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HER FROZEN HEART


THE SNOW ROSE


THE WINTER CHILDREN




Prologue


Xenia thought she had never seen Mama look as ravishing as she did today: her dark hair was perfectly curled, her lips painted a tantalising scarlet so that she appeared to have a mouth made of velvet, her green eyes sparkling below swooping lashes.


She stood at the top of an elegant staircase, the lights catching the diamonds in her hair and at her neck, making them flash like tiny camera bulbs. The real cameras were aimed at her as she stood on her staircase to nowhere; the huge ones straddled by the cameramen like great beasts, the angled lenses hanging from the rig above the soundstage, where they lived with the many-coloured spotlights and the dangling microphones.


Mama wore a beautiful black evening gown, her hair elaborately arranged and studded with jewels. Her shoulders rose white and creamy from the veil wound around her bodice and encasing her breasts. She looked proud, arrogant and unafraid.


Xenia watched from the shadows, almost shivering as the film approached its denouement. She’d seen so many of the scenes, she knew the story, she knew Mama’s lines so well she could almost mouth along with them, and yet . . . it was so real, so fresh, it was like hearing it for the first time. The crowd at the bottom of the staircase gazed upwards, spellbound by the woman on the landing above. ‘You’ve all come here today to find out one thing. You want to know who killed Delilah.’


All eyes were on glittering, beautiful Mama. Every light and every camera were turned on her. Up on her staircase, Mama could see nothing but the glare of the lights. She didn’t know what went on in the darkness below, and she must never know. Xenia understood that.


Mama lifted her white arms dramatically, raised her chin and said, ‘Do you want to know who killed Delilah? It’s very simple. I killed her. And I’m glad I did. I’d do it again tomorrow – and so would every one of you!’


A shocked gasp came from the crowd and a murmur of surprise and outrage.


‘But you don’t know the truth – you don’t know the whole story. When you do, you’ll understand. And you’ll know who’s at the bottom of all of this. You see, the real Delilah was dead long before any of you even knew her!’


A gunshot rang out. Mama stiffened, gasped, her expression froze and she clutched her chest. Then she stumbled and sank to the ground, fighting for breath.


A shudder of horror convulsed Xenia.


Mama’s lover ran to her side and took her in his arms. ‘No! No. Stay with me, Delilah, stay with me!’


But Mama’s lashes were trembling, her lips falling open, her body weakening. ‘It’s no use, it’s too late,’ she whispered. ‘Please, Sam, try not to hate me, won’t you?’


‘I don’t hate you – I love you!’ Sam pulled her close to him as the camera soared in for a close up of Mama’s beautiful face.


‘Please,’ she whispered, her eyes shining with tears, ‘tell me you love me again.’


‘I love you, Delilah!’


‘Don’t call me that. Call me Sarah. Just once. That’s all I ask.’


‘Oh, Sarah, don’t go. Don’t leave me! I love you.’ Her lover dropped his head on her shoulder as he wept.


Her eyes closed, her body relaxed, and the camera lingered lovingly on her face, as exquisite in death as in life.


It’s not real. It’s pretend. Mama is alive.


But down below, in the darkness, Xenia sobbed as if her heart would break.




PART ONE




Chapter One


‘Open your eyes.’


I love that voice, thought Buttercup. The car had stopped, the engine was off at last, and in the sudden lucid quiet, Charles’s tone seemed particularly intense. It filled her mind even more now she had her eyes shut: that low, husky voice, with a hoarseness that seemed to have been built into it as part of its natural state. It was one of the first things that attracted her to Charles, a sound like velvet sandpaper as he said, Buttercup Wilcox? That’s the most marvellous name I’ve ever heard.


They’d clearly arrived somewhere but Buttercup asked anyway, ‘Are we here?’


‘Of course. Open them.’


Charles had insisted she keep her eyes shut from the time they left the main road. He wanted the first glimpse to be the best, so she got the full impact. She’d laughed and protested but obeyed: life with Charles was full of surprises and they were always delightful and exciting.


Buttercup opened her eyes, blinking in the unaccustomed daylight, and gasped. ‘Oh, Charles. It’s beautiful!’


She was looking at an exquisite house of golden stone that even on a dank January day looked warm against the cold grey sky. Its narrow diamond-paned windows glittered in what little sunshine filtered through the clouds; its chimneys soared upwards, grand and graceful at the same time. ‘Just beautiful,’ she breathed.


‘It is, isn’t it?’ Charles smiled with pleasure at her obvious admiration. ‘I’m so glad you like it, but poor old Charcombe wasn’t always so pretty. You should have seen it when we bought it.’ He flung his car door open and jumped out. ‘Come on. I want to show you inside.’


He was around at her side in an instant, pulling open her door and offering her a hand to help her out of the low-slung sports car. ‘First impressions?’


‘It’s wonderful.’


He grinned at her. ‘Good! You’re going to love it, I just know it.’


Charles led the way to the huge wooden panelled door with a great brass doorknob in the centre, a large verdigris lantern in the shape of an orb hanging above it from the porch roof. He opened it, stepping aside to let her go in first.


She hardly knew what to say as she went into a vast square hall hung with oil paintings, its ceiling a riot of colour with painted frescoes of gods, goddesses and fat putti frolicking in the clouds. Marble busts on plinths stood along the walls and in the centre of the room a large round table held a giant globe vase with white hydrangea spilling out in frilly abundance, a fragment of summer in the depth of winter. When Charles had talked about his place in Dorset, she’d envisaged a cottage, a holiday getaway, perhaps a little rough around the edges, a bit make-do.


I should have known better.


Everything with Charles was bigger and bolder than normal life, grander, richer. The London flat he mentioned so casually had turned out to be a penthouse apartment in Westminster at the top of a large house owned by him – very different from her third-floor attic conversion in Fulham. Perhaps that was why he was taking her into his rarefied existence slowly, step by step, as if he didn’t want to frighten her off. He’d pretended at first he was a successful businessman, nothing out of the ordinary. It was only now, seven months after their courtship had begun, that she was learning how extraordinary he really was. She was glad it was that way round, that she’d fallen for him before she’d been shown the trappings of his life.


A beautiful black Labrador came bounding across the hall, her claws clacking on the marble floor, barking a welcome, her tail wagging furiously.


‘Who’s this?’ Buttercup asked, delighted, holding out her hand.


‘Oh, that’s Tippi.’ Charles watched her patting and stroking the silky black head as Tippi looked up adoringly. ‘You’ve won her over, darling. Not that I’m surprised: you win everyone’s hearts.’


Buttercup laughed. ‘You’re intent on making me the vainest person in the world. Why is she called Tippi?’


‘After Tippi Hedren, the movie star. It’s rather a joke. Look, I’ll show you why.’ He turned and led her through a door into a large, light drawing room with a row of French windows looking out over a terrace and the manicured garden beyond. It was furnished in elegant good taste with blue silk sofas, antique furniture, elaborately draped curtains and vases of white roses. Knick-knacks and silver photograph frames sat on polished surfaces.


‘What a pretty room!’ exclaimed Buttercup, looking about. Tippi pressed against her legs as if unwilling to lose the soft touch of Buttercup’s hand on her head.


‘Yes, isn’t it? It gets light all day and I’m very fond of the view of the garden. But that’s not what I wanted to show you.’ Charles pointed up at the oil painting that hung above the fireplace, a pair of silver candlesticks on either side. ‘Do you know who that is?’


Buttercup stared at the painting. It was a large portrait of a woman, dressed in the style of the 1940s in a white evening dress, her fine dark hair in waves and held back by diamond clips. She gazed out of the canvas, beautiful and self-possessed with a trace of insolence in her striking slanted green eyes and on the dark red lips. ‘I don’t think so,’ she said slowly, puzzled. ‘But she looks familiar somehow. Who is she? A member of your family?’


