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Prologue


Hartington House Summer 2004



It was nearly dusk when she reached the cottage, a cardboard box held tightly against her chest. The sun hung low in the sky, turning the clouds pink like tufts of candy-floss. Long shadows fell across grass already damp with dew. The air smelled sweet, of fertile soil and thriving flowers. Tiny dragonflies hovered in the still, humid air, their wings glinting in the light. The cottage was quaint, symmetrical, with a tall roof that dwarfed the walls below it. It might once have been a barn, or grain shed, positioned as it was in the middle of a field. The roof tiles were brown and covered in moss, the chimney leaning a little to the left. The top of the roof sagged slightly, as if it had grown tired with age. Roses tumbled over the door where the paint had already started to peel. It looked sadly neglected, forgotten at the bottom of the garden by the river, hidden in a small copse. A fat pigeon settled down for the night, cooing lazily in the gutter, and a couple of squirrels scurried up a chestnut tree and crouched in the crook of a branch to watch her with suspicious black eyes.


She stood awhile, contemplating the gentle flow of the river Hart as it ran down the valley to the sea. She remembered fishing with nets and throwing sticks into the water from the little stone bridge. Nothing had changed. Cows still mooed in the field downriver and the distant sound of a tractor rattled up the track behind the hedge. She blinked through the mist of nostalgia and put the key in the lock.


The door opened with a whine, as if in protest. She entered the hall, noticing at once the lingering scent of orange blossom. When she saw the sitting room, cluttered with photographs, trinkets and books, she assumed someone was living there. As far as she knew, the agent hadn’t yet sold the estate, which included the cottage. It had been on the market now for over ten months. ‘Hello,’ she called out. ‘Is anyone there?’ No reply. She frowned a little nervously and closed the front door behind her. She put the box down on the floor of the hall. The air was warm and musty, smelling of old memories and tears. Her eyes stung with tears of her own.


She went into the kitchen where the table was laid with china cups and a teapot, the chairs pulled out. The remains of a tea for two. She put her hand on the back of one of the chairs to steady herself. In all the years she had lived in the big house, she had never entered the cottage. It had always been locked and she had never been curious. Judging by the layer of dust that covered the kitchen table, no one else had been there either.


She heard a noise upstairs, like a footstep. ‘Hello,’ she called again, suddenly afraid. ‘Is anyone here?’


Still no reply. She returned to the hall and picked up the box. Her attention was once more drawn upstairs. She turned to face the light that flooded the landing. It seemed not of this world. Her fear dissolved in its magnificence and a silent call came from deep inside her heart.


Tentatively, she began to climb the stairs. At the top of the landing, on the left, was an empty room. She put the box down in there, then stood back a moment not wanting to leave it. Inside the box was something of enormous value. She found it almost impossible to part with, but knew it was the right thing to do. Even if it was never found, she could rest in the certainty that she had done her very best. She didn’t like to keep secrets from her own family, but this was one that she would take to her grave.


A bedroom across the landing drew her away from the box. It smelled familiar, of cut grass and the same sweet scent of orange blossom she had noticed in the hall. She sat on the bed, in the shaft of sunlight that streamed through the thick covering of mildew that had stained the window green. It was warm upon her face, amber – the colour of wistfulness. She closed her eyes, sensing the presence of someone close, and listened. Once again her eyes stung with tears. She knew if she opened them the moment would be lost.


‘Don’t go,’ she said in the silence of her mind. ‘Please don’t leave me.’ Then she leaned back and waited for a response.










Autumn










Chapter 1 The yellow leaves of the weeping willow in autumn



Hartington House, Dorset October 2005



Gus crept up to his mother’s study door and put his ear to the crack. He inhaled the familiar smell of Marlboro Lites and felt his frustration mount at the sound of her husky voice speaking on the telephone. He knew she was talking to his teacher, Mr Marlow. He assumed, correctly, that she wasn’t on his side. Gus was a problem no one wanted to take the trouble to solve. ‘I don’t believe it!’ she exclaimed. ‘I’m so sorry, Mr Marlow. It won’t happen again. It really won’t. His father will be down tonight from London. I’ll make sure he talks to him… You’re right, it’s absolutely not on to bite another child… I’ll find him and send him straight back to school.’ Then her tone softened and Gus heard her chair scrape across the wooden floorboards as she stood up. ‘I know he can be a bit aggressive, but we only moved from London a couple of months ago. It’s been difficult for him. He’s left all his friends behind. He’s only seven. He’ll settle in. Just give him time, Mr Marlow? Please. He’s a good boy, really.’


Gus didn’t hang around to hear more. He tiptoed back down the corridor and out of the garden door onto the terrace. The lawn was a rich, wet green, sparkling in the pale morning light. He took a deep breath and watched mist rise into the air. He shoved his hands into his trouser pockets and shivered. He’d left his coat at school. Swallowing his resentment, he wandered across the terrace and up the thyme walk lined with shaggy round topiary balls. His shoulders hunched, his feet kicking out in front of him, his eyes searched for some small creature upon which to vent his anger.


At the end of the thyme walk was a field full of sheep belonging to their neighbour Jeremy Fitzherbert. Among the sheep was a disheveled old donkey called Charlie. Gus enjoyed nothing more than bullying the beast, chasing him around the field with a stick until his braying grew hoarse and desperate. He climbed the fence. Sensing danger, Charlie pricked his ears. He spotted the little boy jumping down and his eyes widened with fear. He stood frozen to the ground, nostrils flaring, heart turning over like a rusty engine.


Gus felt a jolt of excitement. He forgot about biting Adam Hudson in the playground, about running out of the school gates and up the High Street, about his mother’s angry voice and his own clawing sense of isolation. He forgot about everything except the sudden rush of blood as he set off in pursuit of the donkey.


‘You a scaredy cat?’ he hissed as he approached the terrified animal. ‘Whoooa!’ He lunged at him, delighting in the clumsy way the donkey stumbled back before cantering stiffly off towards the woods at the top of the field, braying in panic. What a shame he hadn’t brought the stick. It was more fun when he hit him.


Bored of that game, Gus continued into the woods, leaving Charlie trembling in the corner of the field, surrounded by sheep. The ground was soggy, strewn with twigs and brown leaves amongst which a shiny pheasant scraped the earth for food. The sun shone weakly through the leaves, illuminating the spiders’ webs that adorned the surrounding shrubbery with lace. Gus picked up a twig and began to swipe the webs, squashing the fleeing spiders under foot. The pleasure was fleeting, and he was left with the emptiness of believing, albeit subconsciously, that he was of no value to anyone.





Miranda Claybourne put down the telephone and remained at the window, staring out over the orchard. The ground was littered with apples and the last of the plums. She had sensed her son’s presence at the door, but now he had gone. Of all the days Gus had to choose to play truant, he had chosen Deadline Day. She stubbed out her cigarette, reassuring herself that a lapse in her struggle to quit was absolutely okay; three puffs hardly counted. She didn’t have time to go looking for him, and anyway, she wouldn’t know where to start, the grounds were so large and, she observed with a sinking feeling, desperately overgrown and wet. The thought of tramping about in gumboots was intolerable for a city girl used to Jimmy Choos and concrete. On top of everything she had her monthly column for Red to finish. So far, the only advantage of living in the country was not having to brush her hair and apply makeup for the school run. Gus and his five-year-old sister, Storm, cycled up the drive every morning, leaving their bikes by the gate to take the school bus that conveniently stopped for them at eight. In London she had had to get up early in order to make herself presentable to the other mums in four-by-fours and oversized sunglasses who carried off a seemingly effortless glamour in Gucci, their smooth hair coloured and cut to perfection at Richard Ward. In Hartington she imagined that barely anyone would have heard of Gucci or Richard Ward, which had seemed charmingly quaint on arrival, but was now simply quaint. She complained wittily in her column, which chronicled her struggle to adapt to country life, and turned her resentment into hilarity. Along with the wet, dreary weather, somehow wetter and drearier in the countryside than in London, the quaintness of Hartington was almost intolerable. There was nothing to do but laugh.


