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Vulpes latebram suam defendit
(the fox defends his lair)

Fox Family Motto




PART ONE


CHAPTER ONE

Bristol

March 1920

The noise, the smells, the crowd … it was Harry’s world, not hers. Engines revved and coughed, oil and smoke drifted through the air, and Helen peered through the crowd of racers at the trackside, trying to find him. But almost all of them had obscured half their faces with helmets and goggles, and just when she began to think he wasn’t racing after all, and relief was creeping through her, she saw him wheeling his motorcycle out onto the track. If he hadn’t raised a hand in greeting, she’d never have known him; it was an eerie feeling not to immediately recognise your own husband.

‘I expect he’s glad you came to one of these at last.’ Jeanette Duval had appeared, unnoticed, at her shoulder. ‘Adam likes it when I’m here, likes to have someone to coo and squeal over him when he comes back in.’

‘I’m not really the cooing and squealing type,’ Helen pointed out, her eyes still following the riders as they manoeuvred their motorcycles to the start line.

‘Oh, you’ll turn into one. They’re so heroic.’

‘They’re idiots.’

‘What’s bitten you today?’

Helen tore her gaze away and looked down at Jeanette, glowing and over-excited in the chilly spring air, and almost told her. But just because Adam was Harry’s best friend, it did not follow that his fiancée must be hers, and in any case, it was too late to say anything now; there was too much noise. Instead she watched, her heart in her mouth, as the last riders to arrive kicked life into the monsters beneath them, and let their engines warm up.

For a moment the air was thick with the rising roar and an almost unbearable tension, then the flag dropped, and they took off, fighting to get ahead of one another and slide into a better position. Helen’s skin seemed to shrink on her bones as she watched them, and she wished she’d remained in blissful ignorance, waiting at home with the children and not listening to the horror stories people were so happy to share. A single magpie swooped by, and Helen automatically saluted it. Good afternoon, Mr Magpie, hope your wife is doing well …

There were cheers from the crowd as individual favourites edged ahead, and Helen picked out Harry quite easily at first, by the Fox family emblem on the petrol tank. If she stared very hard she could keep up with where he sat in the race, but it made her eyes hurt and she soon gave up. Jeanette knew exactly where Adam was, however, and kept up a running commentary; Helen heard it only as a hum among the rest of the crowd and the noise of the motorcycles.

Gradually the worry began to subside, and she let her mind wander, but it never strayed from the man on the track, the man who was life and breath to her even now. Harry Fox, her first and deepest love; adoring and adored father of her three children; liar.

Even as the word flitted through her mind a gasp went up from the crowd, and then a cry, and as Helen dragged her eyes across the field she saw a rider fighting to keep his machine from spinning off into the barriers. Her breath caught, but the rider eventually won and, with wheels sliding and his booted foot pushing hard at the ground, he righted himself and re-joined the pack. There was no emblem on that tank, but the thought that it could so easily have been Harry was like a dash of icy water on her brow, and she felt the cold March wind blow harder. Why must he do this?

The field thinned out, as various machines coughed their last and their riders wheeled them off the track, hands raised in gloomy acknowledgement of the mingled cheers and jeers. Harry was still out there, and according to Jeanette he and Adam were jostling for second position, along with two others. She didn’t care. She wanted it to be over, so they could go home and talk. Really, properly talk, about what they were to do now and how to explain to the children—

A roar, and a sudden, violent surge of the crowd took her completely by surprise, and she was carried forward several steps before she heard Jeanette’s hoarse scream. ‘Harry!’

Helen’s disbelieving eyes found the thick, oily-black cloud on the far side of the track. Bright flame flickered in its depths before flaring and engulfing everything, but not before it showed her, horribly clearly, the still figure sprawled on the track.

* * *

Burleigh Mansions, Bristol

New Year’s Eve 1919

Four, so far. Out of perhaps one hundred and fifty. But four was enough.

Helen pretended to fuss with her brooch until she felt safely alone in the crowd once more, then she raised her eyes and scanned the heaving room. Once again, the Foxes had delivered the party of the year – or this time, she supposed, the party of the decade. No matter how many events were put on tonight, the cream of the Bristol set was always going to be here at Burleigh, wafting around, congratulating one another, and themselves, on being the toast of the town. Not the biggest party, perhaps, but certainly the most lavish. All three of the townhouse’s storeys were lit with twinkling lights, and, with the exception of her children’s rooms on the top floor, were filled with music, laughter, and clinking glasses.

