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"Darling, is this a mistake?
The young man pulled his companion closer to his chest. “I think that’s quite impossible. It would be a very cruel world for something that feels so right to be a mistake.”

The young woman nestled her head against his shoulder and closed her eyes. A gentle breeze lifted a few loose strands of her light brown hair, making them flutter against her cheek. It was a warm evening in May, poised on the edge of dusk and smelling of summer. They were sitting on a bench under an old oak tree whose branches had once held up a swing. The young woman smiled, remembering the little girl flying through the air, determined to soar ever higher. The old oak tree had been a playground then. Now it was something far more important; it marked the spot where a promise had been made, binding two lives to one fate.

“Will we always be this happy, do you think?” she wondered.

“No,” her betrothed answered. He felt her tremble in his arms and held her tighter. “We’ll be happier.”

“But that’s not possible!”

“You’re wrong. This morning, I woke up and discovered that I loved you a little better than yesterday. And the same thing happened yesterday, and the day before, and the day before that. I expect it shall go on happening, day after day, until I run out of mornings. Happiness, I think, operates on similar principles.”

“Infinitely expanding? One’s heart might burst, you know,” the young woman said softly, her own feeling very much in danger of doing precisely that.

“The heart isn’t a vessel,” the young man replied. “If anything, it’s more like a sieve. Besides, I didn’t say I loved you more, I said I loved you better. And it’s because I know you better today than I did yesterday.”

“One day, you might find me worse for knowing me better.”

“The most beautiful roses usually have thorns,” the young man said with a smile. “One doesn’t love them any less for it.”

“I’m not very beautiful,” the young woman pointed out, not without a little regret.

“We will have to agree to disagree,” her companion countered cheerfully. “And if you intend to carry on in this fashion, I think we had better come up with an agreement about how we are to handle our future disagreements.”

“Oh? And what do you suggest?”

“I don’t suppose I can persuade you to never disagree with me again?”

The young woman turned her head and flashed him a grin. “Perish the thought, darling.”

“Yes, I expected as much. Alright, then, what if we agree that each of us shall win half the time?”

“But that doesn’t seem fair! What if I’m right when it’s your turn to win? No, I don’t think that would work at all.”

“And what would you propose?”

“That you let me win every time,” the young woman declared with a laugh.

“Every disagreement?”

“Every single one,” she confirmed.

“And in return?”

The young woman frowned. “In return?”

“What shall I get in return for letting you win every time?”

“Well, what would you like?”

The young man was silent for a moment. “That I claim a reward … of my own choosing.” 

His lover slipped her arms around his neck and gazed at him steadily. A light danced in her eyes, at once merry and fierce. “And shall it cost me dearly, this reward of yours?”

“Oh, yes,” the young man replied. “Allow me to show you.”

On the bench under the old oak tree, two figures merged to become one shadow. The wind sighed, sending shivers through the branches. Above them, night unfurled its indigo wings, wrapping them across the sky. The whole world became an embrace and a promise.

 



  Chapter 1

Poor Little Rich Girl
[image: ]

The man had been talking about preferred bonds for some time, but Isobel Taverner – twenty-eight, clever, and possessed of a fabulous fortune – wasn’t listening anymore. She was unhappy, and that made it difficult for her to concentrate on what the man sitting across from her was saying. Her tea, grown cold in its delicate Limoges cup, sat untouched. They were meeting in the sitting room of Isobel’s Mayfair apartment, its atmosphere redolent with the fragrance of tuberose and tasteful luxury. A great deal of money and effort had gone into creating this splendid oasis and Isobel, who had been the one to supply both, usually took great pleasure in the evidence of her success. Not so on this particular morning. She barely noticed her surroundings, her mind busy picking away at her unhappiness like a scab.

With a start, she realized that she had been staring at Gerald Penderby’s neat little mustache for several minutes. It did not merit such lengthy consideration, being a very ordinary sort of mustache. Isobel blinked and tried again to focus on what the man was saying. Thankfully, he had moved on from the matter of bonds. It took a moment for Isobel to orient herself to his new subject, which seemed to involve people whose names she didn’t recognize. Briefly, she wondered if she ought to have done so, but it quickly became clear that these were merely some of Mr. Penderby’s other clients who, he assured her, were now enjoying carefree prosperity thanks to the application of his talents. By self-avowed profession, Mr. Penderby was a business manager; he watched over other people’s money for them, to make sure the money would not inconvenience them by running out. Isobel was wealthy on a scale that meant she did not, strictly speaking, need Mr. Penderby’s services, but he had been recommended to her as someone who might suitably fill the role until recently occupied by her Uncle Roddy – a role largely advisory in nature, whose chief function was to offer Isobel reassurance as to the soundness of her decisions, whenever she felt herself in need of it. Being a woman of decisive character, this occurred infrequently. 