Unlike her husband, Miranda hadn’t wanted to move out of London. The very thought of being farther than a whiff of perfume from Harvey Nichols made her break into a cold sweat. Eating at the local pub rather than at The Ivy or Le Caprice was almost enough to confine her permanently to her own kitchen table. How she missed her Pilates classes in Notting Hill, lunches at The Wolseley with her girlfriends, stopping in at Ralph Lauren for a little self-indulgence before returning home. But they had had no choice. Gus had been kicked out of school for being aggressive, and moving him to a quiet country school seemed the sensible option. He had a whole year to go before they could pack him off to boarding school where the problem of Gus would be taken out of their hands. For Miranda and David Claybourne, one year of Gus’s bad behaviour was an incredibly long time.


Oh God, what am I going to do? I really don’t have time for this, she muttered to herself, throwing her cigarette into the wastepaper bin and covering it with a few scrunched-up pieces of newspaper so she wouldn’t be reminded of her lack of willpower. She wished she had hired another nanny instead of insisting she do it all single-handedly. That was the trouble with being a working mother: the guilt. It went in tandem with exhaustion, trying to be everything to everyone while retaining a little for oneself. David had suggested she hire a cook and a gardener, that way she’d have more time to write. Living in the country wasn’t like London where one could order a home delivery of sushi or a Chinese take-away from Mr Wing; here she had to get in her car and go into town, which required planning. She didn’t have time to plan meals. The only good thing was Mr Tit the milkman who arrived every morning with the papers and milk in his white van marked with the license plate: cow 1. He made her laugh during the bleakest hour of the day, when it was still dark and damp outside and she was struggling to get the children ready for school. As for the garden, it was a proper garden, not a patio with a few potted plants, but acres and acres of land. It wasn’t so easy to find help in the country. London was full of foreigners begging for work; in Dorset there didn’t seem to be any foreigners at all. It was all so alien and unnerving. She didn’t belong. David had fallen in love with the house on sight because it appealed to his aspirations of grandeur. She had accepted it halfheartedly, longing for Notting Hill and asphalt, slightly guilty for not appreciating such a big house in so idyllic a setting. But what on earth was one to do in the countryside?


As a freelance journalist she was always under pressure. They didn’t need the money: David worked in the City and earned more than most people could spend in a lifetime, but writing was in her blood and she couldn’t have stopped even if she had wanted to. She dreamed of one day writing a novel, a great big love story like Anna Karenina or Gone with the Wind. However, she had yet to come up with a good plot. Until she did, she was stuck with writing articles for magazines and newspapers, which at least fulfilled her need to express herself and gave her a vital foothold in London. Miranda busied herself at her computer so she didn’t have to listen to the small voice of despair whispering inside her head. She put off her chores, hoping they’d go away, that David would admit it had all been a terrible mistake and take them back to where they belonged. After all, the countryside hadn’t changed Gus. But David’s enjoyment of the country rested on the fact that he could return to the city on Sunday and swank about having spent the weekend at his country estate. She was stuck down here indefinitely.


She considered her husband: handsome, debonair David Claybourne. Always in control, always strong and capable, cruising effortlessly through life as if he’d done it all before, loads of times. Now that they had moved she rarely saw him. At first he had returned home on Thursdays, staying until Sunday night. Now he arrived late on Friday and left after lunch on Sunday. He was tired, wanting to spend the weekend sitting in front of the television watching golf. If she didn’t know him so well she would suspect he was having an affair – but David was much too concerned about what other people thought to stray.


She returned to her desk and dialled her husband’s number at Goldman Sachs. Apart from wanting to share her anxiety about Gus, she just wanted to hear his voice. ‘Darling, it’s me,’ she said when he picked up the telephone.


‘Now, what’s going on down there, sweetheart? Everything all right?’ He sounded buoyant. She was immediately reassured.


‘It’s Gus, he’s run off.’


David heaved an impatient sigh. ‘Not again!’ She suddenly felt bad for having ruined his day.


‘You’re going to have to give him a good talking to tonight,’ she said. ‘He’ll listen to you.’


‘A good hiding is what he deserves.’


‘It’s against the law. You can tell that kind of law was made by people with no children.’


‘Did you speak to Mr Marlow?’


‘Yes. He’s not very happy. God forbid Gus gets kicked out of this school, too!’ She began to toy with a pencil.


‘He won’t. They’re more tolerant in the country. Besides, he’ll grow out of it. He’s just adjusting to his new surroundings.’


‘I hope you’re right.’


‘You sound down, darling.’


‘I’m just really up against it. I’ve got to finish my column and I can’t get to my desk I’ve got so many domestic chores to see to. Now Gus has run off, I won’t have time to write. I’m tearing my hair out!’


‘And such pretty hair!’ he quipped. ‘Look, if you took the trouble to hire help you’d have time for the important things.’ He was baffled by his wife’s uncharacteristic ineptitude. She had commanded the builders for eight months like a formidable colonel, but recently she had lost momentum. ‘You should have listened to me and hired a nanny. Jayne might have come with us had we made her an offer she couldn’t refuse. Your dreams of being the domestic goddess haven’t quite materialized, have they? We were fools to let her go. She was the only one Gus responded to. You’re the mistress of an estate now, Miranda. Get organized down there, for God’s sake, before you drive us both mad.’ David clearly believed their son’s problems were his wife’s responsibility.


‘He’ll come back when he’s hungry,’ she retorted casually, hurt that he was blaming her once again. ‘Then I’ll send him back to school.’ She put down the telephone and returned to her desk, glancing bleakly at the ironic title of her column: My Bucolic Dream.





Gus sat under a tree and felt his stomach rumble. He wanted to go home and sit by the fire in the playroom and watch Lord of the Rings on DVD. He longed for Jayne’s cottage pie and apple crumble with custard. Slowly his anger ebbed away, cooled by the damp wind that now penetrated his bones. He rubbed his hands together and blew hot air into them. Even if he had had the vocabulary he wouldn’t have been able to explain his actions, even to himself. He didn’t know why he was poisoned with frustration and anger. He felt rejected. Lashing out made him feel better. Suddenly a large bubble expanded in his belly, rose up his windpipe and escaped his throat in a large, uncontrollable sob. His tears shocked and appalled him but he was unable to stop.


‘You all right, lad?’ Gus swivelled around, swallowing his weeping with a gulp. He hadn’t heard the man approach. Beside him panted two black sheepdogs. ‘You’re David Claybourne’s boy, aren’t you?’ said Jeremy Fitzherbert. Gus nodded. Jeremy introduced himself and his thin, weathered face creased into a smile. One of the dogs leaned against his brown corduroy trousers which were tucked into green Wellington boots. A tweed cap covered thinning brown hair. His eyes were small and bright and very blue. He patted the dog’s head with one gloved hand, a long stick in the other. The very stick Gus had used to torment the donkey. ‘Shouldn’t you be at school? Come on, let me take you home.’


Gus reluctantly got to his feet. One of the dogs made a rush for him. Gus recoiled. ‘Oh, it’s a wanting-to-jump-up dog!’ said Jeremy with a chuckle. ‘Don’t worry, he doesn’t bite. The thin one’s Mr Ben, the fat one’s Wolfgang.’ Jeremy patted Mr Ben fondly. Gus wiped his face with his sleeve and followed Jeremy down the path.