Harry caught her eye and raised an eyebrow; always concerned about her, even after nearly twenty years of marriage and of parties like this. She raised her glass to him, and he grinned and disappeared again, and, ever the conscientious hostess, Helen looked around to see if there was anyone she had not yet greeted. Jeanette Duval had arrived, and was hanging onto her handsome beau’s arm as if she were terrified he was going to abandon her. She was probably right. Helen made her way over, and Jeanette turned as she approached.

Five.

Helen faltered. Five people, all friends to one degree or another, and each one looking at her with that same expression. Was it sympathy? Condescension? Genuine pity? Whatever the look was, it slid off Jeanette’s face as soon as it had landed there, and she held out her small, bejewelled hand.

‘Helen! Darling, come and rescue me.’ She drew Helen into the group, and her blond male companion sketched a little bow.

‘You’re looking lovely tonight, Mrs Fox.’

‘Mrs Fox!’ Helen laughed. ‘And how long have we known one another, Mr Coleridge?’

‘I believe it’s approximately thirty-three years, four months and …’ he squinted into the distance, ‘one and a half weeks.’

‘He’s joking,’ Helen said quickly, seeing Jeanette’s frown. Then, unable to help it, she added, ‘It’s two weeks, not one and a half.’

Jeanette smiled again, but it was thin and a bit strained, and Helen gave Adam a reproving look. He merely shrugged, but she noticed he brushed Jeanette’s hand with his thumb, and the woman’s features relaxed into a more natural smile. Thank goodness he had some manners, or Jeanette would have been the perfect wallflower tonight.

The small group picked up its conversation again, and Helen followed it for a few minutes, but it was all to do with new investments, and shipping, and she found herself instead concentrating on those odd looks she’d been getting. She wanted to broach the subject with Jeanette, but it was hard in this lively atmosphere.

‘How’s Harry?’ Jeanette asked, finally letting go of Adam’s arm and leading Helen off in search of another drink.

‘As you see him,’ Helen said, pointing. Her husband was, predictably enough, surrounded by the biggest, noisiest crowd in the huge room; the glamorous centre of attraction. Helen felt the usual surge of pride in Harry, and in the two of them as a couple, but few of their friends and acquaintances believed that, when she’d fallen for him, she’d had no idea he was one of those Foxes, the wealthy family who owned the majestic Fox Bay Hotel down on the Cornish coast. And the beach below it, as he’d told her casually, on the train down for their first visit.

‘Quite the host, as always,’ Jeanette said, handing Helen a fresh glass. ‘This champagne is very good.’ She drank it more quickly than she ought to, given its fine pedigree, and Helen saw her eyes flicking around the room as she did so.

‘Jeanette, do you know anything about why people are looking at me—’

‘When’s Harry racing again?’

Helen blinked. ‘Not until the middle of the month. I assumed Adam was joining him?’

‘Oh, I don’t know, maybe.’ Jeanette’s laugh was brittle. ‘He’s so busy with his get-rich-quick schemes.’

‘Get rich?’ Helen shook her head. ‘He’s one of the wealthiest men in the South West.’

‘Saving Harry of course.’

‘Who’s saving Harry?’ He had appeared from behind Helen and slipped his arms around her waist.

‘Oh, you’re well beyond saving.’ She leaned against him, loving the warmth of him at her back, and put her hands over his, holding him closer.

He grinned down at her. ‘Doesn’t mean you can’t try.’ He nuzzled her neck, sending a flush of heat through her, and his voice dropped to a whisper. ‘How does later tonight sound?’

She couldn’t help laughing, and her spirits lifted once more. He could always do that to her, even after all this time. ‘If you’re a very good boy,’ she murmured, aware of Jeanette’s eyes on them. As Harry withdrew, he patted her bottom discreetly, and winked.

With champagne fizzing in her blood, and the promise of a night of closeness and love, the party seemed to come to life for her again. Helen and Jeanette went their separate ways and Helen mingled with her guests, accepting compliments and returning them, swapping new year’s resolutions and plans, but her thoughts contentedly resting on what would happen when the house was hers and Harry’s again.