The title of “uncle” had been merely honorific. Roderick Kemble-Smythe had borne no familial relation to Isobel. Theirs had been a bond forged by the respect and affection he’d held for her parents – particularly her mother, who had been Roddy’s goddaughter. The untimely death of her parents had left four-year old Isobel with a large fortune and practically no family. Under the terms of her parents’ wills, whose executor he had been, Roddy had assumed legal guardianship of the young heiress; over time, he had become the closest thing to a father figure Isobel was ever to have. He had shared the responsibility for her upbringing with her paternal great-aunt, Virginia Cliffden. Though she had never married, Aunt Ginny had set great store by the idea that there was nothing as important in life as family. She had regarded the raising of her nephew’s child as a kind of sacred duty, pouring all her energy and affection into the task, and the result had been a happy childhood for Isobel. Growing up at Rosehill, Aunt Ginny’s house in Kent, she had experienced the advantages of her very fortunate position, all the while sheltered from the predatory interest of strangers to whom, thanks to the publicity surrounding her fabulous inheritance, she was nothing but a Poor Little Rich Orphan Girl. She had been loved but not spoiled, taught to be sensible and circumspect but not cynical, and given enough freedom to feel that she was, despite her great privilege and great loss, a perfectly ordinary girl. Aunt Ginny and Uncle Roddy had been her family and her memory-keepers, and if Isobel had, from time to time, thought longingly of a future when she might have a large family of her own, she’d had no cause to feel alone or unloved while they had lived. But time was a cruel thief. Aunt Ginny had died when Isobel was nineteen and still far from certain of her future. At least she’d still had Uncle Roddy; when taking her first steps into the wider world beyond Rosehill, his support and advice, always wise and generously given, had been a bulwark against uncertainty and doubt. Though his official duties had come to an end once Isobel had turned twenty-one and assumed control of her fortune, he had remained a steadfast presence in her life. His death, some five months past, had been a great blow, robbing her not only of his guidance, but of her last remaining link to her parents. 

There were the Lyttons, of course. Isobel had known them practically her entire life; less than two miles separated Aunt Ginny’s Rosehill and Lion’s Court, the Lytton family estate near the village of Deep Dene. Lady Sylvia had been one of Aunt Ginny’s closest friends. The Lyttons themselves possessed no title to go along with their distinguished pedigree as county gentry, but as the daughter of an earl, Sylvia Lytton had not relinquished hers – nor her ambitions to see her own sons elevated to the peerage. The eldest, Ronald, had satisfied his mother’s expectations in his choice of wife, marrying the daughter of a wealthy baronet, but since the young lady in question had her own plans for her husband’s future, and a backbone no less steely than her mother-in-law’s, Ronald was not destined to fulfill Lady Sylvia’s hopes and dreams. Luckily, Lady Sylvia had a second son who was proving more amenable to being steered in the right direction. Affable but not fiercely ambitious, Hugh Lytton delighted and frustrated his mother in equal measure; others found little of which to complain in his character. To Isobel, he was one of the mainstays of her life. They had grown up together, their lives interwoven in a myriad of ways, big and small. As Hugh was not close with his brother and Isobel had no siblings of her own, from the beginning they had found in their friendship the solace of communion with another sympathetic soul. Though younger by some three years, Isobel had always been the one who led the way; wherever she went, Hugh had been happy to follow. Her character – impatient, resourceful, and assertive – had found a happy complement in his gentler, more reflective nature. How strange, then, that she should have married a man so different in temperament from Hugh! 

The thought came to her unbidden, and Isobel wished it hadn’t. She felt her chest tighten, as it often did now whenever she thought of Guy. She clenched her hands with fierce determination; she would not cry in front of Mr. Penderby.

“Mrs. Taverner, are you quite alright?” The man’s voice was a clarion call of mundanity, recalling Isobel to the corporeal world.

“Y-yes,” she stammered and quickly relaxed her hands. “I beg your pardon, Mr. Penderby, I was woolgathering a little just now. You have given me so much to think about, but I’m afraid my thoughts are rather scattered. Before I can give you an answer, I shall need some time to consider everything you’ve told me … and discuss it with my husband,” she added as an afterthought.

“Of course, Mrs. Taverner, that goes without saying,” Mr. Penderby agreed smoothly. “It is always wise to give careful consideration to matters that affect one’s financial affairs, and you may rest assured that I expect no answer today. I shall leave the documents I showed you earlier so you may peruse them at your leisure – and show them to Mr. Taverner as well. It’s unfortunate that he couldn’t join us today.” 