The sheep were gathered into a tight formation, ready to be shepherded. Charlie the donkey remained in the far corner of the field, watching them warily. ‘Charlie!’ Jeremy called, delving into his pocket for a carrot. ‘Come on, old boy!’ Charlie didn’t move. ‘What’s up with him?’ Jeremy muttered to himself. Gus dropped his eyes and shoved his hands into his pockets. ‘Donkeys.’ Jeremy sighed, shaking his head. ‘I’ll go and take a look at him later. He’s an old codger. You know he’s over ninety?’


‘Really,’ Gus replied, looking up from beneath his dark fringe. Jeremy noticed something hard in those pale blue eyes and frowned. He didn’t know how to talk to someone Gus’s age, so he strode on across the field and up the thyme walk without uttering another word. Gus trudged silently behind him, wondering how he was going to get that stick back.


Once at the garden door Gus slunk in, tossing Jeremy a hasty look, more of dismissal than of gratitude. ‘Is your mother in? I’d like to see her,’ said Jeremy, lingering on the terrace.


Gus hesitated and bit his lip. He seemed to gather himself before he was able to contemplate facing his mother. ‘Mu-um!’ he shouted at last.


Miranda’s hands froze over the keys of her laptop at the sound of her son’s voice. She felt a rush of relief. She hurried into the hall to find Gus, hands in pockets, feet shuffling, face grubby with mud and tears. Her heart buckled. ‘Darling, I’ve been so worried. Where have you been?’ She kneeled to pull him into her arms but he stiffened. He was as cold as a corpse. ‘You can’t just run off like that. It’s not safe.’ Then she noticed Jeremy hovering at the door. ‘Oh, I’m sorry, I didn’t see you,’ she said, getting up.


‘I’m Jeremy Fitzherbert, your neighbor.’ He took off his glove to shake her hand. ‘We’ve waved at each other from a distance but never been properly introduced.’


‘Oh yes, you’ve met my husband, David.’ His hand was rough and warm. He noticed her manicured nails and the large sapphire and diamond ring on the third finger of her left hand. She smelled of lime. ‘I’m Miranda. Thank you for bringing him home. I’ve been out of my mind worrying about him.’


‘He was in the woods,’ said Jeremy. ‘No harm can come to him there, I assure you. Unless he gets caught in a fox trap.’


‘Fox trap?’ Her eyes widened.


Jeremy shrugged. ‘They eat my chickens. Even go for the odd sheep if they’re feeling particularly adventurous. I think Gus is far too astute to wind up in one of those.’ Miranda turned to her son, but he had disappeared.


‘I’m used to London parks, not the countryside. This is all rather new to me,’ she said, an edge to her voice. Jeremy took in the long brown hair tied into a ponytail and the pale blue eyes, made of the same hard crystal as her son’s. She was a beautiful woman with high, angular cheekbones and a strong jaw, though rather too thin for his taste. ‘Do you have a wife, Mr Fitzherbert?’


‘Jeremy, please,’ he insisted with a grin. ‘No, I’m a poor bachelor. In fact, I’m a charity case, Miranda. Every kindhearted female I know is intent on finding me a bride, but who wants to be a farmer’s wife these days?’ He smiled diffidently, his eyes twinkling with humor.


‘Oh, I’m sure there’s someone out there for you. You’ve got plenty of time. No biological clock to push you into marriage before you’re ready.’ She smiled. She didn’t want to give him the impression that she was discontented. ‘The reason I ask whether you have a wife is that I’m looking for a cook. Oh, and a gardener. It’s the sort of thing a woman might know. You don’t happen to know anyone, do you? Or how I might go about it? You see, I’m extremely busy; I’m a writer. I just can’t go scouring the countryside for help.’


Jeremy nodded knowingly. She’d probably had an army of Filipinos in London. ‘The best thing to do is post a notice in Cate’s Cake Shop in town. She’s got a large clientele. Why don’t you offer someone that cottage by the river? It’s empty, isn’t it?’


‘That pile of rubble! I couldn’t imagine anyone wanting to live there. It’s a ruin.’


Jeremy laughed. ‘Oh, it has a certain charm. It wouldn’t take too much to resurrect it. If you offer the cottage you’re more likely to find someone to work on the estate. I don’t know of anyone locally. You’ll have to bring someone in. A cottage is a good incentive.’


‘Perhaps you’re right.’


‘I’ll ask around.’


‘Thank you.’ She looked at him standing outside in the cold and rashly offered him a cup of coffee, regretting it even as she spoke.


‘I’ve got to take a look at Charlie,’ he said, declining her offer.


‘Charlie?’


‘The donkey. A friendly animal. He’s cowering in the corner of the field. Not like him at all. Hope the lad’s okay. Found him crying in the woods. I have a horse, Whisper, if he’d like a ride sometime. Let me know. I’m in the book.’


‘Thank you,’ Miranda replied, closing the door behind him. She looked at her watch. What on earth was she going to give Gus for lunch?





She found her son sitting on the bench in the kitchen, playing with his Game Boy. When she entered he glared at her sulkily. ‘Now, darling,’ she said, endeavouring to sound stern. ‘What’s all this about biting another little boy at school? How do you think you’re going to make friends if you bite them?’


‘Don’t want any friends,’ he replied, without taking his eyes off the game.


‘Why did you bite him?’


‘He started it.’


‘I don’t care who started it. You can’t go around bullying people. Do you want to be kicked out and go to boarding school early?’


‘No,’ he replied hastily, looking up. He didn’t want to go to boarding school at all. ‘Are you going to make me go back to school today?’


‘No,’ she replied, reluctantly changing her mind. She didn’t have the heart to send him back. ‘I’ve got to go into town and post a notice in the cake shop. You can hang out here, if you like. I’ll put some fish cakes in the oven.’


‘Can I watch Lord of the Rings?’ Gus had discarded his sulk like a coat that was no longer necessary.


‘If you promise not to bully other children.’


‘I promise,’ he said lightly, climbing down from the bench.


Miranda gave him a hug. ‘I love you,’ she gushed, repeating the three words that always made up for the lack of time she gave her son. Gus didn’t reply but hurried off to the playroom. Miranda went to telephone the school to inform them that Gus had been found but wouldn’t be returning on account of a stomach ache and to arrange for an older child to look out for Storm on the school bus. She would send Gus to meet her at the end of the lane. It was the least he could do.





Jeremy whistled for his dogs and walked back to the field. Charlie was still standing in the corner. ‘Come on, old boy,’ he said, taking off his glove and pulling out the carrot. He liked to feel that velvet muzzle near to his skin. It took a few moments for the donkey to realize that Jeremy was alone. When he did he tossed his head and galloped across the field. He snorted at Jeremy and nuzzled his soft nose into his hand, taking the carrot carefully so as not to bite his master’s fingers. Jeremy rubbed the short fur between the animal’s eyes and smiled at him affectionately. ‘What’s the matter with you, Charlie? Why were you standing over there in the corner? It’s not like you to decline the offer of a carrot.’ Jeremy set off up the field towards the woods. Charlie followed. He wanted more than anything to go with him, to the safety of Manor Farm where he used to live with Whisper. But Jeremy simply patted him again and closed the gate behind him, leaving Charlie at the mercy of the horrid little boy who chased him with a stick.










Chapter 2 Wild winds whistling around the house at night like playful spirits



Miranda drove down the narrow, winding lane into town. Hartington was a charming, old-fashioned settlement dating back to the sixteenth century built on the river Hart. The bridge at the top of the town was said to have been constructed especially for Queen Elizabeth I so that her carriage did not get stuck in the mud as she travelled to the castle, now a ruin, that was a five-minute walk from the other side of town. The people of Hartington were proud of their heritage and there was a fête every June in celebration of its royal visitor.