Charles laughed delightedly. ‘No! Don’t you recognise her? She’s Natalie Rowe!’


‘Oh! Of course, the actress. Now you say it, I can see it.’


‘I can’t believe you didn’t know her at once – she was a huge star in the forties. You’ve seen Delilah, haven’t you? She was brilliant in it, it made her name.’


‘I’m afraid not,’ Buttercup said apologetically. ‘I’ve heard of it, of course, but I’ve never seen it.’


Charles looked at her sorrowfully. ‘So woefully uneducated. We’ll have to do something about that. It’s a classic of the film noir genre.’ He gestured up at the painting. ‘And this painting was actually done for the film itself. It’s in the movie!’


‘Goodness.’ Buttercup looked at the painting with new respect. ‘I’m impressed.’


‘Calling the dog Tippi was a sort of joke about film stars in the house. Natalie Rowe lived here, you see, after she made Delilah. This picture has been here ever since. Her daughter sold us the house, and left it here with strict instructions it should never be moved. I was rather tickled by the idea, so I agreed. And the old bird lives just down the lane, so I daren’t move it now in case she puts a curse on me.’ He laughed.


Buttercup laughed too. There was always something extraordinary happening around Charles. It was one of the things that beguiled her so much about him: he made life interesting and unusual, filled it with fantasy and dreams and then turned them into reality. ‘What a wonderful story. I’ll have to watch the film now.’


‘You certainly will. But there’s something else I want to show you.’


Just then, there was a rapid knock on the door and a woman walked into the room, her expression anxious. She was casually dressed in jeans, wiping damp hands on them as she entered, her brown hair pulled back into a rough ponytail and her deep-set grey eyes worried. ‘I’m so sorry, Mr Redmain, I didn’t hear you come in!’ Her voice had a soft Scottish lilt. ‘I would have come out at once if I’d known you’d arrived.’


‘Don’t worry, Carol, it’s fine,’ Charles said cheerfully. ‘I was in such a hurry to show off my treasures, I didn’t come to say hello. Darling, this is the marvellous Carol, my excellent housekeeper and sorter-out of all manner of problems. She and her husband Steve live here all year round, keeping an eye on everything for me.’


‘Hello,’ Buttercup said, smiling. So this was another of the very many sorter-outers in Charles’s life. He seemed to be surrounded by a team of extremely efficient and trusted helpers who made everything around him run as smoothly as possible. ‘Very nice to meet you.’


‘You too. Are you—’


Charles interrupted. ‘Be an angel, Carol, and get some tea on for us, will you? I want to show this wonderful creature the Redmain Room. Give us twenty minutes or so, and we’ll be back to have it in here.’


‘Yes, sir.’ Carol turned and went out, Tippi following her with a wagging tail.


Buttercup raised her eyebrows. ‘Redmain Room?’


‘Come on, all will be revealed.’


It was Charles’s irrepressible appetite for life that had drawn Buttercup to him at a time when her own existence had been bleak and full of misery. She was reminded of it now as he hurried up the stairs in front of her, eager to share everything with her, and her heart swelled with love for him. He had made her happy again, excited to be alive, after her father’s death had left her grief-stricken and hopeless.


With him, I could suddenly see all the possibilities that life could offer.


His enthusiasm was so infectious. He seemed to know about masses of different subjects, and to have travelled everywhere and seen just about all there was to see. Even though he was only a dozen years older than Buttercup, he’d had several careers, founded businesses and lived abroad.


And got married. Had children. Been divorced.


Buttercup tried not to think about that. Someone like Charles was never going to come without baggage, she understood that. She knew about the end of his marriage and had met James and Charlotte, his teenage children. It might not be the perfect scenario but she couldn’t help the choices her heart made, and she would rather have Charles and his baggage than a lesser man with a clean slate. It was part of what made him so interesting, after all.


Even now, as they were heading up the stairs, he was talking nineteen to the dozen about the restoration of the house after he’d bought it. True to form, he’d learned all he could about the period and its architecture and styles of art, furniture and fabric. Then, with the help of experts and craftsmen, he’d gone about recreating this place, restoring it to its original splendour.


‘I used local carvers and gilders and specialist artisans too,’ he said as they walked along a thickly carpeted corridor together. ‘Luckily, this part of the world is crammed with the most amazing people, the kind who devote their lives to traditional skills and conservation. Ah!’ He stopped before a closed door, his eyes sparkling. ‘Here we are. This is the most precious room in the house. It’s taken years to create.’ He put his hand on the brass handle. ‘Are you ready?’


‘Yes, never readier.’ She smiled, wondering what on earth he wanted to show her. ‘Let’s do it.’


‘Good.’ He opened the door and went in, flicking a light switch to illuminate the darkness with tiny concealed spotlights.


Buttercup followed him in, curious and a little trepidatious. The room was small, not much bigger than a box room, and panelled in dark wood. Red velvet curtains hung at the mullioned window and a blind shut out the sunlight outside. Oil paintings of old sea battles hung on the walls, and around the room were glass-topped mahogany cases, carefully lit by spotlights in the ceiling. In the centre of the room was a wooden dais that held a chair and directly behind it a large oil painting of an old ship in full rig. The gold plate on the frame read ‘HMS Cymbeline’. Next to the painting on one side was a marble bust of a noble-looking man in a tricorn hat, and on the other, an old leather-covered cylinder was mounted on the wall.


‘Look,’ Charles said, clearly bursting with pride. He waved a hand around the room. ‘What do you think?’


‘It’s . . . marvellous,’ Buttercup said, hiding her mild bewilderment. ‘What an achievement.’


Charles looked solemn. ‘It’s been a labour of love to collect this. Museums would give their eye-teeth for some of this stuff. Look at this chair!’


He moved towards it and Buttercup followed. The chair, which looked like a particularly heavy dining chair, was dark wood upholstered with a sandy-coloured velvet on its seat and arms. The back was elaborately carved and, as she got closer, Buttercup saw that there were letters running along the top edge.


‘England expects every man to do his duty,’ she read out loud. ‘Oh, I see. Nelson. Trafalgar.’


‘That’s right.’ Charles looked pleased. ‘The original message was that England confides that every man will do his duty, but Nelson was persuaded to say “expects” as it was already in the flag signal vocabulary, whereas “confides” would have to be spelled out so it would take longer. They shortened it again for the carving. And look, below that . . .’ He pointed to more carved letters below that read ‘Cymbeline’ and around them ‘21 October 1805’. ‘This commemorates the ship my ancestor Edward Redmain captained at Trafalgar.’ He nodded towards the marble bust of the man in the tricorn hat. ‘That’s him. And this house belonged to him – he bought it with some of his prize money. That’s why I simply had to have it.’


‘Goodness,’ breathed Buttercup, impressed. ‘So was this his chair?’


‘Well . . . it might have been. Quite a few were made, to be given to all the ships’ officers to commemorate their part in the battle. He definitely would have had one.’ Charles pointed at the leather cylinder on the wall. ‘But that is most certainly his telescope. And I have his shoe buckles too. And look here, his stall plate for Westminster Abbey – all the captains got one as a reward . . .’


‘How amazing!’ she’d said, sincerely impressed. ‘No wonder you’re proud.’


‘Edward Redmain was a real hero. And to have his house again – to live in it myself, with his treasures around me – that makes me proud. Hugely proud.’ Charles had reached out to take her hand. ‘I hope you can understand that.’