Mr. Penderby delivered the last remark in a solicitous tone that did not quite succeed in disguising his curiosity. Isobel refused to be drawn on the subject of her husband’s absence, but she thought it worthwhile to correct Mr. Penderby’s ignorance on at least one point.

“Guy does not involve himself in my financial affairs as a matter of course, Mr. Penderby. He knows that I am perfectly capable of making decisions on my own. I have been doing it since I was twenty-one.”

Mr. Penderby acknowledged the point, subtly made but unambiguous, with a slight bow of the head: he need not, henceforth, concern himself too deeply with Guy Taverner’s opinions concerning the management of his wife’s fortune. Still, he evidently thought it politic to evince a respectful interest in his prospective client’s personal life.

“Quite right, Mrs. Taverner – and, may I say, most enlightened. We live in modern times, and ought to maintain modern attitudes. If I may ask, have you been married long?”

“Five years,” Isobel replied in a flat tone.

“Wonderful, wonderful,” Mr. Penderby enthused with almost desperate gaiety in the face of this inscrutable reply. It was clear that he wished to make some follow-up comment and was stymied by the fear of saying the wrong thing. In the end, the answer being self-evident, he decided it would be safe to ask Isobel whether she and Guy lived in London.

“Yes, most of the time. We also have a house in Kent, near Faversham. It used to belong to my father’s aunt, and it’s where I grew up. I … we stay there now and then. It’s nice to get away from –” Isobel faltered, then quickly recovered herself. “Well, London gets rather unbearable in the summer, doesn’t it?”

Mr. Penderby was glad to concur. “You’re not wrong there, Mrs. Taverner! Personally, I make it a habit to spend as little time as possible in the City come July. Peace and quiet and fresh air – nothing like it for the old constitution. Have you any plans for the summer?”

Isobel hesitated for a moment, then nodded. “We are going to Devon in a fortnight. One of Guy’s friends is the manager of a new resort in Merivell, and he’s arranged for us to have a suite for the opening week. It was a lovely surprise – Guy’s idea.”

“Splendid! Merivell’s jolly good fun – who needs Nice and Deauville, eh? Plenty of entertainment to keep one from getting too restless,” Mr. Penderby observed approvingly.

“Swimming and sunbathing are more our line,” Isobel informed him, though she wasn’t altogether certain it was. Lately, there had been more nights than she cared to remember when she’d fallen asleep waiting for Guy to return home from some party or club she’d left hours earlier. 

“The athletic type, Mr. Taverner, then?”

“Oh, yes, rather. He rowed at Oxford, and he swims and plays tennis very well.”

Mr. Penderby looked duly impressed, and confessed that he was not, himself, much of a sportsman. “Excepting golf, of course. Jolly good fun, golf. Do you play? No? Oh, but you ought to try it, Mrs. Taverner! A few swings and a leisurely stroll, it gets the blood pumping just the right amount. If I’m not mistaken, there’s a rather nice course near Merivell. By the by, what’s the name of this resort you’re going to?”

“The Golden Bay Hotel. I believe the name is a reference to its location, on an inlet a few miles from the town. I understand there is a long stretch of sandy beach, quite lovely and secluded.”

“Sounds marvelous! And you are going there in a fortnight, you said?”

“Yes, we are booked for the 3rd of July, to stay a week. I am very much looking forward to it,” Isobel said softly.

It was true. When Guy had come to her with the idea, she’d recognized it for the peace offering it was, seizing it with almost pathetic gratitude. Things between them had been shaky for some time. A quiet and restful holiday, away from their day-to-day life, filled with warnings of imminent collapse, might help to shore up the crumbling foundations of their marriage. In her more optimistic moments, she allowed herself to hope that it would draw them closer, even help them to rediscover the rapturous intimacy of their early days. Once upon a time, they had been blissfully happy. Once upon a time, nothing had been more delightful than time spent alone together. Now, Guy seemed to find little pleasure in her company and wielded his unhappiness like a silent accusation. If she was at fault, she had no clear notion of her transgression. Their mutual contentment had vanished by degrees – slowly at first, then by dizzying leaps – even as they, themselves, had not changed at all. She was still the same woman she had been when she’d met Guy; he was still the same man with whom she’d fallen in love. Back then, it had seemed miraculous that they had found each other, so perfectly suited in every way. But had it been a miracle, or merely an illusion? 