The high street was barely wide enough for a car. The small shops gave the impression of leaning in like trees along hedgerows making the road look even narrower. There was Troy’s hair salon, Cate’s Cake Shop, a gift shop, antique shop, delicatessen and a bookshop. Then the street opened into a large green which boasted a pond with ducks and a cricket pitch. Along one side stood the town hall, a classical sandstone building with imposing pillars and tall green doors, and the Duck and Dapple inn with dark Tudor beams and small windows. Along the other side was Hartington Primary School where young Adam Hudson still smarted from his bite, and Mr Marlow still fumed at the audacity of Gus Claybourne’s running off. St Hilda’s Church and the rectory dominated the green where the Reverend Freda Beeley held services and prayer meetings and old Colonel Pike complained weekly about the fact that the vicar was a woman.


Since moving to Hartington House, Miranda had ventured into town on the odd occasion that she needed something, like a gift for her mother-in-law’s birthday or a can of baked beans. She hadn’t bothered to speak to the locals although it was plain from the way they looked at her that they all knew who she was. After all, she had moved into Hartington House, the big estate on the other side of the river. Surrounded by winding lanes and hills, the house was hidden away like a secret, detached from the town that seemed not to have moved with the times. In London, people didn’t stop to chat in the street and neighbours who had lived in the same building for years were unacquainted. Miranda recoiled at the thought of everyone knowing things about her and judging her. Of being invited to coffee mornings at the town hall or having to go to church and shake hands with people she had no desire to meet. It was bad enough that the children were at school and would start bringing their new friends home, though, judging by Gus’s recent attempts at striking up friendships she doubted he’d find anyone to invite. As she parked her jeep at the top of the street, in the car park behind the gift shop, she shuddered at the thought of having to butter up the lady who owned the cake shop. The last thing she needed was to get sucked into local life. Indeed, the word ‘community’ made her stomach churn, conjuring up images of provincial women in headscarves sitting around cups of tea discussing fund-raising for the new church roof. Well, she resolved, I’ll stick up my notice, smile sweetly and shoot off.


Cate Sharpe was perched at a round table chatting to Henrietta Moon who owned the gift shop. Cate’s brown hair was cut into a severe bob, framing a thin, pale face with bitter chocolate eyes and a small mouth above a weak chin. ‘You know, Henrietta,’ she said, letting her vowels slip lazily. ‘You shouldn’t drink hot chocolate if you’re trying to lose weight. If I had a weight battle like you, I’d drink coffee. It gets the metabolism going.’ Henrietta smiled, a defense mechanism she had adopted in childhood. She shook her head so that her long chestnut hair fell over her face, and took a deep breath.


‘I’ve given up dieting,’ she explained. It wasn’t true, but it was easier to pretend she didn’t care. ‘Life is too short.’


Cate put her hand on Henrietta’s in a motherly way, although Henrietta was thirty-eight, only seven years younger than Cate. ‘Look, you know I think the world of you, but if you don’t do something about it your life will be a hell of a lot shorter. You’re a pretty woman. If you lost the odd stone you’d have more chance of finding a man. I hate to say it,’ she added smugly, ‘but men are put off by large women. That amount of flesh just isn’t attractive. I can say that to you, can’t I, because I’m your friend and you know I have your best interests at heart.’ Henrietta simply nodded and gulped down a mouthful of chocolate. ‘Quiet today, isn’t it?’ Henrietta nodded again. ‘Can’t be easy, though, working opposite a cake shop!’ Cate laughed. Cate, who owned a cake shop and never gained an ounce. Cate, who was always impeccably dressed in little skirts with nipped-in waists and tidy cardigans, whose white apron embroidered in pretty pink with the name of the shop never carried a single stain. Cate, whom no one liked, not even her own husband. Henrietta’s eyes glazed as Cate rattled on about herself.


Henrietta’s mouth watered as she surveyed the cakes on the counter. It was so cold outside – a cake would add some insulation. However, Cate sat between her and the counter like Cerberus, destroying any hope of wicked indulgence. At that moment the door opened and in walked Miranda Claybourne. Both Cate and Henrietta recognized her immediately: the snooty Londoner who had moved into Hartington House.


‘Good morning,’ said Miranda, smiling graciously. She pushed her Chanel sunglasses to the top of her head and strode across the black and white tiled floor. The place was very pink. Pink walls, pink blinds, pink baskets of delicious looking cakes all neatly lined up in rows. Finding no one behind the counter she turned to the two women. ‘Do you know where she’s gone?’


‘You mean me,’ said Cate, getting up. ‘I’m Cate.’


‘Miranda Claybourne,’ Miranda replied, extending her hand. ‘I’ve just moved down here and need to hire some help. Jeremy Fitzherbert, our neighbour, says you’re the person to talk to. Apparently this is the heart of Hartington.’ She chuckled at her own pun.


Cate was flattered. She proffered Miranda a hand limp and moist like dough.


‘Well, I know everyone and this place is usually buzzing. I have a notice board over there.’ She pointed to the wall by the door where a corkboard was littered with small pieces of paper. ‘Can I offer you a coffee?’ Cate was damned if she was going to let the new arrival get away. Miranda was reluctant but there was something in Cate’s demeanour that suggested she’d take offence if Miranda declined.


‘I’d love to,’ she said, thinking momentarily of Gus alone at home before slipping out of her Prada coat and taking a seat at the round table. Cate brought over a pink cupcake and a cup of coffee and placed them in front of their guest. Henrietta gazed at the cake longingly.


‘Gorgeous coat!’ Cate said, sitting down. ‘Oh, this is Henrietta,’ she added as an afterthought. ‘She owns the gift shop.’


‘We have met,’ said Henrietta, who would never expect a woman like Miranda Claybourne to remember her. ‘You’ve been into my shop.’


‘Oh, yes,’ Miranda replied, recalling the hurried purchase of a scented candle and some notepaper. ‘Of course we have.’


Henrietta lowered her eyes; she’d never seen anyone more glamorous in her life.


‘So?’ Cate persisted. ‘How’s it going?’


‘Great,’ Miranda replied, reluctant to talk about herself. There wasn’t much positive to say and she didn’t want to offend them.


‘What sort of help do you require?’ Henrietta asked. Miranda noticed what beautiful skin she had, like smooth toffee. She must have been in her late thirties and yet she hadn’t a single line. She wanted to ask what products she used on her face, but didn’t want to strike up a friendship. Miranda took a sip of coffee. It was delicious; she needn’t have lamented the absence of a Caffè Nero after all.


‘Well, I need someone to cook and clean, and a gardener. The garden’s a mess.’


‘You know that garden used to be a showpiece,’ said Henrietta.


‘Really? You could have fooled me.’


‘Oh yes,’ agreed Cate. ‘The Lightlys created the most beautiful gardens. I can’t imagine that you’re very into gardens, being a Londoner.’


‘Ava Lightly was very green-fingered,’ Henrietta added hastily, worried Cate might have caused offense. She had a rather unpleasant manner when confronted by strangers, like a wary animal marking her territory with a mixture of sweetness and spite. ‘But she left a couple of years ago. It doesn’t take long for a garden to grow wild if it’s not taken care of.’


‘Well, I’m not at all green-fingered,’ said Miranda, glancing at her prettily polished nails and inwardly grimacing at the thought of having to manicure them herself. ‘It depresses me to look out onto a mess.’ Henrietta’s mouth watered as Miranda bit into the cake. ‘Do you make these yourself?’


