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  For my father, who taught me that life is all about




  standards and civilizations




  – I’m still learning




  







  ‘. . . I hereby state my last will and testament . . .’




  The door opened, and the Withers junior staffer escorted the late arrivals into the room. They exchanged solemn nods and the odd word with those already present, but there was no conversation. A

  frosty atmosphere hung over the meeting, and the nervous anxiety of those seated around the highly polished table was palpable.




  The executor looked up from the document he was sombrely reading and gazed around the room, its walls lined with old leather-bound copies of Law Reports, the deep windows looking out over the

  Inns of Court, traditional and historic. Despite the efforts of the ancient radiators, the room was cold and austere, like a headmaster’s study, and the executor felt an old, familiar sense

  of churning anticipation in the pit of his stomach. He tentatively surveyed the sea of faces gazing expectantly back at him. Sometimes the executor really hated his job. A ray of late afternoon

  sunshine infiltrated the conference room of Withers – solicitors to the great, good and noble (also safe, reliable, discreet) – through the windows, offering no warmth, but instead

  teasing with the reminder of the fresh, breezy air outside, and highlighting the myriad dust particles between him and his audience. They seemed to the executor to represent his words, hanging

  heavy in the oppressive air, falling like slow, deliberate drips of water torture onto the cynical ears of the gathering.




  Although breeding and good manners prevented them from being anything other than perfectly gracious on the surface, he could feel the hostility emanating from the remaining two generations of

  the deceased’s extended family.




  The pain and loss of recent bereavement was still visibly etched across the faces of some. But not all, noted the executor privately – nor, in his opinion, enough of them – and he

  wondered at the family tensions, the years of feuding and fall-outs, that had wrought their influence amongst these two generations of the family tree.




  There was the one trying not to look needy, but who, the executor determined, really did need a healthy share of the prize – the one shaking with hysterical and, he thought, outlandish

  tears. Another, head to toe in full-length fur, diamonds and Chanel, and dipping frequently into an antique pill box, would not have looked out of place at the State Opening of Parliament. Yet

  another, apparently struggling to choose the correct ‘will reading’ facial expression: humble? Grieving, or unmoved by the current situation? Evidently, this person hadn’t

  decided, for each of these expressions and a dozen more passed across their face at regular intervals. One, he noted, was a visible bag of nerves, unable to sit still, nails razed down to the

  quick. The executor’s eyes popped as his glance flicked back to the Chanel-bedecked doyenne, while she nervously wiped imaginary rings from beneath her water glass and slipped another pill

  down her throat, bestowing a saccharine smile upon the group. He wasn’t sure, but he could swear that the little white pill had a smiley face printed on it . . .




  And in amongst them, there was one individual who seemed to be a tower of strength: solemn, a scarred cheek twitching slightly, showing discomfort and obvious distaste at these proceedings. Next

  to him sat a beacon of gracefulness, her beauty and dignity outshining everyone who surrounded her; but still, like the others, seemingly unable to exchange more than the most forced, polite

  chit-chat with her closest blood relatives.




  Along the table from the executor sat senior partner Fawcett-Ryland, immaculate in a three-piece Savile Row suit, flanked by the equally well-groomed Ogilvy, Withers’s man on tax, and

  Jarvis, his colleague who dealt with equity. All were experts in their respective fields and had been formally introduced to the family, and all were present to help deliver this most important of

  documents. The whole performance reeked of old-school decorum, of a system unchanged for decades, intended to put those in the room at their ease, but which, given the circumstances, only added to

  the tension.




  Wall by wall, the room suddenly seemed to start closing in on the executor, and the temperature appeared to rise by several degrees. Despite his considerable experience in such situations, beads

  of sweat appeared on his hairline. There was an impatient cough from the gathering, and the executor hurriedly bowed his head and resumed relating the wishes of the deceased in the carefully

  measured tones of his trade. Part vicar, part game-show host, his job was to deliver the news with a delicate balance of humility and detachment, warmth and professionalism, condolence and

  fatalism. He was careful not to convey incredulity, enthusiasm or enjoyment throughout his task. His was the role of facilitator, and, after his initial glance around the room, he thanked the Lord

  for this, and mentally recoiled from the idea of any further involvement with the characters gathered for the reading.




  ‘. . . I bequeath my mother’s engagement ring . . .’




  As the smaller items of the deceased’s estate were allocated, the executor disguised his surprise at the lack of perceptible reaction from the remaining family. Only a facial twitch here,

  a stifled sigh of exasperation there, a rustle of a designer dress and twiddle of a gold cufflink betrayed the mounting impatience as the objects of lesser value were divided up.




  The executor reached the end of the miscellaneous items, and turned to the last page of the document. The grand finale. Not that anyone realized that yet, he thought; in families as wealthy as

  this, it was normal to split the estate between siblings, spouses and offspring, and they were all expecting their own generous share. He drew a deep breath, allowing himself a dramatic pause, and

  nearly choked as his lungs filled with the fusty air. He wasn’t sure why, but the prospect of delivering this news to his audience filled him with a deep and unfathomable sense of

  satisfaction. It was going to rock their very foundations – more so, probably, than the benefactor’s death had done.




  ‘And now, as regards the family estate –’




  An expectant hush fell over the family and, subconsciously, each shifted almost imperceptibly, stealing sidelong glances at their immediate neighbours, bracing themselves for some news that

  would benefit them alongside, or even above, the others present? The air now all but crackled with hostility.




  ‘Oh, get on with it, man,’ he heard someone mutter irritably from the back of the room. His hackles rose, and he resolved to eke this out for as long as he possibly could.




  ‘I, the deceased, find I have lost faith both in myself and you, my nearest, dearest and blood relations. Once a family of such standing, of high morals, good breeding and impeccable

  behaviour, I fear our current incarnation offers little in the way of respect to our ancestors. And, although we still have upstanding examples of humanity amongst us, over recent years and months

  I have found myself in the main looking forward to the youngest generation for new hope and renewed faith in human kind.’




  There was neither a sound nor a movement around the table, and even the effect of a cloud covering the sun and casting the whole room into shade didn’t inspire the smallest reaction from

  the family.




  The executor cleared his throat and relished another dramatic pause.