Isobel knew what people thought of her marriage. It was scarcely possible that she should not, for they made no secret of it. They thought Guy had married her for her money. She knew it wasn’t true; that was an article of faith that she would not relinquish unto death. But she understood why others found it too implausible to believe. Her fortune, so vast and so glittering, cast a terribly long shadow; few things could outshine it. Exceptional beauty might have done so, but she did not possess it. She had a lovely figure and a face full of character – an interesting face, to be sure, but not a beautiful one. Her virtues, too, were those that tended to be overlooked in a woman, or else taken entirely for granted. She was clever and brave and fiercely loyal; she had a quick mind and a strong stomach, neither of them easily defeated. In life and in love, she did nothing by half. Yet, none of these things had ever mattered much, because they were not the things people saw when they looked at Isobel Cliffden. Only Guy Taverner had looked at her and seen something other than a rich heiress. He had seen her, in all her beautiful, flawed complexity, and he had chosen her for his own. Isobel hugged that thought to herself. She would not let anyone spoil it for her or tear it down. Not even Guy himself. His unhappiness was a burden they would shoulder together until such time that a remedy could be found. She had not given up hope of that, yet. She would not give up hope for as long as she knew that Guy still loved her. 

And he did. He would have to, or else he would not brood so much on those silly little accidents of hers. There was nothing nefarious about them, of course – just a couple of mishaps, no harm done. She’d dismissed them as such and they’d quarreled about it, but the argument itself had made her strangely happy. It was proof that Guy still cared about her enough to worry about her safety. He had argued most strenuously in favor of taking action to forestall further danger. She’d thought his ideas drastic and unnecessary and had told him so. She needed no protection; the only thing she needed was to know that she was still precious enough to him to make the thought of losing her intolerable to him. But she hadn’t told him that part, and now she wished she had. Why had it become so difficult to tell him how she felt? The answer, much as she didn’t like to admit it, was fear. A fear had lately hatched in her breast that she needed Guy more than he needed her; in no time at all, it had sunk its claws and its teeth into her heart, making a feast of it. Isobel, who had never been afraid of anything, had become a coward. Fear begat fear, and what she feared most was losing Guy. She had searched in vain for a means to vanquish her fears; the only thing she hadn’t tried yet was confessing them to her husband. If she could find the strength to do so, perhaps Guy might counter her confession with a similar one of his own. Did she dare to hope as much as that? 

And why not?

Had the surprise trip to Merivell not been a confession of sorts? Isobel reminded herself how excited Guy had been when he’d proposed it. Even if he hadn’t used the words that she longed to hear from him, the sentiment had surely been there. She saw it clearly now: Merivell was going to be the fresh start they so desperately needed.

“Yes,” she repeated to Mr. Penderby. “I am very much looking forward to it.”

 



  Chapter 2

A Lunch at the Ritz
[image: ]

Agatha Radcliffe put down her soup spoon, and glanced fondly at her lunch companion, who was ineffectually trying to catch the attention of a waiter. 

“I say, I think that fellow is ignoring me,” Hugh Lytton observed in a vaguely apologetic tone. It was so very like Hugh to look upon a snub as something invariably attributable to some shortcoming of his own.

“He must have decided that we don’t really belong here,” Agatha told him with a smile. “Ordering only soup and dessert was a rather large clue, but I fear it was unavoidable. I haven’t got paid this month yet, so I’m down to my last few bob. I expect you are too.”

Hugh didn’t need to confirm the fact. They both knew that he was chronically short of funds. His occasional articles on comparative philosophy and ancient religions, painstakingly researched and beautifully written, barely fetched a pauper’s ransom in gold; for his daily bread, he relied mostly on his mother, who wasn’t particularly stingy but who did have very strong opinions about her son’s mode of life. Dining at the Ritz with Agatha on a random Wednesday did not feature in that picture and, consequently, Lady Sylvia made no financial allowance for it.

“I don’t know why you wanted to meet here, Aggie. I shouldn’t have thought this was your scene any more than it’s mine.”

“It’s not – not really – but I thought it might be interesting … from an observational standpoint. Lots of people turn up here, and one never knows when one might spot a promising story,” Agatha explained. She was a weekly columnist for the Daily Herald, a position of which she was more than a little proud, for the Daily Herald boasted not only a wide circulation, but also a decently elevated brow for a daily newspaper.

“But you write about the arts,” Hugh pointed out. “I can’t imagine your average playwright or poet is hanging around the Ritz.”

“You’d be surprised. Besides, I had a chat with Simon last week, and he dropped some pretty heavy hints that the column would benefit from a little spicing up.” In fact, Simon Blake, her editor, had not confined himself to hints. She had been left in no doubt as to what Mr. Trevelyan, the Daily Herald’s new owner, wished to see in the pages of his newspaper. 

“Good God, they’re not trying to turn you into one of those gossip peddlers, are they?”

“No, nothing quite that bad,” Agatha rushed to assure Hugh. “But they do want a touch of celebrity here and there, and a bit more mass appeal. Speaking of which, I’m hoping to wrangle an interview with Margot Westlake now that her latest West End triumph is in the books.”