Cate nodded and protruded her lips so that her chin disappeared completely. ‘You won’t find better coffee or cake anywhere in Dorset. I hope you’ll become a regular. Once you’ve bitten there’s no going back.’


‘I can see why,’ said Miranda, wondering how such a scrawny woman was capable of making such rich and succulent cakes without eating them herself.


‘I’ll ask around as well,’ Henrietta offered helpfully. ‘I get a wide variety of people coming into my shop. Hartington attracts people from all around and you never know.’ She smiled and Miranda found herself warming to her. She had the sweet, self-deprecating smile of a woman unaware of her prettiness.


The door opened again, letting in a cold gust of wind. ‘Look at you!’ cried a man with a wide grin and a smooth, handsome face. ‘Keeping her all to yourself? Etta, you’re a shocker! Cate, your secrecy doesn’t surprise me at all. From you I expect the worst.’


‘This is Troy,’ said Henrietta, her face opening into a beaming smile. ‘He’s opposite if you need your hair done. Not that you do, of course, it’s perfect.’


He turned to Miranda, hands on the waist of his low-cut jeans. ‘You’ve been here how long and you haven’t even bothered to say hello? We’re all terribly hurt, you know.’ He pouted. Miranda’s spirits rose at the sight of Troy’s infectious grin. ‘Cate, love of my life, I need a cake. It’s bloody cold out there and I’ve got old Mrs Rattle-Bag coming in for her blue rinse at twelve.’


‘You’re so rude, Troy,’ Henrietta gasped with a giggle. ‘She’s not called that at all, and Troy’s really Peter,’ she added to Miranda.


‘May I?’ said Troy, not waiting for a response. ‘Make that a coffee, too!’ He settled his clear hazel eyes on Miranda and appraised her shamelessly. ‘You’re the most glamorous thing to set foot in Hartington in years. The last time I saw such glamour was in the woods above Hartington, a fox, if I recall, wearing a stunning coat all her own. I can see the Prada label on yours, by the way, and I’m loving your leather boots, so this season.’ He sniffed with admiration, drawing in the sugar-scented air through dilated nostrils, then added conspiratorially, ‘You’re beautiful as well. What’s your husband like?’ Miranda nearly spat her coffee all over his suede jacket. ‘Is he gorgeous, too?’


‘God, I couldn’t say. Beauty’s in the eye of the beholder,’ Miranda replied, laughing in astonishment. ‘I think he’s handsome.’


‘You’re posh, too. I love posh. If you have a title I’ll give you a free haircut!’


‘I don’t, I’m afraid. Simple Mrs Claybourne.’


‘But Mrs Claybourne of Hartington House. That’s terribly grand. Beautiful and grand, that’s a heady combination. Enough to turn a gay man straight!’


‘She’s looking for help,’ Henrietta informed him. ‘A cook…’


‘I can cook,’ he volunteered, without taking his eyes off her.


‘And a gardener.’


He dropped his shoulders playfully. ‘There I’m no help at all. Every green thing I touch dies. It’s a good job my cat’s not green or that would be the end of her! It would be a shame to kill off what were once the most beautiful gardens in Dorset.’ Henrietta noticed Cate had gone very quiet. She was making the coffee, her back turned. She threw an anxious glance at Troy, who turned his attention to the counter. ‘How’s my coffee, sweetheart?’


‘Just coming,’ Cate replied. The atmosphere had suddenly cooled, as it did according to Cate’s moods. It had been careless of them to ignore her.


Miranda, sensing the shift, glanced at her watch. ‘Goodness, I must get going. It’s been very nice to meet you all.’


‘Likewise,’ said Henrietta truthfully. ‘We’ll find you your gardener, don’t worry.’


‘Going already?’ Troy gasped. ‘We’ve only just met. I’ve had all of ten minutes in your company. Don’t you like my cologne?’


‘I like it,’ said Miranda, shaking her head in amusement. ‘It suits you.’


‘You mean it’s sweet.’


‘Yes, but nice sweet.’


‘The relief is overwhelming.’ He shot her a devilish smile. ‘Do bring Mr Claybourne in for a trim sometime. I’d love to meet him.’ He wiggled his eyebrows suggestively.


‘I don’t know,’ she replied. ‘I might not get him back.’ She stood up and shrugged on her coat. The girls watched her enviously. It was black and fitted, with wide fur-lined lapels and shoulders sharp enough to graze the air she walked through. ‘Thank you for my coffee and cake,’ she said to Cate. ‘I really haven’t tasted better. Not even in London.’ Cate perked up. ‘May I stick this on your board?’ She took a typed piece of paper out of her bag.


‘I’ll make sure they all read it,’ said Cate, but she needn’t have bothered; the note was so big there was no way anyone could miss it.





‘Well,’ gushed Troy when Miranda disappeared into the street. ‘She’s quite a looker. ‘Thank you for my coffee and cake,” he said, imitating her accent. ‘I love it!’


‘She was rather cool to start with but she warmed up. I don’t think she knows what to make of you, Troy,’ Henrietta teased.


‘She’s perfectly nice but I think she’s a little stuck-up, don’t you? A typical Londoner, they always think they’re better than the rest of us,’ said Cate silkily, bringing over Troy’s coffee and cake. ‘She’s one of those women used to lots of servants running around after her. She’s clearly lost without a housekeeper and a cook and a gardener and God knows what else. She bowled in here without any pleasantries as if this were the post office. It’s taken her, what? Two months to come and introduce herself. Too grand for Hartington. Probably thinks we’re all very provincial. She’s pretty though,’ she added with a little sniff. ‘In a rather ordinary way.’


‘I think you’re being harsh,’ said Troy. Everyone knew that Cate rarely had anything nice to say about anyone. ‘She wasn’t too grand for your coffee.’


‘That showed her, didn’t it? She won’t find a better coffee in London.’


‘I should get back to the shop. I’ve left Clare there all on her own,’ said Henrietta, referring to her sister.


‘I shouldn’t worry, it’s not as if you’re busy,’ said Cate. ‘Would you like a cake to take back with you?’


‘A cake?’ repeated Henrietta, confused. Hadn’t Cate berated her for eating too much not five minutes ago?


‘For Clare, silly,’ said Cate, popping one into a bag. Henrietta took the bag and left, feeling thoroughly humiliated.





Miranda returned home to find Gus sitting in front of the fire watching Lord of the Rings. He was eating a packet of crisps and drinking a can of Coca-Cola. ‘Don’t you have any homework to do?’ she asked.


Gus shrugged. ‘I left my bag at school.’


Miranda sighed. ‘Well, you’d better bring it back on Monday or you’ll be in trouble again. Your father’s coming home tonight. He’s not happy about what you did today.’


‘I didn’t mean it,’ said Gus, stuffing his mouth with a handful of crisps. ‘I didn’t start it.’


‘I don’t want to listen. I’ve got to work. Your sister will be home soon so you’ll have to turn that off. She’s frightened of those ghastly creatures.’


‘Orcs,’ Gus corrected.


‘Whatever. Make sure you turn it off.’


‘But Mum…’


‘Off!’


Miranda returned to her desk. She could still taste that delicious cake and her head buzzed from the coffee. The people she had just met would pepper her column rather nicely. Troy was marvellously fruity and Henrietta voluptuous and sweet and totally dominated by Cate who was toxic, in spite of her magical recipes. They’d make a nice little trio. The trick was to build characters that featured monthly, then she could write the book, sell the film rights and watch the world turn into a giant oyster. Her fingers began to tap swiftly over the keyboard.