‘I do, completely.’ She hugged him. ‘You’re so incredible, Charles. Imagine how impressed and overwhelmed Captain Redmain would be, if he could see you now and everything you’ve done to commemorate him!’


He lifted her face to him and stared at her, his expression serious. ‘It means everything to me that you could say something like that. I knew as soon as we met that you are the woman of my dreams, and every day you make me more certain. Darling, I know it’s very soon. We’ve only been together seven months but I’m surer about this than I have been about anything in my whole life. I love you, and I want to marry you.’


Buttercup stared at him, his words sinking in. She had considered it, imagined it, even dreamed of it, but never quite prepared herself for the reality of Charles asking her to be his wife. She felt a surge of happiness mixed with something like peace, as though she’d arrived home after a long journey. ‘Oh, Charles,’ she whispered. Her eyes filled with tears.


He looked immediately worried. ‘Have I rushed things? Have I spoiled it? We can wait as long as you want.’


‘No.’ She hugged him again, tightly, inhaling the sandalwood and musk of his cologne. ‘It’s perfect. You’re perfect. The house is perfect. We can raise a family here, it’s divine. A parcel of beautiful children in this beautiful place.’


‘So you will?’ His voice cracked suddenly with emotion. ‘Because I love you so much – you know that, don’t you?’


She nodded, unable to speak for a moment. She felt that Charles alone in the whole world could fill the gap left by her father’s death. With him, she could face the future and make a happy life for them both and the family she hoped they would have.


‘Yes. And I love you too. Of course I’ll marry you.’




Chapter Two


Twenty-two months later


Buttercup came down the stairs in her riding gear, her boots clacking loudly on the marble floor as she headed in the direction of the boot room. In her haste, she almost bumped into Carol as she emerged from the kitchen carrying a tray loaded with a coffee pot, milk jug and cups.


‘Sorry!’ Buttercup said. ‘I shouldn’t rush so much but I’m off to meet Phil – he’s taken Milky out for some early exercise.’


‘It’s fine,’ Carol said, ‘but can I borrow you for a moment? That couple have arrived early and Mr Redmain is still out looking at the pond with Steve.’


She stared at Carol, not understanding, then remembered. ‘You mean the couple to interview for the lease on the King’s Head?’


Carol nodded. ‘They’re all alone in the drawing room. Would you mind going to say hello until Mr Redmain gets back?’


Buttercup looked at her watch. ‘I’ve got a few minutes. I can do some soft-soaping till Charles gets here. Come on, I’ll open the door for you.’


They went back across the hall together, and Buttercup followed Carol into the drawing room. Two nervous-looking people were sitting on facing sofas, evidently ill at ease. Buttercup breezed over to the nearest of them, a man, with a hand extended, a broad smile on her face.


‘How do you do, I’m Buttercup Redmain. I’m sorry my husband has been delayed, but he’ll be here soon.’


The man leapt up at once to shake her hand. He was stocky and rather red-faced with a bald head and heavy stubble. ‘Hello. No problem at all. I’m Wilf Tranter.’ He gestured to the woman on the opposite sofa. ‘That’s my wife, Cathy.’


Buttercup looked over at a woman about her own age with a confetti of freckles over her face and a thick mane of chestnut hair. She was struggling to get to her feet from the depths of the soft sofa. ‘Please don’t get up!’ Buttercup said quickly. ‘Honestly. We’re very relaxed here.’


‘Thank you.’ The woman sat back. ‘Nice to meet you, Mrs Redmain.’


‘Please, call me Buttercup.’


‘Er . . . yes,’ the woman said, looking uncertain, as if it would be presumptuous to use such a name, almost like calling her Honey Pie or Sweetie Pops.


‘I know, it’s a ridiculous name – not my real name, I should add. My father gave it to me as a nickname, after the character in The Princess Bride, which was his absolute favourite movie. I’m afraid I was a real daddy’s girl – and of course it stuck. Everyone’s called me Buttercup ever since I was about three and I can’t remember being anything else. Only my headmistress called me Anna, and I used to get told off for being rude when I ignored her!’


The others laughed politely while Carol busied herself pouring coffee and handing out cups.


‘What a lovely house you have,’ Cathy Tranter said politely, holding her cup and saucer with a trace of awkwardness.


‘Thank you.’ Buttercup sat down on one of the armchairs, giving Carol a nod to indicate that it was okay to head back to the kitchen. ‘It’s been a labour of love for my husband – he did the restoration work on it. We’re very happy here, I’m sure you’d love the pub and the village.’


‘The pub looks great,’ Wilf said eagerly. ‘It’s a terrific opportunity. Fantastic kitchen.’


‘Everyone seems really friendly,’ Cathy chimed in. ‘We had a little wander around the village and we met some lovely people. We met a super lady just outside the shop – she told us all about the local primary schools and which one might be best for our boy, Ollie. He’s three, so he only needs a nursery at the moment, but it won’t be long before we’re looking for a reception place. I’d been looking up schools online, but you can’t beat a personal recommendation from a mum who’s raised two children in the area.’


Buttercup was suddenly alert.


‘She’s called Ingrid,’ Cathy went on. ‘She said she lived near the entrance to Charcombe House. Do you know her?’


It had to be her. Buttercup hesitated, her palms prickling, ‘No. I’m afraid I don’t.’


‘Oh!’ Cathy looked surprised. ‘She seemed to know this house very well. She said she’s lived in the village for six years.’


Buttercup bit her lip, then said, ‘Look, I may as well tell you. If you get the lease for the pub, you’ll soon find out. Ingrid is my husband’s ex-wife.’


‘Oh!’ A wave of scarlet flooded Cathy’s face as her eyes widened in horror. ‘I . . . I had no idea. I’m so sorry if I’ve put my foot in it.’


‘Please don’t worry, you haven’t. It’s okay, I promise. She stayed in the village after the divorce so that her children could be close to their father, and we’re all fine with it. My husband and I have only been married a year and a half, and I’m afraid that I haven’t got to know Ingrid. I think we all feel that . . .’ She hesitated, now awkward herself.


‘It’s best, I’m sure,’ Cathy said quickly, still bright red. Her husband was staring intently into his cup of coffee. ‘And very mature of you all to live so close. It must be so nice for the kids.’


‘Absolutely,’ Buttercup said firmly. ‘It’s not an issue. Really.’


‘Well . . . she seemed very nice,’ Cathy said weakly. ‘I’m sure you’d get on.’


Wilf shot her a look and frowned.


‘We probably would.’ Buttercup smiled brightly. ‘So, you have a little boy . . . ?’


Cathy, grateful for the change of subject, immediately started talking about her son while Buttercup listened, a smile fixed on her face. It was all she could do to keep her thoughts from straying to Ingrid, whose presence in the village was a constant reminder of the life Charles had before their marriage. She couldn’t quite work out why she should mind – after all, the divorce had happened long before she met Charles, and the children were the reason why Ingrid lived in the house outside the gates of Charcombe. And she had no cause for complaint: Ingrid was tactful enough to keep herself to herself. She had never suggested coming to the house or meeting Buttercup. Charles’s children, James and Charlotte, came without her. In fact, Ingrid had been a model of decorum. Nevertheless, Buttercup felt the other woman’s presence like a permanent insect bite, a source of unpleasant irritation. After all, Ingrid had been here first, the mistress of this house for several years. She’d raised her children here, and even though Charles had been the key mover in the decoration of the house, surely Ingrid’s taste and character was everywhere, visible and yet invisible. While there were no photographs of her on display, and none of her possessions, she must have chosen things – curtains, cushions, furniture – and arranged the house the way she saw fit. Who knew if that old pair of boots left in the cupboard had been hers? Or if she had put up the pretty framed pictures of garden flowers in the downstairs lavatory?