Six. The woman looked hurriedly away, but her expression exactly mirrored the other pitying, knowing looks, and Helen had had more than enough. She started across the room to demand an explanation, but a crash stopped her in her tracks, and she turned to see her son Benjamin, sixteen years old and attending his first society party, on his knees beside a suspiciously empty table. The snow-white lacy cloth was clamped between his hands, and he was laughing so hard he hadn’t realised everyone within earshot had stopped talking to stare at him. Surrounded by broken crockery and spilled food, he dragged in another breath and let it out on a hoot of laughter.

‘You’d better get him off to bed, Helen,’ one of her companions murmured.

‘His father will have some tough words for him in the morning,’ another said. ‘Poor lad.’

‘Poor lad?’ Helen thrust her glass at them. ‘I’ll give him poor lad!’

On any other day she’d have seen the funny side, but tonight she felt only embarrassment and exasperation. Someone had helped Benjamin to stand, and Helen seized the boy’s elbow. ‘Come on, you little reprobate!’ She turned to seek Harry’s help, and as she found him her heart did a slow roll in her chest. The crowd around him had finally dispersed, and now only Jeanette stood looking earnestly up at him, her hand on his arm, her face wearing a beseeching expression. Helen suddenly felt quite sick; how hadn’t she seen this coming? She looked around for Adam instead, but he was nowhere to be seen; no wonder Jeanette had taken her chance.

She turned away and put her arm around Benjamin’s back, letting him lean on her as she led him towards the stairs. How many people knew? For a moment she didn’t even know which was worse: that Harry was clearly being unfaithful, that it was with Jeanette, or that word was getting out and people felt sorry for her. But that moment was brief. Of course she knew. Oh, Harry, not you …

With Benjamin safely deposited, fully clothed, on his bed, Helen went into her own room. Downstairs, over a hundred people were waiting to see in the new year with the famous Foxes; the perfect couple, the ones everyone turned to for advice when their own marriages were failing. H and H, the Heavenly Twins, Harry had laughingly dubbed them. Helen swallowed a tiny sound of mingled despair and humiliation, and checked her make-up in the mirror. She would not make a scene, not tonight.

Her dark hair, once described by a childhood friend as too curly, hadn’t become any smoother with age, so she’d long since given up trying to tame it; Harry liked it, so why bother? She dragged a brush through it, then wiped a finger beneath her eyes to remove smudges and picked up her cake mascara to re-apply, but stopped as she saw her hand was shaking too hard. How could she compete with someone like Jeanette, the smooth-skinned, big-eyed, hand-span-waisted socialite? Helen was no great beauty, and no one but Harry had ever pretended she was, not even her mother. She was too short to wear the most fashionable clothes with any real confidence, and her figure was not the stick-thin outline those clothes demanded, but her slightly rounded face and childlike dimples would ensure she looked younger than her years as she grew older. And her sherry-coloured eyes were usually shining with good humour, which drew even the most fashion-conscious people to her long enough to find out that she had her share of intelligence and wit.

She also had dignity, and that’s what she must show now; tomorrow would take care of itself. A quick re-tie of the yellow ribbon around that too-curly hair, a straightening of her shoulders, and she was as good as new. On the outside, at least.

Downstairs her hostess smile returned, but although she neatly avoided coming anywhere near the treacherous Jeanette, she couldn’t avoid Harry. He appeared at her side just before midnight, his hand warm on her hip, and it took every ounce of strength she possessed not to pull away and demand the truth. But at the same time as she resisted this urge, he smiled, and the smile was so familiar and sweet that she found herself questioning her own conclusions; was she mis-reading things? His hazel eyes picked up the glitter of the fairy lights strung across the walls, and those same lights played across his face, making him appear magical and beyond reproach.

‘Sweetheart,’ he murmured against her temple, ‘you’re not forgetting our appointment later, are you?’

She felt his hand tighten on her, and his lips pressed against her skin, and the longing came flooding back. Surely he couldn’t be so convincing if his heart lay elsewhere? But then that was Harry Fox, wasn’t it? A charmer. He could make you believe anything.

‘No, I haven’t forgotten.’

‘Are you all right?’ He tilted her face up to his. ‘You look tired.’

‘I am, a bit,’ she said. ‘Perhaps later we—’

‘Ten!’ The first shout of the countdown had begun, and Harry’s hand curled around Helen’s as they joined in. On the stroke of midnight, while other people shrieked and hugged one another, waving drinks in the air and joining hands for Auld Lang Syne, Harry took Helen in his arms and bent his head to press his forehead against hers. It was an affectionate, even a loving, gesture, but one that cemented her certainty that his passion had led him elsewhere.