After a while she heard the front door open and close and the soft footsteps of her five-year-old daughter, Storm. ‘Darling,’ she shouted, a little frustrated that Storm had come home just as she was getting into her characters. Storm appeared at the door looking glum. Her brown hair was swept off her face and her cheeks were pink from the cold. ‘Did you have a good day at school?’


‘No. Gus is a bully,’ she said.


Miranda stopped typing and looked at her daughter. ‘A bully?’


‘Madeleine doesn’t want to come for a playdate because she’s frightened of Gus.’


‘I know. He bit a little boy today.’


‘I saw the bite mark, it was bleeding.’


‘I’m sure he showed it off like a war wound!’ said Miranda with irritation. No doubt the mother would be on the telephone to complain.


‘He pulls the legs off spiders.’


‘Jolly good thing, too, they’re horrid.’


‘They’re God’s creatures.’ Storm’s eyes sparkled with tears.


‘Darling, who on earth have you been talking to?’


‘Mrs Roberts says all creatures are special. Gus kills everything.’


‘Come here, sweetie,’ she said, pulling her daughter into her arms.


‘I don’t like Gus.’


‘You’re not alone,’ said Miranda with a sigh. ‘Why don’t you go and play in your bedroom? He’s watching Lord of the Rings.’ Storm pulled away. ‘Do you have any homework?’


‘Yes.’


‘I’ll come up in a minute and help you with it.’ But Storm knew that the minute would extend into an hour and she’d end up having to do it on her own. Her mother was always too busy.


Storm sat in her pink bedroom. The wallpaper matched the curtains, depicting little pink cherubs dancing among flowers. Even the lightbulbs were pink, casting the room in a soft rosy glow. The bookshelves were laden with cuddly toys and books. She had pretty jewellery boxes where she kept trinkets and hair slides, glittery butterflies and bracelets. She had pink notebooks in which she pretended to write with pink pencils, and a Win Green gingerbread playhouse made from embroidered pink cotton full of the pink cushions she collected in every shade and size. It was there that she hid now with her reading book from school. She felt sad and alone. She pulled her favourite pink cushion to her chest and hugged it close, drying her tears on the corner. What was the point of a beautiful room if she had no friends to show it off to?


Miranda finished her column and e-mailed it off with a sigh of relief. She had forgotten about her daughter’s homework. She wandered into the kitchen to pour herself a glass of wine, picking a carrot out of the fridge to quell the urge to smoke. It was time for the children’s tea. All she could think of was eggy bread. Gus had already had fish cakes for lunch. As she stared blankly into the fridge the telephone rang. Sticking the handset between her cheek and shoulder she pulled out a couple of eggs. ‘Yes?’ she said, expecting it to be her husband.


‘Hi, it’s Jeremy here.’


‘Oh, hi.’


‘You know you were looking for a gardener?’


‘Yes,’ she replied, brightening.


‘I’ve found someone who might do. He’s called Mr Underwood. He’s quite old and rather eccentric, but he loves gardening.’


‘How did you find him?’


‘He used to work on the farm.’


‘And now?’


‘He’s semi-retired. He could do a few days a week for you.’


‘How old is he?’


Jeremy hesitated. ‘Mid-sixties.’


‘Will he be up to it? There’s a lot to be done over here.’


‘Just give him a go. He’s a good man.’


Storm padded in, dressed in a pink fairy outfit complete with glittering crown, wings and wand. ‘Mummy, I’m hungry,’ she whined, her large eyes red rimmed from crying. Miranda frowned, hesitating a moment.


‘Okay, I’ll see him,’ she agreed hastily. ‘Can he come tomorrow morning? I know it’s Saturday but…’


‘I’ll send him over.’


‘Good. Thanks, Jeremy.’ She hung up and turned to her daughter. ‘I’m making you eggy bread, darling. Are you all right?’


‘Eggy bread?’ exclaimed Gus, hovering in the doorway. ‘I hate eggy bread.’


‘Gus, you’re in no position to complain about anything today. It’s either that or spaghetti.’


‘Spaghetti,’ said Gus.


Storm screwed up her nose. ‘I like eggy bread.’


‘I’m not a restaurant. It’s spaghetti for both of you.’ She couldn’t face a tantrum from Gus, and Storm wouldn’t complain. Storm scowled. ‘You can have as much ketchup as you like,’ Miranda added to appease her. ‘I really don’t have the energy to fight with you today.’


She watched her children eat, taking pleasure from her glass of wine. David was coming home tonight. She’d bathe and change into something nice. Cook him calves’ liver with baked potatoes and red wine sauce. She wanted to impress him, encourage him to spend more time at home. She craved his company. It was boring on her own in the country.










Chapter 3 Misty mornings that hold within them the promise of a beautiful day



David Claybourne arrived at Hartington House at eight. Gus, in blue gingham pyjamas, was waiting in the kitchen with his mother. Storm was tucked up in bed with her toy rabbit and favourite pink cushion, dreaming of bringing her new friends home to play.


When she heard the front door open Miranda told Gus to stay in the kitchen while she went to talk to his father. They lingered in the hall for what seemed like a long time, their voices low. Gus shuffled on the bench, having drunk his glass of milk, and felt his spirit grow heavy with anticipation. He yawned and began to scratch lines into the pine with a spoon.


Finally his parents walked into the kitchen, looking serious. His father didn’t greet him, but pulled out a chair and sat down. His mother handed her husband a glass of wine, before pouring one for herself. ‘Your mother tells me that you bit a child and ran away from school today.’ Gus stared at his father without blinking. He was determined not to show weakness. Aragorn never showed weakness. ‘This has got to stop. Your behaviour is unacceptable.’ Gus said nothing. ‘As a punishment you’ll not watch any television for a week.’ Gus’s mouth opened in silent protest. He was too stunned to complain. ‘You’ve driven us both to the end of our tether. And I warn you, Gus, that if you continue to bully other children and disrupt classes we’ll be left no choice but to put you into boarding school early. Do you understand?’ Gus fought a rebellious tear as it broke ranks and balanced on his eyelashes. He nodded. ‘What do you have to say for yourself?’


‘I didn’t start it,’ Gus whispered. The tear fell onto his cheek, and he brushed it off with his sleeve.


‘I don’t wish to hear the ins-and-outs of your playground antics. I’ve had enough. Now off to bed.’


Gus slunk down from the bench and walked slowly past his parents. Neither made a move to kiss him good night. Once in his bedroom he closed the door behind him, flung himself onto the bed and howled into the pillow.


‘I should go up and see him,’ said Miranda anxiously. ‘He’s only little.’


‘No, Miranda,’ David replied firmly. ‘This is the problem. You’re too indulgent. You didn’t send him back to school but let him watch DVDs all afternoon. No wonder he doesn’t learn. What kind of message are you sending out? Let him cry himself to sleep. He’s not going to learn if you go pandering to him all the time. Harden your heart. It’s not fair on Gus to let him grow into a monster. It’s our responsibility to teach him how to behave.’


‘But I don’t know how to.’ Miranda took a swig of wine and sank into a chair.


‘Don’t be ridiculous. It’s not rocket science. Now, have you started looking for help?’


‘Yes,’ she replied, brightening. ‘I’ve posted a notice in the cake shop in town. According to our neighbour, Jeremy Fitzherbert, that’s the nerve centre of Hartington. He’s sending someone to see me tomorrow. A gardener called Mr Underwood.’


‘Appropriate name,’ he replied, nodding his approval. David was a man who liked to see things done.


‘He’s rather old.’


‘I never judge a person before meeting him.’


‘I suppose he’ll have loads of experience.’


‘And a cook? Speaking of which, something smells good.’


‘Calves’ liver,’ she replied. ‘Your favourite.’


‘You might become a domestic goddess after all.’ He drained his glass and stood up. ‘Right, I’m going to have a bath.’