How could I ever guess what she was like?


No one spoke of Ingrid to Buttercup, even though all the staff must have known her. She was an unacknowledged presence, a ghost who was everywhere and nowhere, a character who had made her exit from the family drama, but who could not be forgotten: if James and Charlotte were not evidence enough of her existence, there was the fact that she was living so close, her proximity throbbing through the air and making it impossible to ignore her.


It’s Charles I feel sorry for. It makes no difference to me, but what must it be like for him, with the ex-wife who broke his heart living at the end of the driveway?


That was what made her dislike Ingrid: she had betrayed Charles and then stuck around as a permanent reminder of the hurt she had caused, without even having the grace to live out of sight of her old home.


Buttercup hoped that there was no trace of that dislike in the bright smile she was giving the Tranters while their conversation flowed over her, only half heard.


There was a sudden change in atmosphere and Buttercup looked up to see Charles coming into the room. As usual, she was struck by how impressive he was: handsome, his sandy hair lightly dusted with distinguished grey, the strong bone structure lending character to his face, his eyes a striking blue. He was invariably immaculately dressed, but casual today in a crisp shirt, soft blue cashmere sweater, jeans and a pair of polished brown Loake’s boots.


‘Charles,’ she said, jumping up, happy to see him.


‘Hello, darling.’ He was beside her, kissing her on the cheek, before he looked around at the guests. ‘Mr Tranter? How do you do, I’m Charles Redmain.’


Wilf looked completely overawed as he stood up to shake Charles’s hand, and this time, Cathy got to her feet as well, pushing herself up with a small groan as she did so.


Buttercup saw Cathy Tranter’s jacket straining over a large, round belly that hadn’t been evident when she’d been sitting back in the depth of the sofa. With as jolly a tone as she could manage, she said, ‘You’re expecting a baby. That’s lovely.’


Cathy smiled. ‘Yes! Another one, for my sins. I know I look like I’m ready to burst, but there’s actually a month to go yet. I’m due early November.’


Buttercup stared at her, unable to say anything more. She knew she should be offering more congratulations, asking questions, but the emotions spinning through her, making her sway a little under their force, rendered her speechless. Just then, she felt Charles’s arm around her shoulders.


‘Come on. Come with me.’ Charles turned to the Tranters. ‘My wife has to get on her way, I’m afraid. I’ll just see her out and then we can get on with the interview, if you’ll excuse us—’


Wilf and Cathy murmured their understanding as Charles led her gently to the door and out into the hall. Once there, he hugged her tightly.


‘You’re a brave girl,’ he murmured. ‘A very brave girl.’


She buried her head on his shoulder. ‘It’s hard sometimes,’ she whispered.


‘I know. I could tell exactly what you were feeling. It will get better – didn’t I promise that? And you know I’ll always be here.’


She nodded, her eyes prickling with tears. A deep sigh shook her shoulders.


He hugged her again. ‘There’s a good strong girl. Everything will be all right, I promise. Now, isn’t Phil expecting you? You should go. A ride will make everything better. It always cheers you up.’


‘Yes.’ Buttercup managed to smile at him, knowing how he hated to see her unhappy. ‘Thank you. You’re right. I’ll go now.’


He dropped a tender kiss on her forehead. ‘Enjoy yourself. I’ll see you later.’




Chapter Three


As Buttercup passed through the kitchen on her way to the back door, Tippi looked up from her bed by the kitchen table and wagged her tail. Carol turned from where she was stirring a pot on the Aga top and, seeing the expression on Buttercup’s face, immediately asked, ‘Are you okay?’


Buttercup stopped and nodded, not trusting herself to speak.


‘You don’t look it.’


Something about the sympathy in Carol’s soft Scottish lilt made Buttercup desperate with sadness and she stopped short, staring at the floor. ‘Cathy Tranter is pregnant. She’s due in a month.’


‘Oh, love.’ Carol dropped the spoon into the pot and came over to hug her. ‘A month? Oh, sweetheart – that brings you up to the anniversary of – well . . . It’s a shame, that’s all.’


Buttercup nodded, comforted by the warmth of the other woman’s embrace.


Carol stepped back and regarded her with concern. ‘I’m sorry. You don’t need that. She should have stayed away when she’s that far along.’


‘It’s not her fault,’ Buttercup said, her voice thick with unshed tears. ‘She wasn’t to know. And I shouldn’t still feel like this, after all this time.’


‘Don’t be silly. You have every right to feel like a mess. Especially as you get closer to – well, closer to the date.’


Buttercup nodded. The anniversary of when my baby died. That’s what we can’t say. ‘I’m going to go for my ride.’


‘That’s a great idea. Just what you need. And lunch will be ready when you get back.’ Carol smiled encouragingly at her. ‘Off you go now. Try to have a good time.’


Buttercup went out to the Land Rover parked by the stables, jumped in the front and revved up the engine with a roar. The grating sound helped her to release some of the pain she’d felt when she’d spotted that burgeoning tummy on Cathy Tranter. The sight of it had thrown up all the awful feelings of loss and misery, sending them spinning upwards from the place where she kept them closed away. She had hoped that if she ignored them hard enough, they would wither and die like a vase of forgotten flowers; but they refused to do it. Each time she revisited them, they were as fresh and vigorous as ever.


I knew November would be hard, remembering all that sorrow and loss. It’s not poor Cathy’s fault. She reversed the Land Rover so that she could drive out of the stable yard. It will get better once the anniversary is over with.


She knew what would heal her most. After the miscarriage, the doctor had advised her to wait a few months before trying again, but she had been desperate to conceive and refused to wait so they had begun trying right away. Each month that passed with no success made her longing more intense.


She drove over the rough cobbles, through the gate and out onto the gravelled area in front of the house, feeling wretched. Just the sight of the long drive stretching through beautiful parkland to the gates at the end, topped with their stone greyhounds, reminded her how lucky she was.


I have everything. A marvellous husband, a beautiful house, a lovely life. I just want this other thing too – that’s all. Just one thing. A family.


By the time she reached Zinch Hill, Phil was walking Milky up and down the lane to warm her up a little. When he heard Buttercup’s approach, he pulled Milky to one side and held her on the verge, patting her nose to keep her calm at the sound of the engine, while Buttercup parked.


Phil waved as Buttercup came towards him. ‘There you are,’ he said, as she strode up. ‘I thought I had the wrong place.’


‘Sorry,’ she said shortly as she took the reins, put a foot in the stirrup and pulled herself easily into the saddle. She leaned down to pat the warm neck. ‘Good girl, Milky,’ she muttered.


Phil eyed her with a frown. ‘Are you all right, BC?’


She smiled, hoping she looked normal. ‘Yes, fine.’


He didn’t look convinced but only said, ‘Okay then. Enjoy yourself. I’ll be here when you get back – or text me where to meet you if you need a lift home.’


‘I will. Thanks. See you later.’ She kicked Milky into a trot and the mare obediently started down the lane, her shoes ringing out on the tarmac. The rhythm provided an instant sense of calm, and Buttercup felt herself relax as she drew in a lungful of fresh air and released it fully. This – the closeness to Milky, the connection with her and the world around them, the companionable isolation and the physical exertion – helped so much.


Milky knew the way and hardly had to be directed to turn off the lane and onto the bridle path. Soon they were climbing up under an archway of trees just starting to turn into their autumn colour, a damp mass of leaves beginning to clog the mud on the path.