While Harry was seeing off the last of the revellers downstairs, Helen removed her party dress and draped it carefully over the back of a chair. She wiped her face clean of make-up, listening to the banging of doors all over the house as guests retrieved their coats and bellowed goodnight, and happy new year. Happy? Not for the Heavenly Twins.

She looked at the clock: almost three. Somehow, she had made it through the remainder of the party with her smile fixed in place, polite laughter produced at the silliest of jokes, and with a succession of partners ready to whisk their hostess off to the dance floor. But at least six of them – seven, if you counted Harry – knew it wasn’t just the decade that had come to an end.

At last the door clicked quietly open. Harry seemed surprised to see her still up, and when he came further into the light she could see a tightness to his form, and his smile was strained. Helen’s heart shrank until it felt like a burning pebble in the centre of her chest. Not tonight, please not tonight … She needed more time, just one more day of knowing him the way she always had. She wasn’t ready to lose him yet. She wanted to blurt out that she would forgive him, no matter what he’d done, but her pride kept the words in check.

‘How long?’ she said instead, turning away from his outstretched hands.

‘What?’

‘How long has it been?’ She made a supreme effort to sound calm, but heard the rising hysteria in her own voice.

He played for time, crafting his excuses. ‘How long has what been? I don’t know what—’

‘I know about it, Harry, so don’t bother to lie.’

Silence, then a heavy sigh. He was right behind her now. ‘Just about two months.’ His hands rested on her waist, and she whipped her head back, so fast it sent her hair flying in their faces, and shoved him away.

‘Don’t!’

‘I’m sorry.’ He remained at a distance, but his face was wreathed in sorrow. ‘Darling, we must talk about this, it affects us all. The children too.’

The children. Helen gave an agonised moan. Benjamin was old enough to understand, perhaps, but Roberta at eleven and Fiona at just five … their lives would be destroyed, all because their father found a pretty face irresistible. ‘Will you tell them the truth?’

‘Of course. Hels, how did you know? Who told you?’

‘I have eyes! I saw you and Jeanette talking out there. What was she doing, begging you to tell me?’

‘I would have anyway, but she said it had to be now.’

‘So you’re just doing as you’ve been told. Well done, Harry Fox.’ The sarcasm fell between them with all the unbearable weight of a broken heart. Helen’s breath caught in a sob, and she tried to walk away but Harry took hold of her arm.

‘I didn’t want to keep it from you, but Adam said it would—’

‘Adam?’ Helen stared. ‘He’s known too?’ Her children’s godfather, her own childhood friend, and he’d said nothing. Eight.

‘Of course he’s known, he’s …’ Harry let go of her arm and sank down onto the bed. For a moment he sat in silence, just looking at her. ‘You don’t know what you think you do, do you?’ he said at length. ‘I wondered how you could possibly have found out.’

‘Found out what?’ Helen’s dismay was turning to a colder feeling now, at the broken voice and the helpless expression as he raised his eyes to hers. ‘Harry, what’s happened?’

‘It’s all gone,’ he said. As he spoke the words his eyes grew bright with unshed tears. ‘Every last penny. I’m so sorry, Hels. We’re ruined.’


CHAPTER TWO

Bristol Royal Infirmary

March 1920

‘We’re so sorry, Mrs Fox …’

Helen felt a hand on her arm and one at the small of her back, but didn’t know who they belonged to. More mumbled words, explanations that meant nothing. She heard another voice from somewhere behind her, urging her to come away, to sit down, to drink tea. She had no idea who was speaking. Her legs moved, but only instinctively, to keep her balance as the hands pulled her towards a seat; if they hadn’t, she would have stayed exactly where she was, where those calm, long-practised words had scratched deep, acidic wounds into her heart: We’re so sorry …

Three words that brutally separated the Heavenly Twins forever, three words that they must say dozens of times a week. But this was Harry they were talking about. Harry with the wide smile, the glinting eyes, the quick wit … Harry whose breath she could still feel on her cheek, whose hands were as familiar to her as her own. This morning he’d eaten breakfast with her, laughing as his fork slipped and the piece of egg he’d saved for last had skidded off his plate. He’d forked it up again, and winked at her as their eldest daughter had rolled her eyes in the excruciating embarrassment only an eleven-year-old could express. They’d both stifled their laughter, but she’d read in his eyes what she knew was in her own: the sweeping knowledge that they would forever be the best of friends as well as the closest of lovers.