  ‘Therefore I, the deceased, bequeath the house and estate to be held in trust for an as yet unborn child. The firstborn of the family’s existing third generation will inherit all of

  Broughton Hall. And until then, no one else is to receive anything . . .’




  There was silence, a gasp and a moan as the shock waves rippled through the group and then took hold. Someone groaned as if in physical pain. Someone else wailed. Several thousand pounds’

  worth of couture was ruined as the wearer slumped on their chair and fainted to the floor. And then there was pandemonium.




  The executor sat back and watched with interest as the drama unfolded before him.




  Sometimes, he really loved his job.




  







  Six months earlier




  







  One




  ‘Philippe! It’s after five p.m. We should be getting down the mountain.’




  ‘Oh, chérie. But here we are so snug. Outside it is cold.’




  Philippe pulled Lyric towards him and nuzzled her neck. She leaned into him, feeling herself melt again at the touch of his soft lips on her skin, the feel of his strong, muscular arms wrapped

  all around her, and gave herself up once again to the exquisite sensations his kisses sent through her. She felt his hand wander and start to caress her breast under the blanket, and she sighed in

  delight and turned to roll over on top of him.




  As she moved, a strange light cast through the window of the hut and caught her eye, reminding her of their predicament. Reluctantly she extricated herself from Philippe’s embrace and,

  peeling herself away from him and pulling a fur blanket around her, tiptoed across to retrieve her salopettes. The hut was littered with their clothes, cast aside in the heat of passion, and she

  bit her lip in guilty pleasure. They had only stopped off at the Kreuzweg hut – ostensibly an SOS refuge halfway down her favourite Klosters ski run, but also a picturesque rustic log cabin

  complete with log fire, traditional Swiss wood furniture and bubbling spring outside – so she could show Philippe how cute it was. The Charlton family had taken ski holidays in Klosters for

  as long as she could remember, and this was the first time she’d skied here with Philippe Chappeau, the love of her life and now her fiancé. But it was so romantic, they’d

  lingered and then . . . That had been over two hours ago – and now, if they didn’t get a move on, they were in danger of having to use it for its prime purpose. For their own self-made

  SOS . . .




  ‘The ski runs shut at five p.m., and the Dienst have probably already done their sweep of the mountain,’ she reminded him. ‘We really need to get a move on.’




  ‘Oui, chérie, I know you’re right,’ said Philippe with a twinkle in his eye. ‘But can I remind you, it’s your fault we’re still here.’




  ‘My fault!’ repeated Lyric in mock outrage. ‘How do you work that one out?’




  ‘Your fault for being irresistible,’ growled Philippe, grabbing hold of her and squeezing her curvaceous bottom, now encased in tight black ski trousers.




  ‘Philippe!’ squealed Lyric, though secretly she loved his adoration – and returned it. He gazed at her searchingly and she could see her own big brown eyes reflected in

  his.




  ‘Just one more kiss,’ he bartered, ‘and then I’ll let you go.’ He smiled wickedly, revealing a set of straight white teeth set in his tanned face. She ran her

  fingers through his curly black hair and kissed him passionately.




  ‘That will have to do you,’ said Lyric, finally pulling away and jamming her woolly hat over her long, honey-blonde hair. ‘We need to go.’




  ‘I’m not sure you’ll need your hat,’ remarked Philippe as he opened the door. ‘It seems to have warmed up.’




  Lyric was filled with a sense of foreboding as she peered out after him. The weather had closed in, and the afternoon sky, slightly overcast earlier, was now suffused with an unusual flat light.

  A warm, claustrophobic gust of wind blew into the hut, lifting the red checked curtains and making the dying embers of the log fire flicker.




  ‘The föhn,’ murmured Lyric in concern. The warm wind that prevails across the Alps every year was notorious amongst locals. It was said that the wind, which came in from the

  Sahara, could blow sand in your face. It affected people and their emotions, and could make you feel sexy or hormonal, even bringing on menstruation in some women. Folklore had it that a woman had

  been acquitted from murdering her husband because it had happened during a föhn.




  Lyric smiled, worried. Murder was hardly going to be an issue for her and Philippe, but, as far as feeling sexy went, the wind had clearly made its mark on their afternoon already. Their

  immediate problem was that the föhn was also extremely dangerous to ski in. The flat light it cast made it almost impossible to detect the contours or the pitch of the slope, even for expert

  skiers.




  ‘We can’t ski down in this,’ she said decisively. ‘We’ll end up skiing off a precipice to our deaths. We’ll have to call mountain rescue.’




  She rummaged in her ski jacket for her mobile phone, pulled it out and stared at it disbelievingly. There was no reception. She held it up to Philippe in defeat.




  ‘I’ll try and attract the Dienst,’ suggested Philippe. The Dienst were almost like ski lifeguards, a select team of men who skied the length and breadth of the

  mountain at the end of the day, clearing it of stragglers and wayward skiers. Lyric nodded in agreement and he disappeared out the door.




  ‘Careful, though, Philippe,’ she called. ‘Don’t stray far from the hut – you’ll never find your way back!’ Lyric perched on a stool and waited tensely,

  listening to Philippe’s voice falling flat on the foggy air.




  After about five minutes, he reappeared. ‘I’m getting nowhere,’ he said simply. ‘The air is too thick with fog. A man could be a foot away from me and not hear me. Or see

  me, come to that. And anyway, the snow is starting to melt.’




  Lyric drew a sharp breath. The föhn was also known as ‘the snow eater’. And with quickly melting snow came another risk.




  ‘Avalanches,’ she stated simply.




  ‘Oui,’ said Philippe seriously. ‘Chérie, there is no way I am going to risk your safety by us skiing down. We will have to stay here until the weather

  lifts.’




  Lyric stared at him in horror. ‘But that won’t be until morning at least!’




  Philippe shrugged. ‘We have firewood.’ He inspected the small pile by the fire. ‘At least, we will have when I bring some more in.’




  He disappeared outside again and returned within moments, arms full of firewood from the store outside the hut. ‘Well, we won’t go cold.’ He piled up the logs and then unzipped

  his fleece. ‘Not that there’s much chance of that in this weather.’




  Seeing Lyric’s downcast expression, he moved across to her and held her face in his hands.