If Dad could see me now, she thought wistfully. He’d wanted her to be a star of the pony club, and she’d had riding lessons on a fat little white pony called Jim Bob, taken part in a few gymkhanas and won some rosettes; photographs of her in full kit holding them up sat in pride of place in her parents’ home for years. She had not loved riding, however, dreading falls and hating grooming, and had given it up without regret as soon as she could. It was only when she’d moved here with Charles and he was away so much on business, that she’d taken to going to the stables to visit the horses. Something about them, standing patiently in their stalls, waiting and trustful, calmed her and gave her an escape from the grief at her father’s death. Phil, easy and undemanding company, hadn’t seemed to mind her hanging about and soon she was lending a hand. Where once she’d found grooming a chore, now she positively loved the soothing process of brushing and rubbing, and the way that cleaning tack helped to clear her mind and relax her.


Once she became a regular at the stable, Phil said one day, ‘You should take them out, exercise them.’


‘Could I?’ she’d asked, excited. ‘But I haven’t ridden in years. I’m sure I’ve forgotten how to.’


‘Rubbish. You never forget. It’ll come back soon enough in any case.’ Phil had mussy blond hair and a permanent rash of gingery stubble, and was always in work-stained clothes, with dirty hands and black-rimmed nails, but he didn’t care how he looked as long as the horses were cared for and the yard was neat. ‘You can ride Richelieu, he’s Charlotte’s. You can borrow a cap, no need for anything else.’


Buttercup had seen Charlotte out riding on Richelieu, a beautiful frisky dappled grey gelding; Topper, the huge bay thoroughbred hunter belonged to Charles, though he rarely rode. ‘And does Mocha belong to James?’ she asked, looking over at the docile bay mare in the last stall along.


Phil had gone quiet for a moment, murmuring to Topper and pressing a polo mint to the horse’s mouth, then he said, ‘No, she belongs to Ingrid.’


‘Oh.’ Buttercup blinked and the atmosphere was suddenly awkward. ‘Does she come here to ride her?’


‘She hasn’t lately.’


Buttercup could hear the unspoken end to that sentence: Not now that you’re here.


‘Actually,’ Phil said, ‘there’s talk that Mocha will go to stables down at the Herberts’, so it won’t be an issue.’


‘Oh. I suppose that’s for the best.’


‘Yes,’ Phil said with finality. ‘So, we’ll get you saddled up, shall we?’


Nothing more had been said, and not long after, Mocha was gone. Buttercup was glad. She hadn’t liked the sense that something of Ingrid’s was still here, as though the other woman refused to let go of her hold on Charles and her life here at Charcombe.


How much don’t I know about her influence here? What do they know about Ingrid that I don’t? But she couldn’t ask Phil anything. She owed it to Charles to keep a dignified silence. Buttercup was not going to show any curiosity about her, or give the slightest hint that she cared. Charles had been noble in the face of Ingrid’s humiliating betrayal and her brazen impudence at living so close, keeping her horse here, and who knew what other means she had found to maintain a presence at Charcombe . . .


Perhaps she’s still in touch with Phil, or with Carol. Maybe she asks about me, gets them to tell her all about Charles and me . . . She could imagine the other woman pouncing on juicy information, making judgements, laughing about her.


I just have to deal with it. After all, we are the adults, we’re being civilised for the sake of the children, for James and Charlotte.


But she couldn’t help wishing that Ingrid was far away from the new life she was trying to build. Or that she’d never existed at all.


Buttercup took Milky up the gallops and spent a vigorous hour letting her reach her limit, exhilarated by the feeling of speed and power coursing through the mare’s body. Milky had been a birthday present from Charles, after he’d noticed how much pleasure she was getting from riding, and the grey mare was the perfect gift. Each time she rode Milky, Buttercup felt released a little more from the burden of mourning, and when it came back, as it always did, it was a little easier to bear.


‘You’ve got more work to do, now, haven’t you, girl?’ Buttercup panted as they came to a halt, Milky steaming and snorting with exertion. ‘More sadness to cure. I hope I’m not asking too much this time. Come on, let’s go and find Phil.’


They went back to the woods and walked slowly along the paths to the next vale, where Phil had driven the box around to meet her.


‘Better?’ he asked, when he’d put Milky in, and climbed into the jeep next to Buttercup.


She nodded and smiled. ‘Yes. Thank you. Much better.’


‘Difficult morning, was it?’ Phil started the engine and they began the drive back to where they’d left Buttercup’s Land Rover.


‘Not too bad, I suppose. We had a couple over about the pub. They seemed very nice.’


‘As long as they serve decent food,’ Phil said. ‘The King’s Head could do with that after the last bloke tried the hot rocks dining experience or whatever it was called.’


Buttercup laughed. ‘Hot rocks? What?’


‘You don’t want to know. Bangers and mash is what we need, make sure they know that. And a decent roast on Sundays.’


‘I’m not sure how much say I’ll get, but I’ll certainly tell Charles.’


‘Make sure you do, BC.’


Buttercup smiled at him. He had relaxed with her so much recently. At first he had been a little chilly, perhaps from loyalty to the previous Mrs Redmain, but lately when he saw how much she was responding to the horses, how keen she was to improve her riding and her sheer happiness in it, he had grown friendlier. She liked his lack of pretension and the way he was resolutely unimpressed by the big house, its trappings, and Charles’s expensive toys.


Despite their growing closeness, though, Buttercup was always careful not to discuss anything about the past with Phil, no matter how much she yearned to satisfy her curiosity.


‘Here we are,’ Phil said as they pulled up by the Land Rover and Buttercup prepared to get out. ‘I’ll see you back at the ranch. And I’ll have Milky rubbed down and fed before you get there.’


‘You know what? I believe you!’ Buttercup called as she slammed the door and Phil pulled away with a grin, Milky in her box behind. ‘See you at the stables.’


Back at home, she was tired in a languorous way, her spirits calmer and more content. She had a shower and changed, then went downstairs to find Charles, who was in the drawing room reading a newspaper, while simultaneously scanning his emails on a tablet beside him. The fire crackled in the grate and Tippi lay prone in front of it, lifting her head and thumping her tail as Buttercup came in, alerting Charles to her presence.


He looked up and smiled. ‘You’re back. Was it fun?’


‘Very.’ She went over to kiss him. She always responded to his smiles: they made him look boyish and charming, not that he looked anything like his age. Despite the dozen years between them, he never seemed much older to her. His sandy fair hair almost hid the slight grey and he probably hadn’t looked much different since he was thirty. His strong bone structure and long straight nose gave him a slightly hollow-cheeked look, and his thin upper lip could make him seem austere, until he smiled; then his whole face softened and his blue eyes sparkled, and he radiated merriment that filled her with pleasure and lifted her spirits.


‘How was the interview?’ she asked, after kissing his cheek. She sat down on the arm of the chair opposite him. ‘Did you like the Tranters?’


‘Yes, I did.’ Charles put down his paper. ‘They seemed like good solid people and they’re prepared to take on the pub and make a go of it.’


‘So they got the lease?’


‘That’s right.’ Charles smiled.


‘I’m so glad it’s settled. When do they move in?’


‘As soon as we can get the paperwork done. A couple of weeks, if we hurry. It would be tomorrow if I could sort it.’


‘Typical Charles. You want everything now, now, now.’ She laughed. ‘You’d have married me the day after we got engaged if you could have!’


‘Of course I would. What’s the point in waiting? But I let you have an age to plan the whole thing, didn’t I?’


‘Four months!’


‘Five.’


‘Only just!’ She shook her head at him, smiling. ‘I thought I’d done pretty well to get it all organised by then!’


Charles looked baffled. ‘I can’t think what on earth you had to do.’


Buttercup made a face at him. ‘That’s because everything gets done for you! You’re very spoiled!’