Miranda watched her husband leave the room. He hadn’t even asked her about herself, nor had he noticed the cashmere dress she was wearing. She had gone to such trouble, washed her hair and applied makeup. She began to make the wine sauce. The onions made her eyes water. She suddenly felt exhausted. The last year had been unrelenting. What with Gus being asked to leave school the previous Christmas and having to homeschool him with a tutor while they found a house, redecorated and moved, all in time for the start of the September term. She could still hear him whimpering upstairs. ‘Damn!’ she swore as she cut her finger. ‘Oh, I can’t stay down here while Gus cries his eyes out in his room,’ she hissed, opening one of the drawers and pulling out a Spider-Man plaster. She wrapped it over the wound and set off up the stairs.


Gus was sobbing noisily. Miranda entered his room, which smelled of old biscuits, and sat down on his bed. He stopped crying when he felt her presence and lifted his head off the pillow. She looked at him in bewilderment and placed her hand on his head where his dark hair had grown sticky around his hairline. ‘Gus,’ she whispered. ‘It’s over now. Daddy’s not angry any more.’ Gus’s face seemed to implode and he began to sob again. ‘Darling, it’s all right. We’re not cross any more.’ Then more insistently, ‘Gus, pull yourself together.’ Gus continued to sob. Miranda grabbed him under his arms and pulled him onto her knee so that she could hug him. He buried his face in her neck the way he had done as a small child. ‘What is it, darling?’ she asked, holding him tightly.


‘I don’t know,’ he replied at last, his voice hoarse and his breathing ragged. ‘I don’t want to go to boarding school.’


There was nothing more she could do. She held him until he calmed down, then put him back into his bed, kissed his forehead and turned off the lights. He went to sleep quickly, his pale face suddenly sweet and innocent in repose. She gazed at him for a while, asking herself why she had such a troubled child. She didn’t imagine for a moment that it had anything to do with her.


David finished his bath and changed into a pair of chinos and a blue Ralph Lauren shirt. He was handsome, with shiny black hair, tanned skin and navy eyes framed by long eyelashes that would have looked too feminine on a less masculine face. David was strong and muscular from taking the time to work out every morning in the gym beneath his office. He was also vain. He dressed well, wore expensive aftershave, and worried constantly about hair loss. He was a man of self-confidence, having made a lot of money in the City, married a beautiful woman and bought a large country house while investing in a small pied-à-terre in Kensington. David had it all: the perfect family in Dorset and the perfect mistress in London. Two separate lives. Everything was as it should be. He felt he was only doing what every man had a right to do. He loved his wife; he didn’t love his mistress. But his wife could hardly expect him to remain celibate all week. Surely that was the deal. She gets the house in the country, he gets laid in London; no one gets hurt.


Downstairs, Miranda finished cooking the liver. She laid the table for two and waited for her husband to appear. Lighting a candle now seemed too theatrical, so she blew it out and put it away. It was all very unfair, she thought to herself. She cooked, washed up, kept the house clean, did the laundry, drove to Sainsbury’s once a week to do the shopping, looked after the children, on top of which she had her career. David just had the career. He didn’t have to think of anyone but himself. ‘Sod it,’ she muttered and poured a third glass of wine. ‘It’s as if he doesn’t see me any more.’


David was in a good mood when he appeared in the kitchen. Miranda was light-headed. He helped himself to dinner, then sat down.


‘Darling, you’ve gone to so much trouble tonight.’ He looked her over appreciatively. ‘I have a very beautiful wife.’


Her spirits leapt like a rekindled flame. ‘Thank you. Tell me about London, then I can live vicariously through you!’


‘The same as when you left it, only colder,’ he replied. She swallowed her disappointment and pressed for more details.


‘Who have you been hanging out with?’


‘Usual crowd, when I have time. I’ve been in the office until ten every night this week. I’m shattered.’


‘How’s Blythe?’ She had bumped into her old school friend at Gus’s judo class in Chelsea. After years of not seeing one another they had grown close again as Miranda supported her through an acrimonious divorce. ‘I keep trying to call her but I just get her answering machine. That’s what happens when you move to the country, all your friends forget about you!’


‘She hasn’t forgotten about you. She’s been busy with lawyers and accountants, as you can imagine. In fact, I’ve been giving her a little advice,’ he replied pompously, holding his fork in midair. ‘I told her she needs to manage her divorce like a business. She’s her own biggest client. She’s got to cut the best deal possible. It’s no good expecting the lawyer to sort it all out for her. He doesn’t know what she wants. He’s only thinking in terms of how much money he can get her and, as a percentage, how much he can get for himself. He might be the best in town, but she’s still got to tell him what she wants. I told her to write a list. This is the last-chance saloon. Once she’s closed the door, that’s it. There’ll be no going back to ask for the things she didn’t bother to mention. He’ll get away with everything and she’ll be left regretting her procrastination.’


‘Did she listen to you?’


‘I think so. The trouble is she’s over-emotional, can’t see the forest for the trees. At the moment she just wants out. I told her money is important, at least for the sake of her son. She knows what’s good for her. I’m happy to help. I never liked her husband anyway. A real ass!’


‘It’s shocking how many of our friends are divorcing,’ Miranda sighed. ‘Once we get sorted we should invite Blythe and Rafael for the weekend. He’s a dear little boy and might be a good influence on Gus. Typical, isn’t it? We meet again after years, discover we’re neighbours, then I move down here. The boys were just getting to know each other.’


‘So long as Gus doesn’t bite Rafael.’


‘Let’s give it some time. Gus will settle.’ Her face darkened a moment. The problem with Gus wasn’t going to go away.


‘Do you think he should see someone?’ she asked tentatively.


‘A shrink?’ David was appalled.


‘Well, a child psychologist.’


‘Over my dead body am I letting someone interfere with my son. There’s nothing wrong with Gus. Nothing that boarding school won’t put right.’


‘But he doesn’t go for nearly another year – and he doesn’t want to go.’


‘It’s a stage. He’ll grow out of it. You’ve just got to stay on top of it, Miranda. You’re the one around all week. It’s up to you.’


‘I suppose you’re going to tell me to run my family like a business. That Gus is my biggest client.’ She let out a shallow laugh.


‘No darling, he’s the business,’ David corrected, quite seriously. ‘I’m your biggest client.’


After watching the news they both went to bed. David sat up reading The Economist while Miranda, drunk and exhausted, curled into a ball with a pillow over her eyes to block out the light, used to having the bed to herself. They didn’t make love. David made no advances and Miranda, while affronted that he didn’t desire her after a week apart, was rather relieved.


The following morning, Storm entertained herself playing in her bedroom, while Gus, banned from television, wandered into the woods to set traps for unsuspecting animals. David read the papers over breakfast of eggs, bacon and toast, which Miranda cooked. She prepared to interview the gardener. ‘Do you want to see him with me?’ she asked David, who, without taking his eyes from the Telegraph, replied that it was her department. ‘You’re Minister of Domestic Policy,’ he said.


‘And who are you?’ she asked, irritated by his lack of interest.


‘I’m Prime Minister,’ he replied. ‘If you want a second opinion I’ll gladly give it. Otherwise, darling, I trust your judgment implicitly.’


Miranda sent David off to sample Cate’s coffee and waited in her study. She was tired of having to do everything herself. She recalled the army of builders and decorators she had marched down to Hartington to transform the house into her dream home. David had let her decorate it as she wished – her good taste was one of the reasons he had married her – and dutifully paid the bills without resistance. As minister of domestic policy, she was expected to build a home for him and their children. It didn’t occur to him to step down from his high office and help. It struck her that there was nothing they shared any more. Even the children fell under her jurisdiction while he was the prime minister puppeteer, holding all the strings.