  ‘Hey, chérie, why so worried? It could be much worse. We have a fire, we have water, we have candles. We are safe in here, and you are safe with me.’




  Lyric smiled and felt herself relax. He was right. There was no one she trusted more – crisis or no crisis – and there were certainly worse situations in which to be stranded on a

  mountain.




  She looked up at him sheepishly. ‘But what will we eat?’




  Philippe threw back his head and laughed. ‘Trust you, Lyric. Always thinking of your stomach. But, you know what? I have chocolate.’




  He produced a half-finished bar of Ritter Sport.




  Lyric eyed it dubiously. ‘Well, that’s seen better days . . .’




  Eyes dancing, Philippe looked around the hut for inspiration.




  ‘I know!’ He reached out for one of his ski poles, propped up against the door. Lyric looked at him questioningly for a few seconds before light dawned.




  ‘Your hollow poles!’ she cried.




  ‘Oui!’ said Philippe delightedly. ‘My hollow poles – my Christmas present from you! This is one of the first times I’ve used them, so that means . .

  .’




  ‘. . . they’re still full of cherry brandy!’ laughed Lyric.




  Philippe pulled her to him in a tight hug. ‘So you see, chérie, we have everything. Who needs food?’ His hands ran down her body. ‘And anyway, I’m hungry

  for something else entirely . . .’




  







  Early May




  







  Two




  Concentrate, Lyric!




  Lyric screwed up her eyes against the warm spring sunshine and put her hand to her head in an attempt to blank out the quick-fire patter of the race-day compère, and focus her attention

  on the job in hand – judging the Best Turned Out Horse at the Two Thousand Guineas over the Rowley Mile in Newmarket. It was early May, and the first flat race of the UK season, and she knew

  De Beers’s prestigious award (not to mention the fifty-thousand-pound prize money) – would change the deserving winner’s life forever. She had to make the right

  decision!




  But the Panadol she’d taken to ease the headache her Philip Treacy hat had given her was wearing off, and the cheeky glass of champagne she’d enjoyed earlier wasn’t helping

  matters. She looked around her, eyes dancing mischievously. She couldn’t believe she’d been asked to judge something so serious. Was it too late to duck out? The friendly wink

  from the man with the clipboard told her yes, it was. Having grown up around horses, she was an expert judge of temperament, form and physiology, but, as the grooms paraded the horses around the

  paddock, she found it hard to tear her eyes away from a Black Beauty lookalike. She’d fallen for the flighty, shiny gelding with a wild look in his eye the moment she’d stepped into the

  ring; he seemed like a kindred spirit. He reminded her of Doppelganger – aka Thumper – her own beautiful three-year-old bay gelding, a Christmas gift from her racing-mad father that was

  yet to make his flat-racing debut. This horse eye-balled her on every circuit of the ring, and Lyric had the feeling he was bidding her to leap onto his back and gallop off into the warmth of the

  May afternoon, to somewhere they could both let loose and not have to worry about grooming, appearance and awarding first and second prizes.




  Lyric wiped her now clammy hands down the skirt of her Chanel suit and tried to blot out the sea of interested faces around the ring – a twittering throng of flat racing’s

  glitterati, all decked out in their finery for the first meet of the season. Designer labels, elaborate hairdos and fake tans jostled for position in the members’ enclosure, whilst in the

  ring some of the world’s fastest, bravest racehorses stepped out for the glorified beauty contest. At least she could be confident her own grooming was up to scratch, thought Lyric

  with relief. Her honey-blonde hair was swept into a soft chignon under the chic pillbox hat that enhanced her chocolate-brown eyes, and her camel bouclé skirt suit was perfectly tailored to

  fit her curves and show off her endless legs – even if her Jimmy Choos were ever so slightly sinking into the turf. Clearly their best form was not on soft going, she thought

  wryly.




  ‘This one here, Persistent Offender, has a fine fetlock,’ noted De Beers’s international director of sales and marketing to her left. Lyric looked around her, trying to work

  out which horse he was talking about. Following his gaze, she realized it was her ‘Black Beauty’.




  ‘So that’s his name. Well, looks like we have something in common!’ she quipped. When she looked at him she could almost feel the wind in her hair and his powerful

  hooves galloping beneath her. ‘Not seriously of course,’ she added hurriedly. ‘He’s stunning. And very well turned out.’




  Come on, Lyric, this competition is really important to these people, she reminded herself sternly. Focus!




  ‘And so, Miss Charlton, I’m going to have to press you for a decision,’ said the grinning compère, striding over to the centre of the ring. ‘Which lucky horse is

  going to be crowned the Best Turned Out of our first race of the season? And which lucky groom is going to have their life transformed by you today?’




  Lyric looked around, trying to make out Philippe standing amongst the crowd, silently supporting her, rooting for her as always. She found him, mobile phone raised to his ear, and smiled in

  relief, her tummy flipping in excitement at the thought of the news she was going to share with him later on – the secret she’d been keeping for the past couple of days, unable to find

  the right time to tell him. But Philippe didn’t return the look and the smile froze on her lips. His eyes weren’t on her, but staring right past her. Clearly, his thoughts were

  elsewhere, with whomever he was talking to. She bit her lip, stung, and stared at the ground, trying to blink away the tears that had suddenly sprung up.




  The sales and marketing director leaned over her to speak into the microphone.




  ‘Yes, come on, Lyric, tell us – who’s it to be?’ he pressed. She looked up wildly. Hundreds of expectant faces gazed back at her – all except Philippe, whose brow

  was still furrowed, ear to his phone.




  ‘Black Beauty!’ she announced.




  The compère looked at her quizzically and tried to cover the microphone with his hand.




  ‘I’m . . . sorry?’




  ‘Black Beauty!’ repeated Lyric insistently.




  Now the sales and marketing director was frowning at her, too. ‘Lyric – there is no Black Beauty in the competition . . .’




  Realizing her faux pas, Lyric blushed and pointed at the winning horse. ‘The gelding!’ she said stubbornly.




  Light dawned, and the compère and the sales and marketing director seemed to share a sigh of relief.




  ‘Ahh! You mean Persistent Offender!’ announced the compère triumphantly.