She remembered how Charles had not seemed to understand even the most straightforward things about booking a venue, or giving the hotel notice of what they would want and how many people there would be, or the intricacies of arranging food and flowers, let alone ordering a dress or sorting out the legalities. But she soon learned the power of what Carol called Mission Control and everyone else referred to as The Hub: the house in Westminster that served as a base for Charles’s business, with his penthouse flat at the top of it. Charles’s personal assistants, Elaine and Rose, ran his life as if he were the president of a small country, facilitating his travel, business and domestic requirements down to the tiniest detail. In the end, it was Elaine to whom she’d spoken most about the arrangements for the wedding: together they’d chosen the canapés, the menus and wines, the colour scheme, and the stationery. Elaine sorted out the tailor for Charles’s suit and probably bought his shoes and tie as well. Buttercup suspected that it was Elaine who had chosen the honeymoon location of Thailand, which Charles told her was his surprise for her, and she certainly handled all the bookings. Sometimes she wondered if Elaine had selected the diamond necklace delivered to her hotel suite on the morning of the wedding, with a handwritten note from Charles telling her how happy she was making him. But Elaine definitely had not written that, and that was the important thing.


But by then, she’d already known how busy Charles was, his mind on dozens of different business deals and projects at any one time, his itinerary jammed with appointments and meetings all over the world. It was no wonder he needed so much support. She had understood and been grateful that Elaine was there to provide the help that Charles could not.


‘It was a perfect wedding day, though, wasn’t it?’ Charles said tenderly.


‘It was amazing.’ She remembered her joy as she’d walked into that white-and-gilded room in Claridge’s, feeling wonderful in her dress and veil, to see Charles, so handsome and smart, waiting to marry her in front of their family and friends. It had been a moment of bliss when he’d slipped the ring on her finger and they were married. Her only sadness was knowing how much her father would have adored giving her away. Her uncle, who did the job instead, made a speech on his behalf and brought Buttercup to tears telling her how proud her father would have been of his beautiful daughter. He mentioned her mother, far away in the nursing home, and they toasted the absent loved ones. Then Charles wiped away her tears and made her smile again. He spoke of her rapturously in his speech, making her blush and laugh with embarrassment. When she looked around, bashful, she saw beaming faces and pleasure in her happiness, except in the unsmiling faces of Charles’s children, who stayed stony and unmoved throughout despite her best efforts to break through their reserve. She’d tried smiles and hugs but it was no good. They were the only dark spot in a bright and beautiful day.


Charles closed the cover on his tablet. ‘Darling, I’ve been worrying about you.’


‘Have you?’ She felt comforted just hearing it.


He gazed at her intently. ‘I hate to see you unhappy, darling. Life can be cruel sometimes, and you’ve had more than your fair share.’


‘I don’t know why it’s so hard for me to have a family, that’s all,’ she said sadly. ‘Dad’s dead, Mum’s so ill she doesn’t know me and hasn’t for years. I haven’t got any brothers or sisters. And no matter how hard we try, we can’t seem to have a baby.’


He hugged her hard, as if trying to press his own strength into her and murmured in her ear, ‘It will happen, I know it will. If you only relax and let it all work itself out naturally.’


Buttercup pulled away so that she could look into his eyes. ‘But shouldn’t we see a doctor or a specialist or something? I got pregnant so quickly last time, and now nothing’s happening. It doesn’t feel right.’


Charles said softly, ‘Perhaps it was too quickly last time. I mean, I was overjoyed just as you were, but we were hardly married before it happened. We’ve had so little time just for us.’ Seeing her expression, he added quickly, ‘That’s not to say that losing the baby wasn’t the most awful, terrible thing, because it was. But if we can find anything to lift the gloom just a little, maybe it’s that we have more time for each other. You’re only thirty-two. Just wait and see. I think that as soon as you stop worrying it’ll happen naturally. Any specialist or doctor you see will tell you the same – it’s far too early to do any investigating.’


Buttercup opened her mouth to speak, then changed her mind. She had been on the brink of saying that he couldn’t know what she felt. He’d had the joy of fatherhood: holding his own child, kissing the soft, baby cheek and smelling the delicious scent. He’d held plump toddler hands and read bedtime stories, and pushed swings loaded with fat, giggling bundles in hats and wellies. He’d had it, and she wanted it so badly. What harm could it do to see someone who might help them?


But it sounded selfish and accusatory. And she also knew he was right. It was early days. She was young, she’d got pregnant once already. It would all be fine.


‘Yes,’ she said, and smiled. ‘We’ll just have to keep trying.’


‘That’s my brave girl,’ he said, and leaned to kiss her softly. ‘We’ll keep trying. And don’t forget, darling – I’m your family now.’




Chapter Four


‘Oh, this frightful mess! And you are not helping me one little scrap, you monster.’


Xenia Arkadyoff was lying on her stomach in her bedroom, trying to grapple with the piles of things under her bed. How had it got so bad under there? It was jam-packed with bulging plastic bags, sealed boxes and various suitcases, all smothered in a thick coating of dust. As she fumbled in the darkness, hardly able to see or breathe, the cat insisted on hunting her hand, chasing it and pouncing as it rustled inside plastic bags. She had managed to pull out a couple of them for inspection before she was overcome with a sneezing fit and gave up. It took an age to recover from the dust and summon enough energy to haul herself up off the floor.


‘What am I doing?’ she said to herself out loud. ‘I’m far too old for this, aren’t I, Petrova?’


The cat had given up her game and was now washing herself carefully on the rug while studiously ignoring her.


Xenia sighed. It wasn’t just age that was tormenting her. Her eyesight was growing increasingly bad and the dust had taken hold not just under the bed but throughout the entire house now that she couldn’t see properly to clean.


‘Petrova, I need a cleaner, and that’s the end of it. I’ve tried to cope on my own ever since the last one left – what was her name? Anna? No . . . Paulina, that’s right – and I can’t.’ She shook her head at herself. ‘I don’t know why thought I could. And I can afford help now. And once, though you wouldn’t believe it, Petrova, we had lots of servants. My nanny lived with us until I was twelve or so. I think I was twelve when she retired . . .’ A picture of Gunter floated into her mind: solid, reliable, very cautious, with her pudgy face and the mud-coloured hair always in a firm bun at the back of her neck. As a girl, Xenia had wondered how she managed to make it look identical every day and had decided she simply never undid it and now it had set like a stone. ‘Butlers, maids, gardeners, chauffeurs. Papa knew how to do it properly, he insisted on it. But I’ll have you know that I managed alone for years, just Mama and me, so I know what hard work is, don’t you worry about that!’


The cat did not seem at all worried but carried on licking her flanks.


‘Stupid animal,’ Xenia muttered and she went slowly to the window, hobbling a little, stiff from her sojourn on the floor. Pushing up the sash, she let in the cool air. The heat of summer was gone, thank goodness, and the breeze was welcome to clear the air of all the dust motes she had set dancing; she drew in long breaths to clear her lungs.


I must be grateful, she told herself. Here I am, comfortable at last with money in the bank to provide for me, after all those difficult years. If I don’t hire someone now to help me, I’m a fool.


The truth was that the hard years had taught her lessons she found she could not forget: she had grown desperately suspicious of people, defensive and afraid, and that was now deeply embedded in her, beyond her control even. Alone with Petrova, in her safe little cottage, she was happy. The idea of inviting others – outsiders, strangers, people who might want to destroy things, take her away – into her home was anathema.


But it was increasingly difficult to cope alone, and it would only get harder.