As she pondered the state of her marriage the doorbell rang and she hurried across the hall. She took a deep breath and prayed that Mr Underwood would be the perfect gardener and added, while she was on the line to the Lord, that a cook and a housekeeper might follow. She opened the door to find a gnome-like man dressed in a brown jacket and trousers with a tweed cap set on an abundant crown of curly grey hair. When he saw her he hastily took off the cap and held it against his waistcoat.


‘I’m Mr Underwood, come about the gardening job,’ he said in a broad Dorset accent. Miranda didn’t extend her hand; he looked as though he wouldn’t know what to do with it.


‘Do come inside, Mr Underwood,’ she replied, stepping aside to let him pass into the hall. A gust of damp wind blew in with him. ‘Gosh, it is wet today,’ she exclaimed, closing the door behind him. ‘I hate drizzle.’


‘Global warming,’ he said dolefully. ‘One day it’s as hot as summer, the next it’s as cold as Siberia! These days you don’t know what to expect.’


‘Please come into my study, Mr Underwood.’ He followed her, casting his eyes over the flagstone floor and freshly painted cream walls. There was a large, empty fireplace where logs should have been burning and a pretty rug where one would expect a couple of sleeping dogs. When the Lightlys had owned Hartington there was always a fire in the grate and a cheery flower arrangement on the wide refectory table in the hall. The round table that now took its place looked lonely with only a lifeless sculpture positioned on top.


‘Just moved in then?’ he asked. Miranda noticed he spoke deliberately and slowly, clearly a man in no hurry.


‘Yes. Do you know the house?’


‘Aye. This was once the most beautiful garden in Dorset.’


‘Really,’ she said, showing him to an armchair. He noticed she hadn’t lit the fire in her study either, but it smelled of smoke, which was encouraging.


‘Mrs Lightly was a gifted lady.’


‘So I’m told.’


‘You should light the fires in this house. I could bring logs in for you if you like.’


‘Thank you. You see, we need someone like you.’ Although, as he put his stumpy finger up his nose and wiggled it about, she wasn’t quite so sure.


‘Got an itchy nose,’ he explained, giving his finger another wiggle.


‘Thank you, Mr Underwood. Now tell me, I gather you worked for Jeremy Fitzherbert?’


He withdrew his finger and wiped it on his jacket. ‘I worked on the farm for over forty years. Ploughing, sowing, but what I enjoy most is gardens. Have you seen the toadstools in the woods?’ His eyes shone like haematite.


Miranda shook her head. ‘Toadstools?’


‘Aye. There’ll be a fair few up there. It’s a wet autumn. D’you know that the mushroom itself is only the fruit of the mushroom plant?’


‘No, I didn’t.’


‘It’s only when the plant growing in the ground becomes strong enough to produce seeds that mushrooms appear.’


‘Really?’ She tried to sound interested. This wasn’t going quite as well as she had thought.


‘There are a lot of edible toadstools but most people don’t know that. They eat only mushrooms. Mrs Underwood cooks a good toadstool soup. She knows which ones to eat and which ones not to eat.’ Miranda noticed Mr Underwood’s large belly. He was clearly well fed. She narrowed her eyes thoughtfully.


‘This is a large property, Mr Underwood.’


‘Mrs Lightly did it all on her own,’ he said, nodding slowly with admiration.


‘Didn’t she have anyone to help her?’


‘Only Hector. It was her passion.’


‘Well, it’s been left to go wild for a year at least. There’s a lot of work to be done. I’m not sure that you’re strong enough to do it on your own.’


He looked affronted. ‘Not strong enough!’ he gasped, insulted. He jumped up, took off his jacket and stood, flexing his muscles in his shirtsleeves. ‘Look at this. Hard as rock it is. Hard as solid rock.’


‘Thank you, Mr Underwood.’


‘You’re as old as you feel, m’lady. Inside here I’m a strapping lad.’


‘I’m sure you are, Mr Underwood. Mrs Underwood is very lucky to have you. Tell me, how well does she cook?’


He rubbed his belly. ‘The little wife? She’s a good woman. No one can cook like Mrs Underwood.’


Miranda decided to take a gamble. Desperation compelled her to be impulsive. ‘We’re looking for a cook,’ she said. Mr Underwood’s weathered face widened into a smile and his round cheeks shone pink.


‘Look no further, m’lady. Mrs Underwood will feed you all up good and proper. Used to cook for Mrs Lightly when she had visitors.’


‘So she knows the place?’


‘Aye, she does.’


‘Would she have the time?’


He nodded eagerly. ‘Aye, she’s got time all right. Little nippers are grown up now with nippers of their own.’ Miranda’s mind was racing.


‘I’d like to meet Mrs Underwood,’ she said firmly. ‘Perhaps she could come up tomorrow and cook Sunday lunch for the four of us. As for you, Mr Underwood, let me speak plainly. This place is a mess and you clearly know a thing or two about gardens. Perhaps you could start sweeping leaves and chopping logs so we can light our fires and I’ll keep looking for someone’ – she hesitated, anxious to find the right word so as not to offend him – ‘to work with you on the landscaping side. I think this place requires two pairs of hands, don’t you?’


Mr Underwood nodded slowly. He didn’t quite understand what she meant by landscaping. However, he loved chopping logs and lighting fires, and was already envisaging vast mountains of leaves.


‘I’ll pay you eight pounds hour and you do as much as you’re able.’


‘That’s as good to me as plum pudding, m’lady,’ he replied, clearly pleased.


‘Call me Mrs Claybourne,’ she added.


‘Mrs Claybourne, m’lady.’


She sighed and let it go. ‘You can start on Monday and don’t forget to tell Mrs Underwood to come up tomorrow, if she can – perhaps she could call me to discuss details.’





David returned from Cate’s Cake Shop in a good mood. He strode into the kitchen where Miranda was roasting a chicken and grabbed her around the waist, kissing her neck behind her ponytail. ‘You were right about that coffee. It’s given me a real buzz. Charming people, too. I can’t think why we never explored before. It’s a quaint place.’


‘Do you like it?’ She turned to face him, leaning back against the Aga.


‘I had a little chat with the locals, gave them a bit of advice about their businesses.’ He smiled mischievously.


‘Oh, David, you didn’t?’


‘Of course I didn’t. What do you take me for, a pompous ass?’


‘I should hope not!’


‘I chatted to Cate, who’s definitely hot for me. Colonel Pike – asked him a bit about the war. They all knew who I was. Of course, I can’t remember them all by name, but they were suitably deferential. I think I’m going to enjoy being lord of the manor. Should spend a little more time down here. It’s like living fifty years ago. Can’t think why we didn’t move out sooner.’


‘That Cate’s a snake in the grass. Watch out for her.’


‘Saw your notice up on the board. Sweet!’


‘It’s not sweet. It’s practical. You’ll see, it’ll do the trick.’


‘Let’s hope so. The lady of the manor shouldn’t be getting her fingers dirty in the garden and cleaning the house. I want my wife to have the smooth hands of a duchess.’


‘Lucky my work is all at the computer then, isn’t it?’


‘How did your meeting with Mr Underwood go?’


‘He’ll do, for the moment. We still need a proper gardener. He can do odd jobs, raking leaves, mowing, logs, that sort of thing. His wife is coming to cook lunch tomorrow. She used to cook for the previous owners.’


‘I’m impressed, darling.’ He lifted her chin. ‘I never thought you’d pull it all together.’


‘I’ve been so busy…’ He silenced her with a kiss.


‘Shhh. Don’t forget your biggest client!’
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