  ‘Yes!’ said Lyric with equal relief.




  ‘And so, ladies and gentlemen, to confirm – the De Beers Best Turned Out of the Meet is Persistent Offender!’ The compère turned to her, still smiling, as the ecstatic

  groom turned the horse into the centre of the circle to collect the prize. ‘And so, Lyric, can you tell us exactly why you chose Persistent Offender for this prize?’




  Lyric stared at him, her mind suddenly blank again. ‘Well, he looks exactly like Black Beauty.’




  ~




  Lyric extricated herself from the gushing thanks of the De Beers team – all of whom, fortunately, seemed to have found Black Beauty-gate endearing rather than disastrous

  – and elbowed her way through the crowd of overdressed racegoers in a bid to find Philippe.




  This isn’t his thing, she reminded herself, as an over-enthusiastic bookie flung his arm out and nearly dislodged her hat. Philippe’s ‘thing’ was their

  thing – the simple life they’d chosen to settle into when they’d fallen in love. Philippe Chappeau abhorred the kind of life Lyric had previously led in the limelight – even

  though he had certainly come a long way from the days of his apprenticeship to his father, tending the grounds at the French finishing school. Now a world-renowned landscape gardener, sexy Philippe

  had turned horticulture into phwoar-ticulture and made it bona-fide celebrity territory before turning his back on a world he found superficial, disposable and utterly distasteful. He now eschewed

  publicity as much as possible, and happily avoided the glare of the world’s flashbulbs in favour of a quiet life in rural Buckinghamshire, developing the now famous gardens at Broughton Hall,

  the Charlton family estate. An avid proponent of organic horticulture and farming, he was busy developing ranges of eco-friendly gardening accessories and organically grown seeds and saplings, as

  well as a line of organic wines and preserves. Philippe dreaded any distraction from his new life; from his dual passions of Lyric and the business. Lyric, for her part, loved the country and,

  having put her wild party days behind her, was happy to remain ensconced there with him, in their very own little love bubble.




  Lyric’s ankle turned as her heel got caught again in the soft earth, and she bit back an expletive. She longed for a pair of Hunters and her jeans. Her new life was light years away from

  her previous incarnation as the UK’s favourite It girl – and light years away from today. Today was a favour to please her father – even though part of her was undoubtedly

  enjoying the buzz. Racing was George Charlton’s life, and so Lyric had agreed to this personal appearance. Dear Daddy. He asked so little of her, how could she refuse him when he did?




  At last, she spotted Philippe’s towering frame just yards in front of her, and felt a wave of love wash over her. He turned to face her, all curly black hair and brooding green eyes

  – those eyes! – and she felt herself melt inside, as she had the first time he fixed them on her. He was the classic strong, silent type, laced with an intensity and a hint of

  mysterious cavalier that his years on the front line had only enhanced. It was an intoxicating combination. Lyric smiled, a wide, dazzling white smile, and she saw his eyes crinkle at the corners,

  stretching the scar on his cheek – a war wound from his days in the army (though he would never discuss exactly how he’d got it) – and in return a smile hovered over his mouth as

  he spotted her.




  ‘Lyric! There you are! Omigod, you were HILARIOUS!’




  ‘Edward!’ Before she’d had a chance to reach Philippe, Lyric spun around joyfully at the sound of her twin brother’s voice. ‘Where have you been?’




  ‘Watching you, of course – you were fantastic.’ Edward beamed back at her, and not for the first time Lyric marvelled at his very existence, let alone the identikit features

  staring back at her: the big chocolate-brown eyes, with the same wicked twinkle as hers; the honey-blonde hair, now sun-lightened by an Easter skiing break in Klosters, and shorter than the

  shoulder-length surfy style he’d had when they’d been reunited. Instead, now, he wore the casually cropped shaggy style of the super-rich. How well he’d slotted into their lives.

  She’d been a very happy only child for so long – thirty years, in fact – but Edward’s appearance in her life had filled a gap she was barely even aware existed. He’d

  not only answered the nagging and unfathomable sense of loneliness she’d often felt, but Edward, with his solid working-class upbringing, had made Lyric, her father, George, and her mother,

  Constance, look anew at their lives and appreciate even more the privilege they’d all enjoyed since birth. After a blip in her twenties when her party lifestyle had threatened to get out of

  control, Philippe had changed everything – handed her back her mojo for real life, even. But, whilst Lyric loved the simpler existence they now led together, it was Edward who reminded her

  how exciting parts of her old life could be.




  Lyric smiled at Edward, shaking her head and laughing in embarrassment. ‘I was anything but fantastic,’ she protested. ‘I was all over the place.’ There was no hiding his

  unabashed pride in her, and Lyric suddenly wondered if indeed the judging hadn’t gone as badly as she’d feared. ‘Really?’




  ‘Yes!’ insisted Edward. ‘Everyone said so. And hardly anyone notices I’m even there – so they would hardly have been saying it for effect.’ Lyric detected a

  hint of bitterness in Edward’s voice. People still forgot who he was, or failed to recognize him, and whilst he’d seemed to have welcomed wholeheartedly the discovery of his new-found

  family, it still must be so hard for him, having to explain not just his birthright but his very existence to everyone he met. ‘And everyone thought you were funny as well as genuine,’

  continued Edward. ‘So much for flaky It girls! My twin sister proves them all wrong yet again!’




  Lyric giggled. Maybe she’d imagined it. Overcome with sisterly love, she gave him an impulsive hug, breathing in deeply as she embraced him, as if to inhale him. Over his shoulder, she

  caught the eye of Philippe standing uncomfortably to one side, and her tummy did its customary somersault again: the wild, curly black hair, the brooding expression born of his Gallic roots, the

  sexy, rangy frame, the tanned skin from a life spent, on the whole, outdoors. But again, Lyric’s smile froze as she registered his expression. Not disapproving exactly, but guarded –

  and definitely distant. Lyric wavered, became shy and uncertain, and loosened her grip on Edward as she held out her hand to her fiancé.