“Was it that play you dragged me to see – what was it, now? Enemies and Lovers? Wouldn’t have called it a triumph myself. Dialogue was a bit implausible, wasn’t it?”

Agatha laughed. “You’re such a snob, Hugh! Not everything has to be Ibsen, you know. Besides, audiences loved it. It was a packed show every night.”

Hugh took the rebuke with good humor. He always did. Sometimes, Agatha thought that he was too easy-going – and might be happier if he was a little less – but she didn’t want to hurt his feelings by telling him as much. She watched him light a cigarette, his long, elegant fingers making quick work of it. Even though he wasn’t conventionally handsome, there was something terribly attractive about Hugh, and Agatha thought it came down to the way he carried himself. There was an easeful grace in his movements, which were never hurried or uncertain. His nose was slightly too long and his mouth slightly too thin by matinee idol standards, but they gave him a rather distinguished air. And his eyes – green-flecked hazel, fringed with long, tawny eyelashes – were warm enough to melt even the most cynical of hearts. Agatha would know; she possessed one.

“You don’t really think I’m a snob, do you, Aggie? I did like the show we saw last week, and that wasn’t Ibsen either. Dialogue aside, I thought Miss Westlake was quite brilliant in Enemies and Lovers. I think it’d be rather fun to get to interview her.”

Agatha tried to ignore the small pang of jealousy his last words had elicited and almost succeeded. She hadn’t forgotten Hugh’s enthusiastic expressions of appreciation for Margot Westlake’s talent – and her beauty – after they’d seen the play. It was silly to be envious of a woman that Hugh was never going to meet; had Agatha not been so uncertain of his feelings for her, she would not have been plagued by such concerns. She knew Hugh was fond of her, of course. She was even ready to believe that his feelings were warmer than mere friendship. But were they as warm as her own?

“Well, if I do get to do it, I’ll let you know. Her agent hasn’t rung me back yet, but the play has only just ended, and she might have taken off for a holiday. I would, too, if I could. The weather’s getting rather beastly, isn’t it? It’ll be hot enough to fry an egg on the pavement soon. Are you planning to run up to Deep Dene this weekend?”

“I hadn’t thought about it. I daresay I will, if Mother rings. I know she’s been meaning to ask Isobel to stay one of these weeks, and if Isobel goes, she’ll expect me to be there.”

Agatha noticed that Hugh had not specified whose expectations would be dictating his plans. It didn’t really matter; if not one, it was always the other. Lady Sylvia and Isobel were forever the first priorities of Hugh’s life, it seemed. She suppressed another pang of jealousy, this one sharper than the last. 

“How is Isobel? I haven’t seen her or Guy for a few weeks – not since that party at the Evershams. She seemed a bit tired and out-of-sorts then,” Agatha said thoughtfully. “Not her usual carefree self. Almost … well, sad.”

Hugh’s expression turned somber. “Matter of fact, Aggie, I’m rather worried about her. Mother is, too. We’ve both noticed that Isobel has been a touch down-in-the-mouth recently. Not entirely sure what that’s about. Mind you, there were those blasted accidents. Bound to put a damper on the spirit and all that.”

“Accidents?! What are you talking about?”

“Deuced odd thing, old bean. Isobel’s come close to getting hurt not once but twice in the last few weeks. The first time, it happened while she and Guy were staying at Lion’s Court for the weekend. It was a kind of belated birthday party for Isobel’s twenty-eighth. We were having cake and, somehow or other, her slice got a handful of crushed walnuts sprinkled on it. Well, you know that Isobel can’t have them – deathly allergic and all that. One doesn’t like to think what might have happened if Mother hadn’t noticed in time, before Isobel took a bite.”

“How very strange! Do you know how the mix-up happened?”

Hugh shook his head. “Not a clue. We all know about her condition, and so do the servants, and nothing of the sort has ever happened before.”

“And there was another accident, you said?”

“Yes, a few weeks later, there was a problem with the engine in Isobel’s car. Don’t ask me to explain what it was; all I can tell you is that the mechanic chap in Deep Dene seemed to think it was serious enough to have caused the car to crash had Isobel driven it. Thankfully, she didn’t. Mother and I happened to be visiting Rosehill and, as we were leaving, we noticed a leak under the car. Guy had a look under the bonnet and rang the mechanic right away. It came out alright in the end, but a close call all the same.” 

“How very worrying!”

“Yes, rather. Isobel was a trooper, of course. Said it was silly for everyone to make such a fuss about one or two misadventures. Guy didn’t think so. They had a bit of a ding-dong over it, I think.”

Agatha wondered if Isobel was putting on a brave face and, if so, why. She cast a speculative glance at Hugh. “Is everything alright there – with her and Guy, I mean? Recently, I had the sense that things might be a little strained between them.”