Xenia looked over the tangle of her front garden to the neatness across the lane, just visible through the branches of the magnolia tree that was sadly in need of a prune. The garden of Fitzroy House looked like a rebuke, with its neat hedges and well-trimmed shrubs, the flower beds still bright with the last of the late summer blooms. She had received letters from that man, Redmain, suggesting she do something about the garden. He had even offered to send his own gardeners down to sort out the mess, and while she would actually have welcomed someone doing what she absolutely could not, she refused and had enjoyed writing a very rude reply telling him her garden was her business and his employees must keep off her land.


He’s not going to bully me out of my own house. I know he wants it.


Charles Redmain had wanted Hooke House at the same time as he bought the rest of the estate – Charcombe Park, with its surrounding land, or what was left of it at least – from Xenia. The two gracious houses that stood opposite each other outside the gates of Charcombe – Fitzroy House and Hooke House, twin residences built in the nineteenth century for the unmarried sisters and widowed mother of an owner of the big house – had been rented on long leases when Xenia lived at Charcombe, on virtual peppercorn rents agreed by Papa years before when money didn’t matter. The leases had expired when she had sold the Park, and she had added Fitzroy as a separate lot and kept Hooke for herself. Charles Redmain had badgered her to sell it to him, offering to buy her any other house in the village in exchange, but she had refused. Even now, when all hope was gone, when it was utterly impossible, she couldn’t help an overwhelming need to stay put, to wait, just in case . . .


‘You’re a foolish old woman!’ she scolded herself. ‘Stupid and silly.’


She squinted over the lane at Fitzroy House, which housed the ex-Mrs Redmain. Whatever was happening to her eyesight meant that, bizarrely, it was easier to see across the lane than to see her own hands. She watched for a moment, looking for movement beyond the curtains, but all was still.


Where is she? Away again?


Watching was one of her pleasures. She had watched and observed over the ten years since she had sold Charcombe Park to Redmain and his wife, Ingrid. They had arrived with their two small children and looked around the place, her expression reserved and cautious in contrast to his bubbling enthusiasm and happiness with every aspect of the place.


‘But, Charles,’ Xenia heard her say as she restrained her little boy, who was trying to climb the rickety back stairs in the kitchen, ‘it’s a total mess. It will take years to get this shambles sorted out. How can we live here? It’s dangerous right now, and it’ll be a building site for months.’


‘We’ll live temporarily in one of the gatehouses, they’re very decent,’ Charles said airily. ‘And it won’t take years. Give me six months, you won’t know the place.’


Xenia had felt vaguely offended that the wife thought so little of Charcombe, but, really, she knew that the poor house was dilapidated and in desperate need of repair. She had been a bad guardian, despite her best efforts and her promises to look after it, but a house like that took more money than she had. In the end, selling it was her only option. By the time Redmain bought it, she had been existing in just a few rooms, her possessions piled into the most watertight places she could find. Seeing it through their eyes, she could understand why Mrs Redmain had her doubts.


‘I prefer the other house,’ the wife said quietly as they inspected the kitchen. ‘It’s far less work and we could move straight in. And there are excellent schools nearby – this is miles from anywhere.’


‘I want this one,’ Charles had said firmly. ‘It was Edward Redmain’s house. This is the one. You understand that, don’t you?’


The wife had nodded and said nothing more.


It seemed to Xenia a little unfortunate that the poor woman had endured the years of work on the house – it had taken at least three years to restore and remodel it – and now no longer lived there to enjoy the fruits of all that effort and money. She had to make do with Fitzroy House instead, forever shut out of her old home but still within its shadow.


A very strange state of affairs.


A movement caught her attention and she turned her head to squint at the large wrought iron gates of Charcombe Park. In her time they had been rusting and almost immovable, locked most of the time with a huge padlock. Now they were gleaming and moved soundlessly at the touch of a button. The gates were opening, slowly and smoothly, and a car was approaching.


‘Who is it this time?’ she wondered aloud. She knew them all now: the housekeeper and her husband who did maintenance – they lived in a newly built bungalow in the grounds and were always coming and going; the man in the battered old jeep, who looked after the horses; the cleaners in their small cars or on their bicycles; Redmain, who roared past in his ostentatious sports car, or was driven out in a large silver car.


Spoiled. Rich. Inconsiderate.


And, last of all, the new wife. Xenia had not managed to get a good look at her yet, catching only glimpses of her as she went past in her dark blue car. She had seen blond hair, wide eyes fixed firmly ahead, not looking at either of the twin houses near the gates, intent on wherever she was going. Xenia was sure she knew what kind of woman the new wife was; a greedy young woman looking for a rich husband and a foolish old man marrying youth and beauty was a story as old as time. This woman was no doubt avaricious, manipulative, ruthless. She had seen her chance and captured the fancy of a lonely man who could offer her the life she wanted.


Good luck to her. She’ll find out there’s a price to pay for everything in the end.


The car drove through the open gates and past the house, but Xenia found that she couldn’t focus on the occupant in time to see much. She could make out the outline of the car but the middle was a dark blur, and she tutted in exasperation as her chance was lost. She would have to go back to the doctor before too long about her eyes.


The sound of rustling plastic made her look around and she squinted hard as her focus changed. Petrova had stopped washing herself and was now investigating the interior of one of the bags Xenia had pulled out from under the bed.


‘What are you doing, puss?’ She went over and hauled Petrova out of the bag, lifted it up and tipped out the contents on her bed. This one contained a mass of old cards, letters and programmes. She knew what they were, she had read them all before: endless notes between Papa and Mama from the early days of their marriage when Mama was still a stage actress. Papa had written to her almost every day: short notes and dashed-off letters for her to read in her dressing room; and she had left questions and instructions for him about all manner of things – telling him who might be dining with them, or what Cook needed to know, or asking his advice – because she would not see him that day. Glimpses of their neat, slanted handwriting – hers rounded and his spiky – filled her with melancholy and yet also brought them close to her again, just for a moment.


She noticed an old theatre programme and picked it up. It was for the first play in which Mama had had a proper speaking role. Inside was the cast list. The hole in the middle of her vision shimmered and blurred the print while tiny black dots flew across her eyes, but she blinked and squinted, trying to make out the words. Mama was third on the billing. On the inside of the programme, a cutting from a newspaper had been pasted. Star in a night! was the excited headline, and underneath words that Xenia had read often but that never lost their ability to thrill her.




Last night, a star was born in London’s theatreland. Natalie Rowe, a twenty-two-year-old unknown actress, made her debut and captured the heart and soul of everyone who witnessed her outstanding performance as Mrs Crichton in the new play by Gerald Garfield, Mrs Crichton’s Malady. This paper’s critic has called her the brightest young talent for many years, with a glittering future ahead. See page 45 for a full report and review of the production.




Underneath was a grainy photograph of Mama in her costume, her hands buried in a muff, a hat jaunty on her head. Even though the quality was so poor, her beauty shone out.


‘Oh, Mama,’ Xenia breathed, and ran a finger over the dear face. ‘Your glittering future.’


But for a while life had glittered, when everything had seemed possible and they believed that youth and success would last forever.




Chapter Five


London 1948


When Xenia heard the clink of the tea tray passing the schoolroom, she leapt up.


‘Where are you going, dear?’ Gunter asked, looking up from sewing buttons back on Xenia’s kilt. ‘Aren’t you supposed to be doing your French exercises?’


‘Mama’s awake,’ Xenia said, excited. ‘Didn’t you hear the tray? She’s rung for her tea.’


‘You shouldn’t bother the princess first thing, she hasn’t got herself together yet.’


But Xenia loved this time, when Mama was rested and the evening’s performance was still hours away, with no one else to take Mama’s attention away from her. Ignoring Gunter, Xenia dashed out of the schoolroom and was in Mama’s room almost at the same time as the maid, who hadn’t even put the tray down yet.