  ‘Philippe!’ She tried to ignore the age-old insecurities that flooded over her. The feeling of never really being quite good enough. Funny enough. Glamorous enough. Was there

  something wrong with her? Was Philippe going off her? Lyric shook herself. These self-doubts were normal – part and parcel of being a girl! After all, however wealthy you were, however

  beautiful, everyone was flawed, and no matter how much self-awareness you invested in, there would always be part of you that doubted yourself. And, maybe, doubted the person you loved most in the

  world, too. It didn’t help that the mysterious aura that had first attracted her to Philippe also represented the last ten per cent of him she felt she hadn’t totally conquered.




  Then maybe he wouldn’t be the enigmatic person you know and love, she reminded herself sternly. And maybe it would be you doing your normal routine of trying to destroy what

  you’ve got together. Don’t analyse the chemistry, Lyric. Philippe swept you off your feet and is the love of your life. It’s too important to question.




  ‘Are you having fun, chéri?’ She squeezed Philippe’s huge, gnarly hand and his eyes twinkled down at her.




  ‘Oh, you know. Not really my thing,’ he said in an undertone. ‘Give me a space like this and I’d rather see it covered in a planting scheme than a load of day-trippers

  and the thundering hooves of racehorses.’ He kissed her lightly on the nose, and Lyric smiled. Philippe was always like a fish out of water in these situations. She hugged herself inwardly at

  the thought of how much those eyes would twinkle later when she told him her news – their news.




  ‘Edward seems to be enjoying it, though.’ Philippe nodded over to where her brother was standing, looking around like a child in a candy shop. ‘He’s certainly embracing

  his new life, isn’t he?’




  ‘Yes, isn’t he?’ agreed Lyric, eyes shining. ‘He’s fitted in perfectly. It’s as if he was never apart from us at all.’




  Philippe gave her a guarded look. ‘But he was, Lyric. For thirty years.’




  Lyric looked at him quizzically. ‘What do you mean? Has Edward said something to upset you?’




  ‘No, not at all. But you’re spending so much time with him – investing so much of yourself in him . . . just don’t expect too much from him too soon, that’s all. I

  wouldn’t want you to get hurt.’




  Lyric frowned. ‘Don’t be silly, Philippe! No one’s going to get hurt.’ She hugged him reassuringly, but inside her mind was spinning. Why would Edward do anything to hurt

  her? He was her twin brother! And what could he possibly do, anyway?




  She felt a pang of disloyalty at the thought of exactly how much time she’d been spending with Edward whilst Philippe was slaving away at the business, and scuffed the floor with

  her shoe guiltily. Maybe Philippe was feeling resentful at the time she’d lavished on her brother. She bit her lip. There were a few occasions she’d spent with Edward that she

  hadn’t admitted to Philippe, too. A few trips into town with him that she, for some reason, had felt necessary to pass off as lunches with her close friends Crispin, Laura or Treeva –

  almost as though she was having an affair or something! It would be so much easier just to admit to Philippe that, after years of not knowing she had a brother, she was over the moon with his

  sudden appearance in her life. But no, instead, something about Philippe’s reserved approach to Edward made her hold back – fib, even.




  Just then, she heard Edward give a low whistle through his teeth as he wandered back over to where they were standing. Lyric looked up in the direction of his gaze. The crowd parted, as with

  Moses and the waves, to make way for one of the most beautiful women she had ever seen. Against the backdrop of ill-fitting suits and garish mutton-dressed-as-lamb outfits that the members’

  enclosure of every racecourse seemed to inspire, this woman was a vision of graceful elegance in scarlet Lanvin, the pop of colour setting off her pale cocoa skin, long, shiny black hair and

  cat-like amber eyes. On her hands she wore white gloves, giving her the elegant air of a modern-day Grace Kelly.




  As Lyric turned around and gazed impassively at her, she felt some flicker of recognition from the depths of her memory – she knew this woman, but from where? Some long-forgotten launch

  party, or Hello! spread, she supposed. But, judging by the smile the girl was giving Lyric, she remembered her, too. Although, Lyric reminded herself, her own notorious past meant she was a

  familiar face to many people outside her immediate set.




  The girl paused in front of them with a half smile, and a deliciously musky scent emanated from her. Lyric breathed it in. What was it? Like the girl, she half recognized it, but couldn’t

  absolutely place it. To her left, Edward had clearly noticed it too, and was breathing in deeply. He gave the woman a flirtatious bow, then turned to his sister.




  ‘Lyric, you’ve let me down. You’re my social guide – how am I meant to know who’s who if you haven’t told me?’ Edward’s eyes were dancing but his

  voice was serious, and Lyric’s cheeks coloured.




  ‘Well – I’m sorry, I – we’ve met before, haven’t we?’ She gave the woman a questioning look.




  In return, the woman arched one eyebrow ambiguously and shrugged elegantly. ‘I know you’re Lyric Charlton,’ she said graciously, and held out an elegant gloved hand.

  ‘Amba.’




  Lyric nodded in sudden recognition. Amba had made her society debut some months previously, with an enigmatic glamour so unique she needed no surname. Lyric had seen her photograph in diary

  pages but, embroiled in her romance with Philippe and their new life together, had paid Amba little heed beyond the excitable titbits fed to her by Crispin, Laura and Treeva. Beautiful and stylish,

  Amba was curiously without cultural anchor. Her exotic colouring suggested she was from the East, but her accent hinted at Russian roots. Her unlined skin could be that of a twenty-year-old, but

  she had the grace and maturity of a woman well into her forties. Either way, her immaculate grooming, designer clothes and Cartier jewellery could only belong to a member of the super-rich, and

  gossip was rife as to how she had come by these millions. Certainly, there was no husband on the scene now, and Amba’s impeccable breeding and finishing-school grace suggested she had grown

  up wealthy. Without evidence as to her extraordinary provenance, she’d provided the gossip-mongers with some of the best raw material they’d had in years, some even swearing that the

  third finger of her left hand bore the imprint of a long-discarded wedding ring.




  Now, though, Lyric gazed at her, mesmerized. What must it feel like to be that stunning? Lyric was hardly unattractive herself, and many, she knew, considered her to be a natural beauty. But she

  never really felt that she was – and anyhow, Amba was in a different league altogether. She was a real woman. She took Amba’s hand – a large hand, she noticed absent

  mindedly – and shook it. Suddenly, Lyric felt a sharp dig in her ribs and she jumped.