Hugh shifted in his chair, discomfort written plainly on his face. But why, Agatha wondered. Was it merely that he considered it indecorous to proffer an opinion on other people’s affairs of the heart? Or did the matter touch his own too closely to make for easy telling? His history with Isobel was no secret; Lady Sylvia had made certain of that, taking great care that Agatha should hear every detail. How Hugh and Isobel had grown up together. How everyone had always expected them to marry. How Hugh had proposed on Isobel’s 18th birthday, and how she had accepted. Lady Sylvia tended to gloss over what had come next, which was that Isobel had changed her mind a week later and broken off the engagement. She treated Isobel’s decision to marry Guy in much the same way; it was a fact she condescended to acknowledge only when it was unavoidable that she should, and then only with bad grace. Isobel and Hugh’s enduring friendship was deeply gratifying to Lady Sylvia, and she made no effort to hide her feelings on the subject – nor her belief that her son was a far superior choice of mate than Guy Taverner. Agatha couldn’t entirely fault her for hoping that Isobel might still, one day, become Mrs. Hugh Lytton. Isobel was fabulously, almost obscenely rich – an important consideration for Lady Sylvia, whose ambitions for Hugh stretched the limits of her own financial means – but she also had an appealing winsomeness and a generosity of spirit that made her easy to admire and love. 

And Agatha had been prepared to hate Isobel Cliffden. They had met during the war, volunteering at the same hospital in London. Agatha had worked on the wards, while Isobel had been involved in fundraising. She had donated large sums of her own money and persuaded others to do the same. Her convictions were infectious; her enthusiasm, irresistible. As the daughter of a country vicar, Agatha had not imagined that she could have anything in common with someone whom the newspapers had once dubbed a Poor Little Rich Orphan Girl – too nauseating a creature by half. But reality had turned out to be very different from the advertisement. Far from nauseating, Isobel was sweet and vivacious and witty. Agatha’s prejudices proved no match for Isobel’s determination; within months, they had become fast friends. Through thick and thin, joy and sorrow, successes and losses, their friendship had endured, binding them closer with every passing year. It was Isobel who had brought Agatha and Hugh together, a bittersweet twist of fate that Agatha strove to look upon with philosophical detachment. 

Their first encounter had certainly been memorable. Agatha had arrived at the church in fashionable Hanover Square late, feeling distinctly shabby in her best coat that had not been new for several seasons. Isobel’s wedding had been one of the most highly anticipated and glittering events of that year’s social calendar, coming as it did on the heels of a whirlwind romance. Everyone had been eager to see up close the man who had won the heart of the country’s wealthiest heiress. Most of the seats in the church had already been taken by the time Agatha came in. As she looked around, with growing dismay, for an empty one near the back, she’d felt a light touch on her arm. Turning to see who it was, her eyes had fallen on a tall, well-dressed young man. His open, friendly expression had instantly loosened the knot in her shoulders; with nothing more than a smile, he’d dispelled her qualms about being the wrong person in the right place. He’d asked her if she was a friend of the bride and, finding this to be the case, had suggested that, if she didn’t already have a seat, she was welcome to join him and his mother in the front pew. Not generally inclined to entertain wildly romantic notions, Agatha had weaved a few, in the intervening years, around her memories of that moment. The moment she’d begun to fall in love. 

In love with Hugh Lytton.

She had never spoken those words out loud nor, except in her most unguarded private moments, admitted their truth even to herself. The reason was simple: five years on, she still didn’t know if, on that beautiful spring day in Hanover Square, Hugh had watched the one and only love of his life marry another man. 

 



  Chapter 3

An Audience with a Leading Lady
[image: ]

Margot Westlake stepped out of the marble bath and wrapped herself in the fluffy white towel that her maid, Giselle, had warmed for her in advance. A moment later – the towel discarded on the floor, where Giselle would pick it up later – Margot slipped into her pale mauve silk robe and walked over to the mirror-paneled vanity table in her dressing room. Like everything else in her apartment, it was opulent and very, very expensive. Margot had always loved expensive things. It was one of the reasons she had been so determined to escape the dreary working-class neighborhood where her parents, and their parents before them, had lived their whole lives. Her ambitions had stretched beyond material comforts, however. Margot had wanted to be famous: to be acclaimed and adored, not only for her beauty, but for her talent. That she had both, in spades, was indisputable; even the people who liked to whisper that Maggie Jordan would have never made it out of provincial theatre without the great Harry Westlake, could not deny that, once she had made it to the West End’s brightly lit stages, she’d earned every plaudit and every applause, fair and square. All the more reason to enjoy the fruits of her labor – and Harry’s. 