Mama was sitting up in bed against a mound of pillows, wrapped in a peach-coloured ruffled nightgown, her hair tucked up in a silk turban, looking impossibly young and pretty.


‘Here’s my girl,’ she said gaily, holding out her arms, and Xenia kicked off her shoes so that she could jump up on the bed and snuggle up to Mama. ‘Mind the tray!’


The maid was setting the bed tray up on its little legs, lowering it down over Mama’s lap. It was loaded with a china teapot, cup and saucer, some pills, a glass of water, and a bud vase with a white rose. A small pile of envelopes sat on one side, neatly stacked.


‘Thank you, dear,’ Mama said to the maid.


‘Shall I draw your bath, ma’am?’


‘Give me half an hour first.’


The maid bobbed and went out.


Mama put her arm around Xenia and hugged her. ‘We can share this tea, if you like. A sip for you, a sip for me. How are you, little Xenia? Are you working hard at your lessons?’


‘I don’t see why I should do lessons, it’s the holidays,’ Xenia grumbled.


‘It’s good for you to remember everything you’ve learned at school. It’s only for a few hours a day. Gunter will take you out somewhere nice this afternoon.’


‘Can’t you take me, Mama?’


‘Perhaps. One day soon. We’ll go for tea and visit Harrods. Would you like that?’


‘Oh yes, I would.’


Mama often made promises to take her out, but they didn’t materialise very much. Xenia liked the way that people recognised her mother and made a fuss of her, but Mama found it uncomfortable and preferred to stay at home or to visit friends in their houses, where she didn’t have to be on her guard.


‘Well, not today, but one day. Gunter will have to do in the meantime.’ Mama said consolingly, ‘You should ask your friend Rachel if she wants to join you. Shall I telephone her mother?’


‘Yes please.’ Xenia brightened. Anything was better than being on her own with boring old Gunter, who got frightened crossing the road, and trembled when they got too near the horses being ridden in the park. ‘How was the play last night?’


‘It was all perfect. Nothing went wrong, even old Roger didn’t forget his lines. It helps that we’ve now stuck most of them around the set so he can rush over and read them when he dries.’


Xenia giggled. She had seen the play on the opening night, feeling very grown up as she went into the theatre on Papa’s arm. He’d been so handsome in his evening clothes, a cigarette clamped between his teeth, and she had worn a green velvet dress, a little fur jacket and white gloves. Press photographers outside the theatre had taken pictures as they went in to join the rest of the glamorous crowd in the foyer. The play had been enchanting and Mama was so beautiful and so convincing that Xenia had almost forgotten that the mesmerising woman on the stage was her own mother. She had begged and begged to go again but they had always said it was too late for her to stay up except on very special occasions.


‘Did you have a party last night?’ Xenia asked disingenuously. She already knew that there had been a party, because she had seen it. It was one of her favourite things: to slip out of bed and sit on the stairs, concealed in the darkness, staring down through the spindles at people arriving. The parties started late, after the curtains came down in the theatres, and the acting crowd began their fun for the evening. The gramophone in the drawing room would be playing, and she could hear the tinkle of glasses and the chatter of voices, and smell cigarette smoke. Papa would stride out into the hall to answer the door, for the maids were in bed.


‘How marvellous to see you!’ he would boom, that tang of an accent in his voice, to the new arrivals in their dinner jackets and shimmering dresses. ‘Come in, my darling, can I make you a cocktail? Natalie is on her way, she’ll be so thrilled to see you.’


Xenia had watched the guests last night as Papa ushered them in. She longed to be downstairs with them, all grown up in a long gown, her hair curled, her mouth dark with lipstick. She yearned to look like Mama – so heart-stoppingly beautiful – but when she stared in the mirror, she saw only her own ordinary face, her boring straight hair and her schoolgirl clothes. Mama had arrived last of all, driven back from the theatre wrapped in her fur coat, pale from the effort of her performance but still the most charismatic of them all. As she came into the hall, everyone piled out to greet her, eager to welcome her back. That was how it was with Mama: people sought her attention, and they fawned on her, petted her, offered her drinks and cigarettes and laughed at her jokes. Mama was important somehow, more important than any of the others. She was even more important than Papa, despite the fact that he was an actual prince. It was more than simply her beauty. Xenia knew that Mama was a famous actress whose plays sold out night after night and whose photograph sold magazines and newspapers.


The curious thing was that although Mama loved the theatre and her work, she was also oppressed by it. Xenia could sense that Mama was always disappointed in herself, as though she was never quite the great actress she wanted to be no matter how hard she tried. Her beauty was what people loved, but that meant nothing to her. She wanted to be sublime as an actress, that was all.


That was why at these times, cuddled together with Xenia in her sweet-scented bedroom, when the evening’s performance was still only a distant shadow on the horizon, Mama was happy and relaxed and loving.


‘I hope our party didn’t wake you up, darling,’ Mama remarked. ‘It did go on rather late.’


‘No, no. I slept very well.’ Which was true, but only after she’d sat on the stairs until her eyes were too heavy to stay open and she’d gone back to bed. No wonder Mama had to sleep until lunchtime every day.


Mama poured out the tea as she asked Xenia questions, and then she turned her attention to her small pile of post, flicking through the envelopes until she saw one with the printed address of Lawrence Bowman, her agent, on the top corner. Xenia had learned that these letters were the ones of most interest to Mama; she plucked it from the pile and opened it quickly with nervous fingers. Inside were a note and a letter. Mama opened the note and scanned it quickly. Xenia saw it was only two scrawled lines:




Natalie darling, this has just arrived along with a telegram warning me of its contents. Read it and let me know what you think as soon as you can – it’s exciting. L.




She glanced up at Mama, who seemed curious but a little anxious.


‘How odd,’ she muttered, and opened the letter. Xenia could see that it was typewritten, with her mother’s name written in ink at the top, and a signature at the bottom, but she couldn’t see the body of text. All she could see was the letterhead, a famous logo of a dove. She had seen it before but couldn’t place it, so she waited patiently for Mama to finish reading.


Mama put the letter down on her tray, her face ashen. ‘Oh,’ she said in a small voice.


‘Is it bad news?’ Xenia asked, surprised.


‘No. Not bad news, just—’ Mama stopped and stared at the letter on the tray.


‘What is it?’


Mama bit her lip, looking worried. ‘Lawrence is right, it’s exciting, extremely exciting.’ She turned to Xenia. ‘A film director in America wants me to go there to test for a role in his motion picture. It’s a famous part, lots of actresses would love to be cast in the role. They want me to go, at once.’


‘But isn’t that good?’ Xenia ventured. ‘You don’t seem terribly happy about it.’


‘I have the play to think of. And I don’t want to leave you and Papa. If I got the part, it would mean I’d be away for months and months.’


Xenia was quiet. That was a horrible idea.


Mama dropped an absent-minded kiss on Xenia’s cheek, her mood completely changed from the earlier cosiness. ‘Run along now, darling. I must telephone Papa at his office and talk to him at once.’


Xenia got reluctantly off the bed. She knew how it was when grown-up life came to take Mama away from her, and she went quietly away as Mama reached for the telephone beside her bed.


It must have been much more important than Xenia realised, because when she came back in for tea after her outing with Gunter – Mama had forgotten all about inviting Rachel along – Papa was home and her parents were talking earnestly in the drawing room.


Gunter bustled away to take off her coat, while Xenia loitered at the door, listening, slowly unbuttoning her own gaberdine.


Papa’s voice was urgent and intense. ‘You can’t give up this opportunity, Natalie, I won’t let you.’
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