  ‘And this is my brother, Edward Charlton,’ she said hurriedly, remembering her purpose, standing to one side to introduce him. Edward gave Amba his most charming smile and kissed her

  hand with a flourish. Amba smiled in delight, but Lyric saw something else flash across her eyes. A look of what – surprise?




  ‘Your brother?’ said Amba, turning back to Lyric. ‘But of course . . .’




  She turned back to Edward with a dazzling smile, and in a split second Lyric saw her brother fall under Amba’s spell, instantly bewitched.




  ‘We’re recently reunited,’ he said quickly. ‘Which will be why you and I have never met before.’




  Lyric smiled at him. ‘Amba hasn’t been on the scene long herself,’ she said pleasantly. ‘Which is why we’ve never met before.’ She gave Amba a warm,

  sisterly smile, and tried not to feel snubbed when Amba returned it with a cool look. Wow. She might be all woman, but it was all man’s woman.




  ‘Edward, my boy! Edward, over here. I’ve got some people I want you to meet.’




  Lyric nudged Edward at the sound of their father’s voice, and her brother reluctantly dragged his eyes away from Amba. ‘Go on, Edward. There’ll be another ancient Jockey Club

  member he wants to introduce you to. He loves having a son to show off.’




  She nodded over to where her father, George, dressed in his ancient, faded country clothes, was standing with a bunch of similarly attired men, all with weathered, ruddy complexions, and she

  smiled indulgently. He was so full of life, so passionate about his hunting, shooting, fishing and – most importantly – racing, that it was hard to believe he was seventy. Only the

  weather-beaten skin and early signs of arthritis gave away his advancing years.




  ‘Looks like you’re wanted again, Edward,’ she said, happy to share her father’s love on the basis that no one could steal the special place she occupied in Daddy’s

  heart. ‘Anyone would think you were his only child.’




  Edward laughed and watched wistfully as Amba nodded farewell and disappeared back into the crowd, retaining that enigmatic air. ‘Well,’ he murmured, almost to himself. ‘I guess

  – for a few moments at least – I was . . .’




  Behind him, his father slapped him on the back. Edward jumped in surprise, and gave him a sidelong glance in case George had heard his last comment. But his father, too, was staring after

  Amba.




  ‘Walks like a racehorse herself, that one,’ said George in admiration. ‘Beauty is in movement, my boy, and there is a particular kind of grace that links women to

  thoroughbreds.’ He turned to Edward, a serious look behind his twinkling eyes. ‘Mind you, that one could probably kick like one, too.’




  Edward frowned at the implied slur on Amba’s character. ‘What do you mean?’ His face suddenly creased in concern as his father shut his eyes and swayed alarmingly. ‘Dad?

  What’s the matter?’




  George stood up straight again, trying to put a brave face on it. But his skin was ashen and Edward was sure he was shaking.




  ‘Oh, nothing, my boy. Just a little dizzy spell. Get them all the time at my age. Nothing to worry about.’




  George turned back to his friends, attempting to brush off the incident entirely. Edward gazed at him thoughtfully.




  That wasn’t the first dizzy spell his father had complained of lately. It was one of several. And it hadn’t looked like nothing to worry about. It had looked like something he should

  be very worried about indeed.




  







  Three




  Where on earth, thought Lyric, looking around her in concern, is my mother? She’d been acting very strange all morning. Now she came to think about it,

  Lyric hadn’t seen her since before the prize giving.




  ‘Have you seen Mummy?’ she asked Philippe.




  He frowned and scratched his head. ‘Non, chérie. Not since we arrived, in fact.’




  They shared a ‘look’. Her mother, Constance – gracious, stylish and a legendary hostess famed for turning every social occasion into a personal entertaining opportunity –

  had initially reacted well to the appearance of her long-lost son. She’d been shocked, of course, but mostly delighted. Recently, however, she seemed to be suffering some kind of

  post-traumatic shock, relying ever more heavily on the pills and shakes that she had long subsisted on, and employing a small army of personal staff to carry out obscure duties.




  Lyric smiled fondly as she thought about her eccentric parents and squeezed Philippe’s arm. He squeezed back and looked down at her.




  ‘Do you think we’ll be as bonkers as my parents when we’re their age?’ she asked.




  ‘Bonkers?’




  She laughed as Philippe looked quizzical at this unfamiliar word. ‘Mad. Eccentric. A bit nuts.’




  ‘Ah.’ His eyes twinkled teasingly as he grasped the full meaning. ‘Well, some might say one of us already is . . .’




  She laughed and nudged him playfully. ‘Well, then, that makes two of us, chéri – so we’ve got nothing to worry about, have we! Apart from, obviously, where my

  mother has got to . . .’




  ‘Let’s take a look over there,’ said Philippe, nodding to where the members’ enclosure gave way to the exercise ring and the paddocks beyond.




  ‘What would Mummy be doing over there?’ said Lyric, her heels sticking in the soft ground again as they moved off the gravel path and onto the grass. Philippe grabbed Lyric’s

  hand as she swayed, and picked her up, carrying her in a fireman’s lift across the practice ring and towards the horseboxes lined up in the paddocks. Lyric shrieked and laughed, kicking her

  legs helplessly as he ran. ‘Philippe!’




  ‘Maybe I just want to get you on your own,’ he replied, swinging her around and placing her gently back on the ground with a kiss.




  She looked up at him, his eyes full of love, and her heart leapt. She paused. Now was the perfect time . . . ‘Well, chéri, I did have something to tell you . . .’




  ‘Constance!’ Lyric felt Philippe’s voice reverberate in his chest as he interrupted, calling out over her head. ‘Constance!’




  She turned around and gasped as she saw her mother, Lady Constance Charlton, emerging from a horsebox, her elaborate greying coif in disarray, her powdered cheeks flushed and her lipstick

  smudged. Waiting for her outside the box was a young male groom looking sheepish as he spotted Lyric and Philippe standing stock still amongst the pre-race activity in the field.




  Constance, rooting around in her Hermès handbag, finally looked up too. Slipping something into her mouth, then patting her hair back into place, she waved gaily as though she were

  stepping out of Chanel back into Bond Street. She trotted over to them.