The greatest theatre impresario of his generation, and tremendously rich to boot, Harry had been her fairy godfather first, and her husband second. He’d offered a glittering dream and made it her reality; that magic, wedded to a powerfully compelling personality, had more than made up for the fact that Harry had been physically unprepossessing and older than her own father. The first of her three husbands, Harry remained her favorite. He’d been charming and fun and wonderfully indulgent. They’d had a marvelous time together; when Harry had died, she had been genuinely devastated. She had sworn that she would never marry again, a promise she’d kept for almost six months. Later, and on more than one occasion, she’d found herself wishing that she’d stuck to it longer.

Margot inspected the corners of her eyes carefully, trying to gauge if the fine lines that radiated out towards her temples had grown a little less fine since the previous day. It was relatively new, this obsession with the signs of time’s passage, and she knew exactly who was to blame for it. After all, though she was soon to celebrate her fortieth birthday – without fanfare, of course – her agelessness was beyond dispute; only last week, a critic had written that seeing Margot Westlake on stage was like travelling back in time, for she looked as fresh and dewy as she had playing Juliet Capulet at the Royal Theatre in 1911. And if there was a little hyperbole mixed in with the appreciation, it was surely negligible. Everyone agreed that she looked at least a decade younger than they believed her to be. Everyone except Claude Davis.

That infernal man!

Claude had had the temerity, during one of the many arguments that had been a defining feature of their short-lived marriage, to call her an old woman. Margot Westlake, an old woman!! As an insult, its malice was beneath contempt; as an observation, its mendacity was risible. But the words had stayed with her, like a burr caught under the skin. In a way, it was her own fault. In the haze of her initial infatuation with him, she’d made the mistake of telling Claude her real age. Later on, the brute had not hesitated to turn her honesty against her. Claude, she’d discovered, had no compunction about fighting dirty, especially once he’d realized that Margot was no pushover, and had no intention of putting her entire fortune at his disposal. Oh yes, she’d given as good as she got! They’d given each other hell for the better part of the eight months they’d been man and wife, but it was Margot who’d come out on top in the end. She had managed to free herself of ‘the leech,’ as she had taken to referring to her third husband, and all his many expensive habits and even more expensive, and infallibly abortive, business schemes. And she had learned her lesson. She would never again marry a man who lived on his overdraft and the generosity of friends, no matter how insinuatingly charming he was or how plausible sounding his assurances of future success. And she would never again marry a younger man – not unless she could make damn sure that he didn’t know it.

Margot pushed away the unpleasant thoughts of her most recent marriage. It was never profitable to dwell on failure. That was one of the first precepts that Harry had drilled into her after he’d taken her under his wing. She’d been a 17-year-old ingénue then, but she had taken the advice to heart, and it had stood her in good stead over the years. It was success that mattered, and success that had to be nurtured and celebrated. She had plenty of it to celebrate. Enemies and Lovers had been an unqualified triumph, the latest in a long list stretching back over two decades. It had reaffirmed her position at the pinnacle of her profession, proving to everyone, fans and critics alike, that a viciously contested divorce had not dimmed Margot Westlake’s legendary beauty or talent in the slightest. 

As she carefully applied her makeup, she mused with satisfaction that the responses to her most recent performances had been most gratifying. Why, only last night, that American fellow had declared that he was ready to prostrate himself – and an entire fortune made in Texan oil – at her feet. At least, that’s what she thought he’d said. Between the accent and the four whiskies he’d taken on board, it was difficult to be certain of his speech. Still, there could be no doubt as to his adulation, or his money; the garishly enormous spray of orchids, nearly the width of her dining table, which had been delivered to her apartment that morning courtesy of the infatuated Mr. Haldane, was more than definitive proof. Having traced her perfectly molded cupid’s bow in scarlet lipstick, Margot spared a smile for the man. It was all he was going to get for his trouble. Mr. Haldane seemed rather a darling – in a portly, fatherly sort of way – but he was not to be encouraged any further. It would not do to queer her pitch just now; she had much bigger fish to fry than some minor oil baron. 

Some men, she’d learned, did not enjoy finding themselves in competition for a beautiful woman, even if she was very beautiful indeed. Harry hadn’t minded. He’d liked nothing better than to see a dozen men trailing Margot at parties, and thought it terribly amusing to walk in, without warning, while one of them was in the middle of declaring his love, slap him on the back, and offer him a stiff drink. ’You’ll need it, old chap,’ he’d say, ’to wash out the taste of rejection.’ Harry had had the confidence of an old Greek god who knew himself to be omnipotent and unassailable. Margot had assumed that Sir Charles Alcott – illustrious of family and impeccable of reputation – would display a similarly Olympian attitude. Indeed, during their brief courtship, his behavior had struck her as acceptably enlightened. She had married him with the expectation that, apart from the novelty of being addressed as Lady Alcott, she would not need to make any adjustments to her lifestyle. 