Now he was gone. All that laughter, all that love. The world darkened, and Helen suddenly felt as if she were falling through ice-cold cloud. She fumbled beneath her for the solid safety of the seat edge, and closed her eyes as she dragged a deep breath in. Help me, Harry, I can’t—

‘It will have been quick, darling.’

Now Helen recognised the voice. Dazed, she looked up to see Adam Coleridge, still dressed in his racing clothes, his helmet strap twisted around his oily hands, his face smudged and blackened and a deep graze down one cheek. Behind him Jeanette stood, pale and shocked looking.

‘Quick?’ How could he know such a thing? Harry had lain on the track for several long, horror-filled minutes before anyone had managed to get close enough to roll him onto his back and smother the flames. He’d died at the scene, certainly, but how could anyone know what he had suffered?

‘They said the fuel pipe leaked,’ Adam went on, as if knowing the reason for it all would bring Harry back. ‘It sprayed petrol back over the exhaust and caught—’

‘Stop it.’ Helen’s voice was dull.

‘He didn’t check it, Helen.’ Adam lowered his voice. ‘The thing is he shouldn’t even have been riding.’

‘I said stop!’ She stood, and pushed past him to leave, but he stopped her.

‘I’m only telling you because … Look, you have the right to know.’ Adam put his lips close to her ear under the guise of a comforting embrace. ‘He had brandy in his jacket pocket, I found the bottle when I ditched my bike and went back to him.’ He patted his own pocket. ‘I took it. I’ve told no one, all right?’

Helen stared at him, numb. ‘But he doesn’t … He never … How do you know he’d drunk any?’

Adam started to speak, but clamped his mouth shut and Helen followed his gaze to see Jeanette looking at them with narrowed eyes.

‘Not here,’ Adam said. ‘I’ll come to Burleigh tonight, we can talk then.’

‘What about the children?’ Helen muttered, anguish sweeping over her again. ‘How do I tell them?’

‘I’m their godfather,’ Adam said quietly. ‘Do you want me to be with you?’

Helen didn’t reply, her mind was already filled with too many fresh realisations. ‘Oh God, Fleur …’ Harry’s mother would have to be told before word reached her, it was bound to be in the papers.

Adam looked helpless. ‘Darling, I’m so sorry.’ He bent to kiss her cheek, but she pulled back and her voice was cold.

‘If it wasn’t for you, he’d still be alive.’

Adam’s eyes darkened. ‘By the time I realised what had happened I was a long way ahead of him. I couldn’t have saved him, Hels.’

‘Don’t call me that.’

‘I couldn’t get to him any—’

‘I’m not talking about the fire!’

Adam stared at her, clearly uncomprehending, but she couldn’t say any more. She shook her head, and Jeanette stepped forward and took Adam’s hand.

‘You know where we are if you need us, Helen. We’re both utterly devastated for you all.’

‘I’ll come around later,’ Adam repeated, as Jeanette pulled him away.

‘Don’t.’

Helen returned home and gathered the children to her, and, somehow, broke the news. She held the girls as they sobbed, keeping her own tears in check until, exhausted by bewildered grief, they fell asleep. Benjamin tried harder to be adult, to hide his tears, but they built in his eyes until the slightest movement sent them spilling down his newly shaven cheeks, and when Helen drew the boy to her, he wept as hard and as freely as his sisters had.

Much later that night Helen lay down on her bed, with her head on Harry’s pillow, and fell into the abyss that had been waiting for her from the moment she had heard Jeanette’s scream.

The funeral was predictably well attended. At Burleigh Mansions, after the service, the rooms that just three months ago had been festooned in fairy lights were now draped in black. The optimism and laughter that had greeted the new decade had turned to shock and grief, as Harry’s friends and colleagues gathered to honour the memory of a sparkling, joy-filled, but far too short life. There was some speculation about why Harry had refused his mother’s pleas to be buried in the family crypt in Trethkellis, but Helen had firmly honoured his wishes – he’d fallen in love with Bristol, so why not be buried here?