  ‘Woo-hoo! Lyric, how wonderful. I’ve been looking for you all over. When is your little prize draw, darling?’




  Lyric stared at her mother, open-mouthed. ‘It’s finished, Mother – I’ve already done it. What on earth have you been doing? We’ve been looking for you

  everywhere.’




  Constance looked shocked, as though it were perfectly obvious. ‘I’ve been checking the form, darling – what on earth do you think I’ve been doing?’ She looked at

  Lyric as though she were mad, and then turned coquettishly to Philippe. ‘Philippe, darling, would you give me your arm? I simply must find George before the next race – I expect

  he’s with Angus and I want to put a bet on.’




  Philippe looked at her, bemused, and then concerned, but held out his arm regardless. ‘Are you quite all right, Constance?’




  Constance stared at him, her eyes bright and darting. ‘All right, Philippe? Why, of course I am! What on earth could be the matter with me?’ She turned back in the direction of the

  members’ enclosure. ‘Well, darlings, what on earth are you waiting for? The Derby won’t wait for us, will it?’




  ‘No, Mummy,’ said Lyric, ineffectively attempting to straighten her mother’s skirt as Constance started to stride out across the turf. ‘But it might wait for you to look

  like you’ve got dressed properly.’




  ~




  As the three of them re-entered the members’ enclosure, Lyric could see her father, still holding court with his old cronies, his arm proudly clutching Edward’s

  shoulders. She smiled to herself as she clocked Edward’s expression. He had very little knowledge of racing – never having had any contact with it before he was reunited with his birth

  family – and, from what she could tell, he had even less interest in it. And, right now, that lack of interest had transformed itself into a study in determined concentration, as Edward tried

  to feign some kind of connection with the assorted septuagenarian racing buffs surrounding him.




  Wanting to erase the feeling of grubbiness her mother’s odd behaviour had left her with, Lyric ran over and flung her arms around her father’s neck.




  ‘Daddy, you’re boring poor Edward to tears. Poor thing – you can’t cram six decades’ worth of accumulated racing knowledge into six months! Let Edward learn about

  it gradually and let Angus go so he can tell Mummy where to place her bets!’




  Edward shot her a grateful look and then dug his father playfully in the ribs. ‘Yeah, Dad, it’s hardly as if I’ve got a horse myself, anyway, is it? Not like Lyric, that

  is.’ He looked enviously at his sister.




  ‘Well, young man, you listen and learn, and you never know, in time your father might deem you deserving of such a fine commodity,’ said a warm voice from the other side of his

  father.




  Lyric gave the small, scruffy man a wide smile. Likeable, jovial and shabby, Angus Roach was an old school friend of her father’s, and had been a familiar face at Broughton Hall over the

  years. Lyric associated Angus with Café Crème cigars and humbugs that tasted of soap, on which she had broken more teeth than she would care to remember. Despite his unassuming

  appearance, Angus owned half of Scotland and had never needed to work – instead, he had spent his life hanging around racecourses, and was now an internationally renowned – if not

  formally recognized – expert on form. He was simply the only person to seek out for a winning tip, and Constance and Lyric were two of the few people with whom he readily shared his insider

  knowledge. George often joked that Constance could have bought Broughton Hall twice over with her Angus-advised winnings, if she hadn’t always immediately spent them in Yves Saint

  Laurent.




  George hugged her delightedly and guffawed, turning to ruffle his son’s head. ‘I’m sure Edward would tell me if he wasn’t interested, Lyric.’




  ‘I’m sure he wouldn’t,’ she protested. ‘Angus, seriously, Mummy has been like a cat on a hot tin roof, please put her out of her misery.’ She looked over to

  where Constance had let go of Philippe and was flirting with a thirty-something racegoer, swaying mildly as she leaned in to talk to him.




  ‘Righty-ho, my dear,’ said Angus jovially, leaving the circle and expertly extricating Constance from her current exchange. ‘Come on, my dear, let’s go and increase that

  fortune for you.’




  ‘We were just talking about that Bumper of yours,’ said George to Lyric.




  ‘Thumper, Daddy,’ corrected Lyric fondly, referring to her own racehorse. Its racing name – Doppelganger – was simply too long for everyday use and, in common with most

  racehorse owners, she’d given the colt a ‘stable name’ for private use. ‘Remember, I named it after the rabbit I had when I was little. It had the same colour fur as my

  horse,’ she explained to the group, who all chuckled politely.




  ‘It played football, you know,’ confided George proudly.




  ‘I thought that was Lyric’s first pony?’ piped up Philippe in confusion.




  ‘Enough!’ laughed Lyric. She turned to her father’s friends again. ‘All we really need to know is that this is Thumper’s first race, and that we have high hopes for

  him. He’s my first, you know!’




  ‘You say that like you’re expecting more,’ interjected Edward. ‘There’s a queue, you know!’




  Lyric turned to him in surprise, and looked around to assess everyone else’s reaction. But it seemed that no one, not even Philippe, had heard – instead, they were all listening to

  George describe Thumper’s breeding and expected form. She watched as her brother pulled out a packet of Marlboro Lights and searched his pockets for a lighter. Had he meant it as a joke? Or

  was Edward secretly resentful of a gift her father had given her months before they even realized Edward was still alive?




  Her eyes widened as Edward found the lighter in his pocket. It was a vintage silver Zippo, a valuable heirloom that until now had resided in a cabinet at Broughton Hall.




  ‘Edward – isn’t that Daddy’s lighter?’ she asked tentatively.




  Edward turned a charming smile on her. ‘Yes, well spotted!’ He looked so innocent that Lyric instantly chastised herself. Daddy must have given it to him.




  ‘Lucky you!’ she said brightly. ‘I was after that for all the years I smoked, but Daddy would never cave in and give it to me. It was too precious.’




  Edward shrugged. ‘Well, I guess what’s his is mine – at least it will be one day.’ He smiled cheekily. ‘And, let’s face it, he’s always so preoccupied

  with his horses, his guns and his dogs – if he notices I’ve got it in the meantime, I’ll deal with the fallout then!’




  Lyric stared at him, part shocked, but part still adoring that she had someone else who could recognize and poke fun at her father’s idiosyncrasies. A tannoy announcement heralding the

  appearance of the horses taking part in the last race in the warm-up ring – the prestigious Derby, and Thumper’s first ever race – interrupted her thoughts.