It had not taken long to discover her error. Sir Charles had proved to be stiff-necked and serious – not only during his infrequent speeches as a backbench MP in the House of Commons, but practically all the time. Worse, he had expected her to be just the same, and he’d been very put out to discover that she wasn’t prepared to fall in line. In his eyes, her lapses in decorum had been numerous and galling in their intransigence, none more so than her persistence in flirting with other men in front of him. Marriage had quickly palled on both of them, but the horror of scandal had made them shy away from divorce at first. The war had allowed them to drag the marriage out a little longer –largely owing to the fact they’d spent most of it living apart – but six months after the Armistice, they’d raised the white flag. Despite their differences, Margot was convinced that Sir Charles wouldn’t have agreed to a divorce had it not been for his desire to beget an heir and her categorical refusal to provide him one. The last time she’d seen his name in the paper, the previous year, it had been in an announcement for the birth of his second son with the Honorable Lady Agnes Alcott – who, as the third daughter of the Duke of Cranleigh, would undoubtedly never trouble her husband’s peace of mind or his reputation by allowing the Argentinian cultural attaché to teach her the tango at one of Lady Blessington’s parties. 

Margot most certainly did not regret the loss of her second husband, but she was mindful of the things he’d taught her. She’d have to tread carefully for a little while longer, until she knew how things stood with Max. Not that she would tolerate any tiresomely excessive possessiveness. No, if Max showed himself disposed to act in a similar manner to Sir Charles, it would not do at all. All the same, she was loath to risk as brilliant a prospect as Max Trevelyan for the sake of a meaningless flirtation. She made a mental note to have Giselle disembowel the orchid bouquet and parcel it inconspicuously around the apartment.

Almost as if she’d read Margot’s mind, the maid materialized in the dressing room. Mr. Penderby had arrived and wished to see her. No, he did not have an appointment, but his business sounded urgent. Margot cast another look at her reflection in the mirror and, satisfied with what she saw, told Giselle that she would see her visitor. With a few deft moves, she arranged her platinum blonde waves, freshly shingled by Monsieur Antoine, and dabbed perfume on her wrists and neck. Her business manager was not a man whose favorable opinion she cared to court, but he was a man, and Margot would not countenance being seen at anything other than her best by the male sex. Always keep the upper hand; that was another thing Harry had taught her. 

She swept into her chrome- and glass-accented sitting room trailing feather-trimmed silk and greeted her visitor with a devastating smile.

“Gerry, darling! This is a surprise – you’ll have to forgive me looking a perfect fright, only I wasn’t expecting anyone this afternoon and I’m afraid I had a late night.”

Gerald Penderby hastily jumped up from the angular leather banquette on which he’d been sitting in some considerable discomfort for nearly half an hour, rushed forward to grasp the beautifully shaped hand that had been proffered to him and lightly pressed his lips against it.

“Margot, my dear, it is impossible for you to look anything other than absolutely tops,” he assured her, then explained that he had come to congratulate her on the triumphant conclusion of her play’s run. “They’re saying nothing else will come close to it this season. The box office numbers have been tremendous – just tremendous!”

Margot smiled complacently and reminded him that she didn’t care a jot about all that; it was the art that mattered.

“Yes, yes, quite,” Gerald hastened to agree. Observing her glance skim the room, he motioned towards a bouquet of pale peach roses resting in a cut glass vase, only just visible behind a much larger display of orchids. “Brought along a modest little token of my appreciation, but I can see someone has decided to put the rest of us fellows to shame, eh,” he observed with a gruff chuckle.

“Oh, Gerry – peach roses, my favorite! So thoughtful of you,” Margot said sweetly. She could tell he was angling to find out the identity of the orchid sender, but she had no intention of satisfying his curiosity. She liked Gerald a lot, and thought him quite clever, but she didn’t entirely trust his discretion. If she was going to tell him anything about her private affairs, it would be only those things she wanted other people to find out. 

“Now, then, darling, what’s this all about? I’m sure you didn’t come all this way just to bring me some flowers, but when I asked Giselle, all she could say was that it’s urgent. I’m sure you told her what it’s about, but that girl is a featherbrain.”

Gerald cleared his throat and offered a slightly rigid smile. 

“Actually, I hadn’t mentioned it. Confidential business and all that – best not discussed in front of the servants. But it’s nothing urgent – no, no, nothing like that. Matter of fact, another reason to celebrate: the last payment under your divorce settlement was sent to Mr. Davis’s solicitor on Monday. You are officially a free woman, Margot!”

“And not a moment too
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