Press interest had scarcely waned in the intervening days, and the death of Harry Fox was built up into a glamorous, though tragic affair; the bon viveur former playboy, and the woman who’d apparently tamed him, had drawn interest from the moment they’d moved into Burleigh Mansions as newlyweds in 1901; everyone had been looking for a flaw in their marriage, a sign that Harry had returned to his former ways. The fact that he’d remained friends with Adam Coleridge – who certainly hadn’t been tamed, no matter how fondly Jeanette believed otherwise – only added to the certainty that Harry would fall by the wayside before too long.

But three children and a war had not dented the Heavenly Twins, and now Harry had been so cruelly wrenched from the world there was very public speculation as to what Helen would do next. Would she sell Burleigh and move away? Would she sell Harry’s shares in the various companies he owned, and take her children on a cruise to give them a chance to heal? Would she invest it all in something new and exciting?

Invest it all? If only they knew. The three months since New Year’s Eve had been a strange time. So great was her relief at discovering she’d been wrong about an affair, she had succeeded in convincing herself that, as long as she had Harry, everything would be all right. Money wasn’t important, their lifestyle wasn’t important. After all, before they’d met she’d been a nobody, and she’d happily go back to that life … Provided she was a nobody who had Harry Fox at her side.

But if her own past had been ordinary, Harry’s hadn’t. His entire life had been spent in a comfort bordering on luxury, and it was a struggle for him to come to terms with losing it all, and with failing his family. So he’d fought. Hard. She’d watched, lost in admiration, as he pulled himself back up, exerting himself like never before, clawing back what he’d lost and never once, in those three months, showing the public any other face than the smiling, confident Harry Fox they all knew and admired.

It was only when, immediately before that fatal race she had mistakenly opened a letter addressed to H Fox, that she realised he’d lied to her as well.

Helen circulated after the service, pressed black-clad arms and thanked people for coming, and tried to avoid speaking to anyone for more than a few minutes. Harry’s elegant mother had shunned everyone’s attentions and taken her leave early, eyes bright with fresh tears, and begun her lonely return journey to Cornwall, to the hotel on the coast that Harry had loved so much, and that might have saved his life.

Helen looked around the crowded room, and her heart cracked a little to see her three children sitting statue-like on the couch, the two eldest clutching cups of tea, their set faces discouraging well-meaning advances from friends and relations. Sarah, the nanny, sat beside six-year-old Fiona, with a protective arm around the little girl’s shoulder.

All three children had done themselves proud today, even the still-shocked Roberta, who Helen had worried about the most. They’d all deeply loved their father, and been equally cherished in return. He was the stone pillar around which all his children grew like ivy, and now he was just a name, a memory, a wisp of remembered love.

But Roberta had found a particular place in his heart, strenuously as he would deny it. Benjamin, the first-born, had been greeted with indescribable joy by both of them, and as soon as he was old enough Harry had begun taking him to meetings and to his club, proudly showing off the heir to the Fox dynasty. The boy had lapped up the attention and rewarded it with complete obedience and with the best of his sparsely given affection.

Fiona, the youngest, had held him in a different way; he would laugh at her determination to crawl away from him, seeking the freedom of any open door they happened to be near, and would scoop her up again without once fearing it was him she wished to be free of. She only had to begin her baby-babble to him, leaning on his knee with her chubby little elbow and staring earnestly up at him, for him to start grinning.

But between the two, when Roberta had come along, Harry had taken one look at the angrily pinched face and jerking fists, and fallen under her spell. As a toddler she’d seemed to become aware of this, and would happily climb into his lap, safe in the knowledge that he would not immediately put her down again, or scold her for creasing his newspaper. But she had tested him, that was for sure; she was the one who had the power to make him think the hardest, and to check his temper the most. They’d enjoyed a complicated, but devoted relationship, and now Roberta was adrift and seemingly alone. But today she had comported herself with a dignity beyond what might be expected of an eleven-year-old, and Helen made a silent promise that she would go to her later and tell her how proud she was.

When the last mourner had left, and the children had gone gratefully to their rooms, Helen closed the front door and leaned against it for a moment. She stared absently up at the coats on the pegs and wondered why her throat had thickened again, until she realised: the fine, black wool one was Harry’s; his smell would still be on it, that curious mixture of oil and Pears shaving soap … She brushed her hand down the sleeve, clutching at the cuff for a moment, then went through into the sitting room, craving only peace, and time to think, before she went upstairs to find Roberta.

‘Helen?’ Adam Coleridge moved away from the window, glass in hand, his expression nervous.