  ‘Come on then, troops,’ boomed George jovially. ‘Let’s see what Skankton has been doing with our pride and joy, eh, Lyric?’




  Lyric cringed at the thought of Roger Skankton, George’s racehorse trainer, and, as far as she was concerned, out-and-out rogue. George and Roger had been introduced many years previously,

  when Angus had spotted Roger Skankton’s talent as a young assistant trainer and set him up in business. He had, of course, recommended him to his best friend George, and Roger had trained

  George’s string of horses ever since, a partnership that had worked surprisingly well. Roger Skankton was everything George looked for in a winning yard owner, but nothing he liked in a man

  – so they had frequent fall-outs over his business ethics, or lack thereof. Not that this had done the Skanktons any harm – Roger was now one of the UK’s most successful new

  trainers – but he was new money through and through, and his resume read like a ‘how to’ for the nouveau. Mock-Tudor mansion built on its own golf course, a fortune spent on his

  children’s education at Millfield and a holiday villa just the wrong side of Cannes – in the Costa del Sol. So central to Roger’s success was George’s trust in him, and his

  constant investment in ever more spirited steeds, that Roger had even moved his family and yard lock, stock and barrel next door to Broughton Hall. The arrangement had benefited everyone and,

  whilst Roger continued to increase the success of George’s stable, it had also enhanced George and Angus’s friendship.




  But Lyric, even as a girl, had found Roger somewhat repulsive and kept as much distance as she could from their nearest neighbour and closest business partner.




  As they approached, Lyric could see Roger towering above everyone, ingratiating smile placed firmly on his perma-tanned face and showcasing his over-white veneers, giving him a strange leer. His

  rangy frame was encased in the ubiquitous camel overcoat of the racing fraternity, a trilby hat covered his thick wavy hair. Roger’s hair was still the same rich shade of brown it had always

  been, without a hint of grey, and if his perfect hairline was anything to go by it owed more to a packet of Grecian 2000 than to good luck or good genes. With his shiny manicures and box-fresh

  designer shirts, Roger looked like he was straight out of a tumble drier. Yet despite this, thought Lyric, the overall effect always seemed to be more Del Boy than Del Monte. Roger’s

  once-good looks were now fading, the lines of his chiselled face blurring with age and his waistline thickening in spite of the weekly squash sessions and furious pounding in the gym. Not that that

  stopped him pawing anything in a skirt, of course. Roger was a notorious philanderer, a serial shagger whose mousey ‘bit on the side’ secretary Janice filled his diary with appointments

  to cover up his many illicit liaisons – and, rumour had it, his many dodgy business dealings, too . . . He was the only person Lyric knew whose dental hygienist performed extra-curricular

  services. Broughton Hall’s long-standing cook, Mrs Gunners, had confided this during one of Lyric’s many early-morning visits below stairs on her way home during her party heyday.

  Interesting, Lyric thought now, that he’d never tried his charms on Constance – not in Lyric’s presence, anyhow. As outrageous flirts went, her mother and Roger would make a right

  pair – if they weren’t too old for each other, that is . . .




  Lyric’s eyebrows shot up into her hairline as she caught Roger pinching the ever-present Janice on the bottom. Janice, wearing a too-tight pencil skirt and blazer, skyscraper heels and too

  much make-up, jumped theatrically and turned to give him a ‘Carry On’ slap in retaliation. Instinctively, Lyric looked around to see if Roger’s long-suffering wife Angie had

  witnessed the whole debacle, too.




  As it transpired, she had. As always, Angie was standing slightly to one side, watching on passively, a pinched expression on her gaunt face, her painstakingly coiffed hair as static as her

  tense posture. Having perfected the art of turning a blind eye, and with the full-time occupation of ignoring Roger’s ostentatious philandering now apparently second nature to her, instead

  Angie put all her energies into being thin and controlling her children: cosseting ‘her Darren’ and attempting to further her two twenty-something daughters’ social trajectories

  with eye-watering faux pas. Today, as always, Kimberley and Cheryl were protectively glued to her side like a pair of glamorous clams, one in peach and the other in coral, both wearing orange fake

  tans and Minx manicures, and repelling each other with the static caused by their hair extensions. The angle at which Cheryl was holding her elbow gave away the fact that there was one of her chow

  chow puppies nestled there. Angie herself wore a Jaeger London shift dress under her mink wrap, both hanging off her tiny frame, her head resembling an elaborate lollipop. How did one live that

  kind of life, enduring that kind of behaviour, day in, day out? Lyric marvelled. She squeezed Philippe’s hand lovingly. He would never even dream of cheating on her, let alone disrespecting

  her so publicly.




  ‘So this is the famous Roger Skankton, is it?’ Lyric jumped as Edward clapped his hand on her shoulder and peered across at the ring.




  ‘Yes – don’t tell me you’ve never met him?’ She looked at her brother in shock.




  Edward shrugged nonchalantly. ‘Never met any of the Skanktons. Dad keeps threatening to introduce me, but something always gets in the way. Our holidays, their holidays, you and I up to no

  good in town . . .’ Lyric blushed and looked guiltily up at Philippe, but he was busy frowning at his phone and didn’t seem to have heard.




  She laughed and shook her head. ‘Unbelievable, Edward. Have we really all been so busy that you’ve been home for months and not met our next-door neighbours, and Daddy’s

  business partner, yet?’




  Edward stretched and tutted laconically. ‘Well, sis, maybe my immersion in your lives isn’t quite as complete as you’d like to think it is,’ he said mildly. ‘And,

  as Daddy didn’t give me a racehorse for Christmas, there’s not really been an incentive to leap over the fence and go trotting up to Skankton Manor.’




  Lyric laughed uncertainly, unsure if it was irony or bitterness she detected in Edward’s voice. ‘Well,’ she said purposefully, spotting Roger Skankton’s son Darren

  lurking around at the fringe of the crowd. Darren was the same age as her and Edward, a committed party boy and a sometime wing man for the It girl Lyric of old. ‘We can remedy that right

  now. Philippe, we’re just going to say hi to Darren.’
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