid not to have recognised you.’


He bowed. ‘I’m hardly famous.’


‘Well, you are, of course you are,’ she replied, turning some of the lights off. The kitchen was nicer in candlelight. ‘Aren’t you half-Russian or something?’


‘I’m half Tatar,’ he said. ‘My mother was Tatar, not Russian. We ruled the Russians. For centuries.’


She could see pride in his slightly almond-shaped eyes – the colour of the sky where it meets the sea on a frosty morning – and in the way he held his powerful, rangy body. ‘Right,’ she said, nodding. ‘I saw an interview. Didn’t Horse & Hound call you Jumping Jez? On the cover? When you won—’


‘When I won Thirlestane.’


‘Scrambled eggs?’


‘Wonderful.’


‘Really, though, why are you here?’ she asked. ‘I thought you rode for Penny Luckham. She’s got a much better string than we have.’


‘I did. But she chucked me out. Rather suddenly.’


‘Why?’


He hesitated. ‘Because I … er … had an affair with someone else’s wife.’


‘That’s a bit old-fashioned, isn’t it? It’s hardly going to affect your riding.’


‘Penny didn’t like it.’


Bramble rifled her memory for gossip. Hadn’t Jezzar been living with this Penny woman? ‘Oh,’ she said. ‘Were you and Penny …?’


He nodded, shovelling in scrambled eggs as if he was starving.


‘I see,’ said Bramble. ‘And you met my father …?’ She tried to damp down the slow-burning glow of anger inside her. How dare he? Hadn’t she, Bramble, counted for anything?
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