Startled, Helen recovered quickly. ‘What are you still doing here?’

‘It was the only way I could think of to talk to you. You’ve been avoiding me all day.’

‘Oh, do pardon me,’ Helen said tightly. ‘I’ve been a bit distracted burying my husband.’

Pain flashed across his face. ‘I didn’t mean to—’

‘I meant what I said.’ She moved past him to sit down, but did not invite him to do the same. ‘If it wasn’t for you, he’d still be here.’

‘I know.’ His quiet voice made her look up. She had expected an argument, or puzzlement, at least.

‘Do you?’

‘The investment was my idea. I’ll regret bringing him into it, until my …’ He stopped, and took a deep breath. ‘I didn’t realise he’d ploughed everything into it though, Hels, I swear.’

‘Really? Where do you suppose he got the money?’

‘I didn’t know he was down on funds. He told me it was a breeze, getting it together.’

Of course he did. He can make anyone believe anything. ‘And you told him it was a sure money-maker.’

Adam nodded. He looked twice as old as he had on New Year’s Eve, his blond hair, usually pomaded to within an inch of its life, messy now where he’d been dragging a hand through it. ‘I thought it was.’

Helen gave a hollow laugh. ‘Well I suppose you were right, in a way. It’s made money for someone, and it’s given Burleigh Mansions right back to the mortgage company.’

‘What?’ Adam put his glass down and sank into the armchair opposite. He rubbed his face with both hands. ‘Are you certain?’

‘I found the letter before the race.’

‘God, what will you do?’

‘Throw myself on Fleur’s mercy I suppose. Harry inherited his father’s share of the hotel, so he owns … owned, half of it. Now that half is mine.’ The pain was sharp, and she caught her breath with it, but Adam hadn’t noticed, he was still lost in dismay.

‘Why didn’t he go to her when he first knew he was in trouble?’

‘That’s what I wanted to know,’ Helen said grimly. ‘We had some terrible rows about it, but he refused, said it was her home and he couldn’t ask her to sell, or re-mortgage, because of his foolishness.’ The memory of those arguments, as heated as they’d been, seemed to belong to someone else now.

‘But just selling his own half would have helped,’ Adam persisted. ‘Anyone would have been happy to buy into somewhere like that.’

‘I suggested that, too. I mean, she hadn’t yet signed his half over to him, but that wouldn’t have taken much to remedy. So in the end he agreed to get that much done, just in case, but by the time it was signed over he said he didn’t need it anymore, that everything was all right.’

‘That’s what he told me, too. Not that he’d have asked for my advice. But Fleur would have helped him, and gladly.’

Helen nodded. ‘I forgot you knew her so well.’

‘Since Harry and I were twelve.’ Adam’s mouth flickered in a little smile of memory, but it quickly faded. ‘I spoke to her earlier, she’s in pieces.’

‘That’s why I can’t ask her yet.’ Helen hesitated, not sure she really wanted to know, but she had to ask. ‘About that brandy.’

He looked at her warily. His pleasant, open features were strained now, the blue eyes shadowed, the mouth tight. ‘I told you, no one will ever know. Not from me.’

‘How do you know though? That he’d actually drunk any, I mean.’

Adam was silent for a moment, and she let him gather his thoughts. He couldn’t know, it was just speculation. Otherwise he’d have just come out and said he’d smelled it, and if that was the case he’d have stopped Harry from riding.

‘How was he, on the day of the race?’ he asked at last.

‘Cheerful. Optimistic.’ Helen’s heart ached as she remembered. ‘He spent some time with Benjamin teaching him to shave, then with Roberta, showing her his motorcycle pictures.’

‘And Fiona?’

‘She’d dragged the nanny outside to play the moment breakfast was over.’ Helen frowned, growing suspicious at these questions. ‘He just seemed content.’

‘Doesn’t even that seem strange, given your situation as you know it now?’

‘Not at all. He was wonderful with the children, you know that. Look, Adam, I’d have known if he was drinking a lot. You know Harry, always in moderation.’

‘Precisely. He wasn’t a drinker, so it wouldn’t have taken much. Not enough to make it obvious anyway. And it didn’t impair his riding.’ Adam paused. ‘But he should have smelled a leaky fuel pipe, and have you ever known Harry not to go over his motorcycle with a fine-toothed comb before a race?’

‘This was the first one I’d been to,’ Helen reminded him, feeling a little tremor run through her.

‘He came late to the trackside, and gave his motorbike the briefest looking over.’ Adam shook his head. ‘I assumed he’d already checked it beforehand.’

‘And you didn’t ask?’

‘Why would I?’ Adam was growing defensive now, she could read it in the way he sat up straight. ‘I had my own machine to check, and he didn’t come over to speak to me anyway.’

‘But you were his friend,’ Helen countered hotly. ‘He’d have looked out for you, stopped you from riding if he’d had the slightest—’

‘But I didn’t!’ Adam slammed his hand down on the arm of his chair and rose to his feet. ‘I didn’t have the slightest suspicion, and neither did you, did you?’ He turned away, but not before she saw his jaw tense with anger. ‘If you’re saying he died because I didn’t care enough to mother him, then you’re as much to blame as me.’

He evidently mis-read her silent acceptance of that truth as shock, and turned back, his face reflecting his remorse. ‘Helen, I’m … that was unforgiveable. I’m sorry.’

She waved it away. ‘What did you mean when you said he wouldn’t ask your advice? He always did. To his cost,’ she added bitterly.

Adam sighed. ‘Harry wasn’t the only one to lose his shirt in that investment. Why would he trust me when he knew I’d lost everything too?’

‘Everything? How?’ She couldn’t find a shred of sympathy for him, no matter how close they’d once been.

‘The shipping company he told you about, Blue Ensign, was floated on the stock market just after the war. I could see it had the potential for a monopoly on freight, and freight was the future.’ He shrugged. ‘I still believe that now. Anyway, I put everything I had into it, and for a while everything was rosy, the risk paid off. Then other, better companies sprang up, the Union Castle Line got bigger and stronger—’

‘Yet you persuaded Harry to invest in Blue Ensign too?’ Helen’s voice was tight.

‘He’s so well respected in investment circles, just his name on the board of directors should have helped, let alone the money he ploughed into the company. I honestly thought it would raise the value of shares.’

‘And instead they fell.’

Adam nodded. ‘Plummeted, it’s fairer to say. The company was hit by one disaster after another, and finally the big one. An entire shipment lost at sea, thanks to an engineering fault. The line was sued by both buyer and seller, and after that we couldn’t give the shares away.’

‘Harry never told me why you weren’t insured against that kind of loss or litigation.’ In fact he’d snapped when she’d asked, which was so distressingly unlike him that she had never asked again. ‘What kind of company doesn’t set up insurance?’

‘Blue Ensign was insured for that voyage. If the ship had sailed as planned, three days later, we’d have been fine. We’d have lost the cargo, yes, but we’d have been covered, and indemnified against lawsuits too.’

‘But?’

He looked away. ‘But there was an opportunity for return freight if we delivered early, and we couldn’t turn that down.’ He shook his head. ‘The dates on the policy document didn’t cover us for those three days.’

Finally they were getting to it. Helen tensed as she asked, with deceptive calm, ‘And whose decision was it to sail early, yours or his?’

‘Neither.’ He sounded momentarily defensive. ‘We were on the board of directors, we didn’t run the company.’

‘But whose idea was it? Who told the board that the insurance was valid? It was you, wasn’t it?’

Adam still couldn’t look at her, and she leaned forward, her words a hiss in the otherwise silent room. ‘Answer me!’

‘Helen, I’m—’

‘Get out.’

‘Let me explain.’

‘You’ve had your chance and you danced around it.’ She rose, stiff and aching, and close to tears. ‘Get out. I never want to see or hear from you again. I’m glad you’ve lost it all.’

He picked up his hat, and looked at her for a long moment. When she didn’t apologise, he gave her a faint, sad smile. ‘I don’t blame you for that.’

‘I don’t care if you do.’

Helen followed his gaze as they reached the front door, and caught sight of a framed picture, one of Harry’s favourites, hanging on the wall. The three of them together just after the war; Harry in his blue convalescent uniform, his good arm slung around Adam’s shoulder, and Helen standing in front of them both, stiff and formal, terrified of ruining the photograph by smiling.

‘I loved him too,’ Adam said softly. For a second Helen saw the pain in his eyes and in the stoop of his shoulders, and almost relented. But a glance at Harry’s coat hanging on its peg, never again to be worn by the man she loved, killed that momentary weakness. She barely waited until Adam had stepped over the threshold, then slammed the door behind